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Introduction

David G. Roskies

His plan was to write a trilogy that would encompass “more than forty years of Polish Jewish life” and would do for Yiddish letters what Gorky had done for the Russian. Where other writers might have faltered along the way, he brought this hugely ambitious work to completion, even while holding down a full-time job for thirty years. And when a night of terror descended on the world, he evaded death—first under Stalin, then under Hitler—long enough to report on Polish Jewry’s last chapter, as well as to write his own requiem. What survived was a timeless masterpiece, part of a trilogy without a known ending; two ferocious chronicles from out of the whirlwind; and a life story that unfolds as a three-act drama.

Act I sets forth the rise of a poor Jewish lad from the Polish provinces. Yehoshue Perle (pronounced PEHR-leh), known as Shiye, was born in 1888 in Radom, a typical multiethnic Polish town, then still under Russian rule, 43 percent of whose roughly nineteen thousand inhabitants were Yiddish-speaking, observant Jews. Polish Catholics, Protestant Evangelicals, and Eastern Orthodox Ukrainians completed the mosaic. Measured by the three indicia of family pedigree, rabbinic learning, and wealth, which determined one’s standing in Jewish society, the Perle family was deficient on all counts. Home was a wooden hut with an earthen floor near the New Mill, where his father, Leyzer, eked out a living selling hay. On Fridays, in preparation for the Sabbath, the floor was sprinkled with fresh sand bought at Khane-Beyle’s store on Synagogue Street, located in the old part of town.1

Both parents had grown children from previous marriages, but Shiye, by most accounts, was the only surviving offspring of their life together. Father expected each child to fend for himself. So when Mother left for Siberia to serve as a nanny for the child of her beautiful daughter Rukhtshe, Shiye was taken out of school and sent to work as a clerk in Yosl Green’s dry goods store, where his tenure was exceedingly brief. Nor did he last very long at his next job, as a locksmith. Thus Shiye’s formal Jewish (and smattering of Russian) education came to an end when he was twelve years old, just shy of his bar mitzvah.

However, his mother, remembering better times, had great ambitions for her young son. After returning home from Siberia, she scraped together enough money to hire a private tutor, with whose help Shiye completed the full four-year curriculum of the local Russian gymnasium in two. On the occasion of the death of the founder of the Zionist movement, Theodor Herzl, the sixteen-year-old extern composed his first poem, in Russian, which he declaimed before a group of bona-fide gymnasium students decked out in their military-style uniforms.

His mother also saw to it that Shiye learn a useful profession to take him out of poverty—accounting.2 A year later, the fateful year 1905, when tsarist Russia was torn between anarchy and democracy, hope and fear, the seventeen-year-old Shiye boarded the horse-drawn omnibus bound for the metropolis of Warsaw. (Some say he left home in the wake of a romantic debacle.) There, and for the next thirty years, he would lead a double life, working from nine to five in a starched collar and speaking perfect Polish, first as an assistant bookkeeper in a bank, then as chief accountant in a large mill. As bookkeepers go, he cut an impressive figure, his dark blue eyes framed by steel-rimmed glasses and his mustache neatly trimmed. Accustomed to frugal living, he rented a modest apartment on Orlo Street. Rumor later had it that Perle had vowed not to quit his job at the mill until he reached two “fifties”: fifty years of age and fifty thousand zlotys put away in his savings account.3

Then there was the other Perle, jovial and ebullient, salt of the Jewish earth, who spoke his broad, superidiomatic Polish Yiddish for all the world to hear at public readings presided over by the Olympian I. L. Peretz (1852–1915), or at the more intimate literary salon of the ethnographer and cultural activist Noah Prylucki (1887–1941). Peretz, at a rehearsal of the Yiddish Drama Circle, introduced Perle to the beautiful and talented Sarah, the gravedigger’s daughter, and Prylucki launched Perle’s literary career by publishing his first, neo-romantic sketch on the Sabbath, after it was turned down by the editor of the Yiddish daily Haynt for being too “literary.”4

Sarah was the love of his life. They married, moved to more spacious quarters on Nowolipie Street, in the heart of the Jewish district, and a son, known as Lolek in Polish and Israel on his birth certificate, was born to them in 1919.5

These were heady years both for Poland, recently freed from tsarist domination, and for its Jews, newly liberated from the shtetl. Two of Poland’s native sons, Henryk Sienkiewicz in 1905 and Wladyslaw Reymont in 1924, were awarded the Nobel Prize for literature. By the end of World War I, Warsaw had also become the new center of Yiddish cultural activity; even before Armistice Day in November 1918, the Union of Yiddish Writers and Journalists in Warsaw had moved into permanent quarters on Tłomackie 13, next door to the Great Synagogue. There, Yehoshue Perle felt very much at home.6

Politically, too, Warsaw was a congenial place for a budding Yiddish writer with leftist leanings. Warsaw was fast becoming a bastion of the Jewish Labor Bund of Lithuania, Poland, and Russia, which represented the interests of the Jewish working class within the Social Democratic movement. Despite his starched collar and steel-rimmed glasses, Perle shared with the Bund an anti-bourgeois, anti-Zionist, and pro-Yiddish eschatology. He broke ranks with the Left over its radical secularism. Throughout his life, Perle maintained a deep interest in traditional forms of Jewish behavior and remained respectful of them. As a member of the honor guard at the grave of the prominent Yiddish and Hebrew writer Hirsh-Dovid Nomberg (1876–1927), Perle, almost alone among his fellow writers, insisted on wearing a skullcap.7

Not surprisingly, romance and lyricism were the stuff of his early writing—a martyrological “Legend,” as retold by a grandmother (1920); In the Land of the Vistula (1921), a prose poem about a Jewish beauty seduced by a Polish nobleman; contemporary tales of seduction set among the Polish-speaking, rising middle class, like the novella Mirl (1921); a prose poem about the beautiful “Ruta” (1921); and the collection of short stories provocatively titled Sins (1923). Perle’s lyricism, unfortunately, marked his work as derivative. “His whole manner of writing,” complained Shmuel Niger, the preeminent Yiddish critic of the day, “is a patchwork: a piece from here, a piece from there.”8

Niger expected writers of the postwar generation to speak in the voice of Naturalism, the writing school that laid bare all of life’s passions, mendacity, and social evils. In Polish-Yiddish letters, the particular mode was aggressively promoted by I. M. Weissenberg (1881–1937), who failed to recognize Perle’s talent, even when twenty-five Yiddish prose writers and poets made their collective voice heard in the Warsaw Almanac of 1923, with Perle prominently among them. Alongside the critical realism of I. J. Singer (1893–1944), A. M. Fuks (1890–1974), and Leyb Olitsky (1894–1973), Perle’s novella Numbers gave Yiddish readers a slice-of-life portrayal they had never before encountered: the dreary, deracinated life of Polish Jews working in a bank owned by two pfennig-pinching Jewish brothers. At a leisurely pace, Perle takes us through fifteen identical years in the life of Jakub Winkler, a Jewish Bartleby the Scrivener—the exemplar of emptiness, thwarted desire, and total isolation; the modern, marginal man, as suggested by his very name, vinkl meaning “corner.”9 Linguistically transparent, the novella might have been written in Polish and is perhaps indebted to the great Polish realist Boleslaw Prus (1847–1912). In that same year of 1923, militant Yiddishists, with Melekh Ravitch (1893–1976) at the helm, took over the Yiddish Writers’ Club, and Perle was elected to the new board.10 Economic security, true love, and literary success—by the age of thirty-eight, Perle seemed to be firmly established.

Act II began and ended with catastrophe. One day in 1926, as Melekh Ravitch, his colleague, neighbor, and fellow accountant, would recall, the Warsaw Yiddish literati came running to Perle’s apartment and found him lying on the floor in a paroxysm of grief. In a corner hung the lifeless body of his wife, her long braids askew. Sarah had left no suicide note. For months on end, the bereaved husband would cry out to anyone who listened: “Why did she do it? Why did she do it?”11

Following this tragedy, Perle resolved never to remarry and to dedicate his efforts to Lolek. Hoping to augment his income—he would now need a full-time housekeeper for his son—Perle turned to the fastest-growing literary commodity, the market for shund, trashy, serialized novels. Writing under the pseudonym of three asterisks, laid out just so—


	[image: ]



—Perle began churning out sensational serializations for the Yiddish daily Moment with such titles as: Jewish Blood, Downhill, Behind Seven Locks, Reviled and Rebuked, Gold and Bread. Each installment was avidly awaited by a new mass market of Yiddish readers potentially numbering in the millions, young and old, male and female, pious and freethinking. Perle, of course, was not alone in exploiting this lucrative sideline. Even serious writers of respectable backgrounds, like Yitskhok Bashevis (I. B. Singer; 1904–1991) and Aaron Zeitlin (1889–1973), were guilty of the practice, not to mention Israel Rabon (1900–1942), from the rough-and-tumble city of Lodz, the Manchester of Poland.12 For some reason, however, it was Perle who bore the brunt of the acrimony. The “Three Asterisks” became synonymous with the sellout of Yiddish culture to “the bourgeois yellow-sheet press.” Perle was blamed for corrupting the morals of Jewish youth. Itzik Manger even demanded that Perle (and Rabon) be hauled before a literary tribunal,13 and Perle was publicly rebuked by Kadia Molodowski at the General Assembly of the Yiddish P.E.N. Club on November 1, 1933.14 But the cruelest blow came at a special “Day of Yiddish Literature” in August 1935, observed at the World Gathering of the YIVO Institute for Jewish Research. Over eight hundred people were in attendance at the Vilna Conservatory of Music. When Perle began reading from his work, some younger members of the audience shouted, “Get down from the stage, you pornographer!” Perle was visibly crushed, and the festive day came to an abrupt end.15

Since 1930, Perle had been hard at work on something entirely different. “I am writing a book in three parts,” he told a reporter, “about the bygone generation … thirty years of Jewish life. I couldn’t find the form, the tone, until Gorky showed me the way with his My Universities.”16 At about the same time as Henry Roth in New York procured a copy of Joyce’s banned Ulysses and realized that “you didn’t have to move out of your environment, out of an urban slum, to get all the material you wanted—convertible into great literature,” Perle discovered the key to his own childhood and youth. “A writer has no secrets,” Gorky revealed to him. “He must expose with absolute honesty.”17 Just as Gorky began his autobiographical trilogy with a death, so too would Perle; poverty, ignorance, and cruelty rounded out the curriculum as taught by life’s universities.

Yidn fun a gants yor: a bukh fun a fargangen lebn—Everyday Jews: Scenes from a Vanished Life—was published in the spring of 1935 to mixed reviews. The official Bundist press was scandalized by the sex scenes, a sad legacy, it claimed, of Perle’s career as a pornographer. Yitskhok Bashevis (Singer), recently arrived in America, complained that the novel was too bleak to be psychologically credible, its autobiographical hero (whom Perle had even neglected to describe) coming from a home at once “gray and impoverished” and “umheymlekh, forbidding.” Niger, too, took issue with the novel’s bleakness, while noting that Mendl, the novel’s young narrator, was a close cousin of Sholem Aleichem’s antic orphan Motl, the cantor’s son. In the last (perfunctory) analysis, however, according to Niger, Perle’s novel “lacked an idea.”18

Rachel Auerbach (1903–1976) finally rose to Perle’s defense in the leading Yiddish literary review. She cautioned against reading Perle’s realism too naively, pointing to the novel’s analogical structure as a measure of its subtle modernist design. True to the dictates of a Bildungsroman, Everyday Jews followed a loose chronology, its individual episodes and the fate of its protagonists obeying a “spiral” pattern, a constant ebb and flow that mimicked the rhythm of its young hero’s life. So too the flow of ethnographic detail, never fetishized; the treatment of Jewish-Christian relations, which can so often deteriorate into kitsch; and the remarkable richness of the Yiddish, worthy of independent study. All told, Auerbach proclaimed, there was a truthfulness to this work, an existential honesty almost absent from the rest of contemporary Yiddish fiction.19 Gorky’s example, in other words, had been faithfully upheld.

On the strength of Everyday Jews Perle was accepted back into the fold. Dramatic changes followed. The mill where he had been employed burned down; he gave up his career as a purveyor of shund in the pages of Moment; he joined the full-time staff of the Bundist Folkstsaytung; and he was elected to the Warsaw branch of the Yiddish P.E.N. Club, which in turn conferred upon Everyday Jews one of three I. L. Peretz Awards for the best original Yiddish works to appear in recent years. Blackballed and humiliated at the YIVO gathering in Vilna, Perle was definitively rehabilitated in Warsaw as part of the fortieth anniversary celebration of the Bund, held in the Nowości Theater on November 15, 1937. Two one-time literary awards were conferred at this occasion: the best-writer award to the thirty-six-year-old Itzik Manger, and the best-novel award to the forty-nine-year-old Perle.20

If the Bund now claimed to be the standard-bearer of Yiddish culture and sought to enlist all Yiddish writers under its banner, some Yiddish writers resisted and voted with their feet. Melekh Ravitch was the first to leave Poland—for Melbourne and, later, for other exotic destinations—followed by Kadia Molodowski and Yitskhok Bashevis, who settled in New York. (“How sad it is without him,” Perle wrote to Ravitch, a sentiment that Bashevis never reciprocated.21)

By this time, Polish Jewry was under siege. “We’re being slaughtered,” he reported to Ravitch. “In the small towns”—referring to the recent pogroms in Przytyk and Minsk Mazowiecki—“Jews won’t go to bed, for fear they’ll be murdered in their sleep.” As if in direct response, Perle’s literary ambitions expanded. His projected trilogy was now to encompass “over forty years of Jewish life in Poland,” from the 1880s to the 1920s.22 Moving from the narrow, psychologically defined, autobiographical perspective of Everyday Jews, its sequel, Di gildene pave (1937)—The Golden Peacock: A Novel in Two Parts—assumed a completely unexpected form, as Perle reverted to the sensational plot devices, moral dichotomies, broad geographic-historical canvas, and sentimentality of his earlier shund production. In a note, Perle urged readers to find “traces” of Everyday Jews in the sequel.23

The hope was in vain. Except for the theme of marital deception, a rambling plot driven by the inchoate longings of a woman, and cameo appearances by minor characters from Everyday Jews, the two works have little in common. Instead of an older Mendl, as one would have expected, occupying the center of consciousness, The Golden Peacock stars Perle’s beautiful half-sister, called by her real name, Rukhtshe, who vies with the virtuous Sheyndl (“the beautiful one”) for the affections of a man known as “the second Paganini,” the virtuoso folk fiddler Kaddish. Even though Sheyndl dies in childbirth midway through The Golden Peacock, by the end of the third work in the series, titled Gilgulim (1939)—Metamorphoses—we still don’t know whether Rukhtshe and Kaddish will ever get together again—and we may never find out. The one extant copy of the volume—the sequel to the sequel, so to speak—deposited in the National Library of Poland on the very eve of the Nazi invasion, is missing its last pages.24

Act III of the Perle life story is nothing less than the tragic fate of Polish Jewry. There were two escape routes, and Perle attempted them both. In September 1939, he joined tens of thousands of refugees fleeing eastward to the Polish territories annexed by the Soviet Union as part of the Ribbentrop-Molotov Pact. Sometime in November, along with his son Lolek and new daughter-in-law Yudis, he reached Lwów/Lemberg, where the newlyweds found work as engineers. Twenty-one-year-old Lolek, a member of the (illegal) Polish Communist Party, no longer had reason to fear; not so Perle senior. The moment a Soviet Writers’ Union was established in a requisitioned palace on Copernicus Street, embracing three nationalities—Ukrainians, Poles, and Jews—the family of Polish-Yiddish writers turned against itself. Writers once united in the Warsaw Almanac began denouncing one another; as a prominent Bundist (and thus anathema to their traditional Communist antagonists), Perle was especially vulnerable. However, the Polish Communist poet Elżbieta Szemplińska came to Perle’s defense, and he was admitted into the Union.25 The delegations of Soviet-Yiddish writers from Moscow and Kiev, eager to reunite with their Polish brethren after a terrible decade of separation, also came to his rescue. Peretz Markish (1895–1952), who had spent his salad days in Warsaw, was especially welcoming. A 1940 group photo of the Yiddish writers’ colony in Lwów shows Perle seated second from the left, looking at Markish. This photo became one of Perle’s most cherished possessions. The Soviet regime showered Perle with all the usual rewards—public readings before factory workers; translation into Russian; a trip to Kiev as an honored guest; and lucrative book contracts, provided that he submit his work to censorship, which he willingly did.26

The other escape route was to America, where two of his half-siblings had settled. Through Ravitch, now in Montreal, Perle located his long-lost half-brother, Leybl (Louis) Pearl, of Brooklyn, who sent him the necessary affidavits. But Louis never heard from his kinsman, for once Perle had thrown in his lot with the Soviet Union there was no turning back—except to Warsaw.27

In the wake of the German conquest, Lwów and environs became the site of a massive pogrom carried out by local Ukrainians, followed by the more systematic mobile killing units of the Germans. The Warsaw ghetto, in its second year by the time the Perle family returned, was a haven by comparison, a city-within-a-city made up of three parts: the Judenrat, or official community, operating under the rapacious eyes of the Nazis; the Jewish Self-Help, a vast network of social services funded mostly by the Joint Distribution Committee in America; and a political underground, mimicking the prewar welter of parties. Perle was at home in all three, where writers and intellectuals formed a protected class. Rather than join the ranks of the 150,000 refugees crowded into the typhus-ridden section of the ghetto, the Perle family returned to its old haunts, on Nowolipie Street, and Perle found immediate employment in the Judenrat under the patronage of the munificent Shmuel Winter (1891–1943). More important, Perle was recruited by the historian Emanuel Ringelblum (1900–1944), the director of the Jewish Self-Help, to write for the underground Oyneg Shabes Archive. Perle’s first assignment was to produce a detailed report on the Soviet occupation of Lwów.28

What Perle had seen in the Soviet workers’ paradise, and what he now observed among the living remnant of Polish Jewry, changed the tone and substance of his writing. It became ever darker. A “comicsatiric” novel, apparently titled Our Bread of Affliction and describing ghetto life, featured such real people as the ghetto comedian Rubinshteyn.29 Perhaps Perle was trying to document the perseverance of the Jewish collective in extremis. But by the spring of 1942, when Oyneg Shabes asked him to participate in a survey of Jewish intellectuals about the fate of Polish Jewry after the war, he could envisage no viable future—neither for its “bourgeoisie,” riddled with informers, lacking in national pride, nor for its Yiddish-speaking ordinary folk. The Jews, he angrily concluded, “hate the Yiddish language.” Even in the Soviet Union, where the regime lavished support on Yiddish literature and theater, “even there Jews don’t want to speak Yiddish.” The sole hope for postwar Jewry, he maintained, lay in a Communist-Jewish state, in Palestine or, more plausibly, within the Soviet Union proper.30

Then came the last chapter of Warsaw Jewry, the Great Deportation. In a six-week span during the summer of 1942, 235,741 Jews were rounded up at the notorious assembly point, the Umschlagplatz, and shipped off to die in Treblinka. During a surprise nighttime blockade, when the Germans appeared in his courtyard and shouted for everyone to come down, Perle ignored the order, stayed put, and survived.31

Amid the daily roundups, in the brief respite between August 27 and September 5, 1942, Perle began to chronicle “The Expulsion of Jewish Warsaw.” He completed it three weeks later, having changed the title to “Khurbn Varshe”—“The Destruction of Warsaw”—to indicate a calamity as shattering as that of the ancient Destruction (khurbn) of the Jerusalem Temple.32 Even as he asserted that “of Hitler, of this antediluvian beast, it is possible to believe anything; the sadistic methods that he employs surpass all human understanding,” most of Perle’s moral outrage was directed inward. He railed at the Jewish police, who “dragged their tortured victims up from beneath the ground and down from the sky; from all the cellars, from all the holes, from all the chimneys”; at the Judenrat, whose members deserved to be hanged from lampposts; and ultimately, at the entire ghetto population. “Three times 100,000 people,” he thundered with prophetic rage, “lacked the courage to say: NO. Each one of them was intent upon saving his own skin. Each one was ready to sacrifice even his own father, his own mother, his own wife and children.” Why was there no resistance, even among the mighty Jewish proletariat? Perle’s final indictment was this: “If a community of 300,000 Jews did not try to resist, if it exposed its own throat to the slaughterer’s knife, if it did not kill one German or one Jewish collaborator—then maybe this was a generation that deserved its bitter fate!”

While Perle was documenting “The Destruction of Warsaw,” Shmuel Winter secured him a job in the artificial-honey factory on Franciszkanska 30. Now only Jews with numbers hung around their necks like dog tags had the right to live, working for slave wages under labor-camp conditions. “Number 4580”—also the title of Perle’s last-known work—was Yehoshue Perle himself, a once proud Polish Jew transformed into a faceless, historyless set of digits.33 In this account, Perle’s tone turned heavily ironic, his style more idiomatic than ever, and the main target of his invective became the narrator himself, whose number was “chosen” in a diabolical perversion of the biblical promise and in an absurd inversion of statistical probability. “Of three times 100,000 Jewish souls it was granted that some 30,000 ciphers of the Chosen People be left.”

“Number 4580” is part meditation on the meaning of a person’s name, part last will and testament, a summation of its author’s life and literary career, and part self-indictment. Here Perle recalls his beloved Sarah. Here he alludes to the rescue of his good name by abandoning the writing of shund. And here he admits, “In order to become a number, my fifty-three years had to be jabbed at until they bled. Jabbed at, mocked, raped.” Those chosen to survive carried an unbearable burden of guilt toward those who did not. And of all the available archetypes of mourning and lamentation in the treasure trove of Jewish texts, the one that still spoke to the present moment was none other than Motl, the Cantor’s Son, Sholem Aleichem’s tale of the lively and lovable orphan boy. Playing on Motl’s tragicomic slogan, “I’m alright, I’m an orphan,” familiar to every reader of Yiddish, Perle signed off with the bitter words, “I’m alright, I’m a number!”

From this point on, every rescue effort was doomed. The typed and edited manuscript of the true sequel to Everyday Jews, a novel written in the first person, completed in 1939, hidden with friends, retrieved upon its author’s return from Lwów, and kept in a valise under his bed—that huge manuscript was lost in January 1943 in the chaos of renewed deportations. Perle reacted stoically to the loss.34 In March, father and son secured Aryan papers provided by a friend of Lolek’s. (What happened to Yudis is not known.) Since Sarah’s suicide, Perle had never let Lolek out of his sight, and both of them might have beaten the odds, Perle hiding under the alias of “Pan Stefan,” were it not that the Germans had one more card to play. To flush out Jews in hiding, the Germans offered to sell Latin and Central American passports, and the “lucky ones” were assembled at the Hotel Polski—from whence they were to be sent to transit camps in Germany and France on the first lap of a journey to freedom.35

Father and son arrived in Bergen Belsen, where for three months they did enjoy privileged status. Perle attended lectures on the Bible, had happy opportunity to exercise his Yiddish, and spoke lovingly about those who had perished. Apocalyptic rage had given way to sorrow and silent grief. Party loyalists, meanwhile, his son Lolek among them, convened a makeshift court to settle old scores. Those convicted of collaborating with the enemy were punished with social ostracism.36

On October 21, 1943, 1,800 Polish-Jewish inmates boarded a sealed train that was supposed to take them to Bergau, near Dresden, en route to Switzerland. As always, Perle was nattily dressed. He seemed hopeful—perhaps still so when at destination’s end they were greeted by an SS officer posing as a representative of the German Foreign Office, who explained that the Swiss authorities demanded that all tourists undergo a delousing process before being admitted. The roll call was in alphabetical order. From the disrobing chamber the group was led straight to the gas. “Bergau” was actually the yard of the crematorium at Auschwitz-Birkenau.37

As the writer, so was his consummate work: at once open and accessible, graced with sophistication and subtle design. The idiomatic title, Yidn fun a gants yor, denotes the simple folk, salt of the earth. The novel focuses on an impoverished Jewish family in a nameless Polish provincial town at the end of the nineteenth century, and offers through them a cross-section of Jews, Christian Poles, and a few Russians struggling to hold body and soul together. Perhaps the “bleakness” that so bothered the critics is of a piece with the proletarian Zeitgeist of the 1930s.

The title also may be read as Jews the Whole Year Through, and delivers on its ethnographic promise by covering the entire Jewish liturgical calendar—the weeklong Passover observance, complete with a seder (Chapters 9–11); the performance of a traditional Purim play on the Sale of Joseph (19) and the observance of Purim itself (20); the gathering of rushes for the Shavuoth festival (21); the celebration of the High Holidays (26); and the last day of the winter festival of Hanukkah (33). Sabbaths, in various settings, loom particularly large. (Christian observances also put in an appearance.)

Then there is Mendl, the first-person narrator, who bears such a striking resemblance to the young Shiye Perle. The family is dirt poor. The father, Leyzer, shares his name with Perle’s own father, and, like him, ekes out a living from the sale of hay. The anonymous town is so transparently Radom that whole passages from the novel were excerpted in the Radom Memorial Book of 1961, following the commemoration of the town’s rabbis, scholars, philanthropists, and prominent Zionists. Perhaps the novel was Perle’s revenge against the shtetl’s ruling class—those “well-fed Jews who wore top hats on the Sabbath” and who “always stayed clear of my father’s impoverished home”—counterpoising a gallery of folk types arranged into loosely connected “scenes.”38

Everyday Jews tracks in meticulous detail the sexual initiation, moral struggle, and psychological maturation of its young and impressionable hero. Mendl, the twelve-year-old narrator, is born into a world at war with itself. But the battle is being waged not along lines of class, ethnicity, or ideology. These “everyday Jews” are engaged in a relentless and open-ended battle of the sexes.39 With each holiday and passing season, the casualty figures keep mounting. Mendl’s own sense of himself as a male will be forged between the hammer of his father’s stubborn silence and the anvil of his mother’s longing.

Frimet, the mother (whose name resonates with frume, the pious one), pines for the spacious rooms with brass-handled doors that she inhabited during her first marriage, just as Mendl’s father longs to return to nature, to the simple life of the rural village where he grew up. As someone who can both read and write, Frimet enjoys an obvious advantage over Leyzer, who, apart from some liturgical competence, can do neither, and she plays her hand even at the seder table. Leyzer’s main defense is his studied deafness, and only rarely does he blow his cover. The household is further divided between Father’s grown children from his first marriage and Mother’s from hers.

Knowing who belongs to whom is Mendl’s—and the reader’s—first item of business. Mendl’s rude awakening into articulated memory occurs with the sudden and traumatic death of Frimet’s favorite son, Moyshe, the only one of her four older children living at home. He was everyone’s favorite, including Jusza, the live-in Polish maid-boarder. The visits home by any one of Father’s five children from his first marriage—daughters Khane-Sore, Beyle, Toybe, and Ite, and a son, Leybke, now serving the Tsar in the Russian interior—can be as fraught as Moyshe’s death and Mendl’s subsequent near-fatal illness. Is this because there is not enough food and affection to go around, and never enough beds? Is it because romantically inclined girls are easy prey to cynical young men? This would explain why Ite, a cook in a wealthy house in Warsaw, who comes home to spend Passover with the family, is so easily seduced by her stepbrother Yoyne, an upholstered-furniture salesman visiting from Lodz. Why then does Leybke, arriving unexpectedly just before Yom Kippur, having been released from his military duty, fail to seduce his stepsister, Tsipele, a salesgirl in a fancy Warsaw shop, who joins the crowded household for the Sukkoth festival, flaunting her big-city airs? Is it because each grown child is really a proxy in the power struggle between Mendl’s parents?

On the next level of separation, that of Mendl’s uncles and aunts, the battle lines are redrawn. Mother has the larger family—two sisters and two brothers—but only one, Aunt Miriam, lives in town, and she is called in only for family emergencies. Father’s two sisters—wealthy Aunt Naomi and impoverished Aunt Khane—play far larger roles, and it is they who stretch allegiances to the limit. For Father basks in the exalted status of his insufferably self-important rich brother-in-law, Bentsien (husband of Naomi), and touts the musical talents of the couple’s son, the other Mendl, while Mother identifies with the hapless but ever-optimistic Mordkhe-Mendl (husband of Khane), a sort of Yiddish Mr. Micawber. His success—which he achieves, albeit fleetingly—paradoxically would shift the balance of power into Frimet’s camp.

Mendl’s sole refuge from the ruthless battleground of his parents’ misery is to be found in the house of his maternal grandparents, the happy-go-lucky, nip-taking tailor Dovid-Froyke and his indulgent, pleasantly sarcastic wife, Rokhl. Here Mendl is miraculously nursed back to health after nearly freezing to death in a snowdrift. It is they who effect the reconciliation of his parents following a domestic crisis. And it is Grandfather’s death at the novel’s end that signals the uncertain road ahead.

At the heart of the novel’s conflict is the archetypal plot of mutual misrepresentation. Pieced together from adult conversation and recalled in a flashback (Chapter 16), the deception involves two mismatched people, worlds apart, whose marriage was predicated on a lie. The distance between their beds is much greater than that mandated by Jewish law. At times, however, when Leyzer maintains that a bed is “like a wife, the touch of a strange man could defile it,” or when he casts a “dreamy look” in her direction, there is possibility of a truce. It takes the provocation of Hodl, their troublemaking boarder, to sow the seeds of jealousy in Frimet’s heart.

The natural realm has much to teach Mendl as well. From his half-sister Ite he learns of the tender coupling of pigeons, noiselessly pairing off on the rooftops, and is induced by his neighbor Yankl into witnessing the wild mating habits of domesticated horses. He discovers that everyone engages in romantic pursuit, from Yarme the coachman to the doddering Sime-Yoysef, his Bible teacher. Crazy Wladek, the Polish peasant who is an habitué in the grandparents’ house, talks of nothing else. There is even a wooden shack in the lane, behind the prison, next to the family’s latest residence, where the prostitute Big Juszke holds sway, entertaining Russian soldiers, whose shouts echo through the night, though Father somehow manages to block out the cries.

Mendl’s own attempts at love are hopelessly inept. “What could Janinka and I talk about?” he laments about his first love, a pretty, blonde Polish girl who lives in the same courtyard. “I knew little more than some bits of Bible with Rashi’s commentary.” But in fact, Mendl is supremely intelligent, having learned from the university of life how to mix and match the human and natural, the sublime and ridiculous, the mysterious with the mundane. In the opening chapter alone, there are many examples of his remarkable descriptive powers, his profound grasp of physical reality.40“The windowpanes frosted over with a tracery of white pine trees,” he notes. “Sometimes the trees took on the shape of a ship at sea, sometimes that of a little old Jew in a nightcap, with a pointy beard.” Nor does he shy away from the sight of his ailing brother, whose body, as he was being taken to the hospital, was propelled forward “slowly, step by step, as one would sometimes shift a heavy wardrobe,” then laid flat on a wide sleigh, “like a narrow, dead fish, his wrapped face looking up to the sky.” And here is Mendl’s still life of what Moyshe left behind, a composite of metonymic details that tell of a sensual life cut down in its prime:


	Back in the house, Moyshe’s unmade iron bed, its rumpled bedclothes still warm, stood forlorn. Damp wisps of straw littered the floor. The medicine bottles along the window sill seemed to have moved closer together, their necks inclining toward each other in a fraternal nod, and one of Moyshe’s mother-of-pearl cufflinks peeked out from under the table, like a white, dead eye.



Complementing Mendl’s realism is Perle’s modernism, the subtle and sophisticated way in which the plot unfolds both in “spiral” fashion and analogically, as Auerbach suggested and as Dan Miron has demonstrated.41 In one such spiral, Yoyne, whose name (in Hebrew) means “dove,” and whose rapacious gold teeth contrast with Father’s healthy white choppers, seduces Leyzer’s youngest daughter, Ite. Several twists of the spiral later, Toybe, whose name (in Yiddish) also means “dove,” will be seduced and abandoned—with horrific consequences—in contrast to the joyous unions of the pigeons as earlier observed.42

What drives the plot is Frimet’s restless nature, her unrequited longing, her yearning to move from one set of quarters to another. For Perle’s great theme is the existential condition, a world in which most ordinary people long to be somewhere—or someone—else. The provincial town where Mendl is born and bred remains nameless, the better to underscore the irresistible pull to a score of other named places—another neighborhood, another street, or away from the city to a country estate or to a primitive nearby village; not to speak of the allure of Warsaw, reachable by horse-drawn omnibus, or Saint Petersburg and Ekaterinoslav, deep inside Russia, where only soldiers of the Tsar are free to travel. Mendl learns, without ever leaving home, that those who try to make good the dream of changing their fate will be utterly crushed. Those few who are satisfied with their lot—and their spouses—are the unsung heroes of this earth.

In Perle’s reconstructed past, everyday Jews live, dream, struggle, and make love among everyday Poles and Russians.43 While the grown-ups are at his half-brother Moyshe’s funeral, and as a way of working through her grief, Jusza the Polish Christian maid-boarder initiates the pubescent Mendl into the mysteries of sex. Later, the biblical romance of Ruth and Boaz is reenacted by Mendl’s young friends and neighbors, the precocious Yankl and the pretty Janinka. On a family visit to Uncle Mordkhe-Mendl’s (temporarily) acquired country estate, Mendl and his cousin Reyzl are so alive to the stimuli of nature that they are instinctively drawn to the Polish gardener, who speaks lovingly of his flowers. Indeed, almost the only reprieve from the constant upheavals, the prolonged silences, and the grinding poverty are two lyrical intermezzos in the heart of nature.

The Judaism of these everyday Jews is as natural, unselfconscious, and debased as all other aspects of their lives. Here, too, the moments of reprieve and self-transcendence are few and far between—enjoying the performance of a visiting “Litvak” cantor on the High Holidays; celebrating a Sabbath out of doors, in the heat of the harvest season; studying the Prophets from a truly inspired, soon-to-die teacher. Perle captures the interplay between the ever-shifting human landscape and the fixed cycle of religious law and ritual—between “Jews” and the “everyday”—in the novel’s closing paragraph, Mendl’s final observation:


	It may have been Father’s quiet voice, which, ever since I could remember, had never been so quiet. Or it may have been Mother’s tear-filled eyes, when, on a certain weekday, Father helped me into my coat and went with me to the study house, where a pale Jew with green whiskers began to instruct me in the laws of tefillin, the donning of the phylacteries that would mark my entry into manhood.



These are the very tefillin that kindhearted Ite had brought as a gift from Warsaw the year before. Pristine and glistening, they might someday become as desiccated as the phylacteries, stiff from frost, that Father placed on his arm and forehead at the very outset of Mendl’s journey into maturity. It is doubtful whether the “pale Jew with green whiskers” will have anything of lasting spiritual value to impart to the thirteen-year-old boy. But such a boy, armed with a heightened visual sensibility and an uncompromising view of human relations, a boy who combines within his psyche both his father’s quiet voice and his mother’s tear-filled eyes, might someday escape his provincial fate by becoming a great Yiddish writer.

On March 17, 1952, the revered Yiddish poet H. Leivick (1888–1962) published a lengthy article in the New York daily Der tog about two wartime documents that had recently come to light. One was an anonymous chronicle from the Warsaw ghetto, an eyewitness report of the Great Deportation. Leivick was so scandalized by this chronicle, printed in the Warsaw-based Bleter far geshikhte, that he pronounced it a forgery, a product of the Jew-hating Polish Communist regime.

The very next issue of Bleter far geshikhte carried a fierce rebuttal by the editor, Ber Mark (1908–1966), accompanied by a facsimile of the heretofore anonymous manuscript, the identity of its author having just been established—none other than Yehoshue Perle.44 The manuscript was “Khurbn Varshe,” Perle’s anguished account from 1942. His fierce denunciation of his own people, his excruciatingly accurate day-by- day depiction of Warsaw Jewry in its death throes, was morally unassimilable to the postwar reader, for whom all the victims, the blameless and the bad, were shrouded in sanctity. Perle’s ghetto writings are known today only to specialists.

Thus Yehoshue Perle’s reputation as a writer rests on Everyday Jews alone, which has gone through five Yiddish editions: two in Warsaw, one in Moscow (typeset but never published), one in Buenos Aires, and one in Tel Aviv. Through the Yiddish original, readers have communed with a “vanished” Jewish life. When a Hebrew translation appeared in 1992, Israeli readers, in marked contrast, were enthralled by the book’s modernity and unabashed sexuality.

We now offer Everyday Jews to the English reader in Maier Deshell’s masterful translation, based on an earlier draft by Margaret Birstein. To obviate the need of a glossary of foreign terms and thus enable a smoother reading, the translator has incorporated the elucidation of Judaic and Slavic terms into the body of the text. Otherwise, the translation renders Perle’s distinctive diction and cadences with the utmost fidelity. Whether looking for vanished Jews or for a window into the everyday, the English reader will here—for the first time—discover a modern master. This is no everyday occurrence.



Chapter One

The wailing of cats outside the window of our house startled me from my sleep. I was lying with my face turned to my father’s back, inhaling the sour smell of his heavy, hairy body. Father was snoring loudly, wheezing and rattling as if trying to expel a piece of phlegm from his throat. I raised my head a little to peek across his bony shoulder. A small kerosene lamp smoked on the dresser between Father’s and Mother’s beds. It cast a reddish circle of light on the low ceiling, throwing off quivering shadows between uneven patches of darkness.

The two brass weights of the clock must have stopped moving in the middle of the night. One of the weights reached down to the top of the dresser and came to rest. The other hung in midair like a severed leg. I heard a rooster crowing in the distance, its cries mingling with the wailing of the cats and telling me that morning was about to dawn.

I clearly saw that the other bed, in which Mother should have been sleeping, was empty. Smack in the bed’s center was a dark shape, indicating that a garment had been hastily tossed there. Mother, it seemed, hadn’t yet returned from the hospital, where she had gone last night after serving Father and me our supper.

I myself, a chubby kid swaddled in layers of clothing, had just returned from the day’s study at the Hebrew school, the kheyder. Father was still at the table, looking tired, mumbling the prayers of the Grace after Meals. Mother plopped down my supper, and then, wrapping herself in the large, gray woolen shawl, hurried off to the hospital to Moyshe, her youngest, and handsomest, son by her first husband.

Handsome he was indeed! Fathers of marriageable daughters had set their sights on him and sent matchmakers around. Moyshe had a round, dimpled face, like the full moon, ruddy cheeks, and a beautiful handwriting. He was already a full eighteen years old and worked for Israel the bookbinder, applying strips of paper decorated with birds and flowers, as customers requested.

He’d promised to paste those same birds and flowers on the four panes of our window and around the walls of our long, low-ceilinged dwelling. But Moyshe preferred taking girls out for walks, the flaps of his coat fluttering in the wind. He would come home so late at night that our maid, Jusza the cooper’s daughter, who lived with us and helped Mother with the household chores, always had to get up to let him in.

Who would have thought it possible? Who would have imagined it? One morning Moyshe couldn’t get up. He moaned quietly and complained of stitches in his side.

Bespectacled strangers began coming to our house and Jusza, who now washed the floor only every other day, helped them out of and back into their overcoats. The strangers told Moyshe to take deep breaths, tapped his ribs, and wrote out prescriptions, to be rushed to the pharmacy, for little bottles of oddly colored liquids.

The windowpanes frosted over with a tracery of white pine trees. Sometimes the trees took on the shape of a ship at sea, sometimes that of a little old Jew in a nightcap, with a pointy beard.

Moyshe gazed at the panes with watery eyes. His face had turned gaunt and greenish, and brown blotches appeared around his eyes.

The sweet-sour smell of his medicines and perspiration permeated the room, and Mother kept forgetting to comb out her sheytl, the wig worn by married women. As Moyshe kept staring at the frosted panes, Mother’s chin grew more pointed and the veins on her hand stood out more prominently. Jusza, her black hair disheveled, pattered about barefoot and repeatedly crossed herself at her iron cot in the kitchen.

Father, coming home at night, would look about him, dull-eyed, and in a nasal voice ask, “Nu, how is he—Moyshe?”

But nothing more could be done for Moyshe at home, and so one weekday afternoon, without a by your leave, he was rushed to the hospital.

Father was standing in a dark corner of the room, reciting the afternoon prayers. A cold blue haze settled on the four frozen windowpanes, whose icy coatings now looked more like those of a ship underwater. Moyshe was padded with a pillow held in place by Mother’s woolen shawl, and wrapped in the very coat he was wearing when he caught a chill.

An unknown Gentile in a yellow sheepskin helped Mother and Jusza get Moyshe out of the house. They propelled him forward slowly, step by step, as one would sometimes shift a heavy wardrobe.

Outside everything was blue—the snow, the houses, the roofs. Moyshe was placed on a low, wide sleigh where he lay flat on his back, like a narrow, dead fish, his wrapped face looking up to the sky. Mother sat at his feet, facing him, her feet dangling onto the snow. Several women, heaving deep sighs under their frozen noses, called after them, “May he return in good health!”

The sleigh set off, gliding along the soft snow, leaving behind two broad ruts, like two incisions on a live body. The farther it traveled, the smaller it grew in the deepening blue of the approaching evening.

Back in the house, Moyshe’s unmade iron bed, its rumpled bedclothes still warm, stood forlorn. Damp wisps of straw littered the floor. The medicine bottles along the window sill seemed to have moved closer together, their necks inclining toward each other in a fraternal nod, and one of Moyshe’s mother-of-pearl cufflinks peeked out from under the table, like a white, dead eye.

At the hospital they drained water from Moyshe’s side and from the same side removed two of his ribs. He lay in a separate cubicle with two tall white windows. The bare, upturned branches of a tree looked in through the bluish panes.

Mother went to the hospital every evening and stayed through the night. By the time she returned, Jusza had already chopped some wood and was blowing into the open fire with puffed-out cheeks. A gloomy chill still clung to the walls. Father would be standing by the tiny flame of the kerosene lamp, reciting Psalms, when Mother would return from the hospital in silence, her eyes red from lack of sleep. She would immediately stick her head under the tin hood that hung over the stove and that resembled a peasant’s cap, and she would start fixing Father’s breakfast, weeping softly into the pots still unwashed from the night before.

Dipping a morsel of bread into salt, Father would ask from across the table, “Nu, Frimet?”

With her head hunched between her shoulders and talking into the pots, Mother would answer, “He’s in need of God’s mercy.”

This morning Mother wasn’t standing under the hood above the stove. Outside, the cats seemed to have tired of wailing. Somewhere in the empty darkness of the room one could hear the sharp scratching of a mouse. The cot in the kitchen where Jusza slept creaked, but the mouse went on scratching. Jusza must have hurled something across the empty space for there followed a sound like the cracking of an earthen pot. I pulled up my legs and huddled closer against Father’s back.

All of a sudden there was a dreadful pounding on the door. Jusza leaped up to open it and, like a cork popping from a keg, a drawn-out shriek pierced the room.

“Leyzershi! Leyzer-my-crown!”

Dad’s wheezing snore stopped as if throttled midway. I sat bolt upright, and saw Mother standing in the middle of the room, rocking from side to side, clutching her head between both hands, then dropping them limply to her sides as if gripped by an unbearable pain.

“Such a young tree! Such a noble soul!” Mother wailed, still rocking from side to side.

Now Father sat up abruptly.

“Hah! What happened?” his hoarse, drowsy voice echoed around the room.

“He’s gone!” Mother cried, spreading her arms as if crucified. “Leyzershi, I’ve lost him!”

Jusza stood beside Mother in a long nightgown, her tousled hair like a black sheep’s wool, clawing at her cheeks with both hands, all but tearing the flesh from them. She turned up the lamp. On the ceiling the quivering red ring widened like a strangely distended eye. A draft swept through the room. I got out of bed and dressed quickly. Father set down a pair of blue feet onto the cold floor and groped for his slippers.

The four small windowpanes turned blue and behind their blueness the faces of strangers suddenly appeared. A stooped old woman in a red, feather-strewn nightcap slowly sidled up to Mother and, inclining her head like a napping hen, gazed straight into her face. Our upstairs neighbor, a shrill-voiced woman, came running down the stairs in unlaced shoes, their tongues flapping.

Then, fair-haired Fayvl, who sold us a quart of milk every morning straight from the cow, arrived with his battered can. Today, nobody went out to meet him, pot in hand. Two women, total strangers, pressed in behind him. One of them, a hunchback, looked around the room as if she’d lost someone there. The other, in steel-rimmed spectacles attached to her ears with two white ribbons, like a teacher in a girls’ school, shuffled about the room as if she owned it. She whispered something to Father through narrow shrunken lips.

Father gave her a sidelong glance, raised his black beard, and muttered, “Yes, yes … Frimet’s son, my stepson.”

By now it was brighter, but no one turned off the lamp on the dresser. The woman in the spectacles, pointing at the clock, said, “It stopped. The clock …”

At that moment the door burst open and Aunt Miriam almost fell into the room, her mouth pursed into tiny wrinkles that looked like deep-set veins, her small nose pointy and red.

I was surprised. All her life Aunt Miriam used to speak softly, with winks rather than words. Talking loudly, she maintained, was a Gentile custom. Jewish children ought to speak in a quiet manner, like the biblical Mother Rachel. Our Mother Rachel, she explained, was soft-spoken and never raised her voice. Now that same Aunt Miriam barged into our room with an alarmed, panic-stricken look. The shout about to explode from her lips was signaled in her round, wide-open eyes. Mother, sitting in a chair, completely crushed, her head buried in her hands, seemed to have sensed that someone dear to her was in the room. Before actually setting eyes on Aunt Miriam, she leaped up and, with hands held out stiffly, threw her head back and burst into a loud wail.

“Sister dear, save my child!”

As though she had been waiting for her cue, Aunt Miriam let out a wail that pierced through to the ribs.

Father had stationed himself by the window, his face to the glass.

Mother’s tears not only flowed from her eyes but also seemed to gush from her heavy, frozen garments. Suddenly she stood motionless in the middle of the room, as if struck dumb. The room became very quiet and she looked about her with inflamed, frenzied eyes.

“Frimet! Oh, Frimet!” Aunt Miriam cried out and rushed to her sister.

But Mother didn’t seem to have heard her. She had changed into a different person, taller, straighter, unlike the crushed woman she had been a moment ago.

The people in the room huddled closer together. A slight tremor, barely noticeable, passed over their heads.

At that instant, Mother tore herself from the spot, lunged toward the wardrobe, tore open the doors, not unlike—may God forgive the comparison—a worshiper who opens the doors of the Holy Ark during services in the synagogue. Only then did she burst into tears again.

“What good are they to my child now that he’s gone! Come and take them, good people!” she said, and, in an outburst of frenzy, started flinging Moyshe’s clothes about. “Pray for my poor child. Let God revoke this evil decree!”

Father pressed his face closer against the frozen pane. The good people grabbed whatever they could, stripping the wardrobe almost bare.

Then Mother, her palms extended, as if she were carrying a child to its circumcision, ran out of the house.

The open wardrobe gaped hollow and dark. Father stepped back from the window and lowered the flame of the lamp.

Suddenly, Jusza stood beside me, took me into her big, warm arms, and sobbed into my ear, “My poor, poor boy!”

The strangers in the room slipped out one by one. The sour smell of empty bellies hung in the air. Father sat down, as he did every morning, to recite Psalms, except that this morning his head kept swaying nervously back and forth as he repeated a word several times over, making it sound like the buzzing of a fly against the windowpane. On the low ceiling, the shadow of Father’s head kept swaying up and down, like the distorted shape of some outlandish being.

But God did not revoke the evil decree and Moyshe, unfortunately, died.

I ran to the hospital, but by the time I got there its black gate was already locked. Two tall, thick-bearded Jews were arguing about something with a Gentile. Several women stood about, stamping their feet in the snow. A shaggy, mangy dog sniffed around the hems of the men’s long overcoats.

Shortly thereafter, Uncle Shmuel, Aunt Miriam’s husband, appeared on the scene. He stepped up to the tall Jews and, spreading his hands, said in his oily voice, “Died, just like that! Can you believe it?”

The two Jews turned their beards to Uncle Shmuel and gave him a surprised look. I was about to kick the dog when Uncle Shmuel set eyes on me and, smacking his thick, wet lips, said, “You’re here too? Who sent for you?”

And who had sent for him? Who needed him here, with that oily voice of his, running back and forth along the black gate, spitting into the snow, stopping the carts of passing peasants to poke the bags of grain they were hauling, asking what the grain cost, though he himself had never dealt in grain and hadn’t the foggiest idea whether grain grew in the fields or on trees in the wood.

Meanwhile, Father arrived, treading slowly and heavily, and soon after him, Aunt Naomi and Uncle Bentsien pulled up in a public carriage, a droshky. Bentsien, round and squat like a stuffed pillow, had difficulty getting out. So Aunt Naomi, she of the thin lips and pretensions to learning, held a shoulder up to him and Uncle Bentsien, leaning on it, finally managed to heave himself down.

There he stood, with his protruding paunch, panting laboriously. Then, looking about him and blowing air through his fleshy red lips, said, “It’s ice cold … a real frost … any idea what the temperature might be?”

No one answered. The mangy dog lowered his head to Uncle Bentsien’s galoshes. He drew back.

“Beat it!” Uncle Bentsien snarled.

The dog hung his head meekly and padded over to me. He looked at me with his mild, moist eyes, wagged his tail sadly and, had he been able to talk, would probably have said, “Your brother died, and all your Uncle Bentsien can talk about is the weather?”

Night had fallen imperceptibly. A flock of ravens flew up somewhere into the clouds. On both sides of the road the snow lay in patchy strips, here black, here blue, and here rusty white. Across from the hospital, on the porch of the tavern, two buxom girls in fur coats talked in loud voices to the stooping shadows of two men.

Only then did the black hospital gate open. Two weary, black-eared horses, their heads bobbing, were pulling a narrow black cart behind their scraggly tails. Father’s big hands lay on the cart’s burden as he followed along. All at once, a line of men formed, their black coattails flapping in the wind, looking like birds abruptly roused from sleep. Women came rushing up, shoving one another aside and tugging at the woolen shawls that kept sliding from their shoulders. Both Mother and Aunt Miriam followed close on the heels of the men, their heads tossed back, their mouths agape, like freshly slaughtered cattle. Uncle Bentsien and Aunt Naomi, riding in their droshky, brought up the rear.

The dog trotted beside me, looking down at his own steps and, from time to time, releasing angry snorts through the moist nostrils of his snout. A woman, a stranger, leaned down to me and, in a kindly voice, said that young boys whose parents were still alive—and may they live to be a hundred and twenty—were not allowed in the cemetery. So I went only as far as the inn, the Three Trees, about halfway to the cemetery. The cart and its company merged into a single black mass, as all wended their way to the final resting place.

Nobody accompanied me as I returned home, except for the stray dog trotting beside me, panting to the beat of his own steps.

The dog stopped at our door a step ahead of me. Did he know that this was where I lived? Why did his ears poke up like that?

I stopped too and shouted into his ears, “What’s your name? Burek?”

The dog shook his head from side to side, as if objecting to being called by such a common name.

I called out other dogs’ names, Lapke, Buket, but no, he went on shaking his head.

I felt cold. My heavy overcoat kept dragging at my shoulders. Finally I shouted into the dog’s ear, “Good night dog!”

He snorted and trotted off, then lay down on the snow, his paws stretched out toward the door of our house.

When I came into the house, Jusza was sitting alone in the kitchen, her elbows propped up on the small table, beside the kerosene lamp, her chin cupped in both hands, staring blankly into the reddish-blue flame. At my entrance, her hands dropped from her chin and she rose abruptly.

“The funeral’s over already?”

“No, not yet.”

“You didn’t go?”

“Only as far as the Three Trees.”

“Hungry?”

“No.”

“You look frozen to the bone. Come here and sit down.”

She hugged me as if I were a sack of cotton wool or feathers and sat me down close beside her. Then, folding me into her large warm arms, she spoke right into my face.

“That’ll warm you up fine.”

She blew onto my stiff fingers, took them into her mouth, and rubbed them between her hands.

“Maybe you should lie down for a while, hah?”

I don’t know if I answered her or not. She left me sitting in the kitchen and went into the other room to make up Father’s bed. Then she undressed me, led me into the other room, tucked me in up to my chin beneath the featherbed, and seated herself at my feet like Mother used to do when I was sick with scarlet fever.

“Will they be back soon?” Jusza asked.

“As soon as the funeral’s over.”

“When will that be?”

“I don’t know.”

Jusza went into the kitchen for a moment, where I heard her fussing with the lock on the door. It was very dark in the room by now. Only a narrow streak of light filtered in from the kitchen but stopped halfway across the floor.

Jusza returned from the kitchen and sat down once again on the bed, but not at my feet. Her body gave off a sweaty warmth, exuding a sweetness that clung to the roof of my mouth and filled my nose—an odor unlike any other person’s I had know.

“You feel warmer now, don’t you?” she said, bending her large face over mine.

“A little,” I said, feeling Jusza’s odor seep into my throat and from there deep into my veins.

“You’ll soon feel warm all over,” she said.

I heard two dull thuds on the floor. Jusza must have kicked off first one shoe, then the other.

“Soon, soon,” she said hoarsely.

Drowsy, frozen, exhausted, I saw Jusza take off her red bodice and undo her blouse. Its laces must have gotten knotted, for Jusza’s breath turned into heavy panting as she sent forth a curse into the darkness: “Damn it! What the hell!” Then the featherbed heaved and I felt Jusza’s large, warm body beside me. My throat constricted, whether from fright or surprise I couldn’t say, and I snuggled up against the wall.

“Come here, come closer,” Jusza whispered and pulled me back to herself. “Now you’ll get really warm. Give me your hands. Well, how does that feel?”

“Warm.”

“Put your head over here. Isn’t that warm?”

“Warm.”

“Poor thing. Your mouth’s so cold. It’s frozen.”

I pulled up my legs. The bed suddenly seemed too narrow for me. I couldn’t figure out why. Sleeping with Father I never felt so cramped, and Father’s body never gave off such heat. Why? Was it because her lips never stopped warming mine?

I had no idea how I fell asleep. I didn’t hear Jusza leave the room, nor did I hear Mother and Father come home.

By the time I opened my eyes, Father was sitting on the bed with his feet on the floor, pulling on his boots. Mother, her head wrapped in a kerchief, sat hunched on a low stool, like a child, rocking from side to side. In the kitchen, Jusza was chopping wood. The blows were sharp and quick, as if she were letting her anger out at some unseen antagonist.

Now I remembered! Jusza! What had happened with Jusza? Why was she now chopping wood? How long since she’d been warming my lips? And there was Father sitting on the bed, his back to me, while Mother sat rocking on the low stool. The gray walls that hadn’t been whitewashed in ages were tinged with a greenish, sleepy, early-morning light.

A small glass, with fingerlike impressions on its sides, stood on the window sill. A tiny, blue flame flickered inside it.

By now, Father had pulled on his boots. His yellowed prayer shawl hung down his back, crumpled like a page torn from an old Bible. He turned his beard to me, still lying in bed.

“Get up,” he said, “it’s time for the morning prayers.”

He pulled on his kapote, his shabby gaberdine, and left the house. But not for long. He returned with two little men who looked around with great curiosity at the unfamiliar room. Father left them there and went out again, coming and going several times, until our room filled up with the unkempt beards of strangers in threadbare, weekday kapotes.

From the window to the wall and from the wall to the window, here and there, one could hear the hollow rumblings of an empty stomach. On the dresser and the wardrobe patches of shadow climbed up the ceiling, as though the room was too crowded to contain them.

Mother moved her stool over to the stove. From time to time, Jusza appeared in the doorway, holding a chunk of wood in her hand. I pressed in deeper among the cold kapotes of the strangers, scared to look at Jusza. The fringes of the men’s prayer shawls trailed along the floor like white worms. One of the worshipers, a man with a choked voice, was swaying back and forth over the table, swallowing every word.

Father, who was standing beside me, put his hand on my shoulder and pointed with his head to the prayer book, “Nu … nu …”

After the praying was done, the strangers began drifting out of the room. Their heavy, mud-caked boots shuffled across the floor, as they filed past Mother, crouched on her low stool, and mumbled some words to her.

A musty smell of old wadding and soiled clothing lingered in the room. Two rumpled prayer shawls with yellowed fringes lay on the table. Father slowly unwound the stiff, shriveled leather straps of the phylacteries from his blue frozen hand.

And this is the way it was throughout the whole week of shivah, the seven days of mourning. Mother rarely rose from her stool, and Jusza, after chopping some more wood and attending to the fire in the stove, would seat herself on another low stool and, like Mother, begin rocking from side to side.

In the evening the aunts and uncles would come by to offer their condolences, bringing with them the silence of the snow outside. They sat there, in their overcoats, glum-faced, never saying a word, neither on entering nor on leaving. They stayed for a short while, shrugged their shoulders, and returned to homes where no one had died and no one was in mourning.

Only two of the uncles saw fit to break the silence. Uncle Shmuel, he of the restless hands, couldn’t forgive Moyshe for having died, just like that! And Uncle Bentsien kept rubbing his chubby hands together, protesting to God about the weather.

“Can you believe what a winter it’s been? Coal cost the price of gold! So I said to my wife …”

Just then Aunt Naomi half closed her sleepy eyes and, in her nasal singsong said, “Shouldn’t we be going, Bentsien? Heh, Bentsien?”



Chapter Two

People no longer came by to pay their condolences. Now, a photograph of Moyshe which Mother had framed graced the top of the dresser. Here Moyshe’s face wasn’t round any more and his cheeks weren’t dimpled. The flat surface showed a young man with a pale, scared face, one hand white, the other black, as though covered with a dark glove. He looked stiffly to one side, not seeming to recognize anyone in the room.

At that time, another photograph arrived at our house, from faraway Ekaterinoslav, where Leybke, Father’s son from his first wife, was serving as a soldier in the Tsar’s army. It was nothing at all like Moyshe’s photograph. It pictured an altogether different type of person, with a completely different look. Tall, with a clipped mustache, wearing a round, visorless cap, a jacket with epaulets and buttons, Leybke sat sprawled alongside a little table, a grim expression on his face and a defiant look in his alert, wide-open eyes, as if he’d just caught sight of an enemy approaching with drawn swords and rifles.

Father moved the kerosene lamp closer and began studying Leybke’s picture. In the light, his thick, black beard and whiskers divided into two shades, lighter and darker, and between them the tip of his tongue, extended in fierce concentration, moved slowly from one side of his mouth to the other.

“Well, what do you think of my Leybke?” said Father to the photograph, holding it at arm’s length and bringing it closer again. “A real officer in the Tsar’s army!”

Father wanted Mother to hear what he was saying. He wanted her to agree with him that his Leybke had indeed become a somebody to be reckoned with. But Mother had already looked at the photograph earlier in the day, and then had turned to the sad picture of her own son and had burst into tears. She had blown her nose and sighed, “And my Moyshe, alas, lies in the ground.”

As to Father’s question, she dropped her head, blew her nose once more, and left his question unanswered.

Father was no great talker. A heavy silence clouded his half-closed eyes. When spoken to, he never looked you straight in the eye but always at your mouth, as though he put little trust in what he was hearing. Indeed, Mother considered him to be somewhat deaf and always raised her voice when speaking to him. Father liked puttering around the room in his warm, padded vest, fixing a broken chair, winding the clock, or cutting up squares of paper for use in the privy. Whenever Mother would speak to him in a louder than usual voice, he’d stop in his tracks, raise his large, black-bearded face, and look at her out of his sleepy eyes.

“Why are you shouting at me like that? Am I deaf?”

“What then are you? Sharp-eared?” Mother answered back, barely admitting to herself that Father might not be deaf after all.

Now, holding Leybke’s photograph in his hand, Father shifted his face from the table to the bed where Mother was sitting and looked at her dubiously, as if wondering whether he knew that person or not.

“You’re speaking rather softly today,” he said.

“Who’s speaking? Who says I’m speaking!”

“So what was it you were saying just now?”

“Nothing. Leave me alone!”

Father looked at Mother’s mouth. The heavy silence in his eyes grew shadowed. Mother suddenly seemed like a stranger, an outsider.

Father then turned to me and, furrowing one side of his brow, said, “We must write to Leybke, to Ekaterinoslav.”

What he really meant to say was that had he been able to do so himself, he would have written a few words that very day. But when it came to writing letters, he always depended on Mother, and now, with no other alternative, he simply had to wait for her to cheer up a little.

Meanwhile, Father put Leybke’s photograph into a drawer of the wardrobe among the clean linen. Now and then, on a Saturday night, after the havdole prayer, marking the conclusion of the Sabbath, he would take the photograph out of the drawer, gaze at it once again, and mutter something about writing a few lines to Ekaterinoslav. But Mother’s mood didn’t improve, and she had no time to spare, either for him or his son Leybke.

Winter that year was long and bitter. Icicles hung from the pump in the yard, like molten glass. Overnight, the slops tossed into the gutters froze into a dirty, icy mass. The lock on the door glistened with a thin coating of ice. The mildewed walls of the kitchen, where Jusza slept, at night gleamed with a greenish-blue glow, as did the wall alongside Father’s bed. Nothing could keep out the cold, not the little iron stove in the center of the room, with its rusty tin pipes running across the low ceiling, nor the clay plastered over the cracks of the window frames. Even the cotton wool, stuffed between the windowpanes, turned to ice.

None of this troubled Father, who, worn out from his day, always fell into a deep sleep. But around four in the morning he would wake up, ready to get going.

The reason for this was because lately he had gone into partnership with someone called Motl Straw, a tall, lanky Jew with a bobbing Adam’s apple, a pointy wisp of beard, and long, slender hands that couldn’t keep still for a moment. All his life Motl had bustled among peasant carts, pinching sacks of grain, chewing on a wisp of straw between his teeth, now and then running into Mordkhe’s soup kitchen to grab some leftover goose, and, between one thing and another, stuffing banknotes into a long leather purse. While thus engaged, one day he ran into Father and suggested they become partners.

“There’s a chance to buy up a big load of hay,” he said. “First-class hay.”

He, Motl, would supply the cash, and Father his expertise, since that was all that Father had to offer.

Father, you see, before he moved to the city, had grown up in a small village, where there were large stretches of sun-warmed fields surrounded by blue, dark forests, and huts of rough-hewn planks, thatched roofs, and earthen floors. In the village people drank sour milk from large clay jugs and baked flat loaves of bread. In the summer they bathed in the river, slept behind haystacks, and gazed across the broad expanse of fields. There, in the village, is where Father had acquired his knowledge of hay that he brought with him to the city.

Thus, after Moyshe’s death, life at home took a new turn.

Night still hung sleepily over the frozen windowpanes when Father began to stir. From time to time, his protracted, hollow yawn cut through the cold dark room. I turned to the darkly glistening wall, waiting impatiently for Father to drop his legs to the floor so I could have the whole bed to myself. But Father was waiting for the signal that would rouse him from under the warm featherbed.

And there it was. At the crack of dawn, at almost the same time every morning, fingers could be heard drumming on the glass, and a raw, frozen voice called out, “Pan kupiec! Mr. merchant!”

This was old Maczei, the peasant who drove Father in his wagon all over the villages where Father bought up hay from the landowners.

Father groaned and stepped into the chilly room. He turned up the lamp. In the reflection of the flame, which blinked like an awakened eye, Father attended to an old injury on one of his shins. By now it had turned into a red-and-blue scar, and Father applied his remedy, the green shoots of spring onions growing in a clay pot on our window sill.

After treating his leg, and more groaning and more yawning, Father remembered old Maczei, still waiting outside, and he opened the door to let him in.

Maczei entered, frozen blue. Tall, wrapped in a reeking sheepskin and holding a whip, he stood there like a scarecrow, waiting for Pan kupiec to get ready.

Pan kupiec washed himself noisily over the basin at the back of the room, and then moved to the front, where, even more noisily, he set about his morning prayers.

Mother squirmed in her bed like a worm, moaning into the pillows, “That blasted business of his! A person can’t even close an eye!”

But Father didn’t hear her.

Jusza stuck her black, woolly head out from under the covers, stretched a pair of naked arms, and, in a lazy drawl, asked Maczei, “Hey Daddy, got a son?”

“Sure,” the peasant replied.

“Is he young?”

“Sure, he’s young.”

“Then send him over here, Daddy.”

“He’s already got a wife. No need to look for another.”

“So what! I can be a wife too.”

Father paced about the room, praying loudly. The exchange between Jusza and the peasant mingled with Father’s prayers. Mother’s bed started creaking violently.

“Leyzer!” she called out. “Leyzer! Keep your voice down!”

But Father didn’t hear that either. By the time the door shut behind them, Mother had turned over in her bed several times and several times called out the name of her first husband—may his soul rest in peace—with whom she had shared a house with brass handles on all the doors.

After Father left, a peaceful calm spread over the room, like the quiet following the clattering passage of a wagon over cobblestones. The lamp remained lit. Mother heaved a final sign of relief, and I, half-asleep, still heard an echoing voice, “A young one, you say. Bring him over, Daddy.”

I understood very well what Jusza meant. My thoughts turned to that night when she had warmed me. Some time had passed since then, and it seemed as though Jusza had forgotten all about me. I often returned home frozen to the bone. Very often, neither Mother nor Father was at home. Jusza would be sitting at a corner of the table, staring with unseeing eyes at the flickering lamp. I had to pull off my heavy overcoat all by myself, scrounge on the stove for something to eat, and even make up my own bed. Jusza paid no attention to me.

But it happened once more—actually, it was the last time—that Jusza called me over to her.

“Come here, little one,” she said, turning her gaze away from the flame and taking me into the folds of her skirt.

She raised her face, rubbed her nose against mine, and asked hoarsely, “You didn’t tell your mother, did you?”

I felt cold all over.

“No.”

“Are you sure?”

“Sure.”

“You swear?”

“May I drop dead.”

My face was between both her hands.

“Do you want a kiss?”

I couldn’t answer. Once again I felt that cramped sensation.

“Do you want to do it again, like before?”

She didn’t wait for my answer but suddenly turned down the lamp. In the dark, Jusza tore off my clothes. I understood that I ought to keep very still.

“There, down there.” Jusza’s voice became huskier, her hands warmer. “Come here, little one. It’s for the last time. I’m leaving today. Are you sure you didn’t tell anybody?”

“I’m sure,” I said in a voice smothered by Jusza’s flesh.

“Your mother’s told me to move out. Are you sure you never told on me?”

“I swear.”

“So why did she tell me to go?”

“I don’t know.”

I couldn’t speak any more. My body was on fire. I felt a pain shooting through me from the top of my head to the tip of my toes.

“Don’t bite!” Jusza breathed, chuckling into my face. “Hey, you’re a big one now, aren’t you?”

I couldn’t figure out what was happening, except that I wanted the pain to last as long as possible. But suddenly I felt a deep emptiness, a void enveloping me, like something had been taken away from me.

There was a burning sensation in my chest. It seemed as if a piece of living flesh had been torn from my body.

“Why are you crying, you foolish calf?” Jusza’s voice boomed out of the dark. “Big boys like you shouldn’t cry. Come on over here, you puppy.”

But I clenched my teeth, tore myself from her arms, rolled off the bed, and, lying on the floor, began to sob loudly.

Jusza quickly turned up the lamp. Her woolly head looked twice its usual size. Unkempt, plump, she stood over me, pulling on her skirt, tying the strings of her blouse, and spoke into the darkness.

“I won’t play with you anymore. You’re a fool, a snotty kid! Get up!” she said, and yanked me to my feet. “Don’t you dare tell anybody, you hear!”

She raised a threatening fist under my nose. I sniveled and shook my head.

Mother came home late that night. I couldn’t eat any supper, but Mother was too preoccupied with herself to notice and didn’t ask why I wasn’t eating. She didn’t seem to see me. The burners on the stove were cold, empty, black.

Father came home even later, bringing with him a biting cold in the flaps of his coat. It took him a long time to pull off his boots, and, twisting his mouth, he let out a deep sigh. My heart was still full of suppressed, unfinished sobs. Mother must have noticed something after all. She sat down next to me on the bed. My eyelids were drooping drowsily, but I still heard her say to Father, “I think Mendl’s a little hot.”

“Hot?” Father asked, busy attending to his foot. “If it feels hot, then there must be an infection. Bring me the onions.”

I didn’t hear any more. But when Father came to bed, I woke up and turned to the wall, as if I were afraid he would sense the change that had come over my feverish body.



Chapter Three

There was a reason, apparently, why Mother hardly seemed to take notice of me the other night, why she never asked me why I wasn’t eating. As I soon discovered, Mother was preoccupied with her own affairs. You could see it in her clenched mouth and in her eyes, in the uncertain way she looked at everything and everybody.

I wasn’t mistaken. A week later, what was agitating Mother floated to the surface, like oil on water.

It was snowing outside. That evening, Father came home earlier than usual. He was blanketed in white, covered in down like a featherbed. Clumps of snow clung to his beard, his whiskers, the crease in his plush cap, his shoulders. Mother wasn’t home. Ever since Moyshe’s death, something seemed to drive her out of the house. Most days and entire evenings she’d spend at the neighbors’ or at Aunt Miriam’s, talking about Moyshe, recounting what a wonderful son he had been.

That evening, when Father came home, he found nothing but a cold stove, empty pots, and me, who, having myself just come home, was still struggling with my coat. He swept his weary, dreamy eyes across the dark, damp walls, caught sight of Jusza kneeling over an open suitcase, and in a dry, hollow voice asked her, “Where’s my wife?”

“Madam Frimet’s not home,” said Jusza into the suitcase.

“I can see that for myself. Where did she go?”

“She didn’t say.”

“Maybe she’s in the other room?”

“No, she left early in the morning.”

“Early in the morning? Where could she have gone?”

“No idea,” Jusza said gruffly.

“N-n-a!” Father shook his head and, with some difficulty, pulled off his coat. “And you, Mendl, have you had your supper?”

“Not yet.”

“Are you hungry?”

“Not particularly.”

“And where’s Mother?”

“Probably at Aunt Miriam’s.”

“Could you maybe run over there and get her?”

That was easier said than done. Aunt Miriam lived at the other end of town, near the kosher butcher shops. You had to cross the central market, turn into Cobblers Lane, walk the entire length of Warsaw Street right up to the Gentile hospital, and only then did you reach Aunt Miriam’s place. But I always liked going there.

She lived in a wooden cottage surrounded on all four sides by wind and sky. The floor of her house was bleached yellow from being scrubbed three times a week. Copper pots gleamed on the walls, their bottoms sparkling like mirrors. The white kitchen cupboard bulged with plump rolls, dried noodles, tasty cheese, all for the taking by anyone happening to drop by.

Small wonder that I bundled myself up again and set out for Aunt Miriam’s to look for Mother.

The snow lay deep and soft. You had to step carefully, quietly, as if you were afraid of waking somebody who was very sick.

The way led through Cobblers Lane. But Cobblers Lane was narrow and crooked, with cracked pavement. Along one side low roofs hung over broken-down, humpbacked hovels, and along the other ran a stone wall with peeling patches of lime.

Behind the wall was a cottage with a red door, where there lived a certain Dobrele, who had just returned from Buenos Aires, a woman with a pious, milky face, wearing a broad-brimmed, black hat. About Dobrele they said that she had turned religious, that she recited blessings over everything, even after hearing thunder. Wealthy landowners, it was whispered, came visiting in carriages and, while dallying with them, she would loudly say her prayers. She also had her eye on schoolboys from the nearby kheyder, and on those nights when no landowners’ carriages stopped by, Dobrele would stand outside her door, dressed all in red, grab passing schoolboys, take them inside, and pray with them.

I thought I’d better steer clear of Cobblers Lane and take the promenade instead. There, the snow fell more silently, bluer than in the central market. By the narrow, sharp-spired German church, set among small parks and gardens, a bent figure knelt and, with face touching the feathery snow, made the sign of the cross.

But I was still some distance from Aunt Miriam’s house, near the prison with its high, yellow fence, where a burly soldier in a fur overcoat, shouldering a rifle, paced back and forth. Walking past him was forbidden, so I crossed over to the other side, walked through the prison lane, and only then onto Warsaw Street.

I could have sworn I was heading in the right direction. The way to Aunt Miriam’s was as familiar to me as my own ten fingers. Here was Shimshen-Shloyme’s tavern, and beyond it, the wide Orthodox church, near which there ought to be a red wooden shack where the prison guards warmed their frozen fingers.

But there was no sign anywhere of Aunt Miriam’s cottage. Was it because of the snow swirling around both sides of my face? Suddenly, I saw a tall shape approaching, a hulking figure who seemed to be singing. Singing? How could someone be singing with all this snow pelting one’s face? I soon realized that no one was approaching, no one was singing, but that I must have run into the battered stone wall in Cobblers Lane, staggering past the very door where Dobrele with the pious, milky face lived.

I soon realized that it wasn’t the stone wall, but the fence surrounding the Gentile hospital. If so, Aunt Miriam’s place couldn’t be far off, probably that small structure over there, with the two lighted windows. But I couldn’t see the wooden shed, which clung to the cottage like a child to its mother’s apron, nor the low, round water pump.

I heard the tinkle of a bell, and a sleigh glided past my eyes.

“Little boy, little boy, where are you going? Little boy, little boy, why have you stopped?”

I couldn’t make out where the voice was coming from, whether from the passing sleigh or from Aunt Miriam’s cottage. It reminded me of crazy Mordkhe, who was called “the hook” because of his habit of catching you by the ear, hooking his finger around it, and singing into it,

“Little boy, little boy, where are you going? Little boy, little boy, why have you stopped?”

I had, indeed, stopped … no, I was lying down. It felt soft and warm and the inside of my nose tickled. My eyes grew heavy. Yes, I was lying in bed with my face to Father’s back, but I didn’t seem to smell his hairy body. Instead, there was a different smell, the kind that came from the kosher butcher shops on Fridays. But today wasn’t Friday. That I remembered … of course, I knew Father was hungry. That’s what made me wonder: How come he was already asleep? How could you be hungry and be sleeping at the same time?

I couldn’t possibly have dreamed the ending. It was hot and blue all around me. I lay on a high bed, smothered in a featherbed and a pile of pillows. The burning smell of hot flatirons hung in the air. Above me hovered an old, hollow-cheeked face, topped by a red nightcap

“Take it,” the nightcap said, pushing a large wooden spoon into my mouth. “Take it, Mendlshi. It’s magnesia with almond milk. It’ll bring down your fever.”

At the foot of the bed, shaped like a cross, stood a tall, lean Jew with a little white beard, wearing an unbuttoned vest with dangling buckles. A long, white cotton thread, resembling a wriggling worm, hung from his lips. A tape measure, green with black dots, drooped down from one of his shoulders. Surely, that was a snake crawling down his other sleeve. He passed the thread between his teeth, bit off small pieces, spat them out, and shook his head.

“Swallow it, child, swallow it. N-n-a! Imagine, sending a child out in such a blizzard!”

Now I knew. Instead of ending up at Aunt Miriam’s, I must have stumbled into Grandma and Grandpa’s house. Those old, hollow cheeks, the face that was pushing a wooden spoon into my mouth, belonged to Grandma Rokhl. This was the same Grandma Rokhl who was constantly accusing Mother of not looking after her own children, who day and night sat on a small, wooden chest, gazing through steel-rimmed spectacles containing a single lens and sewing starched white muslin into nightcaps for pious old women. And that tall Jew standing at the foot of the bed was, of course, Grandpa Dovid Froyke the tailor, who usually wore a long, black cape and a stiff yellow hat, was fond of his drop of whiskey, and on Saturday nights could always be found playing cards with his cronies, well into the small hours of the morning.

For all that, Grandpa was a good man, and visiting him was always great fun. Unlike other tailors, he didn’t take orders for kapotes, coats, and trousers, but made uniforms for the students of the Russian high school, the gymnasium, short, dark-blue jackets with a slit down the back, and white silvery buttons, each of which Grandpa sewed on by hand.

He would pull the thread across a yellow piece of streaked wax and, sitting on a high stool, one leg across the other, let the needle fly in and out, as he sang:

In the plowshare lies a blessing,

The true happiness of life …

When he tired of singing about the plowshare, he’d lift his right leg off his left, thread the needle once again, pull it across the wax, and burst into an altogether different song:

My beauty, my life, pure as gold,

Another I threw over,

So you in my arms I could hold.

Grandma Rokhl, sitting on her wooden chest in the corner, would raise her small, sunken face, look at him over her steel-rimmed spectacles, and, in a harsh voice, call out, “Would you stop it with those silly songs of yours!”

“What’s it to you, my dear little wife?”

“Oh, stop it, you stupid fool!”

But Grandpa wouldn’t stop. He’d merely start rocking back and forth, push his needle faster, shake his head from side to side, and, in the singsong voice of someone studying Talmud aloud, say, “If I’m a fool, then what an idiot an old wife like you must be.” And to forestall Grandma’s next retort, he would shake his head even harder and sing out like a cantor on the Day of Atonement: “Unesane toykef … Let us tell how utterly holy this day is and how awe-inspiring.”

All was now quiet and white in Grandpa and Grandma’s house. Wedged between the double windows, like filthy down, were clumps of dark cotton wool. The Gentile visage of Tsar Alexander III, sporting a thick, yellow, fly-specked beard, looked straight down at me from above the narrow worktable.

Grandpa himself was sitting bent over on his high stool, today not singing or making jokes, but applying himself grimly to the task of sewing silver buttons onto dark-blue jackets, and occasionally throwing out a word.

“Maybe we should call that special doctor, the pumper?”

“What good can he do?”

“Who knows? They say he’s an expert.”

“You and your experts. I’ve already sent someone for some pig fat and dried herbs. With God’s help, that’ll make him better.”

But, as it turned out, neither the pig fat, which Grandma rubbed on my stomach, nor the bitter potion she poured down my throat, did me any good, and the special doctor had to be called in.

He thumped his cane on the floor, and screamed at Grandma. I was scalded with boiling hot water, blood was taken from behind my ears and my back. Medicine was forced down my throat, salty, bitter, sweet, until I finally recovered, and for the first time had a good look around. I saw how the wrinkles on Grandma’s face were arranged and how Grandpa’s beard shook.

Mother never showed up.

On the evening—so Grandma Rokhl recounted—when I went searching for Mother at Aunt Miriam’s, I fell asleep in the snow. The janitor at the Gentile hospital noticed something lying in a snowdrift and raised a hue and cry. People came running. To make a long story short, an old woman, who sewed caps at Grandma’s, recognized me and told them to take me to Grandma Rokhl’s. Where else should they have taken me? Mother was nowhere to be found, neither at home nor at Aunt Miriam’s.

That same day Mother had gone off—to Warsaw.

It seemed she had no choice in the matter. A telegram had arrived, summoning her at once. Tsipele, her only daughter, by her first husband, who lived in Warsaw, was about to announce her engagement.

For many years Mother used to send Tsipele big yellow pears, shaped like bells, bars of chocolate, braided butter cookies, and, occasionally, a few rubles. From all those goodies Tsipele had acquired a pair of dimpled, red cheeks, a fine figure, and a bridegroom ready to take her without so much as a groshen for a dowry. How, then, could Mother not go? But how could she have left without saying goodbye? Well, there simply wasn’t time …

Small wonder, then, that Father raged against Mother, against Grandma, and was even angry with me. He knew full well that I lay sick at Grandma’s, but never once did he come to see me. Instead, he sent a boy over to find out how I was doing. Furious, Grandma slammed the door in the boy’s face.

“What does he think?” she shouted at the boy. “Does he think that his son is a bastard? He can’t come here himself? He’s too good for that?”

Grandpa hunched his head between his shoulders and growled into the uniforms he was working on, saying that Father was right. One doesn’t go away, just like that, without so much as a “Be well.”

“But what about the engagement?” Grandma persisted.

“Engagements can be postponed,” Grandpa asserted with authority.

“You’re a fool!”

“And you’re an idiot!”



Chapter Four

Whatever the reason, Mother lingered on in Warsaw. The freezing weather continued. Grandma’s high, soft bed, in which the special doctor used to poke my back every few days, was now suddenly empty and made up.

I was now able to drag myself around the room—small, skinny, my face green and gaunt—and to drink the goat’s milk which Grandma brought me, twice a day, all the way from St. Mary’s Street.

Grandpa had turned paler in the course of my illness, though his cheeks acquired a reddish, scorched glow, and his nose, a sharp point. In the morning, while I drank my goat’s milk, he would take a couple of swigs from a small bottle tucked away in a dark corner of the room. He would throw his head back, just like a Gentile, shape his mouth into a circle, and drain the contents down to the last drop.

It bothered me that Grandpa drank straight from the bottle. What then was the purpose of those little glasses standing in the cupboard?

He explained to me that drinking straight from the bottle was just like someone walking in the field on a hot day and chancing upon a cool spring. In those circumstances, would you go looking for a cup? You’d fall on your knees and lap up the water like a billy goat. After all, said Grandpa, show me the plant, the flower, or the animal that needs a cup to drink from. And wasn’t a human being also a kind of animal?

Well, there was some sense in what Grandpa said. Yes, it’s good to drink straight from the spring. Still, one thing puzzled me. Grandpa said that after draining the bottle, his head cleared up and he felt like a different man. He even had proof. If Moses, he said, hadn’t liked a decent drop of brandy, he’d never have been able to lead the Children of Israel out of Egypt.

That same bit of wisdom he also passed on to my teacher, Sime-Yoysef, who had come to visit me during my illness.

Sime-Yoysef, a squat man with a large, hairy face and a pair of black, piercing eyes, pulled a face upon hearing this. Grandpa’s Moses didn’t appeal to him one bit, and he informed Grandpa that in Moses’ time whiskey hadn’t been invented yet.

“What do you mean, no whiskey?” Grandpa stuck his beard out at him. “How could that be? How could the Jews have left Egypt without a drink of whiskey?”

“I tell you, Reb Dovid, there simply wasn’t any!” Sime-Yoysef insisted.

“So what was there?”

“Who knows? Maybe wine.”

“And wine isn’t liquor?” said Grandpa gleefully. “What’s better than a little glass of wine, we should live so long, my wife Rokhl and I.”

“Oh, stop your yammering!” Grandma looked up from her sewing. “What sort of idle chatter is this?”

“What’s wrong with you, Rokhlshi?” said Grandpa. “Can’t a man speak in his own house? You know,” he shifted his small, white beard back to the teacher’s hairy face. “You know, my Rokhl—may she live and be well—likes to take a drop herself.”

“Your enemies should say such things! Look how he’s talking today! Don’t listen to him, Reb Sime-Yoysef. He’s crazy.”

“Only she does it on the sly,” Grandpa pretended not to have heard her. “She even helps herself to a drop in the middle of the night. It’s no sin. An old woman, why not?”

Yes, Grandpa seemed to have changed since I got down from that high, warm bed and the special doctor had stopped poking me on the back.

All day the white, neat room was now full of chatter and song. Grandma sewed her muslin nightcaps. From time to time, she would stick her face into the small pots cooking cozily away on the stove. Grandpa, rocking from side to side with every prick of the needle, would break into occasional song in his high-pitched voice:

If God were to grant me a life full of bliss,

Then wagging my backside would not be amiss.

At that Grandma would lift her steel-rimmed spectacles from the muslin nightcaps and shake her head scornfully.

“An old Jew like you! You should be ashamed of yourself!”

But Grandpa ignored this wifely reproach, sang the song to the end, and at once began another, with a mournful moan:

Believe me, I’m crazy about you,

And can’t live a moment without you,

You’re more precious to me than my own life,

But I can’t marry you and make you my wife.

“Of course,” Grandma shook her head into her nightcaps. “He loves her, but he can’t marry her. Who needs you to love me, anyway?”

“Foolish Rokhl!” said Grandpa, cocking one side of his beard to his shoulder. “It’s only a song, a sort of fable.”

“Oh, we know all about your fables!”

Often, Grandpa would station himself at the large table that stood in the center of the room and was stained brownish-black by the flatirons, and he would start cutting cloth for a new uniform. At such times, a great stillness would settle over the house and all one would hear would be the bubbling of the pots and the creak of the pendulum clock.

Grandpa would stand there in his unbuttoned vest, the tape measure slung over his shoulders. He would inspect the cloth that was spread across the entire table, stretch it, mark it with chalk, erase the mark, make another, and yet another, and then, softly, as if from nowhere, he would start humming under his nose, a long, drawn-out mournful humming. Little by little, the humming grew louder and louder, as this pale little Jew, my grandfather, let out a deep groan.

“Oy, oy, hineni … Here in Your presence …”

He threw back his head, his beard pointing sharply upward. The piece of chalk seemed to glide along the cloth of its own accord, and Grandpa’s groan turned into a tearful little melody.

“Hineni he-oni mi-ma’as … oy yoy … Father in Heaven,” he continued in Yiddish, translating the cantor’s High Holy day plea, “I, a poor man who bows down in the dust at Your feet, have come to plead with You on behalf of Your people Israel …”

Grandma tucked in her small head, like a hen. The white piece of muslin remained suspended, motionless, between her fingers, her needle rested, even the bubbling in the pots seemed to subside. The pendulum, too, appeared to have come to a rest, no longer swaying to and fro, having surrendered that motion to Grandma, who shook her head back and forth. Her nose sniffed involuntarily, and she delivered herself of a faint, womanly sigh: “Oy, Merciful Father in Heaven, take pity on Your poor orphans …”—though who those “poor orphans” were wasn’t at all clear to me. But when Grandpa continued with his hineni, Grandma launched into a tale, beginning her account right in the middle.

“When my mother, of blessed memory, was about to give birth to Rivke, there was no water in the house. So Father, may his soul rest in peace, grabbed the pail and …”

“I’ve heard that story a thousand times!” Grandpa cut in, driving the scissors through the cloth.

“See, he doesn’t let you say a word, that Haman!”

“How many times did your mother give birth to Rivke?”

“May your mouth grow backward!”

“Tri-li-li, tra-la-la …” Grandpa burst into a new tune.

Grandma couldn’t forgive Grandpa for not letting her tell her story to the end and was waiting for an opportunity to get even with him. The opportunity wasn’t long in coming, provided by the arrival of Crazy Wladek, whom Grandpa used to like to tease and who was not only an intimate of the household but a regular visitor.

At about nine in the evening, when Grandpa was almost ready to call it a day, the door would open very quietly and in would sidle a short, hairy figure, with a rumpled yellow beard and a pair of smacking lips, as though chewing a cud. That was Wladek.

His feet were wrapped in old pieces of sackcloth. His jacket was full of holes, stuffed with dirty tufts of cotton wool and held in place by a rope. Wladek reeked of kerosene and chicken droppings. Slung across one shoulder of his jacket was a long, heavy sack, like those carried by peddlers.

Wladek always entered quietly, softly, slid his sack off his shoulder, and placed it carefully in a corner of the room. Then, picking up two empty pails, he went down to the Bernardine church and returned with the pails filled with drinking water. He went out and returned several times, pouring the water into Grandma’s barrel until it was filled to the brim.

Only then, without raising his eyes from his worktable, did Grandpa ask, “You’re here already?”

“Mmm, mmm,” Wladek murmured, still holding the two pails and nodding his head like a horse harnessed between two wagon shafts.

“So, what’s new, Wladek? Poured lots of water into the rich folks’ barrels?”

Wladek sat down on the floor not far from the warm oven and folded his legs under him, Turkish fashion. He opened his sack and began shoving into his mouth, straight from the sack’s dark hole, horseshoe-shaped crusts of bread missing their soft, doughy centers. He munched on the crusts and sucked on some large, crooked bones that still had scraps of meat clinging to them. Sometimes, Wladek would augment his supper with an oversized onion, half an apple, or a squashed pickled cucumber, chewing slowly, sluggishly, like a cow.

By now Grandma was familiar with Wladek’s habits and knew that until he’d emptied his entire sack, there was no talking to him. So she waited for the sack to flatten and for Wladek to take a deep breath. Only then would she ask, “Will you have some tea, Wladek?”

“Mmm … mmm …” he’d mumble in his characteristic way, his mouth still full.

Grandma handed him his tea in a small, dark pot. He held it between his hands and slurped noisily. Drops of tea settled on his whiskers. Wladek either licked them away, or wiped them on his beard.

“So, Wladek, what’s new in the world?” Grandpa began again. “Those rich folks of yours, did they guzzle a lot of water?”

“Aha, aha,” said Wladek in a different mumble. “Pan krawiec”—Mr. tailor—“is making a joke … Pan krawiec likes to have a laugh …”

“I’m not laughing. I’m simply curious to know how much water you poured into those rich barrels of yours.”

“Ah, lots of water, Pan krawiec, lots.”

“Then you should have a pocketful of money.”

“What money! All they pay me is two kopeks a barrel!”

“That’s all? Only two?”

“That’s right, no more. And that Danzig lady, she’s got a big barrel!” said Wladek, pointing to the wide, brown wardrobe standing between Grandma and Grandpa’s beds.

“Ooh, aah! So what else is new?”

“The Danzig lady’s got such a big barrel. Such a big barrel!” Wladek didn’t hear Grandpa’s second question.

“I know she’s got a big barrel. Such a big barrel!”

The Danzig lady’s barrel was a sore point with Wladek. It disturbed his sleep. Even when he dropped off after eating his supper, he never stopped mumbling: “U Danzigerowej beczka duża. Beczka duża! … That Danzig lady has a big barrel. Big barrel …”

For half the day he’d be busy pouring tens of pails of water into her barrel, running up and down the stairs. And for all this, for all those pailfuls, to say nothing of the stairs, all he got were two measly, copper coins.

“They should burn, those rich folks, right Wladek?” Grandpa thumped the flatiron down on the lapel of a uniform.

“Mmm, mmm …”

“Don’t worry, Wladek, a time will come when they’ll be pouring water into your barrels.”

“Aha, aha …”

“Get yourself a big barrel now, Wladek, bigger than the Danzig lady’s.”

At that point Grandma saw her opportunity and entered the fray. Now was the time to get back at Grandpa.

“Maybe you should stop yapping with that Gentile, that goy!” she snapped.

“What’s the matter? Isn’t a goy a human being too?”

“Who says he’s not a human being? But with your jokes you’re worse than a goy!”

“And what about your foolish stories?”

“So I tell stories, so what! Whoever doesn’t want to hear them can stop up their ears.”

Wladek was still chewing his cud. He looked Grandma straight in the mouth and, shaking his head, said, “Ja, ja. U Danzigerowej beczka duża!”

“Stop moaning over that Danzig woman,” said Grandma, removing the steel-rimmed spectacles from the tip of her nose. “Go and lie down, you foolish goy!”

“Don’t rush him,” said Grandpa. “Why does it bother you if we have a little conversation?”

“Look with whom he sits down to have conversations.”

“If you have an idiot for a wife, then you have to talk with Wladek.”

Grandma flicked her hand contemptuously, as if to say, “It’s hopeless,” and Grandpa fell silent.

The room grew quiet. Grandma busied herself with the beds, removed the pillows, and placed them on the stools. A cricket chirped under the stove.

Grandpa couldn’t keep quiet for long. “Tell me, Wladekshi,” he said, “What’s the matter with you? What do you want with those girls?”

Wladek, who only an instant before had yawned loudly and widely, blinked his eyes and gave Grandpa an innocent look, like a calf.

“So, it’s true what they say, that you go around lifting the girls’ skirts in the middle of the street?”

A small thread of drool began to trickle down from the right corner of Wladek’s mouth.

“That’s good, Pan krawiec,” he muttered hoarsely.

“Good, is it?”

“Pan krawiec,” the hairy, Gentile face splintered into slanting wrinkles. “They, the girls …”

“Enough with that nonsense!” Grandma sputtered angrily from beside the bed. “I’ll kick you down the stairs, together with my stupid husband!”

“Pani Rokhlina, what am I to do? … They, the girls …”

“So, it’s the girls …” Grandpa turned his face away from the table. “And you like that, hah?”

“Yes, Pani krawcowa, Madam Tailor, I like it. It’s good to sleep with the girls.”

“Stop it!” Grandma Rokhl lunged at Wladek with a small, raised fist. “Get out of here, you filthy man! And you, you old goat of a tailor,” she turned furiously on Grandpa, “stop it this minute!”

Wladek rose awkwardly from the floor. He picked up his empty sack and, muttering under his nose, wandered into the tiny room where he sometimes spent the night.

“That was some talk!” said Grandma, giving the pillows an angry shake.

“I only wanted to know if it’s true what they say about him,” Grandpa replied guiltily.

“If that’s all you’ve got on your mind, then you’re no better than him. And you, you don’t go looking at every girl on the street?”

“If one has a wife …”

“If you don’t like it, you can lump it.”

Grandpa didn’t respond. Grandma kept mumbling to herself that if it hadn’t been such a bad winter, she would have run off where her eyes took her, and if it weren’t for the fact that that fool of a Wladek brought her drinking water from the Bernardine church, she would have tossed him down all the stairs.

The tiny room where Wladek had gone was shut tight. I kept looking at the low, yellow door, which now seemed to mask some great concealment. I had a strong desire to go in there and ask Wladek whether he had also lifted the skirt of Jusza, the cooper’s daughter.



Chapter Five

Behind the window of my grandparents’ house, and surrounded by a black iron fence, stood the Bernardine church, a red-brick structure, with elongated, dark windows and high, arched doors. Chestnut trees spread their broad branches against the high outer walls, guarding, with their cool silence, the shaded faces of the Holy Mother and Child.

Now, in winter, the branches of the chestnut trees were covered with snow, as if sprinkled with salt, and the walls stood cold and bare. The sad face of the Holy Mother, inclining to one side, looked down on her half-naked breast, as though she were ashamed of the barrenness around her.

One evening I was sitting by the window, gazing outside. The sun, looking like a large, flat, golden plate, was setting on the other side of the cross. A bright, fiery glow blazed from the roof and the cross, and was reflected in the windows of the houses across the way.

Inside the room where I was sitting, lamps had not been turned on yet, and the deep silence must have made Grandma drop off to sleep on her wooden chest. Grandpa had gone off to the synagogue, to say kaddish, observing a death anniversary. I gazed at the flaming cross and thought, tomorrow I would have to start going back to the kheyder. The thought depressed me and I had a vision of the low, shabby house where Sime-Yoysef conducted his classes.

It was a large, spread-out house, whose low ceiling seemed to press down on one’s shoulders. The walls were dark green and old, with bare patches here and there, mementos of removed wardrobes and taken-down clocks. The walls were lined with long, greasy benches, propped up on shaky legs. There I sat with my fellow scholars and together, all day long, we would shout out our lessons, blow our noses into our fingers, and wipe them on the flaps of our smocks.

Sime-Yoysef was the sort of teacher who didn’t want to be considered ill-tempered. He neither yelled at us nor beat us. Should he want to yell, he’d begin to cough, and his mouth filled with phlegm. And should he want to hit someone, his outlandishly wide bottom would restrain him and prevent him from reaching over to lay hands on the boys’ heads. All the same, he was still a teacher, and so, on his table lay a spotted, red handkerchief, a snuffbox made of horn, and a hairy sheep’s foot with a cloven hoof. From that last item there extended thick leather thongs, as if to remind us that they could strike blows on our hands and heads, as well as on our bare bottoms, which we had to uncover ourselves.

However, that wasn’t a usual occurrence, though Sime-Yoysef had other habits. He’d stuff his nose with snuff, beckon to a pupil crouching in a far corner to come forward, and honor him with a painful pinch of the nether regions. At the same time, he’d open his mouth wide, flare his nostrils, and exhale deeply, “Ah-ah-ah-ah.”

That’s what I’d be going back to the next morning. Sime-Yoysef’s wife, a tall, lanky woman, would probably be sitting by the door, as usual, next to the full slop pail and the scraggly broom, rapidly peeling potatoes into a cracked tin pot between her legs, and calling out, “Sime-Yoysef! Sime-Yoysef!” And Sime-Yoysef would give a shudder and grab his red, spotted handkerchief.

“Hah! Did you say something?”

“I said, may you fall asleep for good, my Sime-Yoysef.”

As soon as I’d show up, she’d probably drop a peeled potato to the floor and drawl, in her high-pitched voice, “Look who’s come back, the little brat! Well hello!” She wouldn’t let me take off my coat or undo my scarf, and before I could do anything I would be sent to fetch two or three pails of water.

But all that would be happening only tomorrow, a good many hours away. Meanwhile, I was still sitting at Grandma’s and Grandpa’s window. The church was growing darker and darker, sinking more deeply into blueness. The sky around the cross was still red. That must be the place where the wicked are burned and roasted.

At that moment, I imagined I heard Grandpa’s voice. It sounded muffled, as if coming from the other side of the door. But in an instant the door was flung open and an unexpected voice, certainly not one from these parts, burst into the room.

“Why is it so dark in here?”

I tore myself away from the window. I could have sworn it was Mother.

“You’ve just arrived?” I heard Grandpa say in the darkness, his voice seemingly dark, too.

“I just came in on the omnibus. But why is it so dark in here?”

Grandma woke up from her nap. “Is that Frimet?” she asked drowsily.

“Yes, it’s Frimet,” Grandpa said. “But turn on the light. A person could go blind here.”

“And where’s my Mendl?” asked Mother.

“Here I am, Mameshi!” I called out and, leaping off Grandpa’s worktable, rushed to the door, where stood the shadowy figure of my newly arrived mother.

Her clothes gave off a frozen smell, like steel.

“Mendlshi?” Mother’s cold hand reached for my face. “Let me take a look at you. Come closer.”

I raised my face and she lowered hers. Between our two faces there was utter darkness. Grandma kept fumbling with the lamp, which wouldn’t light. Nevertheless, despite the gloom, Mother could sense how I looked.

“Oh, my poor child! Oh, woe is me! How skinny you’ve gotten!”

“Thank God for that much, at least,” Grandma snorted.

“Why didn’t you write me that he was so sick?” Mother complained to Grandma.

“First of all, I did write you.”

“Only that he wasn’t well.”

“What more did you want?”

“I’d have come running.”

“And that would have cured him? But never mind. Grandma knew what she had to do, didn’t she, Mendl?”

By now the room was filled with the warm, rosy glow of the lit lamp. Grandpa hung up his heavy winter coat, with the slit in the back and the two big buttons on either side. Grandma called the particular garment the goyishe yupitze, that Gentile sheepskin. She detested it. But Grandpa, running a hand over the worn yellowish hide as though he were stroking the head of a beloved grandchild, declared proudly, “It’s not a goyishe yupitze but a zhupan, like the Polish aristocrats wear.”

“Zhupan, shupan,” Grandma mocked. “Imagine, a Jew who likes to wear only Gentile garments!”

Mother was still standing at the door, like a stranger. She had come back from Warsaw, wearing a long, black overcoat with an even blacker fur collar. The length of the coat, or maybe its blackness, made her seem taller than she’d been before she went away. She’d already covered me with kisses. Now, in the rosy light, she hugged me again.

“My poor darling, how sick you must have been!”

“Sick, shmick …” Grandpa interjected, ready to return to his worktable. “Take off your coat. Why are you standing like that?”

Mother undid her head scarf, took off her long, black coat, and threw it on the bed. Grandma eyed it warily, relegating it to the same category as Grandpa’s zhupan.

I see you’ve got yourself a new coat,” Grandma said, stroking the fur collar.

“It’s a gift from Gitl-Hodes.”

“Is that so? Hmm … And how are they doing?”

“We should be doing as well.”

“And how’s Hersh-Wolf?”

“Like always.”

“And how’s his hand? Can he move it again?”

“Yes, thank God.”

It was only now that I took a good look at Mother. Without the coat she looked just the way she always did, before she went away, except that she now had on a new wig, very black and shiny, with a curl in the front, like a bird. The new wig made her face seem fuller, smoother, maybe even younger.

“And how are Gitl-Hodes’s children, they should be well?” Grandma kept up her inquiries.

“All’s fine. Pini’s working in a pharmacy.”

“And Paula?”

“She’s already graduated from the gymnasium.”

“And Shlyamekl?”

“He’s about to be married.”

Mother, of course, was talking about her rich sister in Warsaw, Aunt Gitl-Hodes, who lived in a big house with many rooms and balconies, and whose children weren’t called Mendl like me, but Pini and Paula. There was supposed to be another boy, Antshe, their youngest, who was always referred to as Mali, “the little one.” I’d never met any of them. I only know that from time to time, I’d be wearing short pants with brass buttons down the sides, hand-me-downs from that same Mali.

“And how’s Mali?” I chimed in.

“Ah,” Mother broke into a smile. “He’s no longer ‘the little one.’ He’s all grown up, God bless him. He already goes to gymnasium.”

Grandpa, by now sitting in his work corner, with his back to us, turned around and, thrusting out his little white beard, said, “Oh, is that so? Attending the gymnasium is he?”

“Yes, he’s already in the third class.”

“And does he wear a uniform?”

“Of course, he does, just like the one you’re working on.”

“Ooh, ah!” Grandpa said in a voice full of amazement. “It’s a shame you didn’t bring an old uniform of his back with you.”

“Whatever for?”

“So I could take a look at how they sew uniforms in Warsaw.”

“Not better than you, Father.”

“Dark-blue ones, with silver buttons?”

“Yes, exactly like here.”

“Mmm … it’s the same the world over.”

Grandpa seemed to take much satisfaction in the fact that in Warsaw they made the same uniforms as they did here. He put aside his work and was prepared to hear more news from Warsaw.

“And who makes his uniforms?”

“A tailor, of course. Who else?”

“Do you mean to say that there’s a Dovid-Froyke in Warsaw, too?”

“He thinks he’s the only man in the world,” Grandma interjected.

“Don’t mix in, old woman! We’re talking serious business.”

I stood wedged against one of Mother’s knees. She kept stroking me, hugging my face, and sighing softly.

“And what else is new?” Grandma broke the silence. “Did you actually get to draw up Tsipele’s betrothal agreement?”

“Yes, Mother. You can wish me mazel tov.”

“May you truly have good fortune. Is he a decent fellow?”

“A brush-maker.”

“A brush-maker?” Grandpa frowned. “A brush-maker, of all things! Why not a tailor?”

“And a tailor has more status than a brush-maker?”

“A tailor’s a somebody, and a brush-maker’s nothing but a brush-maker.”

“He’s not good enough for you?” Grandma turned her steel-rimmed spectacles on him.

“Certainly not.”

“So that’s it. He’s not good enough for Dovid-Froyke.”

“He’s taking her without a groshen,” said Mother softly.

“He’s doing me a favor? Maybe we should pay him.”

“Don’t listen to that fool,” said Grandma angrily. “And where was the betrothal agreement drawn up?”

“At Avrom-Ayzik’s.”

“Why not at Gitl-Hodes’s?”

“Who knows … rich people. Maybe they didn’t think it suitable.”

“Sure! Bring a brush-maker into the family …” Grandpa got in the last word.

Grandma quietly lowered her face. Grandpa plied his needle furiously.

“And how’s poor Avrom-Ayzik? Is he still out of work?”

“Struggling to keep body and soul together. He owes a lot of money,”

Mother replied.

“And how’s his Sime-Leye?”

“Pretty as a picture.”

“Why don’t they arrange a match for her?”

“It just doesn’t seem to happen.”

Grandma sighed deeply. The room grew silent. The three of them sat there with drooping heads, as if they’d just dropped off to sleep.

Poor Avrom-Ayzik. His was truly a sad story.

He was the full brother of Mother, Aunt Miriam, and the wealthy Gitl-Hodes of Warsaw. I knew him well.

Uncle Avrom-Ayzik visited us last year at Rosh Hashanah time. He had a long, thin, blond beard, looked at the world through spectacles, and wore a stiff eight-sided hat, of a sort that nobody before him had ever worn nor would ever wear after him. He talked in a drawn-out, sing-song voice, and on Rosh Hashanah-Yom Kippur he actually led the services in the tailors’ synagogue.

They said that he chanted the prayers so sweetly that one wanted to kiss every word. But what good was that to him if, alas, he couldn’t make a living, or if he couldn’t marry off his beautiful daughter, Sime-Leye, unless the promised money for the dowry arrived from his son in London. But the money was never sent.

Yes, things were certainly sad at Uncle Avrom-Ayzik’s.

That’s what Mother told us while untying the parcel Aunt Gitl-Hodes had sent with her and out of which tumbled a pair of laced shoes, a long-sleeved jacket, a cap with a sharp peak, trousers, and vests. A veritable treasure trove!

But this time I wasn’t thrilled by any of it, especially the cap with the peak.

“I’ll never wear it,” I said, not even wanting to touch it.

“Why not? It’s such a nice cap.”

“No one in our kheyder wears a cap like that.”

“So you will.”

“No, I won’t.”

The clock struck hoarsely. I counted the strikes, fully ten, though the hands only pointed to nine o’clock.

“Have you seen Leyzer yet?” Grandpa suddenly asked

“No,” Mother replied uneasily.

“I actually wondered why you didn’t go straight home.”

“I’ll never go back there again.”

Two dumb-struck faces, Grandpa’s and Grandma’s, looked up at Mother in puzzlement. I, too, didn’t understand what she had just said.

“You’re not going back?” Grandma finally gasped.

“I’ve had enough of that yoke of mine.”

The grandparents’ old faces looked as if they were hard of hearing.

“What, Frimet, not again!” Grandpa said.

“I can’t put up with it any more, all those curses he wishes on me. He should only …”

“Sh … sh … Don’t you start cursing,” said Grandma, rising abruptly from her wooden chest.

“He ought to be ashamed of himself,” Mother continued. “Not even a Gentile curses at his wife the way he does at me.”

“When did he have time to curse you?” said Grandpa. “You weren’t even here.”

“He cursed me in a letter. So what if I went away? I have only one daughter. I shouldn’t go to her celebration?”

“You could have told him you were going away,” said Grandpa.

“How could I have told him when he’s hardly ever home?”

“What do you want, he should stay home and play with you?”

“Who’s talking about playing? But he has no right to stop me from going to my child’s engagement.”

“But not a living soul knew where you’d disappeared to. That’s not a Jewish thing to do, abandoning husband and child, just like that!”

“Too bad! So he had no one to do the cooking for him!”

“You think he can do his own cooking?”

“Let him cook, let him not cook. I’ve had enough of him!”

“Have you got someone else to take his place?” Grandpa said with a wink. “You’re not a young woman any more, you know.”

“Enough already, you old fool!” Grandma trembled all over. “And you, Frimet, stop making those jokes and go home.”

“You’re throwing me out, Mother?”

“I’m not throwing you out, God forbid, but a wife has to go home to her husband.”

“I don’t ever want to see him again! What kind of a life do I have with him? Alas, he darkened my young, my most beautiful years! He talked me into believing that he was well off, that he owned a farm. A curse on that farm of his!”

Mother’s eyes reddened and took on an ugly look. Her nose, too, reddened and seemed to grow sharper.

“Nu, let it be,” said Grandma, seeking to smooth over Father’s transgressions. “Don’t think he hasn’t been here asking about you.”

“So he did me a big favor.”

“He’d show up in the courtyard several times a day.”

“In the courtyard? And to come into the house was beneath his dignity?”

“But you know yourself,” Grandma said, as if imparting a secret, “that we two never got along that well.”

“Whom does he get along with?”

“Well, he’s not from the worst … It’s late already, but tomorrow, God willing, you’re gong home.”

“No, Mother, even if I have to scrub other people’s floors, I’m never going back to him.”

“What got into you over there in Warsaw?” Grandpa could no longer contain himself.

“In Warsaw, they live like people. Gitl-Hodes is a real lady, like a German lady. And what has become of me? With Berl—may his soul rest in peace—I used to live in a place with big rooms, with brass handles on every door.”

“Well, with Berl …” Grandma heaved a sigh. “Things never turn out the way one wants them to.”

They continued talking until late into the night. They totally forgot about me.

I heard everything, but for the life of me couldn’t make out why Mother had returned from Warsaw so angry with Father. It should have been the other way around. To my mind, it was Father who should be angry with Mother, since she was the one who disappeared without telling him where.

To tell the truth, I bore Mother no ill will. I was only put out by the mention of her first husband and those big rooms and the brass door handles.

What kind of comparison was that! Her first husband had been a feldsher, a barber-surgeon in Konskowola, whereas my father only dealt in hay. What had all that to do with big rooms and brass door handles?



Chapter Six

The following morning I busied myself getting ready to return to the kheyder. I got up earlier than usual, washed myself thoroughly, put on the strange trousers that Mother had brought back from Warsaw, and made sure I had the two bagels that Grandma had buttered for me.

I wasn’t eager to leave the warm house, nor Grandpa’s songs, nor my newly returned Mother. Mother must have sensed this, too, and while I was pulling on my coat she called out from her bed, “Let him stay home one more day. He won’t miss anything.”

There were no objections.

I looked out the window with fresh eyes. It was blue and bright. Grandpa must have already gladdened his heart with a drop of aquavit. He was walking around the house, very pleased with himself, and regaled us with his selections of wordless melodies, everyday songs, and festival tunes. Grandma shuffled softly about in her red nightcap, lit the stove, and started fixing breakfast.

Mother was the last to get up. Now, in the bluish-white light coming through the windowpanes, her face looked young and serene. Not until this morning had I noticed Mother’s warm, soft double chin and her pale blue eyes. She was wearing a thin, black petticoat with pointed edges, which rustled as she moved.

“Did you buy that?” Grandma bent down and fingered the garment.

“Do you think I can afford such things?” Mother replied with a quiet bitterness that was at odds with her serene face. “It’s a gift from Gitl-Hodes.”

“Silk?”

“What else? Cotton?”

Grandma wiped the corners of her mouth with two fingers. Grandpa cast a sideways glance at the garment and asked casually, “How much did a thing like that cost?”

Nobody answered.

Mother sat down with her back to the room and began combing out her wig.

I wasn’t sure why, but that black silk garment, that was given to Mother by Aunt Gitl-Hodes in Warsaw, somehow didn’t appeal to me. In it, she seemed to be someone else, not the same Mother who had burst into the house one morning at dawn, arms outstretched, crying, “Moyshe’s gone!”

At home I’d never seen Mother like that. Her arms were never so bare. At home she never washed with scented soap or preened before the mirror the way she did now.

“Frimet, what’s taking you so long?” Grandma called out. “Breakfast’s already on the table.”

“Never mind,” said Mother, patting the curl on her wig. “That’s how they do things in Warsaw.”

“But this isn’t Warsaw.”

It was a while before Mother was ready to come to the table. She walked stiffly, puffed out like a peacock.

We all sat down, Mother opposite me, her warm, little double chin quivering slightly. Only now did I notice that Mother had brought back with her from Warsaw two dimples on either side of her cheeks. She took dainty bites, sipped her coffee through slightly opened lips, and, in the middle of all this, turned to me and said, “Mendlshi, is that how you eat?”

“How’s he supposed to eat?” Grandpa asked.

“In Warsaw they don’t eat like that.”

“Enough already with your Warsaw! So, she doesn’t like how he eats. And do I eat any better?”

“You don’t eat nicely either, Father.”

“Rokhl, listen to what your daughter is telling me. I’ve lived sixty-two years and never knew that I don’t eat nicely. Pray tell me, how do you eat nicely?”

“You don’t gulp your food. You take small bites.”

“How wonderful!”

Mother didn’t respond. I tried to take small bites and not gulp my food. But I felt a tightening in my throat and my eyes started tearing. Grandma set down her cup of coffee and called out, louder than usual, “Mendl, are you crying?”

Mother, too, set down her cup. Her double chin became slightly distorted. “Hush, Mendlshi, don’t cry,” she said, stroking me. “There’s nothing wrong with the way you eat.”

“That’s Warsaw for you! Who’d have ever thought of it! N-n-a!” Grandpa growled.

Mother finally calmed me down, but I was left with a heavy heart.

“See, what a beautiful day it is,” said Grandpa, back at his worktable. “Mendl, why don’t you go outside and get some fresh air?”

“I don’t know.” Mother hesitated. “I’m still a bit worried about him.”

“It won’t hurt him,” said Grandma, “so long as the sun is shining.” They wrapped me and bundled me and I went out into the street, feeling like someone who had just surfaced from a submersion in deep waters.

“Be careful of the sleighs!” Grandma called after me. “Don’t stay out too long, you hear, Mendl?”

Outside, the street was so white and still that, for a moment, I had to close my eyes. It seemed as if I’d blundered into some strange town. Everyone looked as if they were deaf, walking with muffled treads.

Snow lay between the iron spikes of the fence around the church and upon the eaves above the windows. On the road itself, the snow was piled high and soft. A small sleigh glided by merrily with a soft tinkling of bells. Students, let out from the gymnasium, were pelting one another with snowballs, yelling as they raced by.

How the town had changed during the time I lay sick in bed! On Lublin Street there were tall, snow-covered, carved wooden posts, supported by smaller posts, looking like legs set wide apart. The street led uphill. It seemed longer and wider. The blue-nosed Polish guard was gone from the sentry box. On Warsaw Street, where Motl Straw’s wife ran a store, there were no displays of bales of cloth or wicker baskets. Everything was white and silent.

On the promenade I glanced up at the snow-covered cross of the German church. I remembered that it was around here that I had wandered on my way to Aunt Miriam’s in search of Mother. Now all was quiet, not a soul in sight. Suddenly, a figure loomed before me, a Jew wearing a tall, plush hat.

“Mendl! Where are you going?” I heard a familiar voice call out.

“Father!” I cried out, momentarily frightened and feeling a constriction in my throat.

“Where are you going? Are you well again?”

“Yes, Father, I am.”

The man in the tall, plush hat was my father alright. He’d turned grayer, his eyes had a more dreamy, quieter look.

“I was at your teacher’s today to find out about you.”

“I was supposed to go back to the kheyder today.”

“And why didn’t you?”

“Mother’s come back.”

“Hah?” Father lifted his face halfway, and his dreamy eyes narrowed. “Your mother, you say? When did she come back?”

“Last night.”

“Last night? So why don’t we see her?”

“She’s at Grandma’s.”

“Is that so? At Grandma’s?”

Both of us fell silent. Father’s eyes opened wide. His mustache seemed to have grown larger and appeared greenish-yellow.

“I didn’t come to see you while you were sick,” he said, speaking not to me but to the German church, “because I don’t like your grandmother. But don’t think … I knew … I knew everything that was going on with you. Who do you think sent for the special doctor?”

Father’s voice became quieter, more halting.

“So she’s back …” he said, as if reminding himself anew. “And she went straight to them …” He sighed heavily. “How does she look?”

“Fine, just fine.”

More silence. We walked together. The soldier who guarded the prison came toward us, carrying a rifle.

“Have you eaten anything yet?” Father broke the silence.

“Yes, I’ve eaten.”

“Are you cold? Come with me to Mordkhe’s soup kitchen. You’ll warm up a bit.”

“No, Father, I’m alright.”

“What are you doing out here in the street?”

“I just went out for some fresh air.”

“That’s good. Come, I’ll bring you back.”

He took me by the hand. I don’t remember ever walking with Father like that, and I didn’t know whether to feel embarrassed or happy. I only knew that it felt good.

“I was at your teacher’s today,” Father repeated, “and he told me … your teacher …”

He stopped right in the middle of his sentence, turned thoughtful, and gazed into space. His large, fleshy nose looked as if it had separated from his face. Very slowly he unbuttoned his shabby winter coat, reached into one of the deep pockets of his trousers, pulled out a soft, flat, leather purse, and pushed something into my hand.

“Here,” he said, “take this and go buy yourself something.”

This was also the first time that Father had ever given me any money. But what good did it do me? What could one buy with all that money?

“Buy something for Mother,” Father said softly, as he led me to my grandparents’ house.

“Go in,” he said, “you might catch another chill, God forbid.”

I wanted to kiss Father’s hand, that, too, I think for the first time. But he snatched it away and stammered, “There, that’s that. Go inside … go …”

I was just about to go in, when he called me back.

“Mendl, what else did I want to say? Yes … Don’t tell them that I don’t like your grandmother … that I just don’t like her.”

That same evening Crazy Wladek turned up earlier than usual. His face was flushed, his yellow beard matted and damp.

“Why are you so early today, Wladek?” asked Grandpa.

Wladek growled into his matted beard, chewing on a full mouth of food. “The devil take her, that Magda! She should drop dead right now, damn her!”

“Who’s Magda? And why are you cursing?”

“Why not! She slapped me across the face with a fish!”

Grandpa let loose a high-pitched, drawn-out laugh. Grandma picked up her spectacles from a pile of nightcaps and shook her little head.

“Serves you right!” she said. “Who asked you to fool around with girls, who?”

“I didn’t fool around. A pox on her!”

“The less said the better.” Grandma all but swallowed her words.

“With a fish, you say?” said Grandpa, breaking into a fit of laughter. “Oy, I’m holding my sides … So tell us, how did it happen?”

“I beg your pardon,” Grandma sniffed. “That’s just the sort of news you would want to hear!”

Wladek remained furious and kept on chewing with his mouth closed. Mother took no part in the conversation. She was sitting at Grandpa’s worktable, wearing a pair of gold-rimmed glasses, looking down into a book.

Wladek sat down at his accustomed place near the kitchen. He pulled off his shoes with a groan, undid the strings of the sack which held his provisions, and began pulling out big handfuls of straw.

It was now quiet in the room. Everybody was occupied. The lamp on Grandpa’s worktable cast its light into the corner where he was sewing, and Mother reading. The rest of the room lay in deep shadow.

Grandpa was rushing to finish up a piece of work. Every now and then his shoulders gave a shudder, as if he had the hiccups. Nobody paid any attention to what Wladek was doing in his corner by the kitchen. Presumably he was chomping on the crusts of bread that he’d picked up on his rounds.

But that’s not what Wladek was doing at the moment. He’d been busy making a big pile of straw that was heaped around his feet.

Now Wladek was rummaging in his pockets, and at last he came up with a box of matches. I saw all that Wladek was doing. I thought he was going to light his pipe, but then, I remembered that Wladek didn’t smoke. He struck a match and held the small flame to the heap of straw spread around his feet.

Wisps of smoke began to rise from the heap. Wladek stretched out his feet to the smoke. There was no question about it, Wladek was about to burn himself.

“Grandma! Look what Wladek’s doing!” I called out.

Everybody stopped in their tracks. Grandpa swung one shoulder around and squinted. Mother removed her golden glasses, and Grandma was the first to leap up.

“God Almighty! What have you done, you crazy goy!” she screamed, and began pivoting in place like a churn.

The lit straw started to blaze.

“Dovid!” Grandma threw up her hands. “We’re going to die from the smoke. Look what he’s done! Woe is us!”

Grandpa flung down his sewing. His glasses slipped down to his mouth. The peak of his cap fell almost to his ear. He tried to push the threaded needle into a lapel but it wouldn’t go in. He threw the needle onto the table, leaped onto the smoldering straw, and began hopping up and down. Grandpa seemed to have gone crazy, Grandma too. Why did she grab a pillow from the bed and hurl it at Grandpa’s dancing feet?

“Crazy one! What are you doing?” he shouted at her, his face trembling, as he kicked the pillow back into the room.

Mother grabbed Grandma’s shawl, and ran to the door.

Only Wladek remained in the same spot, with his red, frozen feet, chewing methodically, and shaking his nose and chin.

“Blockhead! What have you done!” Grandpa shouted at Wladek, all the while continuing to dance on the smoldering straw.

“What have I done?” Wladek snorted with a full nose. “Why is Pan krawiec shouting like that? It’s winter. I only wanted to get warm. Damn that Magda, she should drop dead this minute! Why didn’t she let me into her bed? Why?”

“May you break all your bones, Magda too!” Grandma pronounced her blessing over Wladek. “Did you come here to set fire to us?”

“I didn’t want to make a fire. What’s Pan krawiec talking about?”

“What are you doing then, you fool? Is that how you warm your feet?”

Grandpa meanwhile had managed to put out the fire with his dancing, and was now gasping for breath, like a consumptive.

Somebody opened a window and the smoke drifted out in a blue, near-invisible haze. Mother wrapped a kerchief around her head and tried to shield me from the open window. Only Grandpa remained still, standing in his vest and tapping his lapels.

“Where did I put that needle? Where is it?”

At that moment, while we were still distraught, the door opened very slowly and there, on the threshold, stood my father.

“Father’s here!” I called out, the first to catch sight of him.

I took a step toward the door.

“Good evening.” Father looked with amazement around the disordered room.

“And a good evening to you!” Grandpa responded. “Well, hello. How are you?”

Grandma quickly closed the window. Mother’s golden spectacles dropped to the floor.

“Take out all that rubbish, you hear?” Grandma bent over Wladek. “And then go, you good-for-nothing!”

Wladek lumbered to his feet. He gathered up the scorched bunches of straw and, grumbling under his breath, carried them outside.

“Why are you standing there like that? Sit down,” Grandpa said.

“What happened here?” Father asked, shooting a glance at Mother, who was taking off her woolen shawl.

“Nothing. That fool of a goy … he wanted to warm his feet with a lighted bundle of straw.”

“Why do you let him into the house?”

“Well, he sometimes fetches water for us, he takes out the garbage …”

Mother had retrieved her glasses. But the corner where she was sitting, to which Father was directing his glances, must have been too dark, so she moved over to the other side of Grandpa’s worktable and resumed reading her book.

Hadn’t she noticed the mute, dreamy look Father was sending her way?

She sat at Grandpa’s worktable, her head slightly raised, like some rich lady, her pretty face tense, her warm, soft double chin quivering slightly.

“So … Warsaw seems to have agreed with you.” Father’s mustache smiled faintly.

No one responded. Grandma stuck her needle quickly into her white muslin, Grandpa pulled some thread from between his lips. I stood leaning against Father and looked straight up into his face.

“So, Mendl, you’re feeling better?”

“Yes, I’m all well again.”

“And when are you going back to the kheyder?”

“Tomorrow, God willing.”

The silence hung thickly in the room. Father slowly drummed two fingers on the table. My throat constricted and my clothes felt tight. The golden spectacles on Mother’s nose glittered so brightly from the distance that they almost pierced my eyes. Mother’s face shone.

“So, Leyzer, how are you?” Grandpa cut into the heavy silence.

“God be praised.”

“And how’s the business?”

“Not bad … Nothing to complain about.”

It was silent again. A cricket chirped incessantly, angrily, under the stove.

By now Wladek had cleared away the last wisps of singed straw and seated himself in his customary corner, sucking on his unlit pipe.

“Aren’t you glad to see your wife?” Grandpa tried to get the conversation going again.

“Hah?” said Father, looking straight into Grandpa’s mouth.

“Your wife … aren’t you glad … ?”

“Yes … but she doesn’t seem to see me.”

At that moment, Mother raised the book higher to her face and the golden spectacles stopped glittering.

“Frimet!” Grandpa put aside his sewing. “Leyzer’s here.”

“So he’s here!”

“Stop reading that book,” Grandpa said harshly. “At your age one doesn’t read books any more.”

“And how old am I, then? In Warsaw people older than me read books.”

“Warsaw again! But you don’t live in Warsaw. You have a husband here and a child …”

“Some husband! A yoke! That’s what he is, not a husband!”

Tears welled up in my eyes. Father looked glum. The fingers which earlier had drummed on the table now hung limply.

“What did I do? What did I do to her?” he finally spoke up.

“All those curses he sent me in Warsaw? They count for nothing?” said Mother, lowering the book. “I can’t go to Warsaw without his permission for the engagement of my only daughter?”

“Alright, so he was a fool,” said Grandpa. “But how long are you going to stay angry?”

“Who’s angry?”

“Then what are you doing? You sit down and read? What good will reading do you?”

“And what good does he do me?”

“What do you mean? He’s your husband, isn’t he?”

“No, he’s not.”

“You fool! Stop that nonsense!”

“Father, what do you want of me?”

“Not to make a fool of yourself! You have a home, a house … What kind of a life will you have living here?”

“Don’t worry, Father, I won’t be a burden to you. I can always earn my own living.”

“What can you do?” Father broke in.

“No need to worry your head over that.”

“But, really, what can you do?” Grandpa pointed his beard at her.

“Never mind, I’ll do just fine. I can read, I can write. I could give lessons to earn my bread.”

“You want to teach girls?”

“What’s wrong with that?”

At that point Grandma, who had kept quiet the whole time, got up from her seat on the wooden chest.

“I didn’t want to mix in,” she began, “but listening to all that foolishness of yours, I must tell you, Frimet, you’re wrong.”

Grandma spoke very softly this time. Her little head kept shaking.

Father must have made out what Grandma was saying from the way she shook her head. It seemed to raise his spirits.

“I’ve had the heat in the house turned on,” he said, as if talking to the table. “I’ve also made sure we have milk and butter …”

“Thank you very much, big spender! And whenever I needed some extra money, the heavens would open up!”

“If it’s a matter of more money …” Father shrugged a shoulder.

“No! It’s much more than that! It’s the way he treats me! With Berl, of blessed memory, I had brass handles on every door. And what have I got with him?”

“With God’s help, I’ll give you brass handles too.”

“And what sort of a place did he find for us to live in?” said Mother, as if speaking to Wladek. “Gloomy, cold …”

“Whose fault is that? You were the one who wanted the place.”

“I wanted it! How could I have wanted it when my Moyshe, alas, took sick there?”

“It must’ve been God’s will. But if you like, you can rent us another place in time for Passover.”

“Oh, please …” Mother snorted.

“How long is it to Passover?” Grandpa chimed in. “Don’t you see, Frimet, he’s come to make up? What more do you want?”

“A fine way to make up!”

“If that’s what you want,” Father gestured helplessly. “Do you want me to apologize? Then I apologize.”

A fresh silence descended on the room. Wladek sucked dreamily on his pipe. Grandpa lifted his needle to the lamp and threaded it rapidly.

“Who turned on the heat?” Mother broke the silence.

“I told someone to do it. There’s milk, bread, butter … I didn’t want to get any meat … I didn’t know …”

“And has the bedding at least been changed?”

“Yes, I took care of that, too. Everything’s warm, clean …”

Father’s voice was also warm and clean. He got up and moved closer to Grandpa’s worktable, where Mother was sitting.

“Do you have any things?” he asked, “I’ll get a droshky.”

“Where are you going to find a droshky at this hour?”

“Don’t worry, I’ll find one.”

Mother put aside her book. I don’t know if she indicated where her things were, but Father went straight to the Warsaw parcel and picked it up.

“A drop of whiskey, maybe, Leyzer?” said Grandpa, putting down his sewing and already rummaging in the kitchen cupboard, where he had hidden his precious store.

Father’s yellowish-gray mustache grew bigger and thicker as a smile spread across his beard.

“Lekhaim!”

“Lekhaim, to a good and peaceful life. May we drink only at celebrations! N-n-a!”

Wladek woke up from his nap. He removed the pipe from his mouth and stood up. He smiled when he saw Grandpa’s bottle, gave a little dance, and shook his matted beard.

“Khaim! Khaim! Pan krawiec!”

“You want a drop, Wladek?”

“Mmm, mmm …”

“Here you are!” Grandpa handed him half a glassful. “Drink to the health of that Magda of yours, the one that slapped you on the face with a fish.”

“No! A pox on her! To the health of Pan krawiec! Khaim! Khaim!”

Mother also took a sip. I myself, given the chance, would have finished off the whole bottle.

“Nu, it’s getting late.”

“Good night.”

“Good night, good year, good fortune!”

Father walked ahead, carrying Mother’s parcels in both hands. Mother and I followed a few paces behind. Wladek was still dancing. Grandma and Grandpa stood at the open door, Grandma holding the kerosene lamp high above her head, and Grandpa, a thread dangling from his lips, seeing us off with a song:

Let’s be friends again, friends again,

And buy me some oranges, while you’re at it.



Chapter Seven

It was the custom in our town, a sort of unwritten law, that moving could take place only on the feast day of Saint John, coinciding with the week of Shabes Nakhamu, the Sabbath of Consolation, that falls in midsummer. During those days, the streets were littered with straw from ripped mattresses and other bed stuffings. Doors and windows stood wide open, young boys raced in and out, dogs scrounged in fresh garbage, and Jews, respectable householders all, could be seen, on an ordinary weekday, walking alongside carts packed tightly with their belongings.

Mother, however, didn’t want to wait that long. She couldn’t bear looking at our old place any more. Every corner seemed to haunt her. So, soon after we left the grandparents’ house, she began her search for a new dwelling, made inquiries, and finally rented a place in the center of town, a palace compared to our old place.

We waited till after the Sabbath and, on the following Tuesday—considered a lucky day—we moved out.

The Gentile who came every morning to wake up Father knew nothing of this, and that morning, too, he knocked on the windowpane, calling, “Pan kupiec! Mr. merchant!” But Pan kupiec, that is, Father, was already up and dressed. He let the Gentile in and told him that they wouldn’t be making the rounds of the villages that day, that today we were moving to a new place, and could he stay and help out.

That day I didn’t go to the kheyder. First Father said his morning prayers, then we snatched a quick bite, and, no sooner than Father finished reciting the Grace after Meals, we set to work.

Groaning and straining, Father and the peasant together shifted the wardrobe from the wall, leaving a large, dark patch covered with spiderwebs and dust. The cold, disordered room was strewn with cigarette butts, bent spoons, a wooden, moldy frame for making Hanukkah dreydls, and a pair of the late Moyshe’s stiff, dirty shirt cuffs. When the mirror over the dresser was taken down, a huge spider began to scurry away. It ran up the wall and from there to the ceiling, from which vantage point it could look down on the havoc below.

Father himself took apart the beds. When the peasant offered to help, Father puckered his lips, revealed two rows of white, healthy teeth, and said in Yiddish, “No need, I’ll manage alone.” Father had always been rather finicky about beds. A bed, he maintained, was like a wife, the touch of a strange man could defile it.

Mother, her head wrapped in a kerchief, covered in feathers, looking nothing like her Warsaw self, was pouring pots of boiling water over the dismantled bedsteads. We stepped on damp, half-rotted wisps of straw, which stubbornly clung to our shoes. The place reeked of unaired bedding, of the moldering rags scattered under Jusza’s cot. From where the dresser had stood, several squashed sardine boxes—no one knew how they got there—looked up at us.

All of that stayed behind. Also left behind was the echo that reverberates from corner to corner across the dark emptiness that lingers on in a room after its inhabitants have departed.

Everything lay on the sleigh in a jumble, ready for the move. The four carved legs of the large table stretched up toward the sky, like a bound calf. The stripped red bedding was jammed into the upturned table. The large mixing bowl and the chipped black pots were shoved into drawers of the dresser. All of this accumulation creaked and glided over the soft, deep snow.

Father walked on one side of the sleigh, carrying the wall clock in his arms as though—forgive the profane comparison—he was holding a Torah scroll in the Simhath Torah holiday procession. On the other side, Mother was carrying the standing lamp, which was lit only on festivals.

I sat in the sleigh, facing the street, gripping the tarnished brass candlesticks in my fingers. At my feet stood the mortar and an old flatiron, a gift from Grandpa in honor of my recovery.

And that is how we arrived at our new home.

One house stood out on the street from among a row of identical wooden cottages. It was made of yellow brick, with a sloping tin roof. A white cat, whiter than snow, looked down at us from the roof, with quivering whiskers. It stretched its head, no doubt in astonishment, opened its whiskered mouth wide, and gave a great, gaping yawn.

The sleigh with our belongings had to remain in the street, for the entryway was too narrow and the little courtyard even narrower. There was no pump to be seen. The air was filled with the stench of pigs and the musty smell coming from the row of cubicles on the overhead wooden porch.

Under that same porch lay our new home. It was smaller than our previous place. The kitchen was painted blue, with a crooked ceiling and thin, crumbling walls. The main room itself was square, with two windows looking out onto the narrow yard, but dark for all that. On the other hand, it had a red-painted floor, which could have been the only reason why Mother decided on this particular place.

“In Warsaw,” she said, “all the floors are painted red.”

Father wrinkled his nose.

“It’s a little dark in here,” his eyes swept across the walls.

“It’s winter,” Mother apologized. “In summer, God willing, it’ll be brighter.”

Personally, I liked the new place. It was bare and clean, no stains on the walls, no damp straw all over the floor, and no mice. A red floor, it would seem, keeps them away. No Moyshe was going to die here, and no Jusza was going to disturb my dreams.

A gray, misty evening filtered into the room. A pair of footsteps could be heard running along the porch. It sounded as if someone was banging on our ceiling with sticks.

The house was now warm and bright. Mother, in honor of the occasion, lit the large lamp, usually reserved for holidays. Father, still in his work clothes, put the wardrobe together again. He twisted the right corner of his mouth, exposing his white, healthy teeth, and gave a little sigh. I held the small kerosene lamp up to him, and every time he sighed, I did too.

It was altogether different here than in our old place. In the kitchen there was already a fire going, and the black, chipped pots with their open, hungry mouths, having settled in on the burners, seethed and simmered, just like at Grandma’s. One side of Mother’s face was red, and the sleeves of her blouse were rolled up to the elbows, like bagels.

Every few minutes, Mother appeared in the doorway, reminding Father, in a soft, solicitous voice, “Leyzer, maybe you should wash up. The food’s getting cold.”

But Father was still busy with the wardrobe, trying to put the cornice back into place. Supporting the cornice on one shoulder, he bent his head a little, making his tall, broad-shouldered figure appear squat and stolid. Suddenly, he removed his shoulder, bent over, and the cornice slid softly into place.

In the kitchen Mother was setting the table. Hot, white steam rose from the bowls of grits. A large loaf of bread, sprinkled with seeds, lay on the table. Mother cut off big slices, which Father broke into tiny morsels and ate only after dipping them in salt.

A few flies escaped from the bread and settled on the rims of the bowls.

From time to time Father put down his spoon and stared intently at the flies, wondering where they would land next. Mother kept chasing them away with her spoon, with her hand, all the while urging Father to eat.

I knew why she was rushing him. There was no greater sorrow in our house than Father finding—God forbid!—a fly in his food. No matter, it might be the tastiest capon, he might be ravenously hungry, but should a fly alight, he would no longer so much as touch the food.

But this time the flies flew off. Mother squashed one with a towel, the rest flew up to the ceiling where they remained, watching from on high as the grits disappeared from the bowls and the bread from the table.

In our new place, Mother decided, except for the Sabbath and festivals, during the week we would eat all our meals in the kitchen. She had already put things in order. She placed the table in the middle of the room, not near the window like in the old place. The table was covered with a splendid colored cloth, decorated with headless birds and large, embroidered flowers. Over the dresser, surrounding the greenish mirror, Mother hung photographs of her sons and only daughter, Tsipele, the one who just got engaged in Warsaw. She also spread on the dresser a crocheted cloth of thick, gray cotton with braided loops and fringes, to which she added a cut-glass bowl resembling a small boat. In it lay mother-of-pearl buttons, thimbles, pins, and above all, Mother’s white brooch, which, ever since her return from Warsaw, she wore every Sabbath under her soft double chin.

But nothing on the dresser took greater pride of place than the two greeting cards, standing upright, that Mother had received from her two sons living elsewhere. Both cards glittered with gold and silver. Both had little arched gates that opened to read, in gold German lettering: “Hertzliche Glückwünsche zum Neuen Jahr—Heartiest good wishes for the New Year.” Next to the gates, like watchmen standing guard outside the Garden of Eden, hovered two white doves, holding sealed letters in their beaks.

This was something new for Father. He had never laid eyes on these cards before. Now, after their sudden appearance on the dresser, Father first looked at them from a distance, wrinkling his forehead. Then, like someone holding a delicate glass object, he grasped the greeting cards in his two frozen hands.

“What’s this?” Father asked.

“Greeting cards,” Mother replied.

“Greeting cards? Who from?”

“From Yoyne and from Avromke.”

Father’s beard pressed down on his chest. He removed the spectacles from behind his ears with one hand and, with the other, put the greeting cards back on the dresser. He no longer looked at them. His mute, dreamy eyes went to the mirror and its collection of photographs of Mother’s children, searching for something. Apparently, Father was looking for the picture of his own son, Leybke, a soldier in Ekaterinoslav. He found it, hanging to the side, next to a photograph of a long, reclining figure, possibly a woman, unknown to anyone in the house.

Father didn’t mind that his son’s picture hung where it did, but later, during supper in the kitchen, he looked at me with his large, blue eyes and said, “Leybke never writes.”

Nobody responded. Father carefully cut up his bread into small pieces, slurped his soup, and remarked once again, “Ekaterinoslav … among Gentiles … you can’t find such greeting cards there.”

The daily routine in our new place was the same as in the old. Every morning, at the crack of dawn, the peasant would come and knock on the windowpane, “Pan kupiec! Pan kupiec!”

Before leaving the house, Father would leave money for the day’s household needs on the dresser, under the crocheted cover. Mother kept haggling over the amount, threatening not to prepare supper, but meals were always on time, and the house was warm and tidy.

Nevertheless, despite all these blessings, a sadness pervaded our new home. Could it be because of the excessive tidiness? Or because of the wooden porch hanging outside the windows, keeping out the sunlight? Or could it just be that our new dwelling was intrinsically sad?

The first to sense this melancholy was Mother herself. She was like the swallow that has a premonition, at the first rainfall, that the summer is over. She grew restive. From day to day she became less punctilious about cleaning the house. Sometimes she forgot to get the soup on the table on time.

But no one took Mother to task for this. Indeed, what could she have done? There were hardly any neighbors around. I was away the entire day at Sime-Yoysef’s kheyder. Father was roaming around the villages, buying hay. So she simply left things in God’s hands. She would while away her days at Aunt Miriam’s or at Grandma Rokhl’s. Once again, the saucepans on the stove stared out into the room with dark, empty mouths.

Only after Father came home in the evening did Mother start preparing supper. Father would get angry at her, sometimes hurling a curse, sometimes even going to bed without supper. Yes, things were sad, very sad.

Until, one winter evening, there was an angry knocking on the door and in burst a pocked-face boy wearing a short, padded coat. An iron folding bed was slung over one shoulder, and in one hand he clutched a bundle of bedding.

“Where shall I put it?” he growled.

“Over there, if you please,” Mother pointed to a spot between the kitchen cabinet and the water barrel.

The young man dropped his burden, panting heavily. A few moments later, he burst in again, this time pushing a large blue trunk on little wheels, secured by iron bands and two padlocks on either side.

“Where’s Hodl?” Mother looked at the boy.

“She was walking right behind me.”

But the boy was mistaken. Hodl didn’t walk, she skipped. She danced into the room, round and plump, and trilled, “Good evening, Frimet!”

“Good evening, Hodlshi. How come you’re so late?”

“Why? What did I miss?”

Hodl, wearing a long brown coat with a worn fur collar, looked curiously around our kitchen, set down a man’s umbrella next to the door, and took a deep breath.

“N-n-a … It was quite a distance!”

“It wasn’t that far.”

“Far enough,” said Hodl, unwrapping her shawl from around her head and extending a moist, shiny double chin to the tall boy.

“How much do I owe you?”

“Two gilden, Auntie,” said the boy, wiping his sleeve across his forehead.

“I’m not your Auntie!” Hodl crinkled her little snub nose, which looked like a tiny shoe. “Why suddenly two gilden when we agreed on forty groshen?”

“Forty groshen for such a long way?”

“If you don’t like it, you can go jump in the lake.”

“Auntie, stop acting so high and mighty and pay up!”

“Once more! I’m not your Auntie, you peasant, you!”

“What’s the matter? I’m not good enough for you?”

“You most certainly are not.”

“In that case, you can do me the honor and kiss …”

“I’ll give you such a bash in the face that you’ll be seeing your great-grandmother!” said Hodl, making a move toward the boy.

“Go ahead! Let’s see what kind of lady you are!”

Hodl was a loudmouth, and strong-minded to boot. Had Mother, whose hands trembled at any hint of a fight, not intervened by offering to add another ten groshen, Hodl and the boy would surely have come to blows.

The boy let loose a final curse and left. Hodl, not to be outdone, shot another back. Then, still in a huff, she started unbuttoning the long, tight-fitting coat that reached down to her ankles.

“Help me off with my coat, Frimet,” she appealed with a little sigh.

Mother obliged and laid the coat across a chair. Hodl twisted her mouth.

“Why on a chair? Why don’t you hang it in your wardrobe?”

“There isn’t much room there,” Mother excused herself.

“If there’s no room in your wardrobe, then perhaps you shouldn’t be taking in boarders. What’s wrong with my coat? It doesn’t belong there?”

“Who said so? God forbid … Let me take a look. Maybe I’ll find some room, after all.”

“No maybe. It’s only my coat that I want to hang in the wardrobe.”

And that’s what happened. Hodl’s brown coat went into the wardrobe.

Hodl then pulled off a knitted jacket, as well as a quilted waistcoat, and once she was down to nothing but a thin cotton blouse, she again took a look around the kitchen.

“Is this where I’ll be?”

“Yes, Hodlshi.”

“Is it going to be as warm here as you said?”

“As warm as in a stove.”

“And where’s the toilet?”

“Outside, just two steps from the door.”

Mother spoke meekly to Hodl, with a pinched smile, as if she owed her something.

“And where’s your husband?” Hodl demanded.

“He’ll be back soon.”

“Who’ll set up my bed?”

“Don’t worry, it’ll get done.”

“Do you have a chamber pot?”

“Of course, how could we not have a chamber pot?”

“And is that your kid?” Hodl suddenly set her big cat’s-eyes on me and shaped her lips into a moist smile.

“Yes, that’s my Mendl, my youngest, he should stay in good health.”

“You had other children with your husband?”

“We had a little girl too, my husband and I, may he have long life …” Mother said sorrowfully and bowed her head.

“That’s a fine boy, bright like a light, may the evil eye not befall him.” Hodl beckoned me over with a nod of her head.

I stayed where I was. I didn’t like that strange woman one bit.

“Where do you go to kheyder?”

“By Sime-Yoysef,” Mother answered for me.

“And do you already piss like a grown man?”

I saw Mother’s face turn deep red.

Hodl’s mouth widened in a grin from ear to ear. I didn’t know what to do or where to look. That woman had stormed into our house, like a chill wind. She cared nothing about my bewilderment or about Mother’s flaming face. She smiled right into my eyes, snorted, took some candies from her purse, and, sucking loudly, asked Mother, “When does that husband of yours get up?”

“At dawn.”

“If that’s the case, I won’t be able to close an eye.”

“God forbid! He never wakes me up, and I’m a light sleeper, like a hen.”

From all that talk I surmised that Hodl was to move in with us into the kitchen. Mother wouldn’t be so sad anymore. There would be another person living with us, just like Jusza in the old place.

That night I had a hard time falling asleep. Through half-closed eyes I could see the strange woman walking about the room, plump, soft as a featherbed. I heard the steady creaking of her iron cot, her snorting, the smacking of her lips, and several times I even heard the sound of someone pissing into a tin pot.



Chapter Eight

Hodl must have been about forty years old, though she claimed—“May I live to a hundred and twenty”—to be only thirty. It was her wretched life and her miserable work that had turned her old and gray.

Hodl had been married once to a good-for-nothing who had a chronic illness to boot. So she said good riddance to him and married for the second time. What she wanted from both husbands were children. She went off and consulted wonder-working rabbis, visited doctors, and drank herbed potions, but to no avail. The two husbands, the first as well as the second, seemed to have been somewhat deaf and never heard what she asked of them.

In the large courtyard behind the synagogue, where Hodl used to live, women of all ages would gather around to hear the foul curses she heaped on the heads of her former husbands. She herself, she shrieked, was as healthy as a nut. Throughout Poland all the doctors, and all the wonder-working rabbis, had assured her of that. It was the husbands—may lightning strike them!—who were to blame.

Hodl’s second husband had been, in fact, a respectable man, a quiet man, even something of a scholar, well-spoken, and always welcome at all celebrations. But Hodl had given him such a hard time that it tore out his insides. He took to his bed, lingered a while, and never got up again.

Hodl had no intention of marrying a third time. If all that husbands were good for was dying, why should she take any more risks? So, pushing forty, plump, ruddy, with a squashed face, she remained, alas, a miserable widow for the rest of her life.

When one is widowed, it must be sad to live out one’s life alone, even for someone like Hodl. So she always boarded with strangers, dragging her battered blue trunk from place to place on its little wheels. The trunk grew heavier by the day, what with all the Sabbath candlesticks, pillows, and garments that poor people pawned with her and were never able to redeem.

This time, it seemed, it was thanks to Mother’s enterprise that Hodl and her trunk ended up in our kitchen. First of all, Mother said, Hodl would share the rent, and secondly, it would be more homey to have someone around.

Father wasn’t too pleased with this new arrangement. At that time, Father could easily have afforded to pay the entire rent by himself and, for the life of him, couldn’t understand why Mother needed someone else in the house to make it “homey.”

He looked at Hodl with a pair of unfriendly eyes, stared at her battered trunk, then looked at Mother, saying nothing, but with his eyes indicating, “What do you need this for?”

The meaning of his look wasn’t lost on Hodl. She opened her soft, moist lips and, in her high-pitched voice asked, “Why do you look at me like that, Reb Leyzer?”

“Why shouldn’t I look? At a beautiful woman, you look,” Father jested.

“Ha, ha, ha …” Hodl crinkled her plump face. “I’m still something to look at. Isn’t that so, Reb Leyzer?”

“Stop it, Hodl!” Mother interjected.

“Why should I stop it? You’re not jealous, are you?”

“I’m not jealous, but I don’t like such jokes.”

“He doesn’t hear what you say to him anyway.” Hodl dismissed the whole matter.

It could very well be that Father didn’t hear anything. But I took in every word from beginning to end. It pained me the way she made fun of Father’s deafness. Her loud, vulgar talk hurt me to the quick. I came to hate that plump, overfed creature, like I would a spider. She made us feel cramped, and her shrieks filled the house. After only a week, she wheeled her battered trunk from the kitchen into the other room. From day to day she grew wider and her face, shinier.

During that time Mother lost the pretty, soft double chin she had acquired in Warsaw. Her face became longer, pointy. In the mornings she no longer wore the black silk petticoat that Aunt Gitl-Hodes had given her, but a plain, striped housedress. It made her look taller and leaner.

Hodl, on the other hand, swung her big hips like a cow. She walked around the house with her puffy arms bared to the shoulders. She dressed her blond wig with some thick, greasy ointment, whose smell irritated the nose and penetrated the gums. She never stopped chewing—pieces of cake, oily chunks of halvah—smacking her lips like Wladek when he chomped on his crusts of bread.

Hodl always ate with her face turned to the wall, never talking to anyone. If someone happened to surprise her while she was eating, she would hastily put her hand to her mouth, as if hiding something, and wait for the unwelcome intruder to be gone.

Hodl feared the evil eye. Twice a week, every Monday and Thursday, on Hodl’s instructions, Mother would fill a glass of water, drop a hot ember into it, dip her fingers into the water, and run them over Hodl’s face, while repeating, “Over all the desolate forests, over all the empty fields,” an incantation designed to drive away the evil eye.

My nose often tickled from the sweet smell of the oranges that Hodl nibbled on, or from the preserves she kept under her bed. And even though I didn’t like her, I still couldn’t resist stealing an occasional glance at her and the way she smacked her lips.

One time Hodl called me over, looked me in the eye, and offered me a piece of cake.

“Here, you rascal,” she said, “and if you’re a good boy, there’ll be more.”

Whether I was a good boy or not, I couldn’t say, but several days later Hodl called me over again, looked at me steadily, and offered me a piece of halvah.

“Eat it, boy,” she winked roguishly, pinching my arm. “Tasty, no?”

The halvah was indeed tasty, but did she have to pinch my arm? It hurt and left a bluish mark, which in time turned black. I was afraid Mother would notice it. I would gladly have forgone the pieces of cake and the halvah, if only to be spared her pinches.

It happened one Sabbath morning. The house hadn’t been straightened out yet. The wet, yellow sand, sprinkled on the floor the night before, by now had dried and turned white. Cold plates, with even colder portions of fish, stood on the window sill. Mother was away, having rushed off to Aunt Miriam’s. Somebody there had taken sick. There was no hot tea in the house. Old Pavlova, who came to the house on Sabbaths to light the stove, was late that morning. F ather, who had already finished going over the Torah portion of the week, wanted a glass of hot tea. Maybe because his mouth was so dry, he kept calling me t get up.

“It’s time for synagogue.”

It was warm and cozy under the featherbed, but the house was so chilly that I didn’t want to get out of bed.

“Soon, Father,” I answered. “In just a minute.”

But Father wouldn’t wait, neither for me nor for old Pavlova. He threw his prayer shawl over his kapote, pulled on his coat over the prayer shawl, ordered me, in God’s name, to follow him to the synagogue without delay, and left by himself.

I still didn’t feel like getting up. I started counting to a hundred and decided that I would jump out of bed at a hundred and one. But I kept on counting, and when I reached two hundred … I was still under the featherbed.

In the midst of my counting, I heard someone moving in the kitchen and the lock to the door snapping shut. What was going on? What did Hodl have in mind there? Before very long, there was Hodl, standing in the big room, probably unaware of how she looked. She wasn’t wearing a petticoat. All she had on was a pair of wide, white, ruffled bloomers whose billowing expanses resembled the pantaloons worn by the magicians I had seen at the fair. I also noticed that she wasn’t wearing a nightcap. Her uncovered hair was thin and gray.

What was Hodl up to? She ran her eyes quickly over the room, went to the windows, and drew the curtains.

What did all this mean? Why draw the curtains?

But Hodl clearly had something in mind. Before I could think things through, she slid toward my bed and sat herself down.

I broke into a feverish sweat. It was a shameful thing for me to have a strange woman sitting on my bed.

I still didn’t know what Hodl intended, but I quickly pulled the featherbed over my head and hid in its sweaty warmth.

“Why are you hiding?” Hodl pulled the featherbed back. “Here,” she said, “have a candy.”

“I don’t want any candies! Let me get up!”

“Stop screaming! You know, I once choked a boy who screamed like that,” she said in a voice suddenly turned hoarse.

For a moment I imagined that I was that boy and that Hodl had already choked me to death. Otherwise, I couldn’t understand what was happening.

My tongue was paralyzed and my toes grew so cold that they began to tingle.

“You little fool,” Hodl bent over me. “I’ve got oranges for you, and grapes, and walnuts. And what do you think I want from you?”

She never told me what she wanted but, without warning, grabbed my mouth between her thick, swollen lips.

I couldn’t breathe. I felt like I was choking and tore my mouth from her lips. But Hodl was strong. She gripped my head with her hands, like a pair of tongs, and held me down. Within seconds I felt Hodl’s plump, forty-year-old body lying beside me.

“Darling,” she croaked, her voice now a rattle, “I’ll give you money … I have lots … I’ll even give you a watch. After all, you’re almost a young man … you should have a watch.”

I recalled, as if in a delirium, that Jusza had also talked to me in that same hoarse voice. But Jusza had warmed me when I’d come home, chilled to the bone, from the funeral. What was it Hodl wanted of me? I felt a tightness in my chest. I was now completely in Hodl’s hands, a mere speck of dust.

She hoisted me up. I couldn’t resist.

“Whatever I want, you’ll do!” she said, gnashing her teeth, as she tried to pull me on top of her.

Just then, as if by some miracle, I felt my own strength returning. I didn’t end up in the position that Hodl wanted me to be in. Somehow I slid over to the edge of the bed and from there rolled down onto the floor.

“Help! Help!” I gasped.

“Stop that yelling!”

Hodl rolled off the bed herself and, as I was crawling on all fours on the floor, she leaped on me and set a heavy foot down on my neck. There was no doubt, she was going to choke me, like that other unfortunate boy.

I didn’t know what gave me the idea. It must have been God Himself! I turned my head and sank my teeth into Hodl’s leg.

“Thief!” she shrieked. “Murderer!”

I let go of Hodl’s leg. She hopped up and down on one foot, like a bound goose.

“May you burn in hell, you dirty son of a bitch!” she screamed. “You wait! I’ll get even with you yet! A little bastard like you, and already you’re playing around with women, may the cholera strike you!”

She grabbed a candlestick from the table and hurled it toward where I was now standing, hastily pulling on my pants. The candlestick landed on the soft featherbed and lay there like a corpse. Hodl hopped into the kitchen on one foot. I must have looked like a corpse myself.

I got dressed in a split second, but I couldn’t leave through the kitchen. Hodl was sitting there. So I unlatched the window and, climbing over the plates of cold fish and the bowl of fish jelly, I jumped out the window.

“May you break your hands and feet and every bone in your body!” I heard Hodl say, her departing blessing to me.

Outside, I stumbled into a crowd of people and I must have gotten lost. What was the way to the synagogue? I strayed so far in the wrong direction that I ended up in the old park. Woe is me! What would Father say, and what would I tell him?

I finally found my way to the synagogue, where they were already halfway through the prayers. Father, wrapped in his prayer shawl over his head, gave me a sideways look, his eyes blazing with anger. He didn’t say a word. He just put his big hand on my shoulder and indicated the place in the prayer book where the service had reached.

I buried my face in the tattered, yellowed pages, but I couldn’t make out even the shape of a letter. Father’s heavy gaze lay burning on my back. Hodl’s outstretched body loomed between the lines. I had no idea when to turn the page, nor could I follow Moshke the cantor’s lead. Every few minutes Father poked out his face from behind the prayer shawl and growled at me, “Nu, ah …”

There was no talking in the synagogue, but Father managed a growl, more from his nose than his mouth.

“What took you so long? Why aren’t you praying? Why do you look so upset?”

It was an agony to get through the prayers, sheer hell. I kept praying to God for the service to be over already, so we could go home. But the walk home wasn’t any easier.

“What’s wrong with you, Mendl?” Father’s voice cut into my brain like a chisel.

“Nothing. Why should anything be wrong?”

“Why didn’t you come to the synagogue right after me?”

“I didn’t have a clean shirt,” I quickly made up a lie.

“What do you mean? Mother laid out a clean shirt for you on the chair.”

“I couldn’t find it.”

“Nu … ah … Mother wasn’t back yet?”

“No.”

“You look upset, Mendl. What’s wrong? Don’t you feel well?”

“I have a bad headache.”

This time I wasn’t lying. My head hurt, my temples were throbbing. I felt a wave of nausea rising from the pit of my stomach. Father gave me a prolonged look. I couldn’t tell whether he believed me or not. But he no longer pestered me with questions.

We walked on in silence. The snow crunched familiarly under our feet. At any other time I would have taken a slide in the frozen gutter, or slipped away from Father’s measured Sabbath pace to join a group of kids I knew, building a snowman. Today, however, the white Sabbath street looked totally black. I felt chilled. The snow crunching under my feet seemed to proclaim my sin. I was ashamed to walk beside Father, as if afraid of defiling his Sabbath garments with my unclean body.

By the time we reached home, the burners on the stove were white-hot. The pots were simmering under their lids. There was an aroma of goose fat, sweet cabbage, and burning wood.

By now Mother had returned from Aunt Miriam’s and told us what had happened. Uncle Shmuel had had too much to eat the night before and—it shouldn’t happen to us!—fell over on his stomach. Tuvye the doctor had to be called and treated him with leeches. Mother then proceeded to attend to the beds, going slowly from one bed to the other, plumping the pillows, straightening out the featherbeds. For just a moment, it seemed to me that Mother was lingering over Father’s bed. My heart skipped a beat. Did she notice something unusual? But she merely turned over the featherbed, folded it in two, and ran her hand lightly over its top.

Hodl was standing in the room, facing the window, wearing a black dress and a long gold chain around her neck. She was saying her Sabbath prayers. Prayer book in hand, she rocked her bulky girth lightly back and forth.

I looked at her out of the corner of my eye, certain she would, at any moment, turn around and scream out why I was so late getting to the synagogue. I was preparing my answer. After all, I too had something to tell.

But Hodl never said a word. She went about her business, angry, sullen, not raising her head nor looking anyone in the face.

“Hodl,” Mother tried to probe her, “you seem upset. God forbid, is something wrong?”

Hodl didn’t answer. Shortly after we finished eating, she went out and stayed away the entire Sabbath day, and didn’t return until late that night, when Father was already sitting on the bed, pulling off his boots.

I made up my mind to keep my distance from Hodl. I now knew full well what all those pieces of cake and chunks of halvah meant. On Sabbath mornings I no longer dawdled in bed. In fact, I was often up even before Father himself.

Ever since that fateful Sabbath, Hodl stopped speaking not only to me, but to everyone else in the house. She pretended not to know anyone, she never asked anyone anything. For the better part of the day, she walked about the house, openly, in a sleeveless blouse, her arms bare. Again and again she would open her trunk and then bang it shut. She cooked for herself in Mother’s pots and pans, and would often break a glass. She seemed to have gone mad. Mother looked on, but kept silent.

Father, who left the house early in the mornings, never saw Hodl in this state. No sooner than he shut the door behind him, Hodl turned over in bed. By the time he returned, late in the evening, she had already tired herself out from carrying the burden of her anger all day long.

One day, when Mother—it should never happen again—was laid up in bed, Father stayed home, and that’s when he saw what was going on.

Hodl kept wandering around the house, from the kitchen to the big room, from the big room to the kitchen, dressed in her sleeveless blouse. That day she was very busy with her trunk, putting things in and taking them out, locking the lid and unlocking it, over and over again. Father was standing in a corner, in his prayer shawl and phylacteries, quietly saying his morning prayers. It was hard to know whether his eyes lingered on Hodl, but suddenly he began to pray louder and faster.

Mother was lying in bed, too weak to say anything. But when she got better and was able, with God’s help, to get out of bed, the next time she saw Hodl walking around in her sleeveless blouse, she asked her, “Aren’t you cold, Hodl?”

Hodl stuck her large head into a small saucepan that was bubbling on the stove, and answered back with questions of her own.

“Why should I be cold? Isn’t the stove on full blast?”

“But how can you go around like that all day long?”

“How am I going around? How?”

“Well, maybe you should put something on … it’s not proper.”

“Proper you say! What have I got to be ashamed of? Aren’t these my own clothes?”

“But Hodlshi, at your age … after all, there’s a young boy in the house.”

“Look who’s worried about that little boy of hers!” Hodl pointed her chin in the direction of the other room. “That little boy of yours, that little sissy, he knows more than you and I put together.”

The blood curdled in my veins. Now it would happen! Hodl was finally going to tell everything. Where could I hide? What could I say?

“Nu, hush …” Mother suddenly drew back and raised her two hands to fend off Hodl’s bitter words.

“Tell me, Frimet,” Hodl planted herself smack in the middle of the room and put her hands on her hips, “since when have you become so pious?”

Mother’s face seemed at that moment twice longer than usual. She looked alarmed, as if she’d lost her way.

“It’s not that I’ve become more pious,” she said, “but there are men in the house.”

“You don’t say … such men!” Hodl scoffed. “I bet your own Leyzer likes the same things other men do … ha, ha … !”

She said it with such a smug, victorious smile on her face, with such haughty malevolence, that Mother’s lips suddenly closed, as if she were swallowing not a mouthful of air but a mouthful of blood.

Mother’s distress nagged at me. I might have forgiven myself for my sinning, but Mother’s pain just tore me apart. If only I could have jumped up and given Hodl a punch in the stomach, I would have been happy.

Mother must have noticed something, and looked at me dreamily through half-closed eyes. She seemed to be demanding an accounting from me, asking me to speak up.

I wanted to speak up, to tell everything. But wouldn’t that make matters worse?

For many days following, Mother walked around the house silently, her body hunched over, as though Hodl was bombarding her, not with words but with stones.

The evenings at home turned gray and gloomy, not homelike at all. Mother would be busy mending, darning, patching. Hodl attended to her pots and then sat down to eat, slurping her soup with its chicken wings, her face to the wall, as usual.

In those days we never had meat in the middle of the week. In the morning Mother would make grits, and for supper, borsht and boiled potatoes. The heady aroma of Hodl’s mouthwatering chicken soup taunted our palates. Before going to bed, she chewed on pieces of orange, with her mouth closed.

So, how could anybody like Hodl? Enough that she nibbled on oranges, while we went to bed, our bellies filled only with potatoes. But what did she want from me? And what did she have against Father?

For a long while Mother said nothing, keeping a pained silence. Then, late one evening, while Father was leisurely mashing his potatoes with a spoon, Mother, who had been sewing a patch on a shirt, suddenly stopped what she was doing, moved closer to Father, and in a quiet, contained voice said, “Leyzer!”

The door to the kitchen was closed. I was on the verge of dropping off to sleep. In my dreamy state I somehow sensed that Mother was about to talk to Father about things not meant for my ears. Maybe it was the urgency of her tone, or perhaps the fact of her bitter silence, that made me prick up my ears and eavesdrop on their conversation.

“Leyzer,” Mother repeated, moving closer.

“Hah?” Father’s spoon stopped in its tracks.

“Tell me the truth, Leyzer …”

Father, his curiosity aroused, turned his face to Mother.

“What?” he asked.

“You know, Leyzer,” Mother said, seeming to choke on every word.

“Hodl …”

“What about Hodl?”

“Hodl says … not in so many words …”

Mother placed a hand on Father’s shoulder. Father was apparently getting a little irritated. He pushed aside his plate and looked at Mother with a half-opened mouth.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about, Frimet. What are you saying?”

“What I’m saying …” Mother’s voice was low and deep. “I’m only asking you to tell me the truth … you and Hodl …”

“What!”

Father and Mother were seated facing the bed where I slept. For a while they said nothing, only looking silently at each other. Mother’s tearful, pleading voice still hung in the air. Father’s face turned pale.

“Frimet,” he finally broke the silence and in a choked voice said, “what made you think of such a thing?”

“She … Hodl herself.”

“What about Hodl herself?”

“She said that you and she …”

It didn’t take more than a moment for Father to decide on action. He stood up at once, pushed back his chair, and took a step toward the closed kitchen door.

“Leyzer!” Mother stood up too and tried to bar his way. “What are you going to do?”

“Just let me at her!”

“Leyzer!” Mother threw her hands on Father’s shoulders. “I implore you, you hear … I swear … I won’t live through this!”

“Don’t swear … Stop talking like that, Frimet! Once and for all, I have to teach that witch a lesson!”

“Don’t go in there!” Mother clung to Father’s neck. “I believe you, Leyzer. If I didn’t I wouldn’t stay another minute longer in this house. Stop it already. Come here, sit down at the table.”

“No, Frimet, I want her out of the house. That cheap piece of filth! That slut!”

“Leyzer, don’t go in there! Don’t do her the honor. Sit down at the table, I beg you.”

Mother managed to get Father to sit down. Still, he kept turning his head toward the closed door. Mother finally prevailed, but Father didn’t touch another morsel.

I was in a turmoil. This was the first and only time I had ever seen Mother throw her arms around Father’s neck.

They talked a while longer, their conversation creeping along the walls like tired, drunken flies. Sleep stopped up my hearing. I fell asleep with the image of Mother’s raised arms, which, in my imagination, looked like a pair of fluttering, snow-white birds.

I woke up in the middle of the night. The inside of my mouth felt as if someone was drilling a hole there with an awl. The place in bed next to me was empty. Father must already have gone off with the peasant to their villages. But what was that unbearable throbbing inside my mouth? Could it be a toothache? And not just one tooth, my whole mouth was on fire! The pain shot from my brain to my back and from there to the tips of my toes.

I was afraid to cry out. I didn’t want to wake anyone. But Mother could hear that I wasn’t asleep.

“Mendlshi,” she said, in a worried voice that suddenly lost all traces of sleep. “Why are you groaning like that? God forbid, is anything wrong?”

“Oy, Mama,” I moaned, “my teeth!”

“Woe is me! Where did you get a toothache?”

She got out of bed and, in the darkness, started fumbling around.

“The matches! Where are the matches?”

The room seemed darker than ever. One could have cut the blackness with a knife. My pain grew worse. I felt piercing stabs down my back. By the time Mother found the matches and lit the lamp, I was writhing in bed like a snake.

“Show me, Mendlshi my darling,” Mother bent over me. “Show me where it hurts.”

She stuck a long finger inside my mouth and began to poke around.

I almost choked, and spittle ran down my chin. I sat up and then lay down again. I rocked from side to side, I cuddled myself. But the pain wouldn’t go away.

Mother searched frantically for alcohol, garlic, pepper. She quickly heated up some sand. The entire room, the dresser, the wardrobe, the clock, everything was whirling around me. Only Hodl kept snoring away, loudly, without restraint, until she too woke up.

“What’s going on out there? What’s all that racket?” her frightened voice called out from the kitchen.

“Oy, Hodlshi.” Mother forgot that she wasn’t speaking to that witch. “It’s his tooth. Poor child! He’s in agony! I don’t know what to do! I don’t have any alcohol. Maybe you have some, Hodl?”

“No, I don’t. Why should I have alcohol?”

“What can I do?” Mother flitted about the room like a frightened bird.

“What can you do?” Hodl shrieked in her high voice. “Look who she’s asking! You can go choke him in butter, that’s what you can do! That kid of yours, he never lets you get a minute’s sleep!”

Mother didn’t ask Hodl for anything more. She kept searching and finally found some alcohol. She made me rub some on my sore tooth, placed the hot sand against my cheek, held me tight in her warm, trembling arms, and in this way managed to relieve some of my pain.

But Hodl didn’t go back to sleep again. Her complaints still echoed in the room, her voice scratchy like a rusty nail.

“Can’t get a decent night’s sleep here! Half the night she keeps whispering with that husband of hers. Petshe-metshe, petshe-metshe! If you’re going to whisper all night with your husband, you shouldn’t take in boarders. As for that bastard of yours and his teeth, I would have choked him, big as he is!”

“You should choke yourself. Dear God in heaven!” Mother said in the most heartfelt of tones as she cradled my aching head even more tightly in her warm, deep arms.



Chapter Nine

Father was determined to get rid of Hodl. He’d rather live in the street, he said, than stay under the same roof with that accursed woman.

Hodl was hardly agreeable. She raged and ranted, shrieking that she was an unfortunate widow, that they were out to make her life miserable, that they had ganged up on her and wanted her dead and buried. But Father stood his ground, until Hodl had no choice but to give in.

The sun was bright that day and the golden reflections glittered on dusty windows and damp rooftops. Girls with disheveled hair, their petticoats hitched up, stood at the sills of open windows, scrubbing and polishing the glass, singing songs about love and orphans.

Passover was approaching, the most beautiful of festivals, which Mother would always greet with a song:

Passover, Passover, that loveliest of times,

When everybody is sated full,

When the wife’s a queen, the husband a king,

And paupers recline on soft pillows.

Our small courtyard, reeking all winter long of pigs and pickled cucumbers, was now littered with broken bedsteads, discarded wardrobe legs, and ripped-out pages from crumbling Yiddish women’s Bibles.

Mother, her head wrapped in a piece of dirty, dusty gray cloth, feather duster in hand, crept into every space left empty by the shifting of the wardrobe and the beds, which were moved to facilitate the cleaning. She wiped the dust from the walls, dislodged the spiders from the ceiling, and erased every footprint on the floor.

On the very day when the house was all topsy-turvy, the same tall youth in the short padded coat, the one who had brought Hodl to us, turned up again. He grinned widely and called out, in a hollow voice that echoed through the disordered house, “Moving again, Hodlshi?”

“None of your business!” Hodl snapped back. “Pick up my things and get going!”

The boy pulled his belt tighter around his trousers, placed his legs apart, like a pair of scissors, and set to work on Hodl’s metal-banded trunk. During the time that Hodl had lived with us, the trunk seemed to have gotten heavier. The boy sweated profusely, twisted his mouth, tightened his belt some more, and began to address the trunk, as if talking to an intelligent, but stubborn, creature.

“Hey, you, get a move on! Damn you to hell! Look who’s had too much to eat … You think you’re so high and mighty, don’t you? Give up already … The devil take you!”

“Who are you talking to? Have you gone crazy?” a puzzled Hodl asked.

“You got to understand, Hodlshi,” the boy winked at her, “this trunk, bless its soul, is a real fatty … it’s developed a rich man’s paunch. A pig like that needs some prodding!”

“Prod that idiotic head of yours, you stupid fool!” Hodl spilled out her heavy heart on him. “Move it already, you dumb ox …”

The boy finally managed to drag the trunk out of the house. He shoved it onto his pushcart, secured it with rope, and then tried to lift Hodl’s clump of bedding, which also seemed to have grown over time. The boy again twisted his mouth and, straining with all his might, spoke to the bedding,

“Got yourself pregnant, huh?”

“Stop that babbling, you clumsy fool!”

And so, in a cascade of jests, directed at both Hodl and her effects, the boy gradually emptied our house of her few belongings.

Hodl herself left without so much as a “Good day,” without turning her head for a last look around. But when she was already out the door and the cart loaded up, she ran over to the open window and shouted into the room, “May you burn in hell like Cain, you and that lecher husband of yours, together with your bastard son!”

From inside the house, where Mother was busy going about her chores, there was no response. This only made Hodl more furious. She stuck the top half of her body through the window and began shrieking.

“Who doesn’t know what sort of woman you are, you phony saint! You think I don’t know that you ran off to Warsaw to see your sweetheart? A black, bitter year should befall you! Don’t think you’ll get away with this. Just look at her, that tramp!”

Mother’s hands trembled. Her eyes searched frantically around the room. The gray cloth dangled down one side of her head, like a deflated bladder. Hodl, all the while, kept up her invective, hurling fresh slanders, until finally, Mother picked up a pail full of water and threw it into Hodl’s screaming face.

Hodl leaped back. Mother hastily shut the window. Hodl’s young porter, standing beside his loaded cart, roared with laughter. All of a sudden there was the sound of shattering glass. A stone sailed across the room, hitting the opposite wall where Mother had hung photographs of her children, leaving a splotch of mud on the nose of her son Avromke.

There was no further response from Hodl. Hurling that stone seemed to have calmed her down.

The house grew quiet, too. Mother’s hands, however, never stopped trembling all day long. She dipped them in cold water and applied grated horseradish to her forehead. She said nothing to Father about the matter when he returned home at night and noticed the empty space where Hodl’s bed and trunk had stood. He broke into a smile.

“Moved out, did she, that witch?”

“Yes, she moved out.”

“Good riddance!”

For several days afterward the kitchen seemed empty. If someone spoke up, the sound bounced oddly off the walls. Something was missing, but better that, I thought, than having to look at Hodl’s fat face.

Nobody new would be lodging in our kitchen during the week of Passover. Father was pleased. Where was it written that you had to have a stranger sleeping in your kitchen? Mother, on the other hand, didn’t look too happy. In the aftermath of Hodl’s assault, she went about her business, but with the pack of grated horseradish constantly pressed to her forehead. She sighed quietly and said that before the holiday came, she would, God willing, see a doctor. But she never did, she must have forgotten.

And then, just in time for the holiday, who should show up but unexpected guests, close relatives as it happened, and welcome ones, too.

In the same corner where Hodl’s iron bedstead had stood, another, similar one, now took its place, but unlike Hodl’s rumpled cot, this bed was freshly made up, with new clean linen.

This all came about with the arrival of Ite, Father’s youngest daughter from his first wife, may she rest in peace. Ite had come straight from Warsaw. She was swarthy, full-bosomed, with a pair of sparkling eyes, a short, thickset figure, and broad hips. Her hands were cracked, so work-roughened that no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t pull on the chamois gloves she had brought with her from Warsaw.

In Warsaw, this youngest daughter of Father’s spent the winter months in wealthy, well-appointed kitchens with polished, brass fittings. There she cooked and baked, in white enamel pots and copper pans, for big-bellied Jews wearing silk skullcaps and for their refined, big-breasted wives. In Warsaw, so Ite maintained, there were only “Sirs” and “Madams.” From time to time, one might come across a “lady” or a “gentleman.” But apart from these, there seemed to be no other people living in Warsaw. In Warsaw, too, Ite slept in a kitchen, but a large and spacious one. Water came from a tap fixed to the wall and there was even a toilet in the room. Ite didn’t light kerosene lamps, but a greenish-blue flame called “gas.”

I couldn’t understand how lamps could burn without kerosene, so Ite explained to me that there was a factory in Warsaw where they burned coal, thousands of loads of coal. This coal gave off a kind of vapor that then flowed through underground pipes into all the houses, and was then lit. Mother said that Ite wasn’t making this up, because Aunt Gitl-Hodes had the same “gas” in her house. Nevertheless, none of this made any sense to me, and Father said that there must be another reason.

“It just isn’t possible that from coal burning in a factory you could pipe lighting into all the houses,” he said.

From cooking and baking in her fancy kitchen, Ite was able to open a savings account at a bank. In Warsaw, so she told Mother, she always wore pressed blouses with white, embroidered edges. And every Saturday night she went to the Yiddish theater, where she saw such plays as Baba Yaga, about an old witch, Treyfnyak, whose hero breaks the dietary laws, and other uplifting fare.

Ite had now been away in Warsaw for many a winter and summer, though she had always meant to come home to Father on holidays, to see how things were going, as well as to have some pleasure. In Warsaw, she said, she was as lonely as a stone. She missed Father, Aunt Frimet, and even me, whom she hadn’t seen in a long time. Indeed, she looked at me with her large, warm eyes and her face broke into a smile.

“My, how you’ve grown!” she said. “I would hardly have recognized you. Look, I’ve brought you a penknife, a little prayer book, and a pair of phylacteries, real Warsaw phylacteries. Use them in good health, when you become bar mitzvah.”

That’s what my sister Ite said to me. And the next day, seeing how much there was still to do, she set to work, helping Mother ready the house for Passover.

She stood at the open window, looking as wide as a door. Her arms bared to her elbows, her clothes somewhat disheveled, she moved back and forth, polishing the glass with wet chalk. She worked with a fierce concentration. The narrow courtyard, still reeking of pigs, rang out with the sound of a Jewish melody, a song that Ite had brought back with her from Warsaw:

I loved a lad who came from Vienna,

I loved a lad who came from Vienna.

He went back to his folks, to see how they were,

He went back to his folks, to see how they were.

From the middle of the room, Mother turned her grimy face to Ite.

“Hey, Ite,” she said, “is it good living in Warsaw?”

“It’s as good as it can be,” Ite replied, as she continued scrubbing the window, “but if you have nobody in Warsaw, you get lonesome.”

“Who is there here you get lonesome for?”

“What do you mean who? There’s …”

She never finished her thought. She reached over to the far corner of the window, leaving one foot hanging in the air, and began to sing anew:

He went back to his folks, to see how they were.

Could that have been the reason why Ite herself had come home, to see how her folks were doing? But whom did she have here apart from her Father? Mother could hardly be considered a proper aunt. Yet Ite, polishing the window or scrubbing the floor, kept on singing about the lad who went home to Vienna.

Sometimes she would stop in the middle of a verse, absorbed in thought. The lad from Vienna was left standing on a streaked windowpane or on the half-washed floor. It was then, while Mother was busy in the kitchen, that Ite asked me if I knew how to write in Yiddish and would I be willing to write a letter for her to someone in Warsaw.

“Yes, I know how,” I answered. “If you dictate the letter to me, I can write it down.”

But right away Ite seemed to have forgotten all about it, and even stopped singing that song about the lad who went home to Vienna.

It was the morning of Passover eve. Two pigeons had settled on the opposite roof, one white, its breast puffed up with self-importance, the other blue, with golden eyes. The blue pigeon cooed angrily, the white one strutted about.

Ite stood in the room, her red legs wide apart, stirring the contents of the round water barrel, into which Mother had earlier dropped a large, heated rock, over which she then poured a pail full of boiling water. The barrel held all our silverware, which was being cleansed and made fit for Passover use.

The boiling water, when it hit the scorching stone, sent a cloud of steam straight into Ite’s sweating face. She gasped, wiped the corners of her mouth, and for a moment stopped stirring. She looked up at the pigeons, smiled at them with her full lips, and, pointing at them, said, “The blue one is the ‘he,’ the white one the ‘she.’ He’s calling her ‘my love,’ and she ignores him.”

“Ite,” Mother pulled a face. “The barrel will burn! Don’t you have anything better to talk about?”

Ite blushed. Her features dropped, she looked flustered. Her face even more flushed, she began to shove the steaming stone around the bottom of the barrel with greater concentration.

I had no time for dillydallying, not even for a quick look at the pigeons on the roof. After all, it was Passover eve and I had my duties. All night long, a wooden spoon had lain on the tin eave over the kitchen window, holding the crumbs of leavened bread, the khomets, which Father had swept up with a goose feather from all the corners of the house. It was my job to take the spoon, now wrapped in a cloth and looking like a battered house-slipper, to the synagogue, where it would be symbolically burned. I had only to get back in time to partake of the last leavened meal before the breadless week of Passover would begin.

I never liked this whole business of the khomets-burning. It was always embarrassing, maybe because of the wretched spoon, or maybe because I just didn’t want to leave the freshly cleaned, holiday-ready house. In short, my khomets chore brought me nothing but anguish and pain.

I, therefore, never took the spoon to the synagogue. Instead, I ran through side alleys to the central market, flanked on one side by the town hall, with its large clock, and on the other, by the Polish castle, with its old-fashioned arched windows. In the middle of the market was a tiny park with sparse patches of grass. People would toss their plum pits there, and maidservants, discarded pots and pans. A lost dog might sometimes spend the night there. So, who would care if my wooden spoon also found a resting place in this spot? To tell the truth, I didn’t do this with a light heart. I felt that I shouldn’t be doing this, that I was committing a sin. Nevertheless, I didn’t take the khomets to the synagogue to be burned.

This Passover eve, I arrived at my destination rather early. There was a blue light everywhere, tinting everything with its cool hue, from the clock on the town hall to the old-style French windows of the castle. A peasant loomed into view, driving a cartload of hay, also tinged blue, into the market.

I looked around in all directions. A guard was standing in front of the town hall. Surely he must be aware of what I was up to. But why should he care? After all, I wasn’t planning to rob anyone. But what about those Jews and their wives who were hurrying past every now and then, what would they think?

Just then, pasty-faced Berl, with his foolish yellow beard, happened by and looked me straight in the eye. With a pounding heart, I waited for him to pass, for the guard to turn blind, just for a moment, for the peasant with his cartload of hay to disappear into the distance. Once everybody was finally out of sight, I pulled out the spoon from my sleeve, turned around, inclined my face toward the town hall, as if looking up at the clock, and then quickly tossed the spoon over my shoulder, across the spiked iron fence of the park.

I didn’t run off, but instead walked away slowly and stiffly, as if I’d just swallowed that very same spoon. I had no doubt that at any moment someone would grab me by the collar and say, “Hey there, you, stop! Whose kid are you? And what did you just throw away?”

But God is merciful, and so far nobody had ever caught me red-handed. My only worry all Passover-week was that, because of my failure to carry out the injunction to burn the khomets, our house wasn’t properly rid of leaven and therefore unfit for Passover. I said nothing, but it kept nagging away at me, and I decided that, God willing, next year I would definitely make sure that the khomets was burned as prescribed. But the following year, for all my good intentions, my resolve was forgotten.

I hurried home. Who knew if I’d still be on time for the last pre-Passover meal? Mother would grumble that I couldn’t be relied upon to do anything. And if Father happened to be at home, he’d lay a heavy hand on my shoulder and ask in a severe tone of voice, “Where have you been all this time, you rascal?”

Then, just as I got to our house, still racking my brains as to what excuse I would give Father, I saw, standing before me, a young man with a bluish, clean-shaven face, carrying a small, unlocked suitcase. He was looking around at all the houses, like a stranger.

“Hey, kid, can you tell me where Frimet’s house is, Dovid-Froyke’s daughter?”

“What do you need her for?” I asked, sizing him up from head to foot.

“It’s none of your business what I need her for!”

“It is my business,” I said. “Frimet, Dovid-Froyke’s daughter, happens to be my mother.”

“If that’s the case,” the young man smiled, “then I’m your brother.”

He must be crazy.

“What do you mean, you’re my brother?”

“Yes, your brother, Yoyne from Lodz. You never heard of me?”

“Are you joking? Who says I never heard of you! Your picture’s on our dresser! I just didn’t recognize you.”

“Mameshi!” I burst through the door, paying no heed to Yoyne calling me back. “Mameshi! Yoyne from Lodz is here!”

Mother was outside in the courtyard. She was momentarily taken aback and turned red in the face, probably thinking I’d lost my mind. But she recovered instantly, wiped her hands on a towel, quickly pulled off the apron she always wore tucked into her waist, and with outstretched arms rushed out into the street.

“Yoyne, my crown! My child! I wasn’t expecting you at all … Dear God … just look … what a wonderful guest!”

She took her dear Yoyne’s face into both her hands. She wiped her nose, spun herself around, and looked around the courtyard to see if there was anyone there to witness her joy. After all, it was Yoyne, her youngest son by her first husband!

Yoyne was short and thin, with an Adam’s apple that bobbed up and down like a live mouse. His cheeks were deep hollows.

“Yoyneshi,” Mother’s voice broke, “you don’t look too well.”

“I’m working hard, Mother.”

“Are they, at least, treating you well? Are they satisfied with you?”

“Why shouldn’t they be?”

Mother wiped her eyes on her apron. Yoyne put down his suitcase. Only now could one see the cuffs on his shirt peeking out from the short sleeves of his jacket. His shoes were highly polished and his necktie very smart, with silver stripes and a mother-of-pearl pin stuck into it.

But where had Ite disappeared to?

“Ite! Where are you?” Mother called out shrilly.

Ite came down from the porch, from all those little cubicles up there, her clothing loosened, her arms covered, her hair tied back. Her face was flushed and she smiled awkwardly. Only her eyes blinked warmly, openly.

“Welcome to your guest, Auntie!” Ite showed two rows of white teeth.

“Thank you very much. It’s my Yoyne. Don’t you know him?”

“Where should I know him from?” Ite said to Mother, casting a sideways glance in Yoyne’s direction.

Yoyne stood there, small and skinny, his Adam’s apple bobbing, as though he were swallowing something. Ite’s full mouth was agape. Yoyne made a scraping motion with his foot, the kind they might make in the big city. He rocked his small figure on a pair of higher-than-usual heels. Ite’s little double chin acknowledged the gesture and, drawing in her heavy bosom, she extended her work-coarsened hand to Yoyne.

They were introduced to each other—Father’s youngest daughter and Mother’s youngest son.



Chapter Ten

If Ite brought with her from Warsaw a vision of groaning sideboards and of the carefree behavior of the well-to-do, then Yoyne, arriving from Lodz, came with a look of poverty hidden in his small, darting eyes, as well as a fine sprinkling of dark, greenish dust on his face, residue from the velvet sofas that were his livelihood. While Ite stood with flushed face presiding over the pots of the rich, Yoyne had to bow and scrape before would-be customers, flatter them, talk them into making a purchase, and cheat them to boot.

That must have been the reason why Yoyne was so thin, so restless in his movements. When he spoke, however, it seemed as though half his mouth was closed. He actually talked slowly, with pursed lips, in a singsong drone. Occasionally, he would throw in some flowery Polish phrases, even saying to Mother, “Proze, łaskawa pani … If you please, honored lady.”

You could tell that Yoyne was from the big city. His walking stick was supple, his hat tilted jauntily to one side, his shirt was tucked in at the waist. He didn’t so much walk as prance, with a skip and a hop, a hop and a skip.

Ite, who was scraping a large, gnarled parsnip, watched Yoyne out of the corner of her eye. She jiggled her tiny double chin coquettishly and smiled. When Yoyne was out of earshot, she remarked in an aside, “That Yoyne, he’s certainly well turned out.”

Mother’s face broke into a broad smile. She gave a little snort and nodded her head to convey her pride.

“He is handsome, isn’t he,” she said, “like gold, hah, Ite?”

“I should have it so good!” said Ite, as she chopped the parsnip into four long pieces and dropped them into the holiday pot of water.

Thanks to Yoyne, our household acquired another bed, an iron one, that Mother borrowed from a neighbor and that Ite dragged into the house. It was set down in the very spot where Hodl’s trunk once stood. I was told that from now on I was to share this bed with Yoyne.

Ite covered the bed with a blanket that she had stitched herself. She straightened the corners and, with her big hands, smoothed out every crease and wrinkle. She then stepped back to admire her handiwork and was pleased with what she saw.

“The Tsar could sleep in such a bed!” she said with a tone of satisfaction.

Indeed, it was a bed fit for a king.

This new orderliness settled not only on Yoyne’s bed, but also came to rest on Father’s and Mother’s beds, as well as on the entire house. Never, not in any of our previous dwellings, had there been such clear windowpanes, such white curtains covering the little cabinet that held our dishes. By the time night fell and the hour had come to sit down for the seder, the house was scarcely recognizable, not the meager furnishings, nor the people.

In honor of the holiday, Mother took down an old wig and gave it new life, fashioning a black forelock that resembled a bird. Her blue, wide-open eyes sparkled like blue diamonds specially polished for the occasion. The soft, rich lady’s double chin which she had brought back from Warsaw, and which had consequently shrunk, was now, for the seder night, restored to its former amplitude. The black silk blouse with the white piping on the sleeves, the jabot under her throat, the knotted, gilded brooch—all added to Mother’s charm and beauty.

On Father, the holiday was not so apparent. He couldn’t afford to have a new cloth kapote made and so he wore his old, shabby garment, which Ite had spruced up and pressed. However, in honor of the holiday, he did allow his beard to be trimmed. Still, his face looked tired and weather-beaten. His heavy gaze rested now on his daughter, now on Mother’s son. He looked me over, from head to toe, and sighed deeply.

I sensed that Father felt bad over the fact that he hadn’t bought me anything new to wear for Passover. He was also uneasy about his new kitl, the white linen robe worn on festivals, which he pulled over his old kapote.

This new kitl, with its blue silk collar and striped sleeves, was a present from Ite. Father knew how poor his children were, that they worked hard for their money in the employ of strangers. So why did they feel they had to bring gifts? He could have bought a kitl himself. But Ite’s smile, when she looked at him, robed in the new kitl, removed any doubts.

“Wear it in good health, Father,” she said, her eyes filling with tears.

Ite herself literally glowed that seder night. Her face was red, her ears were red, as were her hands, which she hid in her lap under the table. Had her blouse too not been red but, say, black, her hands would have shot out like two flames. Her black hair was washed clean, brushed and curled, glinting with blue shadows. She smelled good, and when she walked there was a rustling sound, probably from the silk petticoat she was wearing. And why shouldn’t she indulge herself? Indeed, she had brought with her from Warsaw a suitcase bulging with clothes.

There was Yoyne, sitting at the table with the others. Ite kept brushing past him, trying to catch his eye. Yoyne, for his part, had come to the seder not dressed for the holiday, his hair not properly combed. Thin and small, his Adam’s apple bobbing, with dark hollows in his cheeks, wearing a threadbare shirt, Yoyne sat himself down, and so he remained.

Father was reciting from the Haggadah, recounting the story of the Exodus from Egypt, in a loud voice. I was reading along, even louder.

Yoyne just grunted, stiffly turning the pages with one finger.

“Yoyne!” Mother called out, “You’re grunting into the Haggadah like that bear!”

“What bear?”

Mother then launched into a tale about a certain Jew who tried to teach a bear to pray, so he took a prayer book and put poppy-seed cookies between the pages. Wherever there was a cookie, the bear snatched it up and gulped it down. Where there was no cookie, the bear grunted. And that’s how the bear learned to pray.

Yoyne’s Adam’s apple shook with his laughter. Father didn’t seem to have heard anything, and I knew the tale about the bear from way back. Ite smiled broadly and looked at Yoyne from the opposite side of the table. She was the only one present who was unable to recite with the company. She merely moved her lips, like a fish gasping for air.

Mother, too, kept pace with the reading, and how she regaled us! Sharp and clear, with rounded tones, Mother enunciated every word, chanting in Grandpa’s distinctive intonation but adding expressive sighs of her own. The words poured from her mouth like beautiful, warmed pearls. She kept pace with Father, word for word.

From previous seders I knew that we were approaching that point in the text when Father would begin to rock back and forth and raise his voice even louder and that, just then, Mother would interrupt with a stern admonition, “No!”

Every year I waited with trepidation for this moment to pass quickly, to get the matter over with so that we could continue with the orderly reading. But year after year the same thing occurred. Father forgot about the year before, and Mother couldn’t restrain herself.

Now Father began his rocking. The blue collar of his kitl gleamed. The glasses of red wine shone with the silvery reflections of the lighted candles. Father’s voice rose in volume as he began to enumerate the Ten Plagues and proceeded to the ancient Rabbis’ elaborations on the afflictions. He launched into the recital, mistakenly exchanging the words maka—“plague”—and kama—“how much,” with their similar sounds.

Mother immediately jumped in. “No, Leyzer! That’s not what it says!”

Father’s rocking came to a sudden stop, like a turbulence that has spent its force. He looked up at his wife’s pointing finger with his hard-of-hearing stare, and mumbled softly, “Yes, yes, you’re right.”

All was quiet for a moment, dead silence. Then Father resumed the reading, faster and louder than before. But soon there was another hurdle to be cleared, a recurrence of the same troublesome words. Once again Father stumbled and once again Mother corrected him.

“Oy, oy, Leyzer! Can’t you see what’s written there?”

I couldn’t bear to look Mother in the face. Had I been older, Yoyne’s age, I would have told her that she shouldn’t be pointing fingers, that she should just let it be, that Father knew full well what’s written in the Haggadah, and that it was merely a lapse, of no importance whatsoever.

Yoyne had been quiet. However, when Mother had voiced her reproof of Father, his hollow cheeks filled out and he gave a little grin with one side of his face. That’s when I saw in Yoyne’s mouth no more than a single tooth, a gold tooth, big and prominent. All his other teeth seemed to have disappeared, leaving only that lone gold tooth.

I can’t say for certain, but that may have been the precise moment when I began to dislike my brother Yoyne, when I caught sight of his gold tooth just as Father was stumbling over maka and kama. I thought to myself that Yoyne’s sin, smirking at Father’s innocent mistake, was greater than my own sin of not having burned the khomets that morning.

I wasn’t the only one who didn’t like Yoyne. It seemed that Ite, too, had developed a distaste for him. I could see her large, black pupils flitting restlessly from Father to Mother and back again, making a longer stop at Yoyne’s gold tooth, and finally coming to rest on my face. I felt Ite’s hot cheek next to mine, indeed the warmth of her entire body.

“Mendlshi,” she bent over my Haggadah, “where are they up to now? Show me where.”

I pointed to the passage where Father had stumbled. She looked at it intently. Somehow I sensed that, at that moment, Yoyne had just made another enemy.

Ite remained silent throughout the meal. She helped with the food, serving Yoyne last. No one had the slightest inkling as to why she behaved as she did. Only I was privy to the secrets of her heart. Wasn’t Ite my sister? From the same father!

My dislike of Yoyne lasted throughout the whole week of Passover. However, Ite, it turned out, was unable to sustain her distaste.

The two seder nights were concluded. Yoyne now put on a new suit and a new tie, a tiny one, like a butterfly. In the daytime, he spoke up more loudly than he did at night, whistled little tunes, and pranced about with a skip and a hop.

“Do you know how to dance?” he once asked Ite, showing off his lone gold tooth.

“Why shouldn’t I?” Ite smiled down into her double chin.

“Well, let’s see what you know.” Yoyne held out his hand to her.

Ite said nothing, and Yoyne asked no more questions. Silently, lips pursed, he put his arms, bent at the elbow, around Ite’s ample waist. He twirled her around the room several times, whistling all the while to set the beat, and, although Ite carried a few extra pounds on her, Yoyne nevertheless said that when she danced, she was light as a feather.

“That’s what everyone says,” Ite replied.

She pulled down her blouse, which had crept up in the course of the twirling. Now it was Yoyne’s turn to smile. This time he did so, not only displaying the lone gold tooth but an entire mouthful of teeth, and bringing into play, as well, the two round hollows of his sunken cheeks.

Yoyne’s broad smile seemed to please Ite. She must have forgotten what had happened at the seder. He began holding regular conversations with her. He borrowed her scented soap. Mealtimes, Ite served him larger portions.

These were the intermediate days of the week-long festival, between the first two and last two synagogue-going days of the holiday, when some of the stricter rules that governed festival conduct were relaxed. It was a time when one hired buggies and drove into the nearby woods. It was also a time when interested parties would come from near and far to inspect prospective brides. It was a season for the drawing up of betrothal contracts …

It so happened that on one of these intermediate days, Ite dressed up in a starched dress printed with flowers, perfumed herself with the scented soap, pulled on a pair of soft chamois gloves over her work-coarsened hands, and set out. She told no one where she was going and returned only late that night.

She came into the house a little too hurriedly, tore off her dress, and threw the gloves onto her bed. She didn’t take anything to eat, but immediately set about washing the dishes that had piled up during the day.

When Mother asked her where she had been all day, she said she had been visiting Aunt Naomi. There was nothing unusual about that. Aunt Naomi was Father’s full sister. Why shouldn’t Ite have gone to pay her respects? But it was all a bit puzzling. Why was Ite’s face so flushed? Why did she keep walking so restlessly about the kitchen? Why did she answer Mother’s questions with such curt replies?

Yoyne returned even later, some time past midnight. The lamp in the kitchen had been extinguished long ago. How Yoyne was able to get into the house was a mystery, since Ite always locked the door before she turned in. This time, did she leave the door unlocked?

I lay on the iron bed, waiting for my brother Yoyne to join me. Mother was sitting on her own bed, half-undressed, sleepily reciting the bedtime prayer. Father was asleep in the next bed, and the sound of his heavy breathing rose to the ceiling.

It was at that moment that Yoyne came prancing in, somewhat furtively, his collar turned up. Mother immediately sensed his presence. She was now fully awake.

“Yoyne?” she asked in a loud voice. “Is that you?”

“Yes, Mother, it’s me.”

“Where are you coming from so late?”

“From Aunt Miriam’s.”

“Have you eaten anything?”

“Yes, Mother.”

Mother’s head drooped sideways again. The house lay half in dim light, half in shadow. A round patch of shadow, like an upturned bowl, spread over Yoyne’s head.

“Go to sleep, Yoyne,” Mother said, tottering out of bed and fluffing her featherbed. She kicked off her slippers, laid her dress down on a stool, and, in her undergarments, threw herself back on the bed. This was her habit, never to lie down quietly, but to fling herself onto the bed.

“Yoyne, before you go to sleep,” said Mother, pulling off her undergarments from under the featherbed, “be sure to lock the door. Ite must have forgotten to do it.”

“Yes, Mother, I will.”

Mother fell asleep instantly. Yoyne still puttered about for a while. I didn’t hear him lock the door. He went over to the dresser, where a lamp still flickered dimly, and he blew out the flame with a single breath. The smell of kerosene wafted across the room, filling my throat with a nauseating, choking sensation.

“Are you asleep, Mendl?” Yoyne lifted the blanket that I had already warmed up for him.

“Almost. Why, what’s the matter?”

“Nothing. Go back to sleep. It’s late.”

Yoyne flung himself onto the bed, just like Mother. The bed shook from top to bottom.

“Aaah,” he drew a deep breath, “may there always be beds.”

He rolled over, with his face to the room. I cuddled up next to his back, the way I always did when I slept with Father. The odor of Father’s body was a familiar one, smelling of hay and cold air. Yoyne’s body was skinny and bony, and gave off a smell of scented soap, mingled with perspiration. To warm up next to him was not easy.

I rolled over to face the wall. Yoyne rolled over, too, now with his face to my back, and snuggled up to me.

This, presumably, is how we fell asleep, except that Yoyne didn’t fall asleep right away. He kept rolling over, this way and that, now facing the room, now my back. The bed never stopped shaking.

I could hear all this until my ears finally gave out, shutting off all sound. I wasn’t sure whether I had slept for a long time or had woken up from a dream. All I know is that suddenly I felt a chill down my back and sensed that I was uncovered. I began to pull the blanket over to my side and, while doing so, realized that the other side of the bed, though still warm, was empty. Where was Yoyne?

I opened my eyes. Father was snoring. The room was pitch-black. You couldn’t see a thing. In the total darkness the silence was so palpable that it echoed in my head and in my ears. But perhaps it wasn’t that silent after all. If I listened carefully, I could hear what sounded like rustling paper. I couldn’t tell where the sound was coming from, but obviously it wasn’t from far away. Then, I seemed to hear voices, whispering softly outside, behind the shutter.

Suddenly, in the utter darkness, there was a loud banging against the wardrobe. I knew what this meant. It was a sign that a dead person was walking around the room.

Could it be Moyshe?

I wasn’t afraid. Moyshe and I used to be fond of each other. Nevertheless, my skin was soon a mass of goose bumps. I pulled up the covers and waited with bated breath for Yoyne to come back to bed. The blanket was too short. When I pulled it over my head, my legs came uncovered. The banging started up again. The whispering behind the shutter continued … No! The voices weren’t coming from behind the shutter but from very close by. It began to sound like normal talking …

Father’s snoring resumed, a medley of whistlings and drawn-out exhalations of breath. Mother always slept soundlessly.

Yoyne still hadn’t come back to bed. Could he have gone outside? Before very long, it seemed to me, I heard Ite’s voice. Yes, I could have sworn it was Ite. I was reminded of Hodl. She often woke up in the middle of the night and started talking to herself. Mother said that Hodl couldn’t sleep because she was worried about her trunk. But what kept Ite from sleeping?

In the midst of all this I heard a thud, like the sound of a shoe dropping. It came from the direction of Mother’s and Father’s beds.

“Shoo! Shoo!” I heard Mother’s agitated voice, accompanied by another thud.

A cat must have gotten into the house with Yoyne at the time of his late return. Mother must have only now become aware of the cat’s presence, hence the hurling of the shoe. But who in this pitch-blackness could guess where the creature was hiding?

“Mama!” I called out. “I think the cat’s next to the window …”

“Go back to sleep!” she said, and suddenly, despite the dark, I saw her standing beside my bed, tall and white. I felt her breath on my face and her hands patting me.

“Why aren’t you asleep?” she said sternly.

“Yoyne woke me up,” I replied.

She made a groaning noise. Now she looked even taller and whiter. She was on her way back to bed when we heard the sound of the kitchen door closing. Mother sat down heavily on the edge of my bed.

“Yoyne?”

“It’s me, Mother.”

“Where were you?”

“I forgot to lock the door.”

Mother stood up. Yoyne flung himself onto the bed, next to me. This time I did not move closer to him. Nevertheless, I sensed a pungent smell of perspiration mixed with apples. Yoyne kicked the blanket over to his side.



Chapter Eleven

The intermediate days came to an end. The next day—and the day thereafter, the last two days of Passover—the second round of festival activity would resume.

That holiday morning Ite rose early. Her face was puffy, as if she hadn’t slept enough. Silently and looking preoccupied, she began straightening up. This morning she wasn’t pretty at all, and the full extent of her ample girth was plain to see. Yoyne walked about like a stranger. He dressed slowly, whistled a bit, and then, prancing as usual, left the house, saying that he was going to the synagogue.

Mother also got up early. Her face looked tired, worried, and she seemed to have grown taller during the night. In the cool light of the sun, now poised over the roof of the opposite house, the pupils of Mother’s eyes took on a greenish coloring. She, too, was silent. The whole house was silent.

Ite spent quite a while cleaning and, it must be said, she did make the house look nicer than the day before. But that only seemed to intensify the sadness that filled every corner. The sunshine from the neighboring roof barely reached the top of our windows. The house lay deep in shadow. It didn’t look festive at all, but rather like an ordinary, weekday winter evening.

Father and I went to pray at our usual place, that is, the besmedresh, the small study house.

Today we were promised a special musical treat.

It was the custom in our town for synagogues to exchange cantors on the first two and last two days of the Passover holiday. Thus the cantor of the large synagogue—known simply as the shul, where Yoyne said he was going—accompanied by his choir boys, would be coming next door to our besmedresh. Our own prayer leader, Moshke the cook, who took leave to sing out the service to the tune of Polish military marches, would, in exchange, preside at the shul. Not surprisingly, the shul that morning stood cold and empty. On its ornately carved eastern wall, the reliefs of harps and clarinets, drums and trumpets, which always seemed to accompany the cantor, were now mute, struck dumb, like sheep before the rain.

In the besmedresh, on the other hand, you couldn’t squeeze in a pin. Half of the people from the shul and all of the regulars of the besmedresh, as well as visitors from the smaller prayer houses—all crowded inside to hear the gifted cantor and his choir boys.

This cantor, an old Lithuanian Jew, chanted the prayers so beautifully, with such feeling, that the memory of his performance lingered on well into the summer. The service lasted long past midday, but the worshipers were exalted and returned home feeling inspirited.

During the service, as the cantor’s voice soared, the congregation hummed along, tapped their feet, and urged him on with upturned thumbs. But no one was as masterful as the old Lithuanian cantor himself.

When Father and I returned from the besmedresh, the house was still steeped in silence. Everything was neat and tidy, but it felt cold and strange. We sat down to eat. The plates clattered with a loud, hollow ring. The knives and spoons, which had been so thoroughly boiled and cleansed for Passover, looked up at us from the table in their gray, everyday guise. Father reported on the cantor’s magnificent performance, but no one was listening.

“Is anything the matter?” Father asked.

He swept his eyes around the table, looking at everyone with his hard-of-hearing stare. He couldn’t understand. Wasn’t today a holiday? Didn’t we, thank God, have everything we needed to celebrate? So why was everyone looking so sad? Did a ship laden with chicken droppings sink in the ocean? Ite wasn’t at the table at all. After hurriedly serving the food, she hastened back to the kitchen.

“What’s wrong with Ite? Why isn’t she here with us?” asked Father.

“She’ll sit down in a minute. She still has a lot to do in the kitchen,” Mother replied.

Yoyne was freshly shaved, yet the green dusting that shadowed his face was more conspicuous than ever. His face was creased. His Adam’s apple, which overnight seemed to have become more pointy, kept bobbing up and down, like a scurrying mouse. He ate with his eyes glued to the plates. Between courses, he broke off pieces of matzo and chewed them absentmindedly.

Mother watched him out of the corner of her eye. He must have been aware of her anxious gaze because he lifted his head and began turning his neck from side to side, as if he were being choked by a tight collar.

That wasn’t the way things were last year at our holiday table. Today, after we finished eating and hastily mumbled the Grace after Meals, everyone got up abruptly from the table. Last year, I remembered, we didn’t move from our places. Father began humming a familiar, plaintive melody, and Mother quietly joined in, humming along in her clear, pearly voice. Today, immediately after the meal, Yoyne picked up his cane, tugged at his tie, and went out.

“A cane on the holiday?” Father called after him. “It’s forbidden to carry on the holiday.”

But Yoyne was already outside. Through the window I caught a glimpse of him as he pranced out of the courtyard, twirling his cane in the air.

Ite was washing up. Seething with rage, she seemed to put all her furious energies into the dogged scrubbing of the pots and pans. The house was filled with aromas—chopped onions and eggs, put-away borsht, fried matzo pancakes—inducing a drowsiness that was hard to resist. Eyelids kept drooping. Father didn’t wait long to surrender and lay down, fully dressed, under the featherbed. His thick beard, which all Passover week had retained its trim, well-mannered look, now pointed every which way at the ceiling. In less than two minutes, the room resounded with the gasps of Father’s heavy breathing.

Mother paced restlessly around the room. I knew why. She wanted either to conceal something or else to blurt it out. She picked up an object from the dresser and put it right back. She pulled out a drawer and pushed it back in again. She opened the window.

“It’s so stuffy in here,” she said, fixing her eyes on me. “Mendl,” she swept her hand across the table, “why don’t you go for a walk?”

“Where should I go?”

“Do I have to tell you where to go? Don’t you have any friends?”

“Of course, I have. Who says I haven’t?”

“So why don’t you go find them? A young boy like you should be out shooting nuts. Isn’t that what boys do on Passover?”

“I don’t have any nuts for any games.”

“Is that all that’s the matter? Here, now you have nuts.”

Mother produced a large paper bag and filled my pocket with nuts until it bulged. When did Mother ever give me so many nuts? And if that wasn’t enough, she added two macaroons and a piece of candied orange peel.

“Nu, get going!” she placed her hands on my shoulders.

“I have nowhere to go,” I said, “I’ll wait for Father to wake up and go with him to visit Aunt Naomi.”

“Aunt Naomi can wait,” Mother said angrily. “It’s such a beautiful day, and all you can think of is to stay home!”

Mother must have been deeply troubled, otherwise she wouldn’t have spoken to me like that. Even in the most difficult of times, on cold winter evenings, when there was no wood in the house for the stove, Mother never spoke to me in this way. She must really be in the grip of some terrible sorrow. I think that’s why I was so reluctant to go out. I didn’t want to leave Mother alone.

But eventually Mother had her way, that is, she simply pushed me outside. Ite never said a word. She kept on scrubbing the pots and pans even more doggedly, with even greater vigor and fury.

Only when I was out the door did it dawn on me why Mother was so eager to be rid of me. She wanted to be alone with Ite to find out more. I stationed myself between the open window and the door. Presumably, no one could see me.

On the roof across the way, pigeons were strutting proudly to and fro, their puffed-up breasts jiggling steadily. From time to time, one of the pigeons spread its wings, flew around the roof, and swooped back down again. Suddenly, all the little heads quivered in unison, each pigeon’s eyes fixed on its fellows’, and, as if by royal command, the entire flock took to the air with a great flapping of wings, like a swirl of snowflakes glinting in the sun.

I looked up to follow their flight. They circled about in one spot, up and down, like members of a devoted, close-knit family. If one pigeon happened to get separated from its companions, it immediately flew back to rejoin the flock, quivering with joy. How different, I thought, was all this from what was going on at home. At a time when we should have been at our happiest, on Passover, the most beautiful holiday of the year, our joy was disturbed.

While I was watching the pigeons, I heard Ite’s choked voice through the open window.

“Auntie, dear Auntie! I swear on my life!”

“You don’t have to swear, Ite!” I heard Mother say, her voice deep and heavy. “I want to know the truth.”

“It’s the whole truth, Auntie. That’s what happened. We arranged to meet at a spot in the woods, he and I. We were only going for a walk … We talked about Warsaw, about Lodz, but later, when it got dark, he wanted to …”

What he wanted, I never did manage to find out. Just then, Mother stuck her head out the window, and let out a shriek.

“Why are you standing there like an idiot? Go somewhere, for heaven’s sake.”

The open window slammed shut with a bang. The pigeons flew in low circles around the roof. Mother’s angry words made me feel as if I’d just been scalded, driving me from the courtyard. I didn’t know whether Mother was coming after me or had remained inside. I looked around, no one was chasing me. Nevertheless, I ran as fast as my legs could carry me. At that moment I was desperate to find someone, anyone, to shoot nuts with, to talk to, to do something with, anything.

I don’t know how it happened, but suddenly I found myself standing in front of our former house, where Moyshe had died and from which we had long been gone. It seemed to me that I might find Jusza there. I had something to tell her. I felt my face growing hot, my fingers and hands as well.

I knew that Jusza no longer lived there. All the same, I peeked through our old window, now lined with flower pots. Gentiles must be living there now. It all seemed so strange, Gentiles in our old house. The door opened, our very door. A young shikse, a blond Gentile girl, appeared in the doorway, holding a piece of twisted white bread, like our Sabbath loaf, in her hand.

This wasn’t right. I couldn’t bear to look! How could anyone be eating bread so openly? After all, it was still Passover, when all leaven is forbidden!

The young girl bent her head to one side, took the bread from her mouth, and looked at me.

“Who are you looking for?”

“For Jusza.”

“I’m not Jusza. I’m Stasza. And what’s your name?”

“Mendl.”

“Do you want to play?

“Alright, but throw away that piece of bread, it’s khomets.”

“What? Today’s Easter, when you eat kulich, that’s what this is.”

“By us it’s Passover, when you can’t eat any bread.”

“My mother told me that you zhidkes, you Jews, mix your matzos with our blood.”

“Your mother’s an old fool!”

“And you’re a zhidek!”

“You’re a shikse!”

“And you’re a louse-head!”

“Louse-head yourself!”

The girl stepped backward into the doorway. I took a step forward.

We eyed each other warily, like two dogs. The entrance into the house was familiar to me; after all, we used to live here. I also knew the way to the attic, where, as I remembered, a Russian soldier would occasionally drop by to see Jusza, stomping up the stairs so heavily that it made our ceiling shake.

I wanted to tell Stasza all this. I wanted to tell her that we should go up to the attic. But she was already standing at the door, her hand on the handle.

“Scram, you zhidek!” She kicked her foot at me, turned, and yanked open the door.

I wasn’t sure, maybe I just imagined it. Maybe I wasn’t seeing right, but just then I had a vision of Jusza’s black, wooly head.

“Jusza!” I called out, in a voice not my own.

From inside the house a shrill echo resounded, “Mama, a zhid’s come here to murder us!”

I never got to see the particular mother, Jusza neither. I ran with all my might out of the courtyard, into the street, this way and that, wherever my legs carried me. Only when I reached the old park did I come to a halt. No one was chasing me.

Cold shafts of light filtered through the branches of the trees. Bridegrooms were strolling with their brides. All the brides were bedecked in gold trappings and walked with proud steps, their high heels clicking.

If only I could say to them … no, not say … shout, “Stop that clicking!”—a heavy stone would have rolled off my heart.

It took a long while before I stopped panting. I made no effort to understand all that had happened to me in so short a time. All I knew was that I ought to feel guilty, but I wasn’t sure to whom. I came home in a state of dread, feeling that I must somehow apologize.

Ite was no longer in the house. Father had gotten up from his nap. He was waiting for me.

“Where were you?” he asked the moment I crossed the threshold.

“In the old park.”

“Why the old park? What business do you have there?”

“I was shooting nuts.”

“Nuts, you say. A boy your age still playing with nuts?”

“I told him to,” Mother answered for me.

“In the old park, with all those hooligans?”

“There were no hooligans there,” I tried to get a word in edgewise.

“That you were there at all is enough for me!”

My face started burning afresh. Father had never spoken to me like that before. What did I do to deserve this?

“In my opinion,” Mother broke in, “you shouldn’t take him with you to Aunt Naomi’s today.”

“Why not?”

“Can’t you see how he’s dressed?”

“Well, he’s not, God forbid, in rags.”

I myself didn’t feel like going to Aunt Naomi’s that day. I wasn’t my usual self. Suddenly, I was overcome by a feeling of terrible laziness. All I wanted to do was to lie down and get warm.

True, if we didn’t go to Aunt Naomi’s today, we’d have to wait another whole half-year, until the Sukkoth holiday. I would have preferred that rather than letting them see my flushed and guilty face. But Father insisted.

“What do you mean not go visit Aunt Naomi?” he said. “What would she say?”

“Go alone,” mother suggested.

“No, I won’t go alone.”

So, we went there again, Father and I, as we had done the year before.

When my face wasn’t flushed, and no heavy stone weighed on my heart, visiting Aunt Naomi wasn’t so terrible. She was unlike all my other aunts, and so was her way of life.

Aunt Naomi lived in a two-story brick structure with a wide iron staircase. There were two other residents in the building, Doctor Pryzłencki and a Gentile teacher.

When you climbed up the iron staircase and entered the cold, dimly lit hall, you heard a strange, hollow echo. The door to Aunt Naomi’s place was tall and brown, with a brass handle. It must have been because of that brass handle that Mother so disliked her sister-in-law, for she rarely ever visited her over the holidays.

“I had brass door handles once, too,” Mother often reminded us, “but I certainly didn’t give myself airs like Naomi.”

I don’t know whether, in Mother’s old house with those brass door handles, you also had to press a button before being admitted. At Aunt Naomi’s you had to wait a while at the wide front door. Someone would first ask, “Who is it?” and only then did they let you in.

Whenever we set out to visit Father’s only, and exalted, sister, on the way over he would hum a little melody, with different variations from half-year to half-year. As soon as he arrived at her door, he’d blow his nose, cough, and only then slowly press the button. When the door finally opened, he would walk in, taking big strides as if to say, “I may not be a rich man, but I’m your brother, and I’m as good as you are, my dear sister.”

That was certainly the case. As youngsters, both he and Naomi used to run around together, naked and barefoot in their village’s dairy and feast on rye bread and cottage cheese. Both had looked across to the same faraway, sunlit fields. Both had bathed in the same river. It was only now that things were different. Now Father lived in one room and a kitchen, whereas Naomi was blessed with many rooms. Father spent a few paltry groshen for Sabbath needs, while Aunt Naomi thought nothing of spending three or four rubles.

Aunt Naomi was tall, dark-skinned, with black, prominent eyebrows, like those of a learned Jew. I disliked her eyes. They were pale, melancholy, shifty. Nor did I like Aunt Naomi’s way of speaking. Her words didn’t flow readily but were doled out sparingly. They were filtered slowly through her thin lips, in a kind of drawl.

“Ley-ze-e-er …” she said, “a good holiday to you and a good year … How are you? … Is that so? … Mmm … Blessed be His dear name … And is that really your Mendl?”

As she drawled out the words, “Blessed be His dear name,” she half-closed her eyes in an expression of bliss and shook her head the way a rabbi’s wife might.

Her dark figure, her pointy chin, her very height, all fit well with the spacious, cool rooms, where human voices bounced from corner to corner before coming to a resolution. It seemed that only such walls, such dark tables and chests of drawers, suited a person like Aunt Naomi. Anywhere else, under a low ceiling, for instance, or within warmer walls, Aunt Naomi would have been out of place. However, it was somewhat of a mystery how her husband, Uncle Bentsien, fitted in with the surroundings.

He himself was short, round, and fat. The feet God had given him were tiny, not very manly, and his hands were small and pudgy. His only distinguished feature was a white beard. His ample paunch protruded with a rich man’s audacity.

Uncle Bentsien never wore boots but black, highly polished shoes with elastic sides. His trousers, too, were black, always pressed and with sharp creases down the front. When it came to choosing a kapote, he pondered long and hard, discussing the matter with his wife, and finally picked one that was a bit shorter and trimmer than the usual such garment. That is to say, it could be regarded as suitable for someone who considered himself to be both somewhat enlightened and still somewhat pious. Why “somewhat pious”? Because he couldn’t yet pluck up the courage to sally forth wearing the fedora of the fully enlightened. At home, therefore, he wore a silk, eight-sided skullcap, and when he went out he put on a felt hat with a narrow crown and a brim edged in silk braid.

Uncle Bentsien waddled on his short legs like a duck, taking tiny, womanish steps. Jews, seeing him in the street, would greet him with a “Good morning.” Whenever he passed a Gentile acquaintance, he would doff his hat. Uncle Bentsien was a respected personage in the town. He knew what was going on in every Jewish household, who was getting married, which woman was in labor, which husband and wife were divorcing, who had died. Uncle Bentsien knew everything.

It was only to be expected, therefore, that Uncle Bentsien should be a leader in the Jewish community, serving as secretary of the community council. Who, for instance, could be seen going into the office of the city administrator, stepping with such confidence? Bentsien, the secretary of the Jewish community. Who could be found running every Monday and Thursday to the district governor or to the military commander? Uncle Bentsien. And who walked in such brotherly closeness on the street with the rabbi, if not Uncle Bentsien?

It was a matter of great honor for Father and me that Bentsien, the secretary of the Jewish community, was my uncle and Father’s own brother-in-law. It was also a matter of pride for me that Uncle Bentsien occupied a place of honor in the main synagogue, praying at the eastern wall with all the other dignitaries, next to the rabbi, and that, after the service, he walked home with the cantor, with the synagogue trustee Ruvele Beckerman and other worthies.

Father and I prayed in the study house, the besmedresh, and walked home afterward with Motl Straw or with Moyshele the hatmaker. It therefore gave us much pleasure when Uncle Bentsien would suddenly show up in our little study house, just before the reading of Torah, on one of the holidays or on a Sabbath marking the new month.

When these visits occurred, everyone knew that there had to be a purpose, that Bentsien wouldn’t just drop in to the besmedresh for no reason at all. Surely, he was bringing us some important news from the greater world. So, of course, people took notice and pricked up their ears. Prayer shawls came off shrouded heads, little boys were lifted onto window sills and tables.

Bentsien’s rich-man’s paunch pushed its way to the pulpit. His white, well-trimmed beard gazed down on the expectant, sober faces. Yekhiel-Sane, the elderly sexton, banged on the table with abandon, “Sha-a! Silence!”

A hush fell over the besmedresh. I, too, climbed up on a table. After all, this was my Uncle Bentsien!

Uncle Bentsien looked around slowly, taking in all four sides of the room, and, even more ponderously, delivered the world news he had brought with him.

“I am here to announce, on behalf of the rabbi and on behalf of the community council,” he declaimed in a grating voice, “that you can now register your children in the Talmud Torah elementary school every day from noon until evening, except Fridays and Saturdays.”

So, it wasn’t such big world news after all. The little boys were soon being lifted back down from the tables. Someone at the eastern wall tossed his prayer shawl back over his head and mumbled into his open prayer book, “N-n-a … some news indeed!”

Be all that as may, the news that Uncle Bentsien announced was important and people listened attentively. It meant that poor mothers, widows, alas, and abandoned wives were given notification about enrolling their children in the tuition-free elementary school maintained by the community.

Now, on the last days of the Passover holiday, here I was sitting in the high-ceilinged, dark rooms of that same Uncle Bentsien. Aunt Naomi sat close by Father’s side. She knew that her brother was somewhat hard of hearing. Uncle Bentsien didn’t know this, or else pretended not to know. He sat at the other end of the room, his small barrel of a body squeezed into a soft armchair, from which his short legs dangled like little logs of wood. He was wearing his eight-sided, silk skullcap, cracking nuts, dipping fruit pits into a glass of mead, and peeling oranges. All the while, he kept looking at me.

What had Uncle Bentsien noticed about me? Why was he smacking his lips after every sip of mead? And, above all, why was he crinkling his nose like that? Was it because Father couldn’t afford to buy me new clothes for Passover and that I had come here in my weekday kapote? Mother was right. How could I show myself at Uncle Bentsien’s in such a worn garment? I was ashamed in front of my uncle and aunt, ashamed to be sitting in that beautiful, rich house. But most of all, I was ashamed because of Mendl.

My aunt and uncle had a Mendl too, both of us having been named after the same grandfather. Only this Mendl was older and better looking than me. He took after Aunt Naomi and had the same small, narrow mouth. When he talked, his mouth crinkled to one side, like his mother’s. I always felt that the reason he crinkled his mouth was because he thought himself to be so high and mighty.

As it happened, Mendl was right to hold himself in such exalted regard. He wore a white shirt and a tie, as well as long trousers, reaching to below his low, laced boots. He didn’t attend a Hebrew school, a kheyder, like me, but studied in a shkole, a Russian-Jewish school. He was free to roam through all the big rooms of his house, and he could ask for anything he wanted. He had no brothers or sisters. He was an only child.

But all that counted for nothing. There were many good-looking, rich Mendls in our town, living in spacious houses. But none of the other Mendls had a singing voice as beautiful as his.

The word in town was that Bentsien’s Mendl was something special and that the world would one day be hearing from him. Everybody in town was aware that Bentsien’s Mendl could read and write as fluently as running water, that he knew whole chapters of the Bible by heart. So, why shouldn’t I feel poor and insignificant in comparison to such a Mendl, for whose sake elderly Jews would run from the besmedresh to the shul just to hear him sing?

I, too, always raced to hear him. Mendl was the soloist in the boys’ choir that accompanied the old Lithuanian cantor. His angelic tones rang out from under the arched, blue ceiling of the shul like a voice from heaven. Sometimes, when he sang in a haunting tremolo, it seemed as if all the flutes and clarinets, all the trumpets and fiddles that were carved into the eastern wall, came to life and joined in.

Now I was sitting as a guest in their home. Mendl looked at me as though I were a stranger. He knew who I was. Didn’t I come here every six months? Yet he made as if he didn’t recognize me. He crinkled his little mouth to one side and never said a word to me. I would have liked to start a conversation, but how to begin if the other person doesn’t even acknowledge your presence?

Aunt Naomi had a request.

“Mendlshi,” she cajoled, “sing something for Uncle Leyzer.”

Mendl looked up with a pair of eyes as large and as pale as his mother’s and shrugged. It was not hard to figure out what he meant by that gesture: “Tell me, really, is there anybody here worth singing for?”

Father smiled at him. “Nu … yes … Sing something, Mendl. I sometimes hear you in the shul, but only when I can manage to push my way in …”

Mendl drew his small mouth even tighter. He half-closed his eyes and assumed a dreamy expression. He was actually going to sing! I held my breath. A large, warm smile spread across Father’s face. Aunt Naomi closed her eyes, too, just like her son, and assumed the same expression. Only Uncle Bentsien was oblivious, as he loudly slurped the last drops of mead from his glass and folded both hands across his stomach.

But Mendl didn’t sing. Instead, he walked slowly and stiffly into the next room.

The smile vanished from Father’s face. I let out my breath. Aunt Naomi wrinkled her forehead and tracked her son’s departure with sorrowful eyes.

But a few minutes later, Mendl’s voice resounded from the next room. He was singing! Father’s lips curled with pleasure. The worried wrinkles on Aunt Naomi’s brow turned into creases of joy.

“May I never meet with misfortune, dear God in Heaven!” she nodded her head. “He sings, may he be protected from the evil eye, just like a bird in the forest.”

I, personally, had no idea how a human being could sing like a bird in the forest. But listening to Mendl, I found myself moved to the quick. His voice was as sweet as the best honey. He was incomparable. I now understood that he had every reason to feel high and mighty. If I were in his place, I would have felt the same way.

By now the room was growing dark. We sat there like invalids who are afraid to move lest it aggravate their pain. The glasses of mead stood in the shadows, forgotten. Mendl’s melodious voice hung in the air, yes, like a bird in the forest. I could almost hear it fluttering its wings.

Such marvelous singing, such a marvelous boy, that Uncle Bentsien’s Mendl! I was sated with mead and candied orange peel. Still, I felt hungry and depressed, all because of Mendl’s marvelous, melodious voice.

Father was speaking to me, but I didn’t answer.

When all was said and done, who was I compared to Mendl? A speck of dust, mere chaff in the wind. Father couldn’t even afford to buy me new clothes for the holiday, whereas the other Mendl went about dressed like a prince. Even his voice was princely. I, on the other hand, loitered in strangers’ courtyards. I dealt with people like Jusza and Hodl. I was a boor, an ignoramus. At that moment I couldn’t have wished for anything better than to hear that Mendl had taken ill and had to have his vocal cords removed. Then I would have been able to love him and make him my best, my only, friend. I would have told him about the pigeons on the roof, about Jusza, about Ite, about Yoyne. There were many other things I would have told him, too. But now I couldn’t say anything.

From Aunt Naomi’s we went straight to the besmedresh. It was time for the evening service. On this occasion, Moshke the cantor spun out his military marches in so dry and monotonous a tone that it made my ears throb. I prayed for the service to end so that I could lie down, bury my face in the pillow, and cry. All I wanted to do was cry my heart out.

Back home, Father never gave me a second thought. He reported on the wonders of his sister Naomi, on our gracious reception, on Mendl’s mellifluous voice.

I noticed that Mother screwed up her face. I don’t think she much liked hearing what Father was telling her. I could have sworn that Father’s account made her unhappy.

“Enough!” she waved her hand impatiently. “We’ve already heard all about her good fortune.”

I was very grateful to Mother, thankful with all my heart. What a dear human being she was, always taking my side, always sympathizing with my grievances.

Father fell silent. Suddenly everything in the room was silent. Ite was setting the table. Her face looked pinched and angry, with ugly red blotches. Mother had changed out of her holiday clothes. She looked upset and grief-stricken.

“And where is that son of yours?” Father asked before we sat down to the table.

“He won’t be here today,” Mother snapped back.

Ite hurried into the kitchen. Father crinkled his eyes.

“What do you mean? It’s time to make kiddush, to sanctify the wine.”

“You can do it without him.”

“I don’t understand.”

“What don’t you understand? He’s not here, and that’s that. He’s been invited to Aunt Miriam’s.”

“Is that so? Mmm …”

We sat down to the table without Yoyne. Again, Ite didn’t join us. We ate in silence.

Yoyne never came back to sleep, nor did he show up the next morning. Ite moved about the house incessantly, her cheeks still aflame, cleaning, washing, polishing.

At the close of the holiday, in the evening, when the Passover dishes were being stored for another year, and the everyday dishes put back in place, Mother went out, taking with her Yoyne’s little, peeling suitcase. Ite sat by the window, worn out from her labors, staring into the darkness.

Father had also gone out, to see his partner, Motl Straw. The house was bleak, without Mother, without Father, without Yoyne. I wandered around the empty house like an orphan. I had the feeling that I would never see Mother again, though she did return late that night without Yoyne and without his little suitcase.

I now had the iron bed all to myself.



Chapter Twelve

I found out later that Yoyne had left town that end-of-the-holiday night without saying goodbye to anyone. Why did he run away like that? No one in the house asked after him, as if they were ashamed to even mention his name. Ite stayed on a while longer. She grew thinner. Her eyes lost the dark, warm luster that she had brought with her from Warsaw. She became lazy, sluggish.

No one seemed to notice that she was wasting away. Mother didn’t say a word. I saw all this but could do nothing. Father was totally unconcerned about his daughter. Six days of the week he moved between sky and earth, among stacks of hay and peasants’ carts. He saw Ite only on Saturdays, but that wasn’t enough time to discern all that was going on. Besides, Father was still walking on air, recalling his sister’s hospitality and her son’s singing voice.

He scarcely missed an opportunity to mention Aunt Naomi and her talented son. That Friday night at the Sabbath meal, when it came time to sing the special hymns, I tried to help Father out. He made a face as if he were swallowing something distasteful, and sighed, “Where do you find another, like Naomi’s Mendl?”

“All he can think of is Naomi’s Mendl,” Mother commented bitterly.

She didn’t like to hear about her rich sister-in-law. She didn’t like to hear Aunt Naomi’s son praised. She couldn’t abide anything that had to do with those spacious rooms and their self-satisfied inhabitants.

“You’d do better to worry about your own Mendl,” Mother said with a touch of resentment. “He’s somebody’s son, too. Believe me, had God been kinder to me, our Mendl would also know how to sing.”

“What foolishness!” Father barely concealed a smile. “Why are you so angry? Who says that our Mendl isn’t somebody’s son? But singing, you should know, is a gift bestowed by God.”

“Gift, shmift!” Mother snorted. “We know all about such gifts! As soon as those gifted souls grow up they become money-lenders, good-for-nothings. What do you think that brother-in-law of yours is, if not a good-for-nothing?”

“Who? Bentsien?”

“Yes, Bentsien, Bentsien …”

“But he’s the secretary of the community. Woman! What’s the matter with you?” Father couldn’t hide his astonishment.

“Some accomplishment! I know how to write, too, and I don’t make such a fuss about it.”

“Oh, leave me alone,” Father dismissed her with a wave of his hand.

“You don’t know what you’re talking about!”

“Don’t you worry, I know very well what I’m talking about. I should have so good a year, but Mordkhe-Mendl is a thousand times more important than that Bentsien of yours.”

“My enemies should have such a year! What’s so important about Mordkhe-Mendl?” Father shook his head scornfully.

“I’m telling you. One of these days, Mordkhe-Mendl is going to shake up all of Poland.”

“You mean, shake up all the bedbugs.”

“You’ll see.”

“I’ve seen it for the past twenty years, ever since poor Khane became his wife.”

“Khane is a thousand times dearer to me than Naomi.”

I liked Aunt Khane a lot more, too. She was poor, very poor. A full sister of Father’s and of Aunt Naomi’s, she had Aunt Naomi’s swarthy complexion and Father’s dreamy eyes. She talked slowly, like her sister Naomi, but without the latter’s sing-song drone and without her airs.

No one ever went to visit Aunt Khane. She lived on the outskirts of town in a wooden hut with grimy windowpanes and a green, shingled roof. No spacious rooms for Aunt Khane. In fact, she lived in a single room with a low, sooty ceiling, and an earthen floor that was uneven and full of holes. It contained two half-made beds with faded red bedding and a wide, old-fashioned clay stove with a recess that held a few sticks of firewood set there to dry, and around which several dark-skinned, hungry children in outgrown shirts huddled to keep warm.

Tall and prematurely bent, Aunt Khane’s bony figure was eternally wrapped in an old gray shawl with gaping holes. Her head was always covered by a wool tam, whose color had faded over time. In her house all meals were the same, potatoes in the morning, potatoes midday, potatoes at night. In the winter it was impossible to step outside Aunt Khane’s hut beyond the threshold, because the snow lay piled halfway to the window. All one could do was to wait and look out the frozen panes, avidly watching for last year’s stork to return to its perch on the poplar across the way and announce that at last one could go out, that the precious summer had finally arrived.

Summer was also the time when Aunt Khane would come into town, smelling of cows and of milk, of sprouting wheat and of the warm rain that dampened her ceiling, dripping through the cracks in the shingles.

She would come by our house when dawn still lay sleepily on the windowpanes. She would slip in quietly, say a solemn “Good morning,” and sit down on the edge of Mother’s bed.

Aunt Khane felt toward Mother as she would toward her own sister. She would pour out all the bitterness of her heart to her and bemoan her miserable lot—that there wasn’t a groshen in the house, that there was meat on the table only on the Sabbath, and sometimes not even then, that her children ran about barefoot and naked, that she owed rent for three-quarters of the year, that she was afraid of becoming a beggar.

Mother would console her. “Don’t sin against God. Have faith, Khane. I believe in your husband Mordkhe-Mendl. He’ll shake up all of Poland yet. You’ll see, mark my words.”

Despite the fact that Aunt Khane didn’t have enough sustenance to get her through the day, she, too, had great faith in her husband. In fact, everyone did, except Father. After all, why shouldn’t people believe in Mordkhe-Mendl? What a head on his shoulders! What a doer! Who could compare with him? What did it matter that he was a pauper, that he even had to borrow a few groshen to buy cigarettes? He had great plans, plans on how to get rich. His head was constantly buzzing with new schemes.

Uncle Mordkhe-Mendl wasn’t one of those people who, on Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur, asked God for nothing more than a decent livelihood and good health for their wives and children. Such people, he said were people with small ideas and even smaller worries. He, Mordkhe-Mendl, wasn’t going to stand before the Almighty and plead for something so paltry as a livelihood. And if he got it, what did it amount to, anyway? Just another bowl of grits, another goose leg.

The chief thing in life, according to him, was to achieve something. The whole world must come to know that there is a Mordkhe-Mendl, somebody to be reckoned with, somebody to be talked about.

For instance, why shouldn’t he lay claim, as his own property, to the nearby woods, where couples strolled the week of Passover, along with its surrounding farm? What gave Aron Shtaynberg the better right? Was he a greater scholar? A more eloquent preacher? Why shouldn’t he, Mordkhe-Mendl, be the one to build a railroad to Bialobrzegì? And why shouldn’t the whole Farle company, with its flour mills and brickworks and sawmills, belong to Mordkhe-Mendl? Was Itshele Beckerman smarter than him?

Day after day, Mordkhe-Mendl went out to work on landowners’ estates, measuring fields, felling trees, but no significant income ever accrued to the little hut by the side of the main road to town.

One day Mordkhe-Mendl got an idea, a veritable brainstorm. He realized that there wasn’t a single glassworks in the whole city. How could a town with so many Jews, and even more Gentiles, get by without a glassworks? He, Mordkhe-Mendl, would set up such an establishment, and export its wares to all corners of the earth. It would make money hand over fist. He’d make a fortune.

Once again Mordkhe-Mendl made the rounds of the landowners, this time, looking for partners to invest in the enterprise. Day and night he made calculations, while the little hut froze in the grip of a stiff, biting cold. The dirt-smeared children in their rags and tatters fought to secure warmer places by the stove. Everyone in the house lived in the hope that, if not today, then tomorrow, the glassworks would be set up and the stove would then give off enough heat to warm all.

Finally, the day arrived when Uncle Mordkhe-Mendl, together with two landowners, went to a notary to draw up the necessary papers.

Meanwhile, they laid in a store of timber and construction of the factory began. The glassworks, by some miracle, sprung up, with a soot-spewing chimney pointing skyward, with roofs, fences, and furnaces.

The entire town turned out to gape at the wonder of it all. They stretched their necks, ran their hands along the walls, clucked their tongues, “N-n-a! Can you believe it?”

But Mordkhe-Mendl never became a partner in the glassworks. Someone had led him astray, someone else had lied to him, and he was left high and dry.

Uncle Mordkhe-Mendl then went to lawyers, to judges, to secretaries, to officials of all kinds. He taught himself all the paragraphs and particulars of the pertaining laws, until he knew them by heart. He could prove, as clear as the nose on your face, that he was swindled, and he was certain he would win in a court of law. But he never got beyond the paragraphs and the particulars. The glassworks did indeed send its wares to all corners of the earth, but without Mordkhe-Mendl as a partner.

However, his thick, black beard didn’t turn gray because of this misfortune. On the contrary, it seemed to get blacker and silkier. His large, lively eyes, like the froth on a head of beer, continued to effervesce, and his mouth, with its two rows of white teeth, took on an even more determined look.

Uncle Mordkhe-Mendl didn’t give up. So what! One can get along fine without a glassworks in town. But a city like this must have a distillery. And who said that you can get rich only from glassware? What about whiskey? He had already picked out the site. There was even a commission set up for the purpose and official approval was obtained. All that now remained was to begin construction.

“Khane, my dear wife,” Uncle Mordkhe-Mendl trilled to her one summer morning at our house, “get ready to live in a palace. Money will flow in through the doors and windows. We’ll get drunk like the Gentiles. Don’t you worry, Mordkhe-Mendl is still alive and kicking.”

He ran around the house like the wind, his coat unbuttoned, its flaps flying, the peak of his cap turned up, waving his arms about.

“Who is this Bentsien, this so-called secretary of the community?” he scoffed. “What is Bentsien to me, anyway?”

Mother watched the frenzied Mordkhe-Mendl with a broad smile on her face. She believed in him. Hadn’t she predicted that her brother-in-law would one day shake up all of Poland? Now her prophecy was about to come true. Aunt Khane’s thin cheeks turned red, flushed with pride in her handsome, silver-tongued husband.

Only Father sat by in total silence, looking down at the table. His brother-in-law’s extravagant boasting made no impression on him. He’d heard it all before, not for the first time, nor the last. But for Mordkhe-Mendl to belittle Bentsien, the Jewish community’s respected secretary, this was too much for Father. He slowly raised his face from the table, lifted his eyebrows, and, in a quiet, mocking tone, said, “Shame on you! Look who’s talking about Bentsien!”

“Leyzer!” Mordkhe-Mendl stopped short in the middle of the room. “You can go and pickle your Bentsien in vinegar, even if he is the secretary of the community. As for my business dealings, you know as much about them as a cow does about Scripture. All you know about is hay. So go on, go smell your hay.”

“At least my hay smells good,” Father answered back, “but your business deals stink to high heaven.”

He looked over at Mother, with a triumphant smile on his face, to see if she approved of his retort. But Mother wasn’t pleased at all. In fact, nobody was. Nonetheless, Father wasn’t completely wrong. Mordkhe-Mendl may, indeed, have meant to shake up all of Poland, and his intentions may have been good, but people in town were already saying that his wheelings and dealings were likely to land him in jail.

Particularly, the distillery. The time for the signing of the papers was coming closer. The night before the momentous event, Mordkhe-Mendl celebrated with a tumbler of brandy and a plateful of goose gizzards. The children for once weren’t squabbling over positions at the stove. Aunt Khane didn’t sleep a wink all night.

Then, without warning, the landowner who was Mordkhe-Mendl’s partner, up until then the picture of health, lay down to sleep and never got up.

If not for that unfortunate circumstance, Mordkhe-Mendl might now be living in his palace, driving around in his own carriage, drawn by two horses. Bentsien, the secretary of the Jewish community, wouldn’t be turning up his nose at him, nor Father mocking him. But God willed otherwise. Mordkhe-Mendl was summoned to the police and subjected to an investigation concerning the sudden death of Pan Dombrowski.

Mordkhe-Mendl continued to live in his tumbledown hut by the side of the road, where the wind howled on all sides and the rain seeped in through the cracks in the shingled roof. Carts rumbled by on their way to distant towns, to markets and fairs. Aunt Khane, surrounded by roaring winds and open fields, spent her black nights praying to the Almighty to come to the aid of her Mordkhe-Mendl, her clever and ingenious husband, her handsome reciter of the benediction over the wine.

Mordkhe-Mendl no longer went around boasting and bragging. After the collapse of the distillery enterprise, his black, silken beard started to turn gray. His restless, sparkling eyes took on a dull, beaten look. Nevertheless, he didn’t give up and still had hopes of becoming somebody rich and important. After all, he was Mordkhe-Mendl! Maybe Aunt Khane’s prayers on those black nights would actually come to pass.

Mordkhe-Mendl was now possessed by a new madness, to become an estate-owner. This was a man who all his life had lived in a ramshackle wooden hovel, who ate nothing but grits and black bread, who hadn’t had a new suit of clothes made since his wedding—this man was now dreaming of purchasing an estate! And not just any estate, but the Wyszufka estate, which happened to be for sale.

One early summer morning, Aunt Khane was sitting on the edge of Mother’s bed. A blue shaft of sunlight fell on her blond, bedraggled wig. In a hushed, barely audible voice, she confided to Mother that Fleischer, the German, was about to purchase the Wyszufka estate and take in Mordkhe-Mendl as a partner.

“Well, you know yourself,” she said, “that Mordkhe-Mendl has no money to invest. But where is it written that you need only money to buy an estate? Fleischer, that German, will provide the capital and Mordkhe-Mendl will provide the brains.”

Aunt Khane breathed this information into Mother’s half-asleep face, more softly than the buzzing of a fly. Father, standing by the window in phylacteries and prayer shawl, despite his deafness, still managed to overhear. He turned his head and looked at his sister with such a mocking smile that it set the blood rushing to her face.

Mother lay in bed, her round face beaming with pleasure. She had lately become prettier. She had regained the soft, rich lady’s double chin that she had brought back with her from Warsaw and, in addition, she had newly acquired some haughty wrinkles in the corners of her nose. When she wore her black blouse, with the white trim on the sleeves and the white jabot at her throat, and then lifted her head a bit to take someone’s measure, then she could easily have been entrusted with presiding over an estate herself.

No wonder that she now listened raptly to what Aunt Khane was whispering to her. She had noticed Aunt Khane turning red when Father gave her his mocking smile. Knitting her forehead, Mother spoke up loudly, with no less mockery.

“Pay no attention to him, Khane. All he’ll ever have, that brother of yours, is that silly smile. He thinks one can’t do any better in this world than dealing in hay. And I’m telling you that, with God’s help, before very long, you’re going to be the mistress of an estate.”

“From your mouth to God’s ear,” Aunt Khane sighed softly.

Meanwhile, the days and the weeks weren’t standing still. The deal was about to be consummated, and then the bottom fell out. The owner of the estate, a landowner’s widow, was demanding an exorbitant price. Fleischer was beginning to have regrets, though this time Mordkhe-Mendl was determined to safeguard his own interests.

He dashed about, barely ate, barely slept, spent long days trying to arrange a mortgage. Well, that might be negotiated, but who could guarantee that the present venture wouldn’t, God forbid, end up like the glassworks and the distillery?

“Have faith!” Mother spoke encouragingly to her sister-in-law. “My heart tells me that this time Mordkhe-Mendl won’t go away empty-handed.”

Mordkhe-Mendl himself was hardly to be seen. He didn’t sleep at home. He was constantly on the move, riding trains, knocking at the fancy doors of landowners, too busy even to go to the baths in preparation for the Sabbath.

One morning he fell into our house, famished, exhausted from lack of sleep, his beard a tangle. Mother at once set a place for him at the table. She plunked down a whole loaf of bread, ran out to buy fresh butter and cheese, and made a potful of coffee. While he was eating, Mother placed both elbows on the table, propped her face on her hands, and looked eagerly into his brown, weather-beaten face.

“How are things going, Mordkhe-Mendl?” she asked, a warm smile in her eyes.

“They’re going.” He sipped his coffee. “All I need is a bit of God’s mercy.”

“Just take it easy.” Mother spoke to him as she would to her own husband. “Just don’t lose your temper.”

“It’s got nothing to do with temper. There’s something else going on here, unfortunately. That German, that Fleischer, is the thief of all thieves. They say that Jews are swindlers, but I’m telling you, that German is a greater swindler than all the Jews put together. You know, of course, I don’t have any money, not a cent, only my initiative and my ideas. That crook Fleischer wants to tie me hand and foot and bury me so deep that I’ll never be resurrected. He wants me only as a steward, a servant. He’ll be the sole owner of the estate and intends, for example …”

Uncle Mordkhe-Mendl set down his half-drunk cup of coffee and, warming to his subject, explained to Mother, in no uncertain terms, how that German, Fleischer, looking to deceive him, to lead him down the garden path, wanted to finish him off.

Mother looked into his fierce eyes. She stared at him, utterly bewildered and with a helpless smile on her pretty lips. Did she understand all that Mordkhe-Mendl was telling her? Perhaps. But to me it seemed that all she took in was his frenzied state of mind, his wild gesturings, the fiery look in his eyes, and, most of all, the beautiful picture that he painted of the Polish gentlewoman’s estate.

And then, one weekday afternoon, quite out of the blue, the whole town began to buzz with the news—Mordkhe-Mendl had purchased the Wyszufka estate.

“Mordkhe-Mendl?” they wrinkled their noses. “Who’s this Mordkhe-Mendl?”

“Don’t you know? He’s Leyzer’s brother-in-law.”

“Who’s Leyzer?”

“The hay-dealer.”

“And his brother-in-law has bought the Wyszufka estate?”

“Yes, his brother-in-law.”

“A pox on all my enemies! But he’s a pauper!”

“Well, there you have it.”

One neighbor passed the news on to another. The word spread from mouth to mouth, from house to house, from husband to wife, from Jew to Gentile.

Mother came running from Aunt Miriam’s and, all out of breath, called out, “Leyzer! Have you heard?”

But Father wasn’t home yet. Today, of all days, he was late. Mother ran to the neighbors, looking for someone who might tell her that it was really true. Yes, everyone had heard about it, but no one had been there to see it in person.

Mother was about to head out for the road leading to the hut with the earthen floor, where Mordkhe-Mendl himself could tell her. She had to know immediately, this very minute! But then she thought better of it.

“No,” she said resentfully. “They should have come to me first with the good news.”

Father finally came home, looking unlike his usual self. His beard was still covered with dust from the hay, his hat was askew, and he had a bewildered look, as if he himself had purchased the Wyszufka estate and not Uncle Mordkhe-Mendl.

“Leyzer, have you heard the news?”

“Is it true?”

“What do you mean is it true? The whole town is talking.”

Yes, he’d also heard the news, at the besmedresh, where he’d gone for the evening service, but no one there was praying. The place was buzzing like a beehive. People went out of their way to congratulate him, to wish him mazel tov. Who would have guessed?

“What did I keep telling you, Leyzer?” Mother’s whole body swayed back and forth.

“You told me … but who could have known?”

“Mordkhe-Mendl is pretty smart, no?”

“Yes-smart, no-smart, but to buy an estate you need money …”

“Don’t you worry about that. He has the money. Do you think he’s like you … today hay, tomorrow hay …”

“Nu, maybe you want me to buy you an estate, too?”

“What do you mean, that an estate isn’t for the likes of me?”

“If that’s what you want,” Father shrugged his shoulder, “we can also buy an estate.”

“Listen to him, making fun of everything!”

Mother stormed into the kitchen. Father’s eyes followed her, with a quiet, questioning look.

All that evening, Mother never said another word. Silently, her brow furrowed with worry, she served us supper.

Several flies were asleep on the ceiling. The clock ticked quietly, monotonously … today hay, tomorrow hay. Its weights almost dropped to the top of the dresser. Father slowly pushed them up. Something inside the works gave out a groan, just like in Mother’s heart.

After supper, Mother sat down beside the open window, staring out into the night. A stifling blast of heat wafted over from the opposite house. Upstairs, on the small porch, someone was crawling around in the cubicles. The clock softly chimed the hours, one after another. Mother remained at the window. I could have sworn that in her mind’s eye she saw the brass door handles in the house of her first husband, the feldsher. She was probably comparing her former life with her present one. Or maybe she was envying Aunt Khane, now living on her new estate, amid wheat fields and lindens, under a beautiful, wide sky.

My mother, my dear mother, to her very end, never forgot those brass door handles.



Chapter Thirteen

It was really true. Mordkhe-Mendl, the total pauper, had become an estate-owner.

“How could that be?” people asked. “Did he rob a church?”

“Maybe he did.”

“And what about Fleischer, the German? Did Mordkhe-Mendl push him out?”

“He must have.”

It was a puzzle and a mystery. The whole town was in an uproar. It wasn’t just strangers who couldn’t make heads or tails of the matter; even the family was at a loss to explain what was going on. People ran out, in the middle of the week, to see the estate for themselves, to make sure that it wasn’t a dream or a delusion.

Even Mordkhe-Mendl’s worst enemies had to admit that it wasn’t a dream. The entire Wyszufka estate, its forests and its meadows, its cattle and its fowl, all now belonged to Uncle Mordkhe-Mendl.

Mother and Father, however, were in no great hurry to join the sightseers. Mother was offended by the fact that neither Mordkhe-Mendl nor Khane had personally come to tell her the good news. Father still refused to believe it, though people continued to congratulate him and a few even began to address him with the honorific Reb, mister, calling him “Reb Leyzer, the estate-owner’s brother-in-law.” But he was in no hurry to take a look for himself. Hadn’t he seen an estate before? Didn’t he already know what the Wyszufka place looked like?

We kept putting off our visit from one Sabbath to the next, from one Sunday to the next, until one day a messenger showed up at our house, a tall Gentile, carrying a whip, who asked if Pan kupiec—Mr. merchant—was at home.

“Why do you want Pan kupiec?”

“Because Pan Dziedzic from Wyszufka requests that Pan kupiec, his wife, and son come visit.”

“Pan Dziedzic?” Father squinted with both eyes. “Who is this Dziedzic?”

“The new owner … what’s his name?”

“Don’t you know the name of your new landlord?”

“I know,” the peasant waved his hand. “What do they call him? Mendl, something like that …”

“Is he the one who just bought the Wyszufka property?”

“That’s him.”

“Some fine Dziedzic, that one.” Father was having his bit of fun. “Are you sure it’s not a mistake?”

“No mistake.”

“But I have no idea who that Dziedzic of yours is.”

“Eh, … you’re pulling my leg. Who doesn’t know Mendl, black Mendl!”

“Oh … that Mendl. Why didn’t you say so in the first place?”

I had never seen Father in such a jocular mood. Whom was he making fun of? The peasant? Mordkhe-Mendl? Why was he playing dumb?

“Why are you joking?” Mother jumped in. “Your brother-in-law isn’t good enough for you?”

“And what makes you think that he is?” Father shot back.

“So, don’t go see him. Nobody’s begging you.”

Mother’s face was flushed. She put down the dishes with a clatter, and not in their proper place either. She was obviously upset with Father’s contempt for Mordkhe-Mendl.

I also had my quibbles with Father. Why did he begrudge Mordkhe-Mendl his estate? My own father, behaving like this? This was all new to me, and it hurt. After all, I thought, Father never had any brass door handles, so why should he be jealous of others? But in the end, he did go to pay his respects to Uncle Mordkhe-Mendl, successor to Dziedzic, a one-time owner of the estate. We all went, including Ite.

The estate lay along the same road where the wooden hovel that once housed Mordkhe-Mendl stood. Only now did we get a good look at it. It was dark and ramshackle, its walls lopsided. Clumps of cracked, yellow clay, applied to keep out the cold, hung from the small, single window. Two bedraggled children, in shirts too short to cover their little bellies, sat on the doorstep, holding empty tin bowls, scraping hard to get at the last clot of grits stuck to the bottom.

They were strangers, blond children, Gentiles. Not too long ago, Mordkhe-Mendl’s own children used to sit on the same doorstep, themselves scraping the bottoms of their empty bowls. Now they lived on their own estate. How unknowable are the ways of the Lord! And there, just beyond the Russian cemetery, it lay, Mordkhe-Mendl’s estate.

We, his close relatives, were visiting Mordkhe-Mendl for the very first time.

The road we were on was also observing its Sabbath rest, empty of the usual jumble of traffic. Now and then a lone peasant cart would rumble by, either going into, or returning from, town. The peasants watched us as we strolled leisurely along, looking refreshed after the Sabbath afternoon nap. Several of them knew Father and touched the peaks of their caps.

“Niech bendzie Pochwalony … May God bless you.”

“Na wieki wiekow … Forever and ever after.”

The sun looked blankly down, positioned in the sky smack over the middle of the field. Under a poplar tree, in the shade, someone was sitting, head bent, wrapping his leggings. Someone else lay asleep on the grass, warming his backside in the sun. A peasant woman, with two empty baskets at her side, was kneeling in front of an image of the Holy Mother, black and faceless, that dangled from a branch of the poplar. This meant that soon we would be seeing the low, gray wall of the Russian cemetery, its stone surface perpetually wet. It was a strange and cold place. Its crosses were terrifying.

“Over there,” Father stretched out an arm and pointed in the direction of the field. “That’s the place.”

A dark mass loomed in the distance, a forest, perhaps, or an orchard. Every now and then the dark shape opened to reveal a patch of white, flashing in the sun.

“The farmyard’s over there,” said Father, “and that square of white, that’s the palace.”

A palace! That word … it struck a blow to my temples. I had never seen a palace before. I only knew from storybooks that kings and princesses lived in palaces. That my Uncle Mordkhe-Mendl, with his tattered coat, should also be living in a palace boggled the mind. Mother couldn’t believe it, either. Now, at the last minute, she was beginning to have her doubts.

“Mordkhe-Mendl lives in that palace over there?” she asked, obviously bewildered, raising a hand to her forehead.

“Must be. If he’s a Dziedzic, then it stands to reason that he should live in a palace,” Father smiled into his beard.

Well, Father could smile to his heart’s content, but here we were, about to go into an estate with an actual palace.

Is this what a palace looks like? The storybooks tell us that palaces are made of gold and crystal. But for Uncle Mordkhe-Mendl, a palace like this was fine, too. I saw a wide, white-brick structure with tall, shiny windows. The roof was covered with red tiles, and its eaves had a slight, upward tilt, like the brim of a hat.

Lining the way to the white palace, arrayed like soldiers, was a row of tall linden trees, each trimmed to the same height. This is what the fir trees mentioned in the Bible must have looked like. But all that paled beside the magnificent walk leading to the white palace. It was wide and straight, paved with pebbles that crunched underfoot like crusted, hardened snow.

Father strode over the crunching pebbles with a confident step, he was accustomed to such things. Mother walked stiffly, her head slightly raised. It was hard to tell whether this was out of arrogance or astonishment, or simply because she wasn’t used to walking on lordly paths. My sister Ite hung back, sidling along the edge, taking one step forward, two steps back.

Inside the lovely, white house, they must have caught sight of us, for suddenly a door with wide glass panes swung open with easy grace, majestically. There, standing alone on the outdoor stone steps, was Uncle Mordkhe-Mendl, his hands outstretched, dressed in an unbuttoned, flowered dressing gown, his thick, black beard unkempt. He seemed to have grown taller and broader, and he no longer spoke in the tortured tones that always brought to mind chilly rooms and mildewed walls. Now he approached us, speaking in a voice that was not only expansive, but also somewhat pompous.

“A good Sabbath! Look who’s here! Such welcome guests!”

He stuck out his round, little belly, the very model of a man of property. When did he learn to walk with such measured, patrician steps?

Go figure, when even Aunt Khane, who all her life slunk along walls in the same faded tam, was now coming down the stone stairs with mincing, dainty steps, almost a little hop, not unlike Aunt Naomi. Now Aunt Khane was wearing a new wig, black and shiny, with a curl down the front. Her silk dress, with its ruffled sleeves, rustled, like the crunch of the pebbled path to the palace. She called out, “Make way, children, here I come—Khane the estate-owner!”

Mother’s face seemed to lengthen. I didn’t like how she looked. I knew that Mother had decided to make an entrance, to walk in proudly, holding high her soft Warsaw chin. She had expected they would greet her with trumpets and drums, that they would be overjoyed to see her.

Aunt Khane certainly looked the lady, dressed up as she was in a black dress, with a gold brooch at her throat. Where did she find all these fancy things so quickly? And how did she know to wear them with such style?

Mother’s little double chin shrank and a tiny crease flitted across her fair face. Nobody else noticed. But my eyes were ever on the alert. No one knew Mother’s facial expressions better than I.

However, I was mistaken. Aunt Khane was still the same quiet, kindhearted woman she always was, who used to drop by our house early in the morning and sit down on the edge of Mother’s bed as though she were her own sister.

There was nothing rich-lady about her at all. She didn’t come down the stairs with the mincing, dainty steps reminiscent of Aunt Naomi. That only seemed so at first glance. On the contrary. No sooner did she get to the bottom of the stairs than she immediately regained her everyday, poor-woman’s walk. She ran toward Mother with a radiant face, fell around her neck, and kissed her over and over.

“Frimetshi!” she sobbed with joy. “Dearest one! You should live and be well! So, what do you say to all this, hah? Isn’t Mordkhe-Mendl something?”

“I always told you so, didn’t I?” Mother wiped the corner of her right eye.

“Long life to you, my dear sister-in-law. First comes God, then you.”

“May you grow old in wealth and honor,” Mother wiped her other eye.

“Amen, dear God in heaven! And may the Almighty bless you, too, and bring you great wealth and whatever else you wish for. You always said,” Aunt Khane’s voice shook tearfully, “that Mordkhe-Mendl would shake up all of Poland.”

“I know him better than you do, Khane, even though he’s your husband,” Mother replied, with the assurance of the wise.

Uncle Mordkhe-Mendl was walking with Father, arm in arm, like brothers. Indeed, the two brothers-in-law seemed to have reconciled. Mordkhe-Mendl’s business affairs no longer stank. In fact, they now smelled as sweet as Father’s hay. Hearing his name mentioned, Mordkhe-Mendl left Father standing alone and slid over to the women.

“Let’s embrace and kiss, dearest Frimet,” he spread out his arms. “May God bless you, my clever sister-in-law.”

Mother displayed a face full of dimples and Mordkhe-Mendl flashed his white teeth. And though Father was standing nearby, in full view of everyone, Uncle Mordkhe-Mendl locked arms with Mother, as if he were about to dance with her. Mother broke into a trill of laughter. Aunt Khane smiled shyly, piously, somewhat embarrassed. Father’s teeth were clearly visible under his whiskers.

From the way Mother stepped lightly alongside Uncle Mordkhe-Mendl, and from the way she lifted her face proudly to the sun, it was easy to see that she had once actually lived in a house with brass handles on every door.

Father was walking beside his sister Khane. Ite and I brought up the rear, surrounded on all sides by our cousins. There was Borekh, the eldest son, swarthy like his father and with the same pointed eyebrows. There were his younger sisters and brothers, all wearing long velvet jackets, all with shocks of black hair. And then there was Reyzl, Mordkhe- Mendl’s prettiest daughter. Reyzl was fair-skinned, pale, and with a thin blue vein down her forehead. Her face was as round and flat as a plate. She resembled neither Uncle Mordkhe-Mendl nor Aunt Khane. Her real beauty, however, lay in her hair. It was soft and blond, and gleamed like golden ears of corn.

Reyzl and I were the same age. It seemed that her parents were so busy with settling into the estate that they forgot to buy her shoes. She was skipping barefoot across the sharp pebbles, now and then lifting a foot and wincing. Reyzl talked like her mother, slowly, straight from the heart, and with a quiet humility that was, no doubt, due to the earthen floor on which Mordkhe-Mendl and his household had trod all those years.

Now all the children were standing on the broad stone steps leading up to the white palace, where blue glass panes glittered in the doors. Reyzl’s younger brothers and sisters were the first to go in, Ite and Borekh after them. Only Reyzl and I remained outside.

“Mendl, do you like flowers?” she asked me.

“What do you mean?” I said. “I like them, I don’t like them.”

She took me by the hand. “Come with me. I want to show you something.”

She led me around the back of the palace, through a thicket of ancient poplars and tall, haughty-looking lindens. She led me further down a black, wet path, smoothly paved, like the walks in our new public park. We came upon a park here, too, cool, shaded, with winding paths and two or three broken benches, on which time had laid a green, mossy deposit.

Reyzl led me still further, almost to the end of the little park, toward an old dilapidated bower, woven from birch branches, where some boxed-in sunlight took an occasional rest.

Reyzl pointed to several narrow flower beds, set around the bower, with rows of plants on frail stems, pushing up from the ground.

“These are flowers,” Reyzl said. “Be careful not to step on them. The red ones over there are roses. They’re still buds, but soon they will be big and beautiful. Over there, are violets.” She pointed to some tiny velvety dots. “Look how blue they are. Have you ever seen such flowers? And those along the edge, shaped like cups, they’re called tulips.”

Reyzl, who usually spoke haltingly, as if she were ashamed of something, now rattled off all the flowers by name. How did she know all this? Who told her?

Barefoot, stepping carefully, Reyzl walked knowingly between the planted rows, placing one foot in front of the other.

“We’ve got our own gardener,” she said, “the one that used to work for the former owner and later for the lady who sold Father the estate. He says that the flowers are his grandchildren, and if not for them, there would be no reason to go on living.”

Reyzl was telling me this, all the while looking at me out of her blue, moist, dreamy eyes. Her look made me feel ashamed of my city breeding, of my lack of special talent. Aunt Naomi’s Mendl could sing. Mordkhe-Mendl’s Reyzl loved flowers. What special thing did I have?

At home, we never had flowers. On our windowsill stood an earthenware pot with long, thick leaves, covered in dust, withered around the edges from age or dryness. From those dusty leaves Father cut the onions to treat his sore foot. Those were the only flowers I ever saw or knew about.

On the other hand, I told myself, what does a boy like me need with flowers? Of what use were they? I knew of no Jewish boys my age who liked flowers. Reyzl, after all, was a girl who had lived all her life by the side of the road, under an open sky and among poplar trees. This must account for her knowledge of flowers and for her love.

Reyzl went on telling me about the different kinds of flowers. She showed me those that she herself had planted and raised. But I had stopped listening. I would rather have been inside the palace, seeing what was going on there.

Just then a voice called out from the distance, “Reyzl! Reyzl!”

“Coming, Mother!” she called back, crimping her nose and taking me by the hand. With her other hand she pointed, saying, “Look, just over there. Do you see? That’s an orchard, with pear trees and apple trees and cherry trees. The best of everything grows there. And it’s all ours. You know that?”

Of course I knew. If it wasn’t theirs, why else would I be here, free to roam around and poke my nose into every corner of the estate? All of it belonged to my Uncle Mordkhe-Mendl, including the flowers over there, the ones that the gardener considered his grandchildren, they too belonged to Mordkhe-Mendl. The best sign of his ownership was our visit, giving us an opportunity to see, and to delight in, his elevation.

Aunt Naomi and Uncle Bentsien had also turned up that Sabbath afternoon. Poor souls, they had to come all the way out on foot. They were already sitting in the white palace, sprawled on soft, old-fashioned armchairs with high backs. Uncle Bentsien was wheezing heavily, wiping thick beads of sweat from his forehead and looking around the room.

There was much to see and many questions to ask. Rooms like those, with such furniture, none of us had ever set eyes on before except, perhaps, Father, who was a frequent visitor to the estates of the gentry.

“These are parlors,” he explained, “with dark, high ceilings that keep the room cool.”

Such parlors also had clocks that didn’t run, standing lifeless in their glass cases on ornately decorated porcelain stoves. They had bleached deer antlers spread above their entrances, and stuffed birds with large glass eyes staring down in wonder and bewilderment.

Over there, perched on an old, heavily carved chest, was an eagle—at least Father said it was an eagle—with a hard, crooked beak that looked like an iron hook.

The eagle crouched forward, its claws dug into the top of the sideboard, its outspread wings spanning half the wall behind it. It looked as if it was about to swoop across toward the window, smash through the glass, and fly off.

Uncle Bentsien, dabbing his sweaty, bald head with a white handkerchief, was scarcely able to conceal his amazement.

“Is that really an eagle?” he addressed Father. “Are you absolutely sure?”

“What then do you think it is? A rooster?” replied Father grandly. “If I tell you it’s an eagle, it’s an eagle.”

Father felt completely at home in these parlors, as if he belonged. He didn’t sit looking humble and hard of hearing, the way he usually did during visits to his exalted sister, Aunt Naomi. Here, he was on familiar ground. After all, he was made welcome in the homes of the landed gentry and had seen similar refinements in their establishments. So what was all this fuss over an eagle? He knew all about such things. He was the expert, entitled to show off his superior knowledge.

We were taken on a tour of inspection, invited to look at tables of reddish-brown wood, oval in shape, with bow legs, their backs braided and plaited. We were asked to admire dressers with split drawers and tarnished gilt pulls.

We were shown another “parlor,” this one square, with three long windows, their well-polished panes letting in the sunlight. Here, the ceiling was white and the floor as yellow as wax, assembled from separate, small squares joined together. The walls were light blue, with a thin gold border just below the ceiling. They were covered with faded tapestries dating back to the days of King Sobieski and depicting thin, elongated dogs, ladies in hoop skirts, and gentlemen in white stockings and white wigs, with a braid down the back. What a bizarre depiction! It must be a masquerade. We all stared in disbelief. What sort of people were these? Why did they make themselves look so ridiculous?

You would think that Uncle Bentsien, a man of the world and a regular visitor to the district governor’s office, would know, but he was at a complete loss to explain the meaning of those tapestries. But Father knew. He said that they were portraits of the aristocrats who, in days gone by, had themselves portrayed like that, just as nowadays we have our photographs taken. Their strange clothes were an indication that they were at a ball, what they called a “carnival,” where the lords and ladies dressed up in costume. I understood Father’s explanation. They dressed up just like we Jews do on Purim. They probably even had a wicked Haman of their own.

Mother, however, crinkled her nose.

“It’s not a carnival,” she said. “It’s nothing of the sort.”

She had once read in a book that this is how people dressed in Napoleon’s time. Even the poorest man among them had such a dog and owned such a white wig.

Uncle Bentsien interrupted, “Well, I don’t care one way or the other. I’d get rid of all that fancy stuff anyway. We’d be better off looking at what sort of beds you have here.”

The beds were really nice, quite different from any to be seen in our town. They were reddish-brown, sat low to the ground, with darkly gleaming corners.

“Believe me,” Aunt Khane turned to Mother, “it’s hard for me to fall asleep in such a bed.”

“One gets used to it,” Mother said, with all the assurance of someone who has slept in such aristocratic beds all her life. “When my first husband—may he rest in peace—was alive, I could have easily afforded such beds. When people came to visit and saw the brass door handles …”

I didn’t hear the rest of what Mother was saying. I was too busy looking around to see whether the doors here also had brass handles. Of course, they did. There they were, on the high white doors, but dangling loosely, looking dull and lackluster. Brass door handles, according to Mother, should shine.

“The place needs a lot of repairs,” Aunt Khane said, somewhat apologetically. “It’ll cost a fortune.”

Whenever Aunt Khane talked about money, it was never less than a “fortune.” She said this calmly, sedately, as though certain that, if not today then tomorrow, her Mordkhe-Mendl was going to bring her that fortune. You never know … anything was possible where Mordkhe-Mendl was concerned.

Uncle Bentsien never stopped perspiring and kept dabbing at his red, bald pate with his white handkerchief. Aunt Naomi, her eyelids half-closed, drawled out in her haughty tones, “Mor-d-khe-Men-n-n-dl.”

“Hah?”

“You were going to tell us how you came to acquire the estate. How?” But Mordkhe-Mendl didn’t seem to have heard her.

“Come,” he said, making a sweeping gesture with his hand and getting up from his chair. “Let’s go outside for a while. You’ve hardly seen anything yet. This estate is a gold mine!”

He ran his left hand through his silky beard, like King Ahasuerus of the Purim story, flung open the glass-paneled door, and ushered his guests out, to show off his impressive possession.

There was certainly something to see, that is, there once might have been, when the estate still belonged to Dziedzic, the old landlord, or maybe even at the time of the last lady-owner. Today, however, there wasn’t much left to look at. By any measure, the estate should, at the very least, have matched the grandeur of the palace to which it was attached. But that, sad to say, was not the case.

On an estate, as is well known, there are stables with horses, cows, and oxen. There have to be pigs and piglets rooting in the farmyard, and hens, roosters, turkeys, and ducks running around. Father said that on a proper estate there should also be two or three peacocks strutting about, their regal tails spread wide, whose every feather bears a picture of the sun and the moon. Their assignment was to call out to all passersby, “There’s an estate here, there’s an estate here.”

Well, not all estate-owners have peacocks, and pigs were out of the question for Uncle Mordkhe-Mendl. But why were there no more than two scrawny horses on spindly legs standing in the stable, and no more than two starved-looking cows, one a white calf with a yellow patch under one eye, the other a black milk cow with a white patch smack across her flanks?

Judging by the size and length of the stable, at one time it must have housed a whole herd of cows. On the opposite wall you could still see the empty cribs, separated by little partitions. The smell of warm cow dung had long since escaped through the holes in the roof and through the two doors, which hung askew on loose hinges. All that remained were the two scrawny horses and the two sorry-looking cows.

At that moment, the milk cow turned her black, moist nostrils toward the guests, turning her head away from Uncle Bentsien’s white, flowing beard. She looked at Father in a puzzled way, as if she’d seen him before. It seemed to me that she was searching for a familiar face. On me she fixed her large, watery eyes, as if pleading with me to chase away the tiny flies that chose the whites of her eyes for their resting place.

I tried to wave my hand in front of the cow’s face, but she turned her head away in annoyance.

“Don’t do that!” I seemed to hear her say. “That’s not what I had in mind. I was thinking that what you see here now is nothing. Once, during her ladyship’s days, I had many, many sisters. Entire families of my kind used to live here, grandmothers, mothers, children. We didn’t share this stable then with angry horses. We had a whole barn to ourselves, even bigger than this stable. When we went out to pasture, we crowded in one behind the other, there were so many of us. Our udders overflowed with milk, enough to flood the entire world. Everything’s different today. We’ve fallen on hard times. Old Dziedzic died somewhere far from here and left a mountain of debts. So his wife started selling off one cow after another, one horse after another. There used to be a flock of sheep as well, big, plump ones. Their wool was for sale at every fair. But before long, there was nothing left to be sold and the estate itself was put up for auction. There were many would-be buyers, both Jews and Gentiles, including the German, Fleischer, that coarse blacksmith who used to crawl over roofs, smearing them with thick, red paint. He hoped to become the Dziedzic of the Wyszufka estate. There was a lot of haggling, a lot of bellowing and bickering. The old lady wept, said goodbye to the farm and to all the farmhands. She paid each one what was owed him, and then let them all go. She took nothing with her, except a bunch of flowers. Now the estate belongs not to that German, Fleischer, but to that one over there, the one with the black beard, the one they call Mordkhe-Mendl.”

That’s what an old, white-haired peasant told us, sucking on a small pipe, as he walked between Mother and me. It was he who’d been talking all along, not, God forbid, the cow …

And there, just as the old peasant observed, was Mordkhe-Mendl, striding in his wide, Sabbath dressing gown. He kept pointing to the left and to the right, with hands that seemed to have grown grotesquely large. When he waved them about, they seemed to encompass the whole broad expanse, together with the forest and the sky.

He told us how he had acquired the estate. He was up against rich landowners who were also looking to buy the property. For nights on end he didn’t close an eye. His head was spinning in circles. What if it all came to nothing? Maybe those landowners would rent him the estate? And maybe this and maybe that? That’s when he decided to make common cause with the German, Fleischer.

But Fleischer also wasn’t born yesterday. He, too, wanted to become a landowner and he was determined to own the Wyszufka estate all by himself, without Mordkhe-Mendl.

So what did Mordkhe-Mendl do? …

What he did, I no longer heard. Reyzl came over to me with a bunch of red and blue flowers which, she said, she had picked especially for me. When I got back to town, I was to put them in a vase filled with water.

Mordkhe-Mendl was going on with his story. When I came closer, I heard Uncle Bentsien ask him, “Nu, what happened to Fleischer?” But Mordkhe-Mendl was so absorbed in reciting the virtues of the estate that he paid no attention to Uncle Bentsien’s question.

He was now leading us out of the farmyard, and once again he made a wide, sweeping motion with his hand.

“Take a look at those fields. Do you see that soil? There’s gold buried there. Did those gentleman owners, those boors, know what they had here? Come, let’s go a little further. I want to show you something.”

We walked on. Ahead of us stretched empty, long-neglected plots overgrown with brambles and dotted with tree stumps. It was obvious that this land hadn’t been worked for a very long time. Father concurred, he couldn’t remember a time when any grain grew here. So where was the great fortune that Uncle Mordkhe-Mendl kept boasting of?

We were walking on soft, slippery mud. A hot, yellow haze hung over the field. Why, then, was the ground so wet? It must be a swamp.

“God forbid!” Mordkhe-Mendl looked up. “It’s precisely this soil, slippery mud that the former landowners here didn’t have enough sense to see was valuable.”

The entire field was, in fact, one large expanse of clay. Mordkhe-Mendl pointed to a deep, square pit filled with puddles of brackish water. Its sides gleamed with shiny, dark-brown clay.

“This isn’t just clay,” Uncle Mordkhe-Mendl said. “It’s oil, it’s meat, it’s food without end.”

From that clay, he explained, he would make bricks and roof tiles, earthenware pots, pitchers, jugs for sour milk, and … what not? Right here he’d put up a chimney. He’d hire Gentiles, potters. There would be such work going on here as the world had never seen.

He reached down into the pit and scooped up a messy handful of the precious clay.

“Take a good look,” he said.

“That’s clay?”

“No, it’s diamonds, not clay.”

He passed a clay-smeared hand before each of our faces. Aunt Naomi squeezed her nostrils with two fingers. Uncle Bentsien gingerly touched the proffering with the tip of his little finger. Father looked at it out of the corner of his eye. Only Mother breathed in the smell of the clay, with a full face.

I wasn’t impressed by that precious clay either. Back in town, in our old house, where Moyshe died, we had once dug a ditch and pitched out the same kind of clay that Uncle Mordkhe-Mendl was now showing us. And Simkhele the bricklayer, who once fixed our stove, also patched it with the same kind of clay. So why was Mordkhe-Mendl making such a fuss?

That Sabbath day he showed us many more things. He took us to the forest, some distance away, which was shrouded in a blue, dream-like mist.

“That forest,” he said, “also belongs to the estate.”

He then led us into a garden with a pond covered in a crust of yellow-green scum that must have been there forever. He would have the pond cleaned, he said, and stock it with fish, carp and pike.

We came to an orchard, but one without any fruit on the trees, because this year there was a crop failure, Mordkhe-Mendl remarked. But under his care, God willing, the trees would be fruitful again.

He showed us everything, even the empty dog kennels.

Later, toward evening, we were treated to cold spinach borsht, along with rye bread slathered in butter. A restful coolness descended on the fields, spreading from the distantly glowing sky and the blue forest. There was a smell of hay in the air. Crickets chirped in the garden. The sound of croaking frogs could be heard all the way from the scum-encrusted pond.

We were sitting outside. The sky was gradually darkening, turning garnet, growing wider and wider, until the eye could no longer take it all in. Now, for the very first time, I could see how many millions and millions of stars there were in the heavens.

Reyzl told me, in a whisper, that every night she fixed her eyes on the largest star, the one over there, imagining it to be an enormous diamond that was about to come loose and drop at her feet. Reyzl was a foolish girl. But it was still better to be sitting here with her than wandering about in our own small, narrow courtyard that always smelled of pigs.

After the havdole prayer, ending the Sabbath, Mordkhe-Mendl sent us back to town in a carriage. It was a tight squeeze and we sat piled one on top of the other. But no one minded. The night that surrounded us on all sides was tender and mild. The air was filled with the fragrance of camomile, mint, and almonds.

Uncle Bentsien lay sprawled across almost the entire width of the carriage.

“Ah, this is so comfortable,” he said with a satisfied sigh, as he stretched his entire stomach. “If dealing with community affairs were only this easy.”

Aunt Naomi cut him short with her sing-song drawl, “Be-e-n-tsii-en!”

He gave a little groan and turned to another subject, saying that, in his opinion, Mordkhe-Mendl was now certainly a personage to be reckoned with. If somebody could come into possession of such an estate, without spending a groshen, then it was no small matter.

“Don’t you agree, Leyzer?”

“Yes, it’s certainly no small matter,” Father answered into the dark. “But I don’t approve.”

“What do you mean, you don’t approve? Didn’t you see it with your own eyes?”

“I did.”

“Nu?”

“There is something unreal about it. The whole thing just doesn’t strike me right.”

“Why?”

“I just don’t like it.”

Well, so Father didn’t like it. Nevertheless, Mordkhe-Mendl got exactly what he wanted.

In no time at all, a tall, round chimney sprung up in the middle of the wet fields of the Wyszufka estate, clearly visible from a distance in town. People threw back their heads, stretched their necks, and pointed up to the sky, like stargazers.

“Take a look. That Mordkhe-Mendl …”

Spirals of black and white smoke, thick and dense, like coiled cotton wool, spewed from the chimney. The smoke hung over the white palace, the garden, the orchard, and over the flowers that Reyzl took such delight in. Peasants coming into town said that the smoke settled on the tops of the poplar trees, confounding the storks, who were forced to find new perches where the smoke didn’t reach.

Next to the white palace Mordkhe-Mendl built a squat, red-brick structure, from which sprouted the chimney, and from which issued all the wares that Mordkhe-Mendl turned out in his hot, tiled ovens.

By now the stately pebbled way to the white palace was a shambles. Pots, in all stages of completion—glazed, unglazed, handleless, without bottoms—lay strewn across the once neat and orderly gravel. On the broad, stone steps on which Uncle Mordkhe-Mendl had stood so arrogantly that Sabbath day, in the rooms with the soft armchairs and the tall, white windows—earthenware of every kind was now scattered throughout, milk pitchers, ewers, the little lidded pots that peasant women use for bringing food to their menfolk in the fields.

Mordkhe-Mendl was determined to get rich, and to that end he kept the pottery going day and night. His workers, parchment-faced, sharp-featured Gentiles with big-veined, gnarled hands, were experienced potters.

They sat bent over their wooden contraptions, wheels with shafts in the middle, like the spindles that spin out yarn. With one foot they worked the treadles, which kept the wheels turning. With their bare fingers they threw the wet clay onto the wheels, shaping the pots and the pitchers.

Spinning rapidly, not pausing for a breath, the wheels turned round and round. The clumps of raw clay spun right along, changing from one moment to the next, now stretched, now contracted. The fast fingers of the potters also turned out dolls and figurines of human shape. Then the potters would caress their creations, stroke them, and wipe them clean, until they were fully formed. They would then cut the figures loose from the wheel with a thin thread, as one would separate a newborn babe from its mother by cutting the umbilical cord.

It would appear that Mordkhe-Mendl was indeed getting rich from his pot-making. The Wyszufka estate acquired another horse, as well as a laddered wagon, in which Aunt Khane, her son Borekh, and daughter Reyzl hauled the finished pots to sell in the market every Thursday morning. But the pots never made it to the larger world, as Mordkhe-Mendl had envisioned. Truth to tell, he did—but one time only—load up a wagon with his wares and sent it off to Lublin, but what was unloaded was a heap of shards, corpses of the pots that had been.

The plan to export merchandise to distant parts was abandoned. Thursday then became the day to which the Wyszufka entrepreneurs looked forward all week long. At the crack of dawn, while man and field were still soundly asleep, they loaded up the wagon and, on empty stomachs, started out for town. At the market, they arranged the pots and pitchers, the bowls and jugs, side by side, like children from the same mother. Customers tapped the vessels with their fingers to make sure they weren’t cracked. They haggled over a groshen, walked away ten times, and once in a while actually bought a pot or a pitcher for a small copper coin.

Here, in the market, standing beside the pots, Aunt Khane no longer resembled the elegant lady of the manor who had come down the stone steps to greet us, wearing a black, silk dress with a gold brooch at her throat. Here, she reverted to the Aunt Khane of old, wrapped in her shawl, with the familiar, squashed tam on her head. The overhead sun had reddened her face. The rain and the wind had roughened her skin. Her hands were blackened, likewise her nose. Her forehead was a mass of deep furrows. As for Reyzl, who never forgot to take along her tulips and roses, her pale skin turned brown. When her face caught its reflection in one of the pots, it looked like two pots laughing at each other, nose against nose.

After each of the Thursdays, Aunt Khane returned home with more than she had taken to market, for when the wagon was unloaded, it was discovered that half of the stock had broken in transit. Coming and going, pots had cracked, smashed, and splintered to smithereens. Aunt Khane’s face seemed to have cracked as well. Uncle Mordkhe-Mendl’s black, silky beard began to show patches of white.

He now had time to show up at our house at the first sign of dawn. He didn’t come, like before, to boast or to make fun of Uncle Bentsien’s office as secretary of the community, but to catch Father at his morning prayers, before he left for the day, and whisper something into his ear. He woke up Mother, who quickly pulled the featherbed up to her chin and, in a lazy, sleepy voice, asked, “What’s new, Mordkhe-Mendl?”

“God be praised, everything’s going well. But I’m done with the pottery. No money there.”

“What do you mean?”

“Too many broken pieces, too much waste. What I need is a brick factory. The city’s beginning to build. Mendl Danziger is building. Yudl the gaiter-maker has bought a lot. All the vacant lots on Beckman Street are being snatched up. Anybody with cash to spare is buying a lot and building. But there are hardly any brick factories around. Bricks have to be brought in from afar and that raises the cost. But if I set up a brick factory on the estate …”

“Of course, of course,” Mother nodded her head. “You’re absolutely right.”

“What do you mean absolutely right,” Mordkhe-Mendl swayed from side to side. “It’s as clear as daylight.”

Yes, it was clear alright, except for the fact that he was short of ready cash, which is why he had come to see Father, to ask him to endorse a loan with his signature. Bentsien, said Uncle Mordkhe-Mendl, had already signed. Yes, that’s right, Bentsien.

Father continued praying, silently mouthing the words. From under his prayer shawl, he threw a blank look at his brother-in-law. He’d heard what Mordkhe-Mendl said, but he didn’t seem to have understood.

“Hah?”

“You see,” Mordkhe-Mendl brought his beard closer to Father’s prayer shawl, “I don’t need a lot, just a trifling amount.”

“What do you mean, ‘endorse’?”

When had Father ever done any endorsing? And was his endorsement worth anything? Besides, he couldn’t write. Didn’t Mordkhe-Mendl know that?

Yes, he knew, but that was a small matter. They would teach him how. Frimet would write out the letters and he would copy them.

A smile spread across Father’s whiskers. “Foolish man, that you are!” he said. “Does my endorsement carry any weight? I’m a poor man, barely able to make ends meet.”

“In that case, you have nothing to be afraid of.”

“I just don’t see the point.”

Uncle Mordkhe-Mendl now appealed to Mother.

“Frimet,” he said, “you’re no fool, just the opposite. Make him understand what’s at stake. He’ll save my life without doing himself any harm.”

Mother signaled him to stop talking, to drop the matter. She would take care of it herself.

That evening, after supper, when Father was already sitting on his bed, pulling off his boots, Mother called out to him.

“Leyzer?”

“Hah?”

“I think you should endorse the loan.”

“What do you say I should do?”

“Endorse the loan for Mordkhe-Mendl. I can’t see what harm, God forbid, can come from it.”

One boot stubbornly refused to come off. Father pulled his mouth to one side and bent over with difficulty. Talking to the tip of his boot, he said, “Frimet, do me the favor and don’t make a fool of yourself.”

“But he’s your brother-in-law!”

“So what if he’s my brother-in-law? He’s a Dziedzic, he owns an estate! What does he need me for?”

“But we could do something to save him!”

“You save him. Who’s preventing you?”

“If only my endorsement meant something, then I wouldn’t say another word. You heard yourself that Bentsien signed for him.”

“So Mordkhe-Mendl says.”

“He wouldn’t tell a lie.”

“God forbid! Only twice a year.”

Father lifted the featherbed, shook it out, and rolled over to the wall. “Call it a night, Frimet,” he said. “You’ll think better in the morning.”

The next morning, Aunt Khane, dark, skinny, her hands bony and veined, came bursting in. She arrived with the first crow of the cock.

“Brother dear!” she panted. “You can see for yourself that it’s a golden business. All we need is a few hundred rubles. You know what?” she added a moment later. “Become a partner yourself.”

“I have no desire to own an estate.”

“But you’re my brother. Haven’t my children gone hungry long enough?”

“And my own children have always eaten their fill?” Father retorted angrily.

“But you make a living, thank God.”

“And they work their fingers to the bone, for strangers!” Father was growing angrier. “They’re servants, that’s what my children are!”

“What, after all, do I want from you? Am I asking you for money?”

“But I don’t know how to write.”

“I’ll write it out for you,” Mother said, “and you can copy it.”

“There’s no hurry.”

Father kept them waiting a week, two weeks. Mordkhe-Mendl and Aunt Khane came to see us many more times. Each time, Mother pleaded their cause. She quarreled with Father, calling him a peasant, a monster. But Father never gave the endorsement.

It was a gray, foggy, windswept day. All night long the wind had been beating against the shutters of our windows. In the morning, no pigeons flew onto the roof to warm themselves. That day there was no kheyder, no school. It was a Russian holiday, the Tsar’s birthday. During morning prayers at the main synagogue the cantor sang “God Protect the Tsar.” Bentsien’s Mendl, in a white collar and black, pressed trousers, stood beside him on the pulpit, sweetly drawing out the notes and adding flourishes. There was a representative present from the city council, an official in a three-cornered hat with silver sides. He was also standing on the pulpit, between the cantor and the rabbi. All eyes were upon him, as though he were the Tsar himself.

Later, at the market, there was a performance of Russian music. All the Jewish shops were closed. It was then that the idea struck me. Why not go out for a bit to the Wyszufka estate?

The ditches on both sides of the road were filled with dry, fallen leaves. The wind carried them aloft, strewing them across the stubbled fields, and whistled through the bare branches of the poplar trees. From the Russian cemetery, the willows answered back in a mournful echo. The road was littered with rubbish and was empty of carts and people.

If it hadn’t been for the Tsar’s birthday and for the fact that I had no other plans for the day, it would never have occurred to me to go out to the Wyszufka estate.

Halfway there, I began to regret my decision and was actually about to turn back, when I encountered a tiny, old Gentile woman coming from the Russian cemetery. She was bent double and leaning on a knobby stick.

She stopped me and said, “Little boy, where are you going on such a windy day?”

“To see my Uncle Mordkhe-Mendl.”

“Who is that?”

“He’s the Dziedzic,” I shouted proudly into her old, wizened face.

“Heh, heh!” the old woman bared two yellow teeth. “Is he really your uncle, that Jewish landowner over there?”

“Yes.”

“There’s no point going there, little boy. The Wyszufka estate doesn’t have a Jewish owner any more. It’s all over.”

She must be out of her mind, I thought. The tiny creature kept staring at me with two round eyes, like an owl’s. I left her standing in the road and continued on my way. Now I was all the more eager to get to my destination, let the wind blow as it may.

The tall, red chimney of the pottery, it seemed to me, had grown taller and redder. There was no smoke coming from the chimney today, but that was no doubt due to the holiday of the Tsar’s birthday, when no one was working.

A raven croaked down from a treetop, another, with a great flapping of wings, took flight from a pile of manure. Suddenly a whole flock of ravens flew in a long line out of the Russian cemetery, filling the air above me with their cries. The black birds were heading in the direction of the Wyszufka estate. Maybe they were flying to a wedding somewhere in the vicinity.

Just as I was nearing the estate, I caught sight of a person walking toward me on the empty road, dragging a cow. Since today wasn’t a market day—this I knew for sure—then in all likelihood the cow was being taken to the slaughterhouse.

A horse and wagon now came into view. The closer I got, the larger everything loomed—the person, the cow, the horse and wagon. I could have sworn it was Mordkhe-Mendl’s cow, for it had that same white patch over its eyes. It seemed to me that the person walking with the cow was none other than Aunt Khane—and so it was!

She was leading the cow by a thin rope. Now I could see everything more clearly. The horse and wagon were the very ones that used to haul the pottery to market every Thursday morning. But that was not Mordkhe-Mendl’s Borekh driving, but a Gentile. The wagon wasn’t loaded with pottery, but crammed with red, puffy bedding. From amid the quilts, a table stuck its four legs skyward, but not one of those reddishbrown tables which stood in the white palace. This one was white and rough-hewn. A bucket dangled between the wheels of the wagon. On top of the bedding sat Reyzl, swaying from side to side, as if she were dreaming. She was holding a bunch of flowers in her hands.

The wagon creaked slowly forward. Borekh, Reyzl’s brother, was walking behind it, as if—forgive the comparison—following a hearse. A younger brother and sister were sitting on the wagon, facing the Wyszufka estate. There were no others to be seen, including Mordkhe-Mendl.

The wind kept tearing through the poplar trees. On the far side of the palace, the flock of ravens was returning from its flight. The black birds circled over the horse and wagon, cawing with abandon. What was the meaning of all this? Was the family moving from the estate?

I stood on one spot, but no one saw me. The cow stared at me through big, tear-filled eyes. Aunt Khane looked at me without seeming to recognize me. Reyzl, flowers in hand, looked down from the top of the bedding, but she didn’t recognize me, either.

“Good morning, Auntie!” I shouted, and made straight for the cow.

Suddenly roused, Aunt Khane looked up and said, “Mendl?”

“Yes, it’s me. Good morning!”

“A good morning, a good year. Where are you going in this wind?”

“To the Wyszufka.”

“No point going there anymore,” Aunt Khane shook her head and slowly shut her eyes.

Her dark face sent a chill down my spine. It seemed as though it was not Aunt Khane talking but the cow, shaking its foolish head.

“It’s all over! No more Wyszufka,” Aunt Khane said, giving the cow a tug with the rope.

The cow shambled on, leaving behind her souvenirs on the road. She mooed and turned her head back toward the white palace and the stable that both had to be left behind.

The horse, plodding on his spindly legs, couldn’t have cared less. He pulled the wagon willingly toward town. He probably thought that today was Thursday and he was hauling goods to the market. But the flock of ravens wouldn’t move on and kept circling over the hapless procession below, crying into the gray expanse, just like that old, bent crone, leaning on her knobby stick.

“The Wyszufka estate doesn’t have a Jewish owner any more. It’s all over!”



Chapter Fourteen

Thus the dream of a white palace, beautiful flowers, and gold treasure drifted away.

Just as no one knew how Mordkhe-Mendl had acquired the estate, so no one had a clue as to how he had lost it. The talk in town was that the Wyszufka property had never really belonged to him, not a single clump of clay. It was said that there had been violence and swindling, that Mordkhe-Mendl had fooled Fleischer into giving him promissory notes and that Fleischer had no idea what was going on. Only after Mordkhe- Mendl had settled into the estate, and had put up the chimney and began hauling pots to the market, did Fleischer catch on that he’d been taken.

So began a whole new chapter of lawsuits and lawyers. It cost Fleischer thousands, as well as untold effort, but at last he prevailed, procuring a legal document ordering Mordkhe-Mendl and his entire family off the Wyszufka estate.

The upshot was that Aunt Khane and her children, along with the cow, the sole remnant of the Wyszufka glories, moved back once again into a tumbledown shack with a fresh earthen floor.

There were no tapestries on the walls, only streaks of blue lime. No tall, white windows, only four tiny ones with smudged panes. No fancy beds with gold-painted ornamentation, only simple peasant cots without headrests that had been hastily purchased at the Skarszew fair.

Mordkhe-Mendl himself was no longer to be seen in town. The High Holidays came, Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur, the Days of Awe, a time of great solemnity, when every Jewish home was caught up in spiritual self-examination. Not even then did Mordkhe-Mendl show up in the synagogue.

Day and night, he stood at the smudged windows of the flimsy shack, never taking his eyes off the road that led to the Wyszufka estate. His unkempt beard had turned completely gray, his eyes reddened. His teeth, once so strong and white, now began to crumble.

The final blast of the ram’s horn sounded, bringing the Days of Awe to an end. The other festivals followed in succession, Sukkoth, the Feast of Tabernacles, and Simhath Torah, the Rejoicing of the Law. But Mordkhe-Mendl didn’t budge from the windows, watching the wagons that were coming from and going to the Wyszufka estate. They were carrying pottery and bricks out and bring building materials in. There was a lot of construction going on there, all without Mordkhe-Mendl.

He was standing at the windows one morning, not yet having said the morning prayers. His son Borekh had already left for town, looking to earn a few gilders. The younger children were still asleep, Aunt Khane had gone outside to milk the cow.

No one knew quite how it happened, but all of a sudden Mordkhe-Mendl’s hands hit the windowpanes, smashing the glass and leaving his hands dripping with blood. His daughter Reyzl was, at the time, hunched over a large earthenware bowl, peeling potatoes. On hearing the glass shatter, she dropped the knife and the potato and leaped up.

“Father! What are you doing?” she cried.

At that moment, Mordkhe-Mendl threw back his head, like a slaughtered beast. He held up his blood-splattered hands, turned them this way and that, swayed like a felled tree still teetering on its trunk, and then dropped full length to the ground. In the course of the fall, his head struck the edge of the table and a black stream of blood gushed from his nostrils.

Aunt Khane was in the midst of milking the lone, meager cow when Reyzl had called out, “Mama, come help!” She didn’t know if that’s what startled the cow, or whether it had sensed some danger on its own. At any rate, when Mordkhe-Mendl’s head unfortunately struck the table, the cow swished its tail right across Aunt Khane’s face. That, Aunt Khane later remarked, was her punishment for leaving her husband alone, unattended.

One of Aunt Khane’s eyes filled with blood. Her face was splattered with mud. The little milk pail overturned, spilling its contents. Only then did she jump up from her stool and begin to run, her heart missing a beat, knowing only that she must somehow save herself.

She saw Reyzl standing at the open door, her cry still frozen on her round mouth. Did Reyzl—God forbid!—hurt herself?

“Oh, woe is me! Reyzl! Reyzl!”

But Reyzl was unable to say a word. She merely pointed into the house. Aunt Khane ran inside. The room was dark. Could the sun have set already? What was happening? Why were the children screaming at the top of their lungs? She looked around and caught sight of her Mordkhe-Mendl sprawled on the floor, his head oddly propped against a leg of the table.

“Mordkhe-Mendl! Mordkhe-Mendl!” She began shaking him by the shoulder.

But at the first touch, Mordkhe-Mendl’s head drooped to one side and slid to the earthen floor. Only then did Aunt Khane see all the blood on his face, his hands, his beard.

She began fanning herself, as if trying to get some air, but her knees buckled under her. Then Aunt Khane, mud-splattered and swollen-eyed, collapsed right on top of her husband, letting out a piercing wail.

But what could be done for poor Mordkhe-Mendl now, lying there like a lump of clay, like a shard from one of his own shattered pots?

People in town said that a vein had burst inside his head. They took it amiss that a pauper like Mordkhe-Mendl should have had such aspirations, of wanting to be an estate-owner, no less. These were the foolish words of those who were jealous of him, who were his enemies. But all this talk saddened Father and darkened his face with grief.

After his brother-in-law’s merciless death, Father’s head sagged closer to his chest. Mother went around for some time with cloths soaked in horseradish, pressed to her forehead. There was an uneasy feeling in the house. Ite had already returned to Warsaw. Aunt Khane no longer dropped in, neither did her children.

Father was silent for days and weeks on end. His dreamy eyes seemed to have grown more bleary. Mother could no longer conceal her grief.

“Such an educated man!” she moaned more than once. “Such a precious soul! All he asked for was an endorsement. What! If you sign an endorsement for a brother-in-law, the world collapses?”

Father was eating his supper. He chewed slowly, without taking any pleasure in the food, not seeming to taste anything. Mother kept on talking quietly, as if to herself, but Father heard every word. He raised his head from the plate, displaying the deep, permanent furrows between his eyes that looked like worms. He swept his eyes across the table, as though searching for something but unable to find it. He didn’t say a word, only let the spoon drop from his hand onto the plate.

“Leyzer!” Mother got up abruptly from the table. “Stop it! Why aren’t you eating? What did I say?”

But Father never finished his supper that night. The chickpeas and dumplings grew cold on the plate. Mother began to cry. Father raced through the Grace after Meals, staring heavily out the black windowpanes.

No one talked about Mordkhe-Mendl anymore. The days were becoming sallow, consumptive-looking. The pigeons on the opposite rooftop stayed hidden in their shelter. At night it always rained. A gutter outside the house dripped incessantly, boring into our brains. In the middle of the night a haunting, drawn-out yawn sliced through the darkness, like a distant train whistle. It was Mother. She couldn’t sleep and lay awake in bed, thinking.

During the day she still walked around with the horseradish cloths pressed to her forehead. She didn’t attend to the fire, she didn’t make up the beds. What with no one dropping in and Father off somewhere in his distant villages, what reason did she have to light a fire or make up the beds?

So the house stayed cold. There was nobody rooming in the kitchen anymore and the bed there stood empty and desolate. The walls gave off a sickly green air of melancholy. The clock ticked away too loudly. The sun never reached the windows, as though it were angry with us.

Mother began to complain.

“What sort of place is this? Why, it’s worse than a cellar. Had I known it would be like this, I would never have set foot inside. I can’t sleep at night. I imagine the door opening at any moment and Mordkhe-Mendl walking in, with his black silken beard and mouthful of beautiful teeth. Such a doer, so educated!”

Mother was talking to herself. Father wasn’t home. She no longer talked in that manner to Father, but instead poured out her bitter, heavy heart to me.

I felt that life was becoming too much for Mother. She received no letters from her children. She had no idea what happened with Tsipele’s marriage plans. She couldn’t go to Warsaw. She couldn’t tear herself away from here. Mordkhe-Mendl had been taken from the world so unexpectedly. The house was drafty. And to top it all, everything reeked from the stench of the pigs.

Our landlord, a Gentile known as Little Sikorsky, had gone into partnership with a butcher and opened a store selling pork, just outside our door. The stench was nauseating, settling sickeningly into our throats. I was frightened by the slabs of white, cold lard hanging in the store’s window, by the long ropes of dried pig intestines, by the signboard that displayed an axe with an ox’s head. Most of all, I was terrified of the bulldog with the murderous face and pendulous jowls, who sat in front of the store, sniffing at the kapotes of passing Jews, baring his teeth, and guarding the dead hunks of pork within.

We had to get away from there. But how? The days were growing grayer and shorter. At this season, where was one to move? People would think us crazy, moving every Monday and Thursday …

But once Mother took a dislike to a place, you could rest assured that we would be moving before long. Mother began to look around, to make inquiries. No one at home had the least inkling, not even I. I should have guessed, however, that something was afoot from the special way she kept looking at the walls and measuring the beds with a length of string. All this was proof that before long a moving wagon would be pulling up outside our door. And that’s exactly what happened.

One gray smoky morning, shortly after Father went out, Menashe Chatterbox drove up with his little white horse and began pushing the wardrobe and the beds toward the door. He had a helper, a noisy fellow wearing his cap with the brim turned to the back. Mother told me to stay in the house and out of the way. Only she was allowed to give the movers a hand. Piece by piece, our few sticks of furniture were loaded onto the cart, which then took us along the promenade and behind the prison, where Mother had rented a new dwelling.

Along the way, old Jews, leaning on their canes, stopped to gape at us, surprised that someone should have decided to move on such a bleak day. Women tending shops, dressed in warm, quilted coats, stepped outside their establishments, shrugging their shoulders and shouting to each other, “She must be a bit crazy, moving on a day like this!”

Menashe’s wagon, tipping to one side, was creaking along as though it were beneath its dignity for it to be carrying such a sorry collection of household belongings on so dreary a day.

But we got to our destination safely. No more cold walls, no more grated horseradish on Mother’s forehead.

The lane that Menashe Chatterbox turned into was narrow and quiet. It was a dead-end street, closed off by a high wooden fence, on whose other side lindens and chestnut trees were visible. There were no other houses on the lane. Along one side rose the yellow-brick wall of the prison. On the other side stood an old, dilapidated hut, a haven for swallows and cats. The prison itself was high and long. Above its rows of small, closely spaced windows, covered with bars, were tin eaves, hanging like knapsacks on soldiers’ backs.

Behind the long, yellow wall, a soldier with a rifle paced back and forth, as regularly as a swinging pendulum. It was forbidden to walk past him or to stop and look at him. The soldier himself looked at no one but kept his eyes fixed on the tin eaves above the barred windows and the nearby hut, also yellow, with blackened windows, where nobody was ever seen going in or coming out.

A single stone step, with tufts of grass around the sides, led to the hut’s entrance, a peeling, brown door without a handle. A dark, gaping hole, covered with a cobweb, was evidence that it must be cold and gloomy inside and draped with more cobwebs.

People told us that a Russian captain had once lived in the hut. He was supposed to have had a young wife, with black eyes and blond hair, who fell in love with a Polish nobleman and ran off with him. The captain was so distraught he hanged himself in this very hut. To this day, no one knew for sure whether or not his corpse had been removed and buried.

None of this scared Mother nor did it stop her from renting in the neighboring building. A low, open gate of whitewashed pickets led into a spacious courtyard, on one side of which stood a long building with many deep-set windows. Behind some of these windows lay our new dwelling.

It was nice inside and bright, with a small kitchen, but no different from any of our other kitchens. However, the main room was so big that you could ride around in it in a rubber-wheeled coach. The room was square, with a high ceiling and two large windows with cleanscrubbed panes looking out onto a garden. To me it looked just like those “parlors” that had belonged to Mordkhe-Mendl in the days of the Wyszufka estate.

Everything here was fresh and new. The floor, like in our old place, was also painted red. Mother said that this was done especially for her at extra cost, and that no other houses in the building had such a red floor.

It was only too bad that we had moved so late in the fall, for the trees outside the clean-scrubbed panes were already bare. A few still bore traces of the quick lime with which they had been smeared in the spring. The fruit trees were wrapped in straw, like warm shawls.

By now the nights were quite chilly. In the mornings the windowpanes were misted over. Winter was coming, but then winter wouldn’t last forever. Summer was bound to follow, when we could throw open the windows, when the trees that were now bare would blossom.

I knew that the summer in this part of town was more beautiful than anywhere else, even more than in the new public park, where boys in long kapotes were not allowed in. That’s why I thought that it was clever of Mother to have moved us here. The courtyard itself was something special. You could drive into it with a carriage or ride in on horseback. You could put in three more tenants and there would still be plenty of space. In addition, there was a garden at one end of the courtyard, set off by a high, narrow picket fence. It was a garden as well as an orchard, with flowers, cherry trees, and currant bushes.

The owner of the property, a gray-haired Gentile lady who lived on Lublin Street, employed a man just to look after the garden. He was old and bent, like a twisted shrub. He walked about with a big pair of shears and a tin watering can, sprinkling and pruning, planting and hoeing. Like the Wyszufka gardener, he too said that the flowers were his grandchildren … Too bad that Mordkhe-Mendl’s Reyzl wasn’t here. She would have known the names of all the flowers, and would have taken such pleasure in them after her exile from the Wyszufka estate.

My new friend Yankl, who lived off the same courtyard, told me that in summer people slept outside, next to the picket fence of the garden. Everybody did so, even the Polish chief prison guard, along with his Russian wife and their young, blond daughter, little Janina.

Yankl and I became friends from the very first day Mother and I moved in. He lent a hand unloading the wagon and exchanged words with Menashe Chatterbox as if they were peers. Yankl was my age, only shorter and leaner, with a face full of freckles. They were sprinkled all over his eyelids, his nose, and even his lips. He was speckled with them like a brown-crusted roll with caraway seeds.

Yankl told me that he’d already been to Warsaw. There he had gone on a boat which passed under a bridge made not of wood but of iron and steel, topped by a latticework of iron, crisscrossed like a Scottish tartan. In Warsaw, he said, he knew someone who owned his own carousel and maybe a hundred street organs, as well as any number of parrots, two white bears, and a collection of extraordinarily colored birds, the likes of which the world had never seen. The owner, Yankl continued, was a Jew. He wore a cap with a shiny leather brim and prayed every day.

Yankl said he wanted to stay on in Warsaw with the carousel-owner, who was prepared to provide him with a street organ, along with two parrots and a white mouse, to go around to the courtyards doing magic tricks. But his father, Yarme the coachman, wouldn’t let him stay. He beat Yankl with a leather belt, tied him up with a rope, and dragged him back home.

It was easy to believe that Yankl’s father was capable of such behavior. He had a pair of shoulders that could shore up a horse and wagon. When Yankl’s father spoke, his voice didn’t seem to issue from his mouth but from a bellows. In fact, it wasn’t a regular voice at all, but more like a growl. The unearthly sound hovered over his large blond whiskers and then disappeared into his matted, yellow beard.

Yankl’s father owned only a single pair of horses. He had had them for years. They were, he would say, the apples of his eye. He talked to them as he would to people, and he worried over them more than he did over his own wife and children.

“The chestnut horse,” he would say, “may he be protected from the evil eye, ate a little more today.” But when he looked at the second horse, a white mare, his yellow beard would break into a smile. “What she needs,” he would say, winking his big, round eyes at his wife, “she should live and be well, what she needs …” And then his voice would trail off.

The white mare was really exceptional, a veritable whirlwind. She had a long, gray tail, tinged with dirty yellow, somewhat sparse, since half of the hair had fallen out. This was clear evidence that she was no longer a young filly. Nevertheless, she had an attractive, long chin and clever, smiling eyes.

Yarme couldn’t stop singing her praises. She seemed possessed by an inextinguishable fire. She couldn’t stay still in one place, as she was constantly kicking and breaking her horseshoes. Sometimes, in the middle of the night, she would stand up in the stable on her hind legs and begin whinnying uncontrollably, like she had lost her mind.

Next to her in the stable stood Yarme the coachman’s second breadwinner, the chestnut stallion. He was an old horse, full of years and one who, apparently, had already had his fill, as well, of mares. He worked harder than any two younger horses. He had stamina. He could withstand both heat and cold, and could go without eating so long as he was left in peace to stare into space and think. The wild whinnying of his excitable neighbor didn’t bother him in the least, nor did he respond when the white mare laid her long, wet, attractive chin on his old neck and rubbed it gently, whinnying straight into his lost-in-thought face. He simply stood there, as if it had nothing to do with him.

Occasionally, Yarme would grab his whip and strike the chestnut stallion angrily on the legs.

“What sort of a male are you?” he’d growl. “Why do you stand there like a dummy! God in heaven!”

But the stallion took the beating in stride, lost in his thoughts. He remained unmoved, reacting to neither the whipping nor the mare’s yearning cries.

This left Yarme with no other choice than to turn to strangers for help. There was actually someone who could provide the needed service, way out on St. Mary’s Street, an old shriveled-up Gentile, lame in one foot and blind in one eye. He owned a stallion that did nothing but eat and drink and couple with strange horses of the female sex.

My friend Yankl told me that, on that very day, the old Gentile was going to bring his stallion over, and that if I stayed, there would be something worth seeing.

That was on a Sabbath, a particularly windy day. Mother had planned to visit Aunt Miriam but got so absorbed in the book of stories she was reading that she couldn’t tear herself away. Father was asleep under the featherbed, which he had pulled over his head. I had already said the afternoon prayers and was just sitting around, waiting for Yankl to give me the signal to come outside.

I could hear the trees rustling ominously outside the windows. The loose chain of a shutter never stopped banging against the wall. The sky was tinted a yellowish gray and it had just begun to snow.

However, none of that deterred the old Gentile, who showed up as expected with his horse in tow. Yarme the coachman had by then gotten up from his own Sabbath nap and had done with the afternoon prayers. He stepped out into the courtyard in a checked overcoat and gave the visiting stallion a slap on the flank, so hard that the horse gave a start and his legs began to quiver restlessly. Suddenly, there was a whinnying sound from inside the stable. The black, pampered stallion raised his neck arrogantly and, ears trembling, responded with his own thick, masculine whinnies.

Yankl and I had sneaked into the stable a short while earlier, hiding in a corner. The warm stench of horse manure filled the air. It was dark but, if you strained your eyes, you could see everything.

The white mare whinnied once more, looked around with her clever, laughing eyes, resting them on us for a while, as if she wanted something from us.

Just then, the old Gentile, limping on one foot, led in his merry bachelor of a stallion. The white mare no longer whinnied but let out a highpitched shriek. She started panting, reared her forelegs, and then began stamping on a board that lay nearby, all the while tugging frantically at her tether.

The black stallion wasn’t still, either. He tossed his head, releasing a white cloud of steam from his nostrils. I moved closer to Yankl, afraid that the stallion might jump on us and grind us to bits. But Yankl stared straight ahead, eyes all but popping out of his head. He neither heard nor saw me, and I felt him trembling all over.

It was getting hot in the stable. Both horses neighed at one and the same time, as if enjoying a good laugh. The old Gentile released his stallion. The white mare stretched herself out, becoming longer and longer. The stallion reared up on his hind legs and fell onto his victim, sinking his teeth into her neck. The stable filled with the noise of chains rattling and boards splitting under the piles of manure and the cribs of hay. Steam rose from the hides of the two horses, who were both wheezing, as if unable to catch their breath.

Something must have happened to me. My head began to spin. I couldn’t feel my heart beating. My hands grew numb and heavy. Did Yankl take me outside, or what? I sat for a long time in the courtyard, the wind blowing, completely unaware of what went on later in the stable.

I didn’t run into Yankl for several days thereafter. After the encounter with the stallion, the mare stopped whinnying. For a while she also stopped kicking and breaking her horseshoes. But when she started acting up again and the old Gentile returned with his stallion, I no longer had any desire to go into the stable.

It was with these two horses, the white mare and the sorry chestnut, that Yarme made trips to Warsaw twice a week. There, in the middle of the courtyard, stood Yarme’s omnibus, which these two breadwinners pulled, packed with passengers.

The omnibus was big and tall, like Yarme the coachman himself. Its roof, pieced together from old scraps of tin, hung down over the sides in two curved arcs. On the left side, in the middle, the tin covering came to an abrupt halt, so as not to interfere with the door that had been hacked out there, also a window that looked out onto the world. The gloomy window, cracked from the wind and the rain, was stuffed with rags and nailed up with boards.

Yarme the coachman claimed that, from that window, he saw the whole world—haystacks, peasant’s huts, meadows, wooden bridges spanning narrow creeks. He saw small habitations with even smaller Jews, fires burning in villages, crosses on churches, cemeteries, Jewish and Christian.

Friday nights, both summer and winter, one hour before it was time to light the Sabbath candles, Yarme returned home from Warsaw. Filthy and gray with dust, like his two horses, he drove into the middle of the courtyard and cast off his weeklong tossing about in strange inns and eating off of strange plates.

After every trip, Yarme the coachman looked thinner and older. He returned with eyes clouded from lack of sleep. The two horses came back with collapsed ribs.

Nevertheless, though sweaty and sore in every limb, he leaped from his carriage, threw off his hairy, heavy coat, and shouted into the courtyard, “Yankl, where are you? Nu, let’s hurry up. Don’t let the setting sun catch you. Unhitch the horses! Water them! Throw in some fodder! Move, you little bastard!”

Alongside Yankl, there appeared in the courtyard Yarme the coachman’s wife, a woman of about forty, round and plump. All washed and combed in honor of the Sabbath, she greeted her husband with a radiant smile.

“Welcome home, Yarme. Why are you so late today?”

“Who says I’m late?”

“You’re later today than last week, I think.”

“Think what you want, but I’m not any later.”

She helped him drag from the omnibus the few provisions he had brought back from Warsaw, some figs and dates, and a long, hard sausage in a white, moldy casing. She crawled into the omnibus in all her freshly scrubbed girth, warm and clean. Yarme forgot that he was hungry, that it was almost time to light the Sabbath candles, and that he hadn’t even washed up yet. He snuggled up to her and smiled broadly.

“How are you, Golde?”

“Thanks for asking. And how are you?”

“So-so.”

“Did you have a good trip?”

“So-so … Only the mare should go to hell.”

“What’s wrong now?”

“She’s in heat. She’s making my life miserable!”

“Like all females …” Her ample flesh shook with laughter.

“Ha, ha,” Yarme laughed back and, just like that, laid his large hand on her well-filled blouse.

“You know, you’re really some piece …”

“Stop it, you’re crazy.” She moved away a little. “Go in and wash up.”

Yankl—who, I learned, was Yarme the coachman’s son by his first wife—unhitched the horses, watered them, and threw down some hay. In the course of all this, he told me that tonight his father and Golde, whom he called his aunt, would sleep in the same bed, as they did every Friday night.

I helped Yankl wash the omnibus. He showed me how to do it, and he said he would also teach me how to be a coachman. Once I’d learned, we would save up some money and buy a horse and an omnibus. We’d become coachmen ourselves and drive passengers to Warsaw. In Warsaw, he said, he’d show me the boat he’d gone on and also introduce me to the owner of the carousel and the white bears.

Meanwhile, I poured pail after pail of water over the mud-spattered wheels, and Yankl wiped off the spokes with big bunches of straw. I climbed onto the roof and polished the tin patches until they sparkled. Then Yankl and I crawled into the omnibus and lay down on the bunched up straw, still reeking from the sweat of overheated passengers, Jews and Gentiles. Yankl again talked about his aunt who would be sleeping in the same bed tonight with his father, and about faraway, beautiful Warsaw.

As for how things were going in our new place, to tell the truth, Father was angry with Mother, not because of the dwelling itself, but because he’d known nothing at all about her intention of moving out of the old one.

When he came home that night to the old place, at his usual time, he saw that the windows were dark and the door was locked. “Frimet! Frimet!” he called out. But Frimet didn’t open the door. That didn’t bother him, nor was he surprised. It often happened that Mother wasn’t home when he knocked on the door.

However, that night, as he kept knocking, a neighboring door opened and an old woman stuck her head out.

“Pan kupiec?”

“Yes, that’s me. Maybe you know, Pani Marcinowa, where my wife disappeared to?”

“She moved out.”

“What?”

“She moved out early this morning.”

“What? A pox on my enemies!”

“She moved to a place behind the prison.”

“What’s all this about? Behind the prison?”

“How should I know? She asked me to tell you that that’s where the new place is, where Yarme the coachman lives.”

Father later related the incident to all the family, still fuming and filled with reproach. He walked into the new dwelling, barely able to contain his fury.

He arrived hungry, with the chill of the fields across which he had trudged all day still clinging to his beard and whiskers. By then all the furniture had been put into place with the help of Menashe Chatterbox and Yarme the coachman’s Yankl. I had also lent a hand, shoving a log into place in the kitchen, even breaking the glass of the lamp, until everything was finally set up.

When Father came in, Mother rushed toward him, all disheveled, her sleeves rolled up.

“Nu, Leyzer, what do you say, hah? Take a look around. It’s a palace.”

“But why all of a sudden?”

“I just couldn’t stand it anymore. I was choking there.”

“But you could have said something.”

“I didn’t know myself, and besides, maybe you wouldn’t have wanted to move. Anyway, it’s all over and done with. It should be lucky for us!”

Mother spoke quickly, bustling around Father like a guilty person. Father remained standing by the door, the tip of his tongue sticking out of a corner of his mouth. He slid the tip slowly to the other corner, a sign that maybe he didn’t think the change was such a bad idea after all. But still, why couldn’t she have waited for him?

“Who helped set up all the furniture?”

“Everything’s already set up.”

“The beds, too?”

“You can see for yourself.”

“Of course, I see. And nothing was broken?”

“God forbid.”

“And who put the wardrobe together?”

“The same one.”

“Who?”

“Menashe Chatterbox.”

“Oh, him … But he could have broken the wardrobe.”

“But he didn’t, as you can see. Nu, take off your work clothes and wash up. I’ve cooked some liver for you.”

But Father was in no hurry to undress. First he checked the beds, sitting himself down on their edges. Then he fussed over the wardrobe. He opened and shut the doors, shook his head, crinkled his nose, and tried the doors again.

“Why are they so hard to open? What’s creaking? When I put it together, the doors never creak.”

“You’ll fix them tomorrow, God willing. Now go wash up. Go …”

A large, round loaf of bread lay on the table. It was Father’s favorite, his sinful indulgence, you might say. It came from Shmuel-Shaye’s bakery and was sprinkled with caraway seeds and dusted with flour.

Father no longer kept looking for faults. He cut the bread into small squares and dunked them into the brown liver gravy, though he never took his eyes off the wardrobe that Menashe Chatterbox had put together without his approval.



Chapter Fifteen

Everybody seemed pleased with the new quarters, Mother, Father, and, especially, I. Really, was there another place as dry and warm as this?

When summer comes, said Yankl, we won’t know what to do with all the apples and pears, the cherries and currants that grew there. My friend Yankl … who else could tell such wonderful stories about Warsaw? And where else did I have as good a friend as Yankl?

Nevertheless, it wasn’t long before Mother began crinkling her nose. Living behind the prison was somehow not to her liking. She didn’t mean the dwelling itself, God forbid. On the contrary. The place was dry and bright, and she was on good terms with all the neighbors, with Yarme the coachman’s wife, with Itele the flour-seller, as well as with the chief prison guard’s family. What irked her was the approach to the house, the narrow lane behind the prison. She didn’t mind it so much during the day, but once it turned dark, Mother said, she was overcome by a “spooky feeling” that she couldn’t shake off. She never quite explained why nightfall brought on the “spooky feeling,” but I could well imagine.

Yankl had already told me the story of the Russian captain, but it wasn’t the supernatural part that scared me, so much as the story itself. Between the yellow wall of the prison and the abandoned hut where the Russian captain had hanged himself, when night fell, it cast a darkness so deep, you could touch it. In no other street in town, not even in the lane behind the shul, was it as dark as this. To me it seemed that the darkness emanated from the sentry house, the wooden shack which by day served as a place for prison guards to take a break, but at night was a gathering spot for demons.

After dark, the sentry house stood completely untended, for it was then that all the guards went on duty inside the prison. That was when the sounds began and you could hear hoarse groans coming from inside the shack. Sometimes there was loud laughter, and occasionally, the unmistakable gasping of stifled moans.

At first, just after we moved in, I thought that all the moaning and groaning came from behind the crooked bars of the prison windows. It was my understanding that in prison, where the inmates were shackled in chains, at night they were whipped and made to undergo all kinds of torture. Surely such murderers as Sczepka and Sherman, who had slaughtered entire Jewish families and set fire to a dozen manor houses, wouldn’t just be locked up without having to suffer additional, cruel punishment. Later I learned that this wasn’t the case. If there was any torture, we didn’t hear about it.

All the moaning and groaning disturbing the darkness did indeed come from the wooden shack. My friend Yankl explained it all.

“That’s where that whore, Big Yuzhke, has set herself up in business,” he told me in hushed tones, and elaborated. “Her face is pockmarked and all her hair’s cropped short, like those Gentile guys who haul sand.”

The soldiers knew full well where to find Big Yuzhke. They came and they went. They cracked sunflower seeds, spat the shells into the sentry house and at Big Yuzhke, and haggled with her over her price. She herself sat on the threshold of the shack, like a hen on her warmed eggs. She cracked sunflower seeds along with the soldiers, spat the shells back into their Russian faces, and asked, “How much can you pay me, my friend?”

The friend in question must have mentioned too low a figure, for Big Yuzhke hoisted herself up and, in her hoarse, grating voice, shouted, “Go to your own mother, you goddam cheapskate. Go back to pig land!”

It was dark. Whatever took place there later, no one could see. Suddenly, all the tumult came to a halt. Now, new noises took over, sounds of heavy breathing, wheezing, sniffling. The whole lane hummed with the noises. The broken-down house of the betrayed captain, the linden trees, the barred prison windows—all seemed to be breathing heavily, sweating, as if in the throes of a terrible dread.

Woe to the poor soul who had reason to be passing through the lane at that hour. Curses and dirty talk, like the sharp barking of strong dogs, rang out from the cobblestones underfoot. From time to time, a stone hit the opposite fence, occasionally striking the head of a passerby.

“Go to hell!” Yuzhke’s hoarse voice cut through the air like a blunt saw.

A booming Russian voice roared back, “Go to hell yourself! You and your mother!”

We stopped going out at night to avoid the lane. We sat in the dark, rather than run out to the store for a quart of kerosene.

In the morning the sentry house was littered with the shells of sunflower seeds, scraps of stale sausage, and empty whiskey bottles. If it happened to have snowed during the night, the nearby ground bore the imprints of bodies that had rolled around in the fresh snow.

Yankl ran out early every morning to take a look. He was searching for something in the trampled snow. He had a dead expression on his face, with spittle running down his chin.

On such mornings, Yankl scared me. I couldn’t bear to look at his dead face. It seemed to me, too, that he smelled bad.

One day Yankl told me that the day before he had talked with Big Yuzhke. She had offered him some sunflower seeds, patted him under the chin, and said that if he brought her a gilder, she’d take him inside. Now his plan was to save up enough money, sneak out of bed one night, and go to visit Yuzhke in the wooden shack.

I didn’t understand him clearly.

“What do you mean?” I asked. “Aren’t you scared?”

“What’s there to be scared of?”

“I don’t know, the soldiers … Big Yuzhke …”

“You don’t know anything,” he said with a contemptuous flick of his wrist that made me feel completely inferior. Really, who was I compared to Yankl? He was acting like a grown-up. And I? After all, didn’t I run away from Hodl? Many times, I had wanted to tell him the whole story, but now that he’d spoke with Big Yuzhke, I was sure he’d make fun of me.

It was no wonder, then, that Mother had taken a dislike to the nice, bright dwelling. Father couldn’t care less. He was told about the goingson in the guard house, about Big Yuzhke and the soldiers. But he never saw it for himself. Whenever he happened to pass through the lane at night, the revelers would call out to him from inside the shack, but the voices never reached his deaf ears.

That was one reason why Father didn’t mind the new place. The second reason was that now Mother was always at home. She wasn’t forever running off to Aunt Miriam’s or Grandma Rokhl’s. Father didn’t have to warm up for himself the scraps of leftover food. He didn’t have to sit alone at the table, like in the former residences, or stare at the four bare walls and the sad little flame of the kerosene lamp.

In the old places, Father had hardly ever laughed. He was always complaining to Mother about being left alone, about having to come home to a cold house. He once told her that it drove him crazy when she wasn’t home.

Mother, however, was afraid to go out at night by herself, to venture forth from the house into the lane. Aunt Miriam had already sent someone over to find out why Mother had made herself scarce. Even Grandma Rokhl had taken the trouble to come by in person to see what was going on. Mother then told her tearfully that she had made a mistake about the new place, that the real prison wasn’t outside, over there behind the house, but right here, inside the house. She spoke in whispers to Grandma, she winked in my direction. She also whispered a lot to Father, although he couldn’t see anything wrong.

“I don’t know what you want,” he said. “What do we need a better place for?”

“What’s so great about this one?”

“It’s warm, it’s dry. What else do you want?”

“I’m telling you, Leyzer, we have to get out of here. It’s a coop, a jail.”

“But you’re the one who found it. Who else is to blame? Who?”

“Had I know it would be like this …”

“You never seem to know …”

Mother didn’t answer. She pursed her lips and turned sullen.

Father sleepily murmured the after-meal blessings. He was tired from the long day’s work. The beds were turned down. He stopped in the middle of his recitation. His head drooped to a side. He gave a start and picked up where he’d left off, then nodded off again.

It was still early in the evening. The hands of the clock showed eight.

At other times, this would have been the hour for Mother to go out to visit Aunt Miriam, when the neighbors gathered to chat and the children played their games. Yitskhok the teacher, who tutored the sons of the rich, was often a visitor. It was homey at Aunt Miriam’s, bright and warm. But between Mother and the delights at Aunt Miriam’s lay a barrier, the dark, accursed lane. It was like a wall, a partition separating one world from the other.

Father was dozing, but mother wasn’t one to turn in with the chickens. She threw a shawl over her shoulders and went over to the chief prison guard’s place, just one door down.

The guard, a Pole who liked to speak Russian, had yellow whiskers and a face lined with creases. He was no yokel. He’d been around in the world and had many stories to relate. A talkative sort, he liked to reminisce about the Russian rebellion and the Turkish war. But most of all, he liked to talk about the murderer Sczepka, who was a prisoner in the jail, shackled in irons.

“They’ve shaved half of Sczepka’s head in prison,” he said, “and one side of his whiskers. He’s so tall that he wouldn’t fit through the door of this room. He used to be a stone-cutter, a tombstone carver of some kind. He used to do jobs at the cemetery, he knew how to carve birds in flight. No one knows what happened exactly, but somehow he teamed up with one of those zhidkes, that Jew Sherman. And from that time on, he became a murderer.”

Sherman was also confined in the same prison. The jailers slashed off half his yellow beard, shaved his head and, like his companion, half of his mustache. Both criminals were to be deported to Siberia come summer, to serve out their sentences of hard labor. Over there, in Siberia, the guard knew for sure, both men would be chained to wheelbarrows. They would eat with the wheelbarrows, sleep with the wheelbarrows, sit down with the wheelbarrows, walk with the wheelbarrows, and, when they died, be buried with the wheelbarrows.

The guard also told us that Sczepka had a wife and two children. The children, he said, had blue eyes and flaxen hair. Whenever his wife and children came to visit him at the prison, Sczepka would burst into tears.

I could have listened to the chief prison guard all day and all night. He had a colorful way of describing things, lingering over every detail. Mother also knew how to tell a story, but she couldn’t compare to the guard. Besides, in the guard’s house, it was warmer than our place, and homier too. There were flower pots on the window sills, and on the wall above the double bed hung a dark picture of the Holy Mother.

Sitting on the other side of the room was the guard’s wife, a tall, blond woman, her hair coiled in thick braids around her entire head. She always looked freshly washed and combed. She smelled of soap and of starched laundry.

She herself was Russian, from a remote district, but she had been living here in Poland for a long time. She had learned Polish and spoke it with a drawl, in incomplete sentences. She, too, liked to tell stories, especially about her native village, somewhere on the banks of the Don River. The river, she said, was bluer than the sky, bluer than the bluest eyes. There was a church nearby with a small dome and gold crosses. The church was also blue. It had a young priest, with a black beard, who had wanted to make her his wife. Had she married him, she would have been the wife of a priest, with everybody paying her their respects. But that’s not what she wanted. The Polish soldier serving in the Russian army, the present chief prison guard, suited her better. She fell in love with him and chose him over the priest.

There were also Jews where she came from, she said, but they were altogether different. They didn’t wear long kapotes, had no sidelocks, and didn’t speak Yiddish.

There was no end to the stories the guard and his wife could tell, but it was getting late. The clock kept marking the passing of the hours. Our empty stomachs began to growl. When the clock struck twelve, we knew it was time to leave.

Back home, the wick of the lamp had burned down almost to the end. Bits of shadows, like pieces of shredded sacks, climbed up the wall. Father’s head rested on one edge of the table. He was fast asleep, worn out from the day’s labors.

The house was dark and dreary. To me it seemed as if the room had emptied out, to make space for Father so that he could better be seen, so that he could sleep with greater ease.

Mother sighed, deeply. “Ah, how sad, how sad!”

Her voice remained hanging in the air above Father’s sleeping head, like a demand for money owed.



Chapter Sixteen

The question arises: How did my mother, who, with her first husband, the feldsher, resided in spacious rooms, with brass handles on the doors, come to be with Father, a village Jew who lived in a place known as the New Mill, a good judge of hay, who feasted on sour milk and sour cream from large earthenware bowls, who liked to bathe in the local river and sleep in the forest under a pine tree? How did these two people ever get together?

The story goes as follows.

Before Mother and Father decided to marry, neither was aware of the exact number of children each had had with their first spouses. In drawing up the marriage contract, they forgot to note the names of all the orphaned children. It had been mentioned that there were several such, but that they were already grown and not dependent on either their father or mother for support.

The wedding canopy was set up and a repast prepared for the guests. The bridegroom returned home, and then Mother packed all her belongings into a trunk, left her few pieces of jewelry with Aunt Miriam, and went out by herself to the New Mill, where Father had lived with his first wife. When mother arrived, her eyes fell upon a large, dark room with an earthen floor, many clay pots strewn about in the corners, two broken windowpanes stuffed with pillows, and four grown girls, dark-skinned, bedraggled, dressed in loose cotton blouses, hiding behind the headboards and staring in wonder at the new wife their father had brought home from town.

When Mother saw all this, her young face shriveled up like a fig. She didn’t remove her head scarf, she didn’t take off her coat, but just stood there.

“Is this the farm that you told me you owned?” she asked.

“Yes, this is the farm,” Father replied.

“And who are the girls?”

“My daughters.”

“All four of them?”

“All four, may they remain in good health.”

“But you only spoke of two.”

“Well, what does it matter? A person says things …”

Mother felt a pressure on her heart. She couldn’t speak. What good would speaking do? If she hadn’t been ashamed to do so, she would have fainted right there and then.

However, she pulled herself together and said, “No, Reb Leyzer! That’s not what we agreed upon. You keep your daughters, and all the best to you, but I will not be your wife.”

“What do you mean? What about our marriage ceremony?”

“We’ll get a divorce, Reb Leyzer!”

And with that, Mother and her trunk returned to town.

She went straight to Aunt Miriam, her younger sister, crying and lamenting, “Miriam, dear heart, what did you want from me? Why did you talk me into this marriage? He’s a pauper! There are four girls in the house, like four hunks of wood. What am I to do with four girls?”

Aunt Miriam knew that Father had four daughters at home. She also knew that Reb Leyzer of the New Mill was nothing but a pauper, that the “farm” cited as an inducement in the marriage negotiation was nothing more than one room with an earthen floor and the clay pots for the sour milk. On the other hand, Mother was a widow and Reb Leyzer didn’t ask for any dowry. Besides, she was left with children of her own, from her first husband, may he rest in peace. So why all the complaints?

“Why shouldn’t I complain?” Mother insisted. “After the spacious rooms I had with my first husband, I should now go live in a single dark room with an earthen floor?”

Aunt Miriam’s heart went out to her, and whoever heard about what happened felt sorry for the young, pretty Frimet. But it was a lost cause. What use would it be to complain?

At that point, everybody began to lay into Mother. Aunt Miriam, and Reyzl, Itshe Bik’s widow, and Father’s sister, Aunt Naomi of the refined lips—all gave Mother to understand that a person’s fate depends on God. Nobody knows what will be. It might very well turn out that, for Mother’s sake, Father’s fortunes would improve, enough to provide his wife with spacious rooms with brass handles on the doors.

What could Mother do? She didn’t want to become a laughingstock among respectable people. She wept, complained some more, and finally let herself be persuaded. But she refused to return to the New Mill.

“Let him move into town,” Mother said. “He’s a pauper, no matter what. So he’ll be a pauper in town.”

Before long, Father said goodbye to his clay pots, to the meadows and to the forest, and moved into town together with his four dark-skinned, bedraggled daughters.

Four such daughters couldn’t sit on their father’s impoverished shoulders forever. It was time to start thinking in practical terms about them. Bit by bit, Mother took it upon herself to see that they were provided for.

Ite, the youngest, became a cook for rich families in Warsaw. Once in a while, on holidays, she would come home to visit her father, always bringing gifts.

Khane-Sore, the eldest, tall, swarthy, and with a pair of big, strong hands, Mother married off to a butcher in a nearby village. She had nothing to complain about. Things went well for her. Wolf, her husband, a short man with a dark, pinched face, loved his wife. In due course, she bore him three daughters and four sons—may they live and be healthy—all like their mother, dark-skinned, green-eyed, quiet, and with abundant hair.

Khane-Sore herself came into town only once in a blue moon. She would come to buy a dress for a daughter and at the same time use the occasion both to drop in on her father and to practice her silence.

Father and his eldest daughter, both tall and proud, like spreading, deeply rooted poplars, would sit facing one another and looking into each other’s eyes. They sat in silence, broken only by a brief exchange.

“How are you, Father?”

“How should I be?”

“What’s new?”

“Not much. Wolf?”

“Fine.”

“And the children?”

“God be praised.”

That was all. They continued looking at each other. Once more, silence. Then she was gone, not to be seen again for another year, or two years, or five years.

Father took great delight in his eldest daughter. She was well-off, mistress of the largest butcher shop in her village, had happily married off all her children, and presided over many a circumcision and celebration of the birth of a male child. She invited Father to all her festivities, from which he returned well-fed and well-rested.

He would tell us about the feasts he had enjoyed, about his grandchildren—may they be safe from the evil eye—who were growing up God-fearing and respectable. He talked a great deal about his son-in-law Wolf who, though small in stature and with a wispy beard, was able, single-handedly, to deal with an unruly young bull, as well as with the neighboring peasants, all of them great haters of Jews.

But Khane-Sore was Father’s only married daughter. After her came Beyle, also big and tall, with long narrow hands and a wide, square chin. Beyle didn’t have her sister Khane-Sore’s prodigious calm. She spoke in broken-off, curt sentences. Every little thing made her cheeks break out in red spots.

Beyle looked at the world through quick, restless eyes. Strangers might have thought her malicious, but nothing was further from the truth. She would gladly have given away her last shirt. She was known by all for her good works. So worthy a woman, people said, couldn’t easily be found, even if one went out searching with lit candles.

Beyle, however, had one great fault. She couldn’t sit still for a moment. Cut her into bits and pieces and somehow she would find a way to get up and go. She was constantly on the move, to Warsaw, to Lodz, to some small town, anywhere, so long as she didn’t have to stay in any one place for too long.

Sometimes, she would stop at an inn somewhere to get warm. If she liked the place and the people, she would hire herself out and stay a while.

At the inn, she would milk the cows, cook huge potfuls of food for Jews and for passing travelers, and set down pans of potatoes and mash for the cows’ feed. She also knew how to work a spindle, to knit, to sew, and to mend clothes. She even knew how to banter with the sons of wealthy landowners, who rode by the inn on their splendidly outfitted horses.

Beyle knew how to do everything—except how to do some good for herself. The years passed. Beyle grew wider in girth, and still she remained unmarried, unable to find her match.

Only once, however, in one of the inns, did an opportunity seem to present itself. It happened in the person of a dark-skinned Jew who was passing through, a stocky man with a pair of eyes black as coal, wearing a hooded coat. A chat revealed that this Jew’s wife had unfortunately died in childbirth.

Beyle handed him a large bowl of grits and gave him milk to drink, straight from the cow. One word let to another, and she was emboldened to ask him some questions. What did he do for a living? Did he have children? Where did he live?

He told her he had no children, that he lived on the other side of the Pilica River, that he made a good living, and that it was only through God’s will that he remained a widower.

Beyle listened in silence. The red spots welled up on her cheeks. The dark-skinned Jew was staying overnight at the inn. Beyle slept in a tiny room elsewhere in the house. In the same little room, high on a ledge, hens were dreaming away. The door had no lock. Who needed one? What was there to steal?

Beyle was lying in bed, thinking about the dark-skinned Jew. She wanted to fall asleep, for she had to be up at dawn to milk the cows and to prepare breakfast for the passersby. But the Jew’s black eyes kept her awake.

The hours slowly passed. Soon the sleeping hens would be stirring.

Just then Beyle became aware of something tickling her face. She could have sworn that a hen had slid from its perch and scratched her face with its leg or its wing.

“Shoo, shoo!” Beyle called out to the hen.

But suddenly it became obvious that this was no hen. The room was pitch-black. Nevertheless, Beyle could make out a pair of big, wide-open eyes looking at her.

She felt her heart constricting. A hot shudder rippled through her entire body. She knew instantly who it was.

“Reb Jew, what is this?” she asked in a very soft voice.

“What do you think?”

“What are you doing here, Reb Jew?”

“What should I be doing? Nothing. My wife—it shouldn’t happen to us—has been taken from me.”

“So you come crawling to strange women?”

“God forbid! Who said so? Only that …”

His hands burned even hotter than his eyes.

Again, Beyle said softly, “Please, Reb Jew, leave.”

“Why? I don’t mean any harm, Beyleshi. God forbid!” He called her Beyleshi …

“What kind of Beyleshi am I to you?”

“If you love someone, you stretch out the name.”

“Since when do you love me?”

“From the very first moment I laid eyes on you.”

“And are you ready to set up the wedding canopy?”

“Why not? We can do that, too.”

“When?”

“Soon.”

There was a sudden tumult in the tiny room. The hens, shaken from their dreaming, began to flap their wings and flew onto Beyle’s and the dark Jew’s heads. Beyle leaped up, slapped him across the face, yanked open the wooden door, and screamed out into the night.

“You fornicator! You should rot in hell! Is this what you want from me!?”

Lamps were quickly lit throughout the inn. Jews in feather-strewn caps hastily performed the morning ritual of the washing of the hands. Women in nightcaps, coats thrown over their shoulders, ran out barefoot.

“Woe is me,” they cried, pinching their cheeks. “And a Jew, yet! Whoever heard of such a thing …”

The noise woke up the children, who started to cry. A dog barked furiously. The black-bearded Jew with the burning eyes vanished into the night, leaving behind his hooded coat.

Beyle sent the garment home to her father with Yarme the coachman. He would have something to wear for the winter as he made his rounds of the villages.

Yarme the coachman told everybody the whole story, from beginning to end. Beyle herself had asked him to do so. She wanted everybody back home to know that, even though she often stayed away overnight, she would never shame her father in his old age.

In fact, she never did. When the time came, she married in accordance with the laws of Moses and Israel.

Beyle was her own matchmaker. The man she married was also a widower, but not dark-skinned and with no burning eyes, like that person at the inn. He was a big, strapping man with a thick blond beard like the Russian Tsar’s, Alexander III.

To be sure, he was nowhere as rich, nor did he have a royal name. He was called Wolf, like Father’s other son-in-law. But he had his own horse and wagon. In addition, he could shoe horses, repair wheels, and lift a packed wagon with his shoulder if its axle broke. When his first wife had been alive, he’d owned a small field and a vegetable garden. But after he was widowed, he neglected the field and the garden. He no longer had a mind for the carrots and turnips that he had planted. Pigs took over the field, wallowing in their own filth. Well, so be it. He would move into town. He owned a horse and wagon. He knew how to shoe horses. With God’s help he’d make a living.

Beyle and her husband lived on the outskirts of town, far away, almost at the edge of Skarszew. At night the winds howled across Beyle’s roof. Wagons rumbled past, coming and going to and from town. The driver’s shouts could be heard through the windows. Beyle cooked large pots of grits for herself and her husband. For the Sabbath she prepared the special tsholent with derma.

Her husband Wolf drove his horse and wagon to the fairs and markets. In between trips he shod horses. They eked out a living, they managed. And every year, in the middle of the night, you could hear the cries of the new being that Beyle had brought into the world.

The more children they had, the harder it became to support them. Beyle rented out an alcove and began baking poppy-seed rolls for sale to young wagon-drivers. But she never complained. After all, this is what she wanted.

Sometimes, when Beyle came by to wish us a happy holiday, Mother would ask her how she was getting on. Once Beyle let slip that, when all the children were asleep, her mind sometimes turned to the dark-skinned Jew with the burning eyes. She could still visualize the scene. She didn’t know what to make of it. But after a night of such recollection, she could barely feel her heart beating. Everything went wrong. The grits failed. The young wagon-drivers turned up their noses at the poppy-seed rolls. She quarreled with the woman who rented the alcove.



Chapter Seventeen

This is how the restless, impulsive Beyle dealt with things. At circumcisions and celebrations marking the birth of a male child, she didn’t serve the usual gefilte fish and cake, but made do with boiled chickpeas, some kind of tiny fish that wasn’t too fresh, and headcheese. From time to time Father would send her two gilders for the children, a loaf of soft bread, fish for the Sabbath, and matzos for Passover. Beyle showed Father her thanks by coming to visit on a Sabbath afternoon and bringing her entire brood, their heads washed and combed, telling them to go over to their grandfather and kiss his hand.

It was different, however, for Toybe, Father’s third daughter. Toybe was quite unlike any of her sisters. She was taller, broader in the shoulders, and wider in the hips. With her erect carriage and a face open to wind and sun, she resembled those well-to-do daughters brought up on chicken and broth, who sew phylactery bags for their bridegrooms.

Toybe’s eyes were large and round, with a look of constant amazement. They were blue during the day but took on a green tinge at night. Her hair was black and curly, piled high on her head. On sunny days it looked purplish, the color of garnets. When Toybe walked, the panes rattled and the floor creaked. And even though she worked as a servant in a wealthy household, washing dishes, scraping carrots, and peeling potatoes, her hands were soft and delicate, with long, clean fingers.

On Sabbath, after the midday meal, Toybe would come to visit. She liked to listen to Mother’s tales about Warsaw. She also liked to hear about Mother’s son Moyshe, who was taken away at so young an age. She would listen attentively as Mother talked of her favorite subject, the spacious rooms and brass door handles of her former life. Toybe was placid and patient and took everything in with a smile.

She herself also had stories to tell, about the New Mill where she was born, about her mother who could carry a sack full of potatoes on her back. She told about the small water mill where Father had once worked as a miller and where at night, she said, demons would hide. Many times, in the middle of the night, she herself had heard the millstones suddenly start turning all by themselves. Father would then rush out to take a look, but saw nothing. He heard only whistling and the sound of footsteps scurrying away.

Once, around the time of the festival of Shavuoth, Toybe told us, the mill again started up by itself, so that Father had to wake up the mill-owner, who lived nearby with his wife and child. They lit a lamp, the mill-owner crossed himself, and he and Father went inside.

No sooner had they gone in when they heard sounds of scampering and the patter of running feet. The mill-owner was a brave man. He gave chase and soon caught a farm-hand together with another person, who turned out to be … the mill-owner’s own wife! She was young and pretty. What was she doing in the mill at that hour? Nobody knows. But when her husband saw her in the mill, he grabbed her by the hair, flung her to the ground, picked her up again, and then flung her onto the millstones.

The stones were grinding, water was flowing. The miller’s wife fell between the slabs. There was a sound of bones cracking and crunching. Blood gushed and spattered. The whole mill, all the flour, became soaked with blood.

The owner was later sent in chains to Siberia. Father had no further wish to work at the mill.

That was a long time ago. Toybe was then just a little girl. But she remembered how scared she had been and that she had run off to the woods and stayed there a whole day and night. When her mother went looking for her, she found her half-conscious under a tree.

When Toybe was in the right mood, she liked to tell more stories, particularly about the same forest where she had spent a day and a night. She told about the packs of wolves that came out of the woods on winter nights, roaming the roads and attacking horses and people. She told about miserly peasants who engaged in lifelong feuds over a few acres of land. One of them killed his own mother on this account and ended up rotting in jail.

By the flight of the birds and by the smoke rising from the chimneys, Toybe was able to forecast the weather and predict whether the next day was likely to be rainy, windy, or sunny.

I liked Toybe more than all my other sisters. My days and nights were passed with thinking about her cornfields, her woods, and her river. I thought that if Toybe could only write all this down, it would be a thousand times better than the tales in Mother’s storybook, from which she read to neighbors and friends on Saturday afternoons, after the Sabbath meal.

Following the death of Toybe’s mother, and after her brothers and sisters had scattered in all directions, she too had to leave the New Mill and its fields and find work in town, becoming a servant in a well-to-do household, where the doors were kept closed night and day and people addressed each other through pinched noses.

It was Mother who arranged the employment in question. She saw to it that Toybe, Father’s prettiest daughter, would be entering a rich, grand household.

The master of the house was a man not quite forty, with a pale, scholarly face, adorned with a tiny black beard. He wore a silk hat, even in the middle of the week, and, on his feet, little polished boots that squeaked. He walked with dainty, measured steps.

Toybe’s mistress, all pink and white, moved lazily about her bright, roomy chambers, treading with a puffed-up air. Under her well-fed chin, two or three extra little chins jiggled. Her demands were constant.

“Toybeshi, pull off my shoes, loosen my corset …”

“Toybeshi, run down for two or three oranges …”

Toybeshi ran, Toybeshi pulled off the shoes, loosened the corset, peeled potatoes, fired the ovens. For all that, Toybe’s lovely hands retained their beauty and charm. But it was not unlikely that those very hands were also the cause of Toybe’s tragic undoing.

The master of the house, he of the pale face and the silk hat worn even on weekdays, never looked at his maidservant the way any one person looks at another. This refined man never came into the kitchen where Toybe scrubbed away the better part of her life. After all, what business did he have there? Only on very rare occasions, for instance, when his wife was away from the house, did he show up, without warning.

“The Madam isn’t here?” he would ask, without looking directly at Toybe.

“No, the Madam isn’t here.”

“Oh, she’s not here? … What was it I meant to say? Do me a favor, Toybe …”

He never said what favor he wanted of her. He was so refined, he never raised his voice. But Toybe noticed that, during his infrequent visits to the kitchen, he never took his eyes off her slender, beautiful hands.

Toybe had great respect for her gentle master. When in the mornings she brushed his silk kapote with the slit down the back, or polished his soft boots, she felt as if some of his gentleness and wealth rubbed off on her.

Toybe seemed happy there. She acquired a suitcase full of underwear, ruffled blouses, sheets, and pillowcases. She even had her own bankbook, tucked in among the clean underwear.

However, in recent weeks Toybe had stopped paying her regular Sabbath visits.

“What’s wrong, Toybe? How come we don’t see you?” Mother asked, when Toybe finally showed up one week.

“I didn’t have time,” she said. “Last week I went over to a girlfriend’s. The week before I went to the synagogue. The bridegroom-to-be of another friend was being honored.”

“You don’t look so well, Toybe.”

“Really?”

To me it seemed that Toybe did look paler, but that only served to enhance her beauty and gentleness.

Several more Saturdays passed and again Toybe failed to show up.

“We haven’t seen Toybe lately,” Father remarked one Sabbath after his midday nap, sitting up in bed and yawning into the room.

“She was probably unable to come for some reason.”

That turned out to be the case. Her mistress had taken ill, Toybe said, when she finally made another Sabbath visit, and Doctor Fiedler had been called in to examine her.

“Doctor Fiedler?” Mother exclaimed with a look of alarm. “Was it that serious?”

“Very serious, Auntie.”

“And how is she now?”

“Much better, thank God.”

“What was wrong with her?”

“An inflammation of the lungs, Heaven preserve us.”

That Sabbath Toybe’s face was bathed in sweat. She looked exhausted, as though she were about to faint. This wasn’t the gentle pallor of several Sabbaths ago. Today, she didn’t tell any stories. Her eyes, blue by day and green by night, seemed to have no color at all.

She looked past Mother’s head at the dresser, which displayed a photograph of Mother’s daughter Tsipe, who was engaged to a brush-maker in Warsaw.

“Does Tsipe write to you?”

“Yes, she does.”

“When is she getting married?”

“Soon, though I can’t swear to it.”

“The bridegroom’s a brush-maker?”

“Yes, a brush-maker,” Mother replied somewhat absentmindedly, as if she wasn’t paying attention to what she was saying. She was staring curiously at Toybe.

Toybe’s face seemed to turn red, but that must have been because of the setting sun. The entire patch of sky visible through our window was aglow, together with Toybe’s face.

That Sabbath, Toybe stayed longer than usual. Shadows began to creep down from the ceiling. The smell of herring and stale hallah, the Sabbath bread, hung in the air. Father was sitting all alone at the table. Tapping on the table with the handle of a knife and swaying slowly from side to side, he was quietly drawing out the phrases of a Sabbath hymn.

“Are there stars in the sky yet?” Toybe looked out the window.

“No, not yet.”

“Can’t you stay longer, Toybe?” Mother asked.

“I really have to go.”

Toybe stood up slowly. Mother peered into the dark as if she were nearsighted.

“A good Sabbath to you,” said Toybe, taking her leave and forgetting this time to kiss me.

“Good Sabbath, good year. Don’t be a stranger.”

The room lapsed into deep silence. Then, from behind the stove, a cricket started up a persistent chirping.

“Leyzer!” Mother called to him. “Leyzer!”

Her voice was muffled, subdued, as if rousing someone gently from sleep.

Father continued his tapping.

“He’s a little deaf,” Mother said to herself and then recited her own prayer, joining her chant with Father’s drawn-out mumble.

We didn’t see Toybe again for some time afterward. Mother meant to go to the house of Toybe’s wealthy employers, to see if Toybe wasn’t sick, God forbid. But somehow, Mother never managed to go.

It was a Sabbath afternoon and we had just done eating. The reflections of large, puffy clouds sailed across the windows. Father pushed himself under the featherbed and fell asleep immediately. Mother went over to the bookcase and took down the storybook A Son of Two Mothers, wiped the gold-rimmed spectacles she had brought back from Warsaw, and was settling down to continue reading the fascinating tale of Rudolf the scoundrel and the beautiful, innocent Carolina.

Here, in our new dwelling, Mother read a lot of books, not so much for her own enjoyment, but for the entertainment of the neighboring women, who gathered in our house, like hens flocking onto their roosts, to listen as Mother read to them.

A week earlier, Mother had stopped at the point where the innocent Carolina had mysteriously vanished from the palace of her father, the millionaire count. She now opened the book to the page where a corner had been turned down to mark the place, and waited for her audience to assemble. I, myself, was waiting eagerly and impatiently to hear the end of the story, but apart from that, I simply loved to hear Mother read.

Her delivery was so clear that even a child would have had no trouble understanding. She read in a kind of incantation peculiarly her own, a blend of the two different intonations used, respectively, for the reciting of the penitential prayers of the High Holidays and the reading of the Yiddish women’s Bible. When Rudolf the scoundrel tormented the beautiful, noble Carolina, Mother screamed and fluttered her hands. Rivkele, the young wife of Meyer the soldier, who always brought along several slices of hallah and hot tea in a bottle, couldn’t bear it any longer.

“Frimet!” she pleaded. “Stop for a moment. This can’t be happening. It just breaks my heart!”

And when Mother came to the part where Carolina took a moonlight stroll with her beloved, the duke, while the birds twittered in the trees, her voice dropped to a hush and filled with such feeling that each of her listeners imagined herself strolling with the duke in the moonlight among the twittering birds.

But on that Sabbath I was not fated to hear how the story of the innocent Carolina ended.

God only knows why none of Mother’s listeners showed up that afternoon. Did they discuss the matter among themselves and come to some mutual agreement? Were they angry with her? Mother didn’t know what to make of it. Meanwhile, she began reading to herself. She turned a page, then turned it back, took off her spectacles and put them on again, but was unable to concentrate.

While Mother was still in a quandary over her missing auditors, the door suddenly flung open and a tiny woman with red, flaming cheeks burst into the room. She wasn’t part of Mother’s reading group. It was Reyzl, Itshe Bik’s widow and a distant relative of Mother’s.

Reyzl would drop in to see us every six weeks or so. She was very short, as if her growth had been stunted, and when she sat down her feet never quite reached the floor. Mother always shoved a footstool under her, so she wouldn’t look ridiculous with her feet dangling in the air.

Reyzl liked to drink tea with lemon when she came to visit us. She would pour out her heart to Mother. Her own children, she bemoaned, were ashamed of her and begrudged her anything. She cursed her sons-in-law and daughters-in law, and always berated Mother for not finding her a respectable match.

“After all, I’m all alone, like a stone,” she said between sips of the steaming tea. “How long am I supposed to remain without a husband?”

“But Reyzlshi,” Mother suppressed a smile, “this would be the fourth …”

“So what? Am I that old?”

Certainly not. By no means could Reyzl, Itshe Bik’s widow, be considered old. She had red, flaming cheeks that always seemed to be chuckling, thin, dainty lips, and a network of creases enfolding her soft neck. She walked with little dancing steps, thrusting herself forward. She was constantly complaining to the Almighty, summer and winter, for making it either too hot or too cold.

Reyzl didn’t think much of the beautiful Carolina and of Rudolf the scoundrel.

“Made-up stories,” she scoffed. “Who cares about Rudolf and his whole … what’s her name … Carolina, Shmarolina. It’s all not true, anyway.”

This was the Reyzl who had just burst through our door in a state of great agitation.

“Frimet!” she cried.

Mother quickly put down her storybook and stood up, an astonished look on her face.

“A good Sabbath to you, Reyzl!”

“Are you alone?” was how Reyzl responded to Mother’s greeting.

“What do you mean, ‘alone’?” Mother wrinkled her nose, a sign that now she was frightened.

Reyzl immediately set her little eyes on me, all the while nodding at Mother. I looked from one to the other, trying to understand the wordless conversation they were conducting with their eyes.

“Mendl,” Mother said, “go outside for a minute.”

“What for?”

“Do as you’re told!”

I didn’t want to go out.

“Just for a minute. Go!” Reyzl shook her small, foolish head at me.

It was she who closed the door behind me. I remained standing on the other side, angry and ashamed. What evil spirit sent that stupid cow here today! Who asked her to come? So she had a secret to tell. Couldn’t I hear it, too?

Actually, whenever there were secrets to be told, I was always sent outside. This time, though, I decided to stand firm and stationed myself behind the kitchen door to eavesdrop on their conversation. I put my ear to the closed door and peeked through the keyhole, but I couldn’t hear or see a thing. It must have been a really big secret for them to speak so softly, a terrible secret, too, for suddenly the door burst open and I saw Mother throwing on her fur winter coat.

Within those few minutes of their talk about the secret, Mother’s face had taken on a drawn, panic-stricken look. Reyzl’s dainty lips trembled, like in a fever. Father had heard nothing. He lay asleep, his nostrils pointing at the ceiling.

In her great haste, Mother couldn’t fasten her coat. Her head scarf didn’t sit properly on her skewed wig. She ran with little half-steps around the room, casting glances, first at Father, who was still fast asleep, then at me. She looked at me with bewildered eyes, as if she wanted to tell me something and was straining to remember what it was.

“Mendl!” Mother said sharply. “Don’t leave the house! When Father wakes up, tell him that there are some stewed pears on the shelf. I’ll be back soon.”

God forbid! Something terrible must have happened to somebody for Mother to rush off so, as if she were shot from a cannon. Reyzl danced after her, on her short, stumpy legs.

The house was now quiet, except for the wind. I was seized by a panic. I knew I was told not to leave the house, but I also knew that if I stayed, I would die. So I disobeyed Mother. Come what may, I simply had to find out what the secret was that had sent Reyzl over, and why Mother had rushed off in such frantic haste. I threw on my coat without buttoning it and also ran out of the house.

At the German church I wedged myself into a corner space, afraid that Mother might turn her head to see if anyone was following her. On Warsaw Street I hid once again in a doorway.

Mother and Reyzl turned into the lane alongside the shul, and I followed them. The lane was narrow and crooked, like a bent hoop. The white shul, with its round, blue windows, leaned against the low besmedresh, which jutted out slightly into the lane. The rest of the houses on the lane, small and pushed together, looked as if a windstorm had passed through and left them aslant, without them ever recovering their uprightness.

Something must have happened here.

The whole town, men and women forgoing their usual Sabbath-afternoon naps, had come running over to gape at the terrible disaster that had occurred. People were pushing and shoving, craning their necks, standing on tiptoe to peer over someone else’s head.

Every few minutes more people arrived, fresh packs of women. Mother and Reyzl had gotten entangled among all the beards and the wigs. I had no idea where they had disappeared to. I pushed my way through the cold kapotes of the men and the warm skirts of the women, past strange feet and elbows, trying to reach the spot that was the object of all the craning necks and peering faces.

Nobody seemed to know who I was. Nobody paid any attention to me, otherwise they wouldn’t have made the comments they did.

“Yes, the poor thing’s Leyzer the hay merchant’s.”

“What do you expect, having a stepmother!”

“Is the stepmother to blame?”

“Who else?”

“If one isn’t decent, a natural mother won’t make a difference.”

These were hailstones, not words. They were talking about my father, my mother. This meant that all the commotion, all that pushing and murmuring, must have something to do with us, with our family.

Just at the moment when I was finally able to get clear of all the skirts and kapotes, a long, drawn-out shriek rose above the heads of the crowd, followed by a prolonged scream that turned into a woeful wail.

“Dear God in heaven, let me die! Let me die!”

The crowd drew back in terror. The screaming stopped for a moment, slowly fading away, but soon started up again, echoing through the air.

“Oh, merciful Father, what more do you want of me?”

People averted their faces. An old woman in a nightcap shouted out of a toothless, shrunken mouth, “Men, away from here!”

There was a scraping of boots and shoes as people started moving back. It became less crowded. Suddenly I found myself up front, at the very spot toward which all the heads and noses had been turned.

Only then did I see that all around me, where the crowd had been the thickest, the snow was stained red. But the sun hadn’t set yet, its farewell glow lighting up the sky and the snow. The windows of the shul were still blue. Then why was the snow so red?

Again, somebody moved away, and there, right before my face, stretched the blur of a person, writhing in the snow.

But it wasn’t just any person, and it wasn’t a blur! It was Toybe, our Toybe!

She was lying there in the red snow, torn in two, both legs naked, sticking up like two logs. Blood was gushing from between her legs, or maybe her stomach.

Toybe saw me, but I couldn’t tell whether she recognized me. Her face was red and swollen. She looked up at me with large, round, upturned eyes, like those of a calf. All of a sudden, she raised her swollen face, stretched out her naked legs into the bloodstained snow, and let loose a piercing cry.

“People! Give me some poison! Take pity on me!”

At that moment, I caught sight of Mother in the distance. She was coming closer, her mouth wide open. I didn’t know whether she had just been screaming or was on the verge of screaming. Nor did I know where she had been until now. But the crowd of women moved aside to let her through. It became very still. A dull echo passed over the heads of the crowd.

“Frimet!”

“Frimet, Dovid-Froyke’s daughter!”

“The stepmother!”

Mother elbowed her way through, her face dark, sunken. Her head scarf had slid down to her shoulders. She bent down to Toybe. Apparently, she didn’t notice me. I never heard her talking to Toybe, nor Toybe talking to her. It now seemed as if there were no other people present, only Mother and Toybe.

From the direction of the bathhouse lane, which leads to the canal, a long, peasant sleigh was approaching. It was on such a sleigh that my brother Moyshe had once been taken to the hospital. I think it was the same sleigh and the same peasant driver, wearing the same sheepskin coat.

“Make way, zhidke! Move, you Jews!” he shouted, and drove his horse and sleigh right in among the skirts and kapotes.

“What’s with you, idiot?” a young woman yelled, pulling away just in time to avoid the horse’s head.

“Out of my way, bitch!”

“And you’re a son of a bitch!”

“Sha, sha!” voices called out from among the crowd. “She has no one better to argue with?”

The crowd moved aside. The sleigh came to a halt not far from where Toybe was lying. The peasant in the sheepskin and his helper crawled out of the sleigh. One of them bent over Toybe and growled into her face, “Damn it all! Couldn’t wait, could you?”

“She had no time …” someone in the crowd answered.

“Shut up over there!” the peasant retorted angrily.

Mother stood close beside him. She whispered something and he quietly nodded his head. Then the peasant and his helper lifted Toybe from the snow. She was no longer screaming. They covered her and wrapped her in straw.

The crowd began to murmur. I could hear snatches of their comments.

“And what’s with the bastard?”

“Dead.”

“A boy?”

“A girl?”

A strange policeman, arriving from the main street, sat himself down at the foot of the sleigh, just as Mother had done when Moyshe was rushed to the hospital.

Now Mother was following on foot, dragging herself alongside the iron spikes of the synagogue fence, all alone, without Reyzl, Itshe Bik’s widow. To me it seemed that she wasn’t walking of her own volition, but was being pushed from behind.

The sleigh took off. Clumps of red snow stuck to its sides. A moving cloud came to rest over the shul, black, like dried blood.



Chapter Eighteen

Toybe was taken to the Gentile hospital, the very same hospital behind which, once on a winter night, I almost froze to death and had to be rushed to Grandma’s house.

In that hospital the sick were brought in through a red gate. People said that no one ever left the same way. The sick never recovered and their corpses were carried out through the black gate, into Kozienic Street.

All week long, the tall windows of the hospital looked out onto the street in white, sheltered silence. Occasionally an old woman might come by, carrying a basket of food, and would wait half a day for someone to take it from her. Sometimes there would be a woman striking her head against the wall and sobbing loudly. At another time you might find a Gentile man, surrounded by his children, pleading to be let in to see his sick wife.

On Sundays and holidays those white, silent windows would come alive, as young female patients crowded behind them. With winks and gestures, they would try to attract the attention of the Russian soldiers striding in the street below, who kept looking up at the girls and spitting sunflower seed shells out of the corners of their mouths.

The young Gentile girls would hurl curses in sign language, mime derisions, thumb their noses, and stick out their tongues. And if one of the girls was so moved, she would turn around and bare her large, white backside, wagging it against the window and sending the soldiers into fits of raucous laughter. This set off a volley of triple-barreled Russian obscenities, and if words weren’t enough, the soldiers returned the compliment, exposing their own backsides, as well as other unspeakable parts.

That was why Jews avoided the Gentile hospital on Sundays. Altogether, they disliked it intensely. In that place, they said, you were butchered and slaughtered, with no one to complain to. Jews were afraid, not so much of the young female patients or of the black gate, as of Doctor Koszicki, who had the heart of a Tatar and a penchant for cutting people up, no matter what.

“A butcher he is, that Doctor Koszicki, a stomach-ripper,” people whispered.

That’s why I was so worried when Toybe was whisked off to the Gentile hospital. Toybe would never, of her own free will, have agreed to be taken to the haunt of that Angel of Death, Doctor Koszicki. Now, however, when such a terrible calamity had befallen her, she had no choice but to lie there and wait for Doctor Koszicki to cut her up and dispatch her corpse through the black gate. Who knows whether—God forbid!—they hadn’t already carried her out.

Toybe was never seen at the windows, neither on a Sunday nor on any other day. No one called up to her from the street below. No one brought her food baskets. No one inquired after her.

Ever since that fateful Sabbath day, Mother went around with a darkened face. She spoke to no one, stopped visiting the neighbors, and never finished reading the sad story of the innocent Carolina.

Mother seemed scared to look at Father, merely casting him a sideways glance from time to time. In that glance lay a look of frightened surprise, a fear of what must inevitably come out into the open.

“Doesn’t Leyzer know anything?” her look seemed to say, as she waited for Father to emerge from his deafness and self-absorption.

Father, apparently, had no idea of what had been going on. He slept more deeply than ever, snored more loudly than usual. When he returned home at night, tired and frozen, Mother quickly served him his supper. She never sat down at the table beside him, nor asked how his day in the villages had gone.

Most times she stayed in the kitchen, puttering about, stoking the fire, scraping the pots and pans, rinsing them over and over, until Father started to doze off, his head drooping heavily. Only then did she clear the table and shake him by the shoulder.

“Leyzer, go lie down, go …”

But for how long was it possible to remain in the dark? Surely, while Father was measuring hay ricks by hand, or crawling around wagons in the market, some whispers must have penetrated his deafness. Maybe some mischief-maker, an enemy perhaps, had shouted the bad news into his ear? Or could the winds in the field have brought him greetings from his daughter languishing in the Gentile hospital?

Father said nothing. But one evening he returned long before nightfall. He didn’t enter with his usual tread, the slow, heavy steps of those who deal with peasants and stride across fields. He burst into the room with a disturbed look on his face, his beard tangled, as though he’d slept on it, his mouth open. The dire news must have gone into his mouth and now he couldn’t close it. The hood of the coat that his daughter Beyle once sent him with Yarme the coachman had fallen from his head and dangled like a tired, extra limb. His plush cap tilted dangerously to one side.

At that moment, Mother was sitting beside the kerosene lamp, mending a shirt. When the door burst open and Father’s long shadow fell across the room, she instantly felt that it was his discovery of the tragedy that had occasioned the dramatic homecoming. She suddenly put a finger in her mouth, sucked on it, and rose hastily, still holding the shirt in her hand.

Father’s large, blue eyes were shot with little, red veins. Mother stood before him, her back bent, blinking as though it was she and not Toybe who was at fault.

“Frimet,” Father gasped, “come with me for a moment …”

“Leyzer, what happened?”

“Just come with me for a moment.”

He led her into the kitchen. The shirt Mother had been mending trailed along the floor behind her, one sleeve hanging down, like the limp arm of someone who had fainted.

They closed the door behind them, leaving it slightly ajar. I didn’t have the courage to follow them, so I pressed my ear to the opening. I couldn’t make out any words, only the sound of heavy panting, as if they were kneading large chunks of dough and flinging them to the kitchen floor.

Just then I heard what sounded like the rustling of sheets of paper.

“Hush, Leyzer, don’t talk …”

“What do you mean, don’t talk?” Father said in a choked voice.

He was seized by another fit of panting and I felt I should rush to his aid. I plucked up my courage, opened the door wider, and looked inside.

Father was standing in the middle of the kitchen with his hands hanging limply by his side. Never had his hands looked so long and large. Mother was fussing over him as if he were sick. With trembling hands she pulled the coat off his shoulders. He didn’t resist. His head kept drooping, lower and lower. There was no doubt about it, Father was ill. Mother grabbed him under the armpits, led him gently into the other room, and sat him down at the table. He sat there, stiff and cold, as if made of glass. Mother fetched a basin and a pitcher filled with water from the kitchen.

“Come, Leyzer,” she whispered, as if her throat were filled with tears, “wash your hands. I’ve made some fried liver and potatoes for you.”

But Father, apparently, didn’t hear her, or else he didn’t understand what she wanted of him.

“Nu, wash your hands, Leyzer. The food will get spoiled.”

Father’s hands were trembling. The water from the pitcher spilled across the rim of the basin. Mother brought in the liver and potatoes. A warm, sweet aroma wafted across the room. Father tried to eat, chewing slowly and staring with a stony gaze into the flame of the kerosene lamp.

Suddenly, Father’s spoon remained upright in the mashed potatoes. Mother, who had gone back to mending the shirt, though never taking her eyes off Father’s face, fidgeted like a hen.

“What’s wrong, Leyzer? Why aren’t you eating?”

But Father never returned to the meal. The upright spoon leaned toward one side and soon dropped, like a felled tree. Father’s head also leaned to one side.

Everything in the room seemed to be leaning, even the dying flame in the kerosene lamp. A wrinkled, greenish film spread across the dark brown liver.

Ever since that evening, Father’s head was always bent. The lower his head sagged, the higher he raised his shoulders. He began to speak more quietly, to walk more softly, and to eat very slowly.

We didn’t see Toybe again for a very long time. Nobody in the house talked about her. She was forgotten. But one day my friend Yankl, Yarme the coachmen’s son, took me inside his father’s omnibus and, as we lay on the warmed straw, in an excited whisper that welled up not from his throat but from his entire body, he breathed right into my face.

“Did you see it with your own eyes?”

“Yes, I did.”

“Right into the snow, you say?”

“Yes, into the snow.”

“How did everything look?”

I didn’t know how to answer him. Actually, I didn’t want to tell him anything. What business was it of his? What right did he have to stick his nose into Toybe’s affairs?

He promised to have his father, on one of his trips, take me in the omnibus as far as the tavern. But this time, I turned down the favor. All I wanted was to be left alone.

We were done with Toybe, but her name clung to the walls of our house. It lay in Father’s red eyes, lost in thought, on Mother’s pursed lips, and in my inflamed imagination. But we no longer talked about Toybe, not Mother, not Father, not Yankl, nor anyone else.



Chapter Nineteen

That was how we gradually got through the winter. The nights grew shorter. Each daybreak the dawn awakened with a rosier, warmer glow. In the wealthy homes in town, windows began to be thrown open and windowpanes polished. There was the smell of hot water in the air. Bedding was taken out for airing.

In Sime-Yoysef’s kheyder the approaching summer also made itself felt. Our teacher was now translating for us the Scroll of Esther. Haman’s ten sons already hung from the gallows, like herrings. The righteous Mordecai, by now a lord in the royal court, walked about the palace forever mindful of the welfare of his people, and every night Queen Esther slept in the bed of King Ahasuerus.

Around that time, my friend Yankl seemed to be up to something. He disappeared night after night and stayed out late, returning only after the bread cabinet was locked and everyone had gone to sleep.

The thought crossed my mind that Yankl was planning to run away. He was fed up with his stepmother, who was always pinching him, and with his father the coachman. He wanted to escape, otherwise he wouldn’t have been so guarded with me, nor would he have gone around with such a secretive look on his face.

I was sorry at the thought of losing Yankl. Who else did I have as a friend? But when the week of Purim arrived and the street was already filled with the aroma of homentashen, the special Purim pastries, Yankl took me aside and disclosed the secret that, on the coming Saturday night, in Yosl-Tsalel’s wedding hall, there would be a performance of The Sale of Joseph, and that he, Yankl, was to play the part of the righteous Joseph.

Joseph, no more, no less! Did he know what the righteous Joseph had looked like? Did he have a coat of many colors? In short, how did Yankl, the son of Yarme the coachman, come to Joseph the righteous?

“Don’t rack your brains,” Yankl said to me and proceeded to explain.

Sheve the seamstress had already sewn him a coat of many colors. She would be in the play, too, as Mother Rachel. Notele the blacksmith was going to play Father Jacob, and Hershl Bulldog and Yellow Velvl, Reuben and Simeon. There would be a tombstone. There would be a depiction of the Land of Israel. There would be portrayals of Pharaoh, the ruler of Egypt, of the Philistines, and of Moses.

Yankl must be a total ignoramus, I thought. What did the Philistines have to do with Moses? Moreover, when our forefather Jacob went down to Egypt, Moses hadn’t even been born yet.

“That’s what’s written in the book,” said Yankl, “the book that has the play in it.”

He added that no one would be admitted to The Sale of Jacob without a ticket bearing a special stamp and that a ticket cost twenty groshen.

What was I to do? I couldn’t save up twenty groshen by Saturday night. Had Yankl told me about this earlier in the winter, I would have put away one groshen after another and by now would have saved up enough for two tickets.

As it turned out, Mother had also heard about the forthcoming performance of The Sale of Joseph in Yosl-Tsalel’s hall. She had once read the play in one of her storybooks, and soon after her wedding to her first husband had even seen it, staged by the Brody Singers. One had to buy tickets then, too, she said. But that was then.

“Who today is as good as the Brody Singers?” she lapsed into reverie. “Who can perform like them? Nothing will come of this, I tell you. Yankl playing Joseph the righteous? When the Brody Singers performed the play, Joseph the righteous had a black, silky beard and you could barely see his face. Your Yankl has a face covered in freckles.”

Mother was probably right. But since I had never seen the performance by the Brody Singers, Yankl would be good enough for me.

“Well,” Mother said, “if you really want to go, I’ll come with you.”

I hardly slept a wink that whole week. In my imagination I saw the tombstone that Yankl had described to me. I saw Sheve the seamstress, and Yankl himself. But where would he find a black, silky beard like the one that Mother had seen on the Brody Singers’ Joseph?

On Sabbath, during the prayers at the shul, it occurred to me that, instead of Yankl, Uncle Bentsien’s son Mendl ought to be playing the part of the righteous Joseph. Most likely, Joseph would have to sing, and who, other than Mendl, sang as beautifully? Except that it would have been beneath his dignity to appear onstage together with Notele the blacksmith and Sheve the seamstress.

However, these were idle thoughts. What really mattered was the performance that was going to take place that very evening, and that the Sabbath day was dragging too long. The dark red sun seemed to be standing still, not moving from our windowpanes.

Father also seemed to be lingering longer over the shaleshudes, the late-afternoon Sabbath meal. He didn’t tap his knife on the table, as he usually did while chanting the hymns, but held it upright by its handle, the blade turned to the setting sun and mirroring, as it were, the mournful melodies. Mother, too, lingered over her women’s prayer, adding words of her own, additional praises of God, and repeating each phrase twice.

Everything took longer than usual. The three stars that signified the conclusion of the Sabbath were late in appearing. Father took his time reciting the havdole prayer ushering in the new week. Mother couldn’t find her head scarf. By some miracle, Motl Straw came by just then to go over the accounts with Father. This made Mother hurry up and, with luck, we finally managed to get out of the house.

Yosl-Tsalel’s hall, where The Sale of Joseph was to be performed, was housed in a round building, lying between the “wide” market and the street leading to the Gentile hospital. Jews passed by there every late Friday afternoon, before candle-lighting time, on their way to bathe in the Pyarski River. It was along this street, too, that the victims claimed by the river were borne, summer after summer.

The hall itself was spacious and circular in shape, with red walls and tall windows that looked out onto a section of the market and an even greater stretch of the hospital street. Up front, against the far wall, stood a wide padded armchair whose red velvet seat was worn and flattened from the brides of every shape who had sat thereon before being led to the wedding canopy with their grooms. From that hall, too, the members of the butchers’ and tanners’ guilds would carry the new Torah scrolls they were donating to their respective synagogues. It was also the place where, in times of trouble for Jews, rabbis and other leaders of the community held their assemblies. In that same hall, Yosl-Tsalel, himself a musician, with a refined black beard, often took up his fiddle and performed his own tunes and melodies.

Now, in honor of Purim, Yosl-Tsalel had rented out his hall for a performance of The Sale of Joseph.

A good part of the market and half of the hospital street were packed with people. A black sky stretched over the rooftops. Young men waved sticks in the air and threatened to tear out everybody’s guts. Young girls with disheveled hair tried to break into the young men’s ranks. A small Jew in a hacked-off kapote with frayed edges ran back and forth shouting, “Tickets, tickets! You can’t get in without a ticket!”

That set off a round of protests.

“Look who’s asking for tickets from us …”

“It’s Moyshele the apostate … what he’ll get from me is a smack, not a ticket!”

Mother and I stood to one side. She had no wish to push her way in, nor did she have the strength. But when Moyshele, coat flaps flying, ran past us, Mother stopped him.

“Young man! Excuse me, young man!”

“What do you want?”

“I’ve got tickets.”

“So what!”

“What do you mean, so what! I paid for them.”

He took a moment to think it over, then took a closer look at Mother.

“Aren’t you Frimet?”

“Yes.”

“And that’s your son?”

“Yes.”

“Does he have a ticket, too?”

“Of course”

“Then come with me.”

He led us through the hospital street into a beer hall, where Gentiles sat drinking from large, foam-topped mugs. From there we followed him into a dark, narrow courtyard, reeking of manure. He took us up a narrow, gray staircase.

“We’re going in there,” he said curtly.

We came into a blue-and-white kitchen, where a wide-hipped woman was stirring a big pot with a wooden spoon. A waxen-faced Jew with a wet beard was poring over a sacred book by the light of a candle. The wide-hipped woman walked behind us, pointing the direction.

“Straight ahead, straight ahead.”

That’s how we eventually got to Yosl-Tsalel’s hall.

We were immediately assailed by the smell of sweat, mixed with the aroma of rock candy and orange peels. The audience stood on long, low, wooden benches. Girls threw their arms around the shoulders of young men. A bearded Jew slunk along the wall. Women were wheezing and munching on squashed strudel wrapped in kerchiefs.

The play hadn’t started yet. The place where the red velvet bridal chair and its footstool usually stood now looked like a Gentile window decorated for Christmas. A large, bright lamp, wrapped in red tissue paper, hung down over a tombstone. The tombstone itself was hammered together from boards and smeared with whitewash.

Two misshapen deer, with the faces of wailing cats, held a gold Torah-crown between their front legs. Next to their hind legs was a sign in black and white: HERE LIES OUR MOTHER RACHEL.

I was imagining how exciting it would soon be to see Father Jacob and his sons, to see the sons selling their brother Joseph to the Ishmaelites, to see them dipping the coat of many colors in blood, taking it to their father and saying that a wild beast had devoured Joseph.

While I was imagining all this, a figure stepped out and stood next to Mother Rachel’s tombstone—a tall Jew with a long, yellow beard made of hemp, wearing a white robe and a silver crown. He carried a long, twisted staff, no doubt the very staff with which Moses had split the Red Sea and also struck the rock to bring forth water. A murmur swept through the hall: “Our Father Jacob!”

The benches began to creak. Chins were propped up on the shoulders of strangers. Someone complained about the loud smacking of lips. He was immediately told that if he didn’t like it, he didn’t have to look. For good measure, those who felt falsely accused by this remark hoped that those whose eyes were too big for their own good might go blind.

All the while, Father Jacob was standing beside Mother Rachel’s grave, waiting for the noise to die down. But the longer he remained silent, peering at the crowd from under his yellow eyebrows, the harder they pushed and shoved one another, and the louder their squabbling grew. Father Jacob banged on the floor with Moses’ staff and roared out like a lion.

“Quiet, everybody! A black year should befall you!”

The noise stopped. Father Jacob raised his staff and began to proclaim: “Listen, good people, we are about to enact for you tonight …”

And so the play finally began:

Herewith the tale of Joseph and his brothers,

Told in sweet words and glorious song,

To be sung, at Purim, glass in hand,

In every town, in every land.

Father Jacob didn’t simply recite the lines but sang them out in a nasal voice, half sniffle, half screech. When he came to the end of the verse, he clapped his hands and called to the closed door:

Come in, my children all,

Come in, heed your father’s call.

The children began to file in. First, two by two, came Reuben and Simeon, Judah and Issachar, stepping stiffly, as if each had swallowed a stick. Then Naphtali stumbled in, as if someone had pushed him from behind. Then in ran Levi, a young man who looked like a corpse, with long red hands that he didn’t know where to put.

How handsome they looked, the children of Jacob, all so dressed up!

Reuben wore a black silk kapote, girded round the middle like a Hasid, house-slippers, and white socks. Simeon, sweating profusely, was dressed in a wagon-driver’s jacket, with the padded lining on the outside, and Judah looked like a hangman. What person in his right mind would wear a red shirt? And where did he get hold of it? Issachar, on the other hand, in his soft, turned-down collar and tie, looked like a newly married husband boarding with his in-laws. In my view, that’s what Benjamin should have worn, instead of that tight-fitting, womanish waistcoat and those laced-up shoes.

All the brothers stationed themselves around the tombstone. All blinked their eyes and all had distorted faces, so smeared with makeup that they were impossible to recognize.

Just then Joseph the righteous himself came running in. He looked different than all his brothers, not only as described in the Bible, but here, in actuality. I knew it was my friend Yankl, with the freckled face, but he looked resplendent. He wore a velvet skullcap, like the son of a rabbi, and sported small side curls, shiny, black, and tightly wound.

For the life of me, I couldn’t figure out where Yankl had gotten hold of those side curls. First of all, he never wore side curls, and second, his own hair was straight and blond.

But what difference did it make? He looked so handsome. The blue silk shirt, cut low, like a girl’s, suited his face. It was too bad, though, that they made him go barefoot, and the staff he carried was certainly a mistake. It should have been curved at the top, like Father Jacob’s.

Well, so be it. The important thing was that all of Jacob’s sons had assembled, and the play could now proceed in earnest.

Father Jacob surveyed his sons and addressed them as follows:

Attend my word, O children of Israel.

The might of the Lord is without measure,

The Lord who recalls my great suffering

At the hands of Laban the Aramean.

Now, my children, take the kine out to pasture.

And so that I don’t succumb to sorrow,

I’ll keep Joseph here with me to study Torah.

The brothers went out slowly, one by one, leaving Joseph behind, alone with their Father. Father Jacob then got up on a bench and began to sing in a mournful voice:

Make haste, to your brothers run.

Go and see if they are done

With all the tasks that I have asked.

Joseph bowed to his father and replied:

Father, Father, I hasten to do as you say.

I’ll bring back my brothers without delay.

Father Jacob blew out the lamp, Joseph hastened to his brothers, and darkness enveloped Mother Rachel’s grave.

Nobody had the slightest inkling as to whether the play was over or not. Once again, the audience began to push and shove, complaining noisily.

“Where did Joseph go off to?”

“What’s taking him so long?”

“He’d be the one to send to go looking for the Angel of Death!”

But in a short while, all the brothers were back in view. Holding their staffs before them, they advanced with confident steps. Joseph the righteous looked small and scared. And with good reason, unfortunately.

Just then, one of the brothers stepped forward, made an angry face, and, lowering his eyebrows, said:

Brother Joseph, brother Joseph,

What is your wish, what your desire?

Why has Father Jacob sent you here?

Joseph sat down on a velvet footstool, the very one on which the brides rested their white wedding slippers, rocked back and forth like a student poring over the Talmud, and answered thus:

Hearken my brothers, I have something to tell,

About a dream I had. Please listen well.

We were all in this field, working away,

Binding sheaves all the long day.

Our work done, we were about to depart,

When the sheaf I had bound stood up with a start,

And I heard God say, “I’ll make you shine.”

Whereupon, your sheaves bowed down to mine.

When the brothers heard this, Simeon, the one wearing the wagon-driver’s jacket, stepped forward and, in an angry voice, retorted:

Now you listen to us!

Away with your dreams, enough!

What good will the divine promise do you,

Since we intend to put a finish to you?

The audience, I among them, held their breath. It was clear to us that Joseph, alas, was done for. The righteous Joseph rose up from the footstool and, hands outstretched to his brothers, sang:

The angels will weep to see one brother

Laying a murderous hand on another.

But Simeon was evil. He pounded his staff and, in a murderous fury, like an emperor, commanded:

Brothers, dear brothers, let’s do what we must,

Strip his silk shirt, turn him to dust.

Quick, brothers, let’s dig a pit

And toss that braggart right into it.

Joseph raised his hands to Heaven and implored God to shut closed the mouths of all the snakes and scorpions that must be lurking in the pit and to keep him from harm.

Now the brothers grabbed hold of Joseph, threw him into the lion’s pit that lay just behind Mother Rachel’s tombstone, and then sat themselves down to eat and drink. While they were gorging, a group of Ishmaelites, seven in all, emerged from the other room. They were all tall, with flaxen beards and big, red noses, their heads wrapped in white towels.

Once again it was Simeon who stood up, bowed to the slave-traders, and addressed them as follows:

O, masters from a foreign land,

We want to sell you Joseph, here at hand.

The asking price, if you agree,

Is twenty silver pieces, clear and free.

The Ishmaelites didn’t haggle and straightaway the exchange was concluded.

Joseph, from within the lion’s pit, must have overheard what was going on, for he soon broke out into song, wailing and weeping:

Mother, O Mother, listen as I moan,

For I am helpless and alone.

I beg you, run to save me

From my brothers, run to free me.

The tombstone began to shake and I felt cold all over, along with, no doubt, everybody else in the hall.

A white figure stepped out from behind the tombstone, wearing a long robe with a veil over the face, like that of a bride. The white-clad figure trembled like a leaf. It was obvious to everybody that this was Sheve the seamstress, who was known for her songs about love, about orphans, and about “a rose that fell by the wayside.”

A profound hush now fell over the room. It grew so quiet you could hear a fly fluttering.

Sheve, looking taller than usual, rested one hand on her own tombstone, and began singing in a broken voice:

Joseph, Joseph, my dear saint,

I hear your cry, I hear your plaint.

O pain and woe, woe and pain!

Those murderers would have you slain.

Father Joseph’s sons slowly began to slink away, one behind the other, like a file of geese, leaving Mother Rachel—for that is who the white-clad figure was—alone with the Ishmaelites. She then extended her hands to them, pleading in a tearful mother’s voice:

Ah, woe is me! Dear people,

Take pity on Joseph, my darling child.

See my tears, hear my plea.

He is flesh and blood, like you and me.

But the Ishmaelites didn’t understand Yiddish, and Joseph was sold into slavery. Anyway they had already paid out twenty silver pieces for him, so why should they feel pity for poor Mother Rachel? The brothers returned home to Father Jacob, and told him that a wild beast had devoured Joseph.

While Mother Rachel was singing and pleading, the Ishmaelites bound Joseph hand and foot and dragged him, as one would a sheep.

It wasn’t clear what was happening, but all of a sudden, while Sheve the seamstress was sinking back into her grave, the entire hall broke out into an uproar. People were stamping their feet, pushing their way to the door. Down front, where a sea of women’s wigs and men’s hats had collected, a girl’s desperate voice cried out, “Help! Help! Woe is me!”

I broke into a cold sweat. This was the same cry I had heard coming from Toybe, when she lay in the snow.

Mother must have been affected the same way, for she began to elbow her way through the crowd, in an attempt to leave the hall.

“Let me pass!” she pleaded. “I don’t feel well. Let me pass!”

The crowd somehow moved aside and made way for Mother. Everybody was looking at her, in the same way they did when Toybe lay torn in two in the synagogue lane.

True, this time the girl in distress wasn’t Toybe, but it recalled that black Sabbath day, when Toybe was rushed to the hospital.

Now, too, a girl was in the throes of a miscarriage. Women pinched their cheeks, men made jokes. Mother and I hurried home. Mother didn’t say a word. That night, she got out of bed several times to make sure that the door was properly locked.

The next morning she applied grated horseradish to her forehead. She kept complaining that she regretted having been talked into going to see The Sale of Joseph.

“It wasn’t worth it,” she said. “It wasn’t anything like the way the Brody Singers played it.”

In town people gossiped about the girl who had miscarried inside Yosl-Tsalel’s hall. They mentioned the name of our own Toybe. Women spat and said that the girl who interrupted the Purim play, that whore, would come to a bad end, just like Toybe. Wasn’t it a fact that Doctor Koszicki had cut her to pieces and that she had died at his hands?

Inevitably, the ugly gossip found its way into our house. Father didn’t hear it, but Mother did. The malicious talk bowed her down, like a bush bending in the wind.



Chapter Twenty

On the morning of Purim, Father didn’t leave for his usual rounds. After breakfast he put on his Sabbath kapote and cloth cap, took up his cane, and stepped out jauntily into the street, just like a regular merchant. Mother plucked a feather off his shoulder and told him not to forget—for Heaven’s sake!—to come home on time, and returned to her holiday baking.

The house was redolent of cinnamon and oil. The homentashen, large and three-cornered, emerged from the oven the color of oranges. Father returned, bearing real oranges, oozing with blood-red juice, as well as half a dozen decorated confections, twisted into shapes of Polish letters, made out of cornstarch and sugar. He placed a sparkling bottle of wine from the Holy Land on the table, along with a small bag of raisins and some hard nuts, which nobody in the whole, wide world could crack.

That night, in honor of the Purim feast, the house looked especially tidy and bright. The red floor, which Mother had polished several times that day, shone like the Holy Land wine. The glistening lamp and the flickering lights from the two silver candlesticks lent an affluent air to the room. Father’s beard, clean and combed, took up the entire head of the table. Were it not for his tired-looking eyes, which had become even more dreamy since Toybe’s misfortune, one might have thought that Father had suddenly struck it rich.

Who knows? Maybe he had.

Mother had invited old Gitele, Yosl the glazier’s widow, for the holiday feast. This tiny woman, poor soul, always wore, summer and winter, a long black coat, like a man’s, and never let go of her little tattered parasol. This parasol, said Mother, served her better than her own legs. Mother also considered Gitele a scholar, for she knew how to study the weekly portion of the Torah, including the Rashi commentary, and even a page of Talmud. Poor though old Gitele was, Mother felt honored that she had deigned to accept the invitation.

Gitele now sat at the table in her long black coat, with a red band on her head that shook like an angry rooster’s comb. Her wrinkled, emaciated face trembled along. Her thin, shrunken lips had all but receded into her mouth. So tiny was she that she filled only half her chair. But her little black eyes looked alert and shone with lively fire.

Mother’s face was flushed. She looked like a real lady in her black taffeta blouse, with the soft jabot at the neck. She warmly greeted all the masked revelers who stopped by briefly, in accordance with Purim custom, to serenade us with holiday song.

Next, Mother cut some pieces of strudel, took down from the cupboard one of her best homentashen, added one of the sugary Polish letters that Father had picked up in town, and brought them over to our Gentile neighbor, the Polish chief prison guard, who, poor man, knew nothing of Purim and its custom of shalakhmones, the exchange of foodstuffs among friends and neighbors.

Father made up a plate containing an orange, a small cluster of raisins, two hard nuts, and a piece of strudel. He covered everything with a white cloth, handed me the single bottle of wine in the house, the Holy Land wine, and told me to take it all over to Uncle Bentsien as a shalakhmones offering.

Mother took offense.

“How many bottles of wine do you have that you can give one away?” she admonished Father.

“What should I do? Not send it along?”

“Bentsien will manage without your wine.”

“Don’t worry,” Father said pleasantly. “Bentsien will send back another bottle, an even better one.”

This latest development bothered me. I had been waiting all this while for the bottle to be uncorked, so I could have a taste of the contents. Now Father decided to give it away to Bentsien, the community secretary! As if he didn’t already have plenty of wine. But if Father ordered it, I could hardly refuse. So, with a heavy heart, I proceeded to take the offering over to Father’s brother-in-law.

The street was filled with boys. All were carrying covered plates, with cloths concealing little humps. There were also older Jews walking about. Coming toward me was a group wearing masks with false faces and red, bulbous noses.

At our house the door was wide open to the revelers. Not so at Uncle Bentsien’s. There the door was locked, and though I wasn’t in Purim disguise, I had to shout out that I was Leyzer the hay merchant’s son, and that I’d come with shalakhmones.

The maidservant peeked out through a crack in the door and asked me again who I was, what was I bringing, and who was it I wanted. Didn’t that fool of a maid know who I was?

“I want Uncle Bentsien!”

Only then did she let me in and lead me to the living room.

This time, unlike on the Sukkoth and Passover visits, Aunt Naomi’s house wasn’t dark. Now the table stood in the center of the room, a large table it was, covered with a white cloth. There were two bright lamps, one hanging from the ceiling, the other standing on the table, next to two heavier, silver candlesticks, real silver, ornately embossed. The candles were taller than ours and much thicker. On the table sat a dazzling, colorful array of baskets, filled with oranges, dates, and all sorts of candies. There were also numerous bottles of wine on the table, so many it was impossible to count them.

Bentsien was sitting at the head of the table, sprawled in an armchair. He wore a new, eight-cornered silk skullcap, and his beard seemed whiter than it did the rest of the year. He looked languid and sated. His son Mendl was dressed in a stiff white collar and a black necktie. He was sitting spread out like his Father. His face was serene, though a bit flushed, his hands white and clean. Only his lips were squeezed tightly together as if he were in pain.

Mendl didn’t give me a single glance. After all, he had paid no attention to any of the other boys who had been dropping off the shalakhmones offerings.

Aunt Naomi sat upright, her black silk dress, with its many folds and puffed sleeves, making soft, rustling noises. Like a coiled snake, the braided chain of a gold brooch gleamed at her throat. Her dark, pious face with its prominent eyebrows smiled at me.

“Ah, shalakhmones,” she said. “Praised be the Almighty. And how is your father … ? Ah, good … Praised be His name … And how is your mother … ? Really … ? Is that so?”

I remained standing in the middle of the room, maybe out of shame, or maybe because of fear of all the strangers who were sitting around the table and staring at me. I felt as if my entire body was burning. I wanted to flee from there. It just didn’t seem right to be there.

Aunt Naomi took the offerings from our plate and replaced them with two small oranges, a few figs, and two or three fair-sized almonds. Then, as I was about to leave, she handed me a large dust-covered bottle of wine from the table and shoved a coin into my hand.

I could feel that it was a twenty-kopek piece. This made me happy. But I was even happier to be rid of this particular shalakhmones obligation and of all those strange eyes staring at me. I hurried home for I still had to take shalakhmones over to Grandpa and to Aunt Miriam. I was especially looking forward to going to Aunt Miriam’s, for I knew that I wouldn’t be going home from there. Aunt Miriam would take off my coat with her own little warm hands, seat me down at the table, and make sure that I spent the night.

At Aunt Miriam’s Purim was always more jolly than anywhere else. Khaiml, Aunt Miriam’s only son, danced around the room like a bear, imitated a monkey carrying water, a crowing rooster, and a cat waiting in ambush to catch a mouse. Leye, Aunt Miriam’s youngest daughter, recited poetry in Polish and sang a song about the beautiful Wanda who, rather than marry a German, threw herself into the Vistula. In addition to all this, Aunt Miriam’s strudel was more delicious than any other in town, all the more reason for me to hurry over there.

When I returned from Uncle Bentsien’s, everybody was waiting for me. By then the candles had burnt down halfway. Gitele, Yosl the glazier’s widow, had dropped off to sleep. I put down Aunt Naomi’s shalakhmones and quietly told mother about the twenty kopeks Aunt Naomi had given me. Mother crinkled her nose.

“You had to take it, didn’t you!” she said, looking at Father out of the corner of her eye, as he carefully removed the cover from his sister’s shalakhmones.

“At least take a look,” he said proudly, “at what a beautiful shalakhmones Naomi sent us.”

He raised the bottle of wine to the light, examined it from top to bottom, then set it down carefully, as he would a sick child.

“Expensive wine,” he pressed his lips together. “It must have cost a fortune.”

“Naturally,” Mother snickered. “The rich certainly know how to spend their money.”

“And I’m telling you,” Father again raised the bottle to the light, “that it’s a very expensive kind.”

“Go pickle with it …”

Father was preparing a new plate of shalakhmones. He chose two small figs, a slightly bruised orange, and a strip of strudel. I guessed that this is what I’d be taking over to Motl Straw, Father’s partner.

Mother tied a scarf around my neck.

“Was it nice at Aunt Naomi’s?” she asked.

“Very nice.”

“Lots of guests?”

“Lots.”

“What did Aunt Naomi say to you?”

“To send regards to everybody.”

“And that brat of theirs, Mendl, did you see him?”

“Yes. He was wearing a stiff white collar and necktie.”

“She dolls him up in white collars, does she! What is he? A girl?”

The shalakhmones for Motl Straw was ready. Mother accompanied me into the kitchen and told me that, for God’s sake, I should come right home, that I still had to go over to Aunt Miriam’s.

“Of course. You think I don’t know?”

I was about to leave. At that very moment the kitchen door opened and a shrouded head appeared in the doorway. It was dark in the kitchen and hard to tell to whom the head belonged. From all indications it was probably some poor beggar woman. Indeed, the figure remained standing in the doorway, as if she’d come to ask for alms.

I couldn’t leave, for the woman was blocking my way. Mother didn’t ask what she wanted but moved back several steps toward the window, from where she let out a moan and, in a quiet, choked voice, said, “Toybe … ?”

I grew hot all over, and almost dropped the plate with all the shalakhmones. Only now did I recognize Toybe’s face from under the wrapping. Once, that face was brown and pretty. Now it was black and gaunt. Toybe seemed to have grown taller. Her eyes were no longer bluish-green. In fact, one could scarcely see her eyes. Two deep, black circles looked out from under the head covering. Even her posture had changed. She was now bent over, unsteady.

Was Toybe sick, perhaps?

Mother seemed unwell herself, as if her hands and feet weren’t her own. She made a start toward the other room, then remained where she was. Her eyes darted across the kitchen as if searching for something, and finally came to rest on the kitchen chair. With her foot she shoved it over to where Toybe was standing and then leaned against the table, supporting herself with both hands. Thus she remained, facing the window.

Toybe stared at the chair, but didn’t sit down. I wanted to tell her to come inside, to rest. Toybe, however, pushed open the door and made as if to leave.

Mother realized what was happening. She turned around quickly, and ran to the door.

“Where are you going?” she called out warmly. “Come inside.”

Mother didn’t know what to do with her hands. She wanted to embrace Toybe but her arms missed their mark and fell upon the doorposts instead.

Old Gitele shuffled in from the other room. She looked around the dark kitchen nearsightedly and, in her drawling voice, asked, “Frimet?”

“What is it, Gitelshi?” Mother turned away from the door in confusion. “Do you want something?”

“No, my dear child. Whatever could I want from you? But it’s time for me to be going. Who is that standing at the door? Who?”

Mother didn’t reply. She planted herself in the doorway as if she wanted to conceal Toybe from Gitele’s tiny, lively eyes.

Father must have heard something going on, or maybe he wanted to get something from the kitchen. He walked in quickly, looking distracted and angry. I was the first one he saw.

“You haven’t gone yet?” he said, pointing his beard at me.

I was about to tell him what had happened when his head suddenly straightened. His eyes turned to the door, where Toybe was still standing. At first he said nothing, but then he began to shout.

“Out of my house, you Big Yuzhke, you!” he cried out in a voice not his own and, with raised fists, rushed to the door. “You have the nerve to come back to my house? Get out this minute!”

At that moment, Mother threw herself between Father’s raised fists and the broken-down Toybe.

“Leyzer!” she raised her hands high. “Don’t you dare! You hear?”

“Let her get out of my house! I don’t want to see a single bone of her body here!”

“Leyzer! I won’t allow it! She’s your very own child!”

“A dog, that’s what she is, not my child! She’s just like Big Yuzhke! As if she hasn’t blackened my name enough!”

Toybe bent over lower and lower, as if she were being cut down by a saw. The door opened, seemingly of its own accord, and Gitele, Yosl the glazier’s widow, shuffled out with tiny, old steps. Toybe followed, her body bent double. Father was about to lock the door, but Mother stood in his way and grabbed the key from the lock.

“Give me the key!” he said, showing his white teeth.

“No, I won’t!”

“Give it to me, you hear?”

“Stop it, Ley zer!” Mother said firmly. “Stop it, I say. If not, I’m leaving, and you’ll never know where I’ve gone.”

Father’s white teeth disappeared from view. He went back to the other room, his hands hanging limply by his sides. On the way out, he hurled an obscene word at Toybe—a stone, not a word. My temples started throbbing. Mother drew in her shoulders, as if hit by a stabbing pain.

“Mendl,” she said, “run outside and tell her to wait.”

It was cold outside. Toybe was sitting on the threshold, her body crumpled. I sat down beside her.

“Toybe,” I said, “Mother wants you to wait.”

I felt Toybe’s hand on my face.

“Are you, maybe, hungry, Toybe?”

“No, I’m not hungry,” she answered in a dry, hollow voice.

“I’ve got shalakhmones here. Would you like some?”

“No, Mendl, but thank you very much.”

“I’ve got an orange. Here, take it.”

“I don’t need it, Mendl. But go on, go where you’re supposed to.”

A strong wind was blowing from the garden. The sky was black. A dog began barking in the prison guard’s place.

I didn’t take the shalakhmones over to Motl Straw, nor did I visit Aunt Miriam that Purim. I sat outside with Toybe for a long while, until the door opened quietly and I heard Mother’s voice.

“Mendl?”

“Yes, Mother.”

“Where are you?”

“Here, with Toybe.”

Mother came over to us.

She leaned down to Toybe and said, “Come inside. He’s already asleep.”

“Thank you, Auntie,” Toybe sighed. “I’ll just wait here.”

“Don’t talk nonsense, you silly cow. Come inside. I’ll make up a bed for you in the kitchen.”

“Thank you very much.”

“You can thank me later. Nu, come inside. You must be hungry.”

“No, I’m not hungry.”

“Nu, get up! It’s cold out here.”

Toybe remained seated. The guard’s dog began barking again.

“Get up, Toybe.” I stroked my sister’s upraised knees. “Eat something. It’s Purim today. Come inside, please.”

Toybe was weeping. I felt her tears on my hand. Then, after she finally came into the kitchen and Mother helped her off with her things, she fell on Mother’s hands to kiss them.

“Stop it!” Mother waved her hands in confusion. “You can kiss me later. Eat something …”

The door to the other room, where Father was sleeping, was closed. Mother turned up the lamp. Now I could see that Toybe’s pretty face had a greenish tinge. She looked haggard, with sharp cheekbones. Nothing remained of the former Toybe, except for her garnet hair, high on her head with a white part in the middle, like that of pious, well-to-do matrons.

Toybe stayed on at our house. Father’s head sank down to the ground. His shoulders grew pointier. I think that even his deafness became more pronounced. Mother had someone bring Toybe’s trunk from the wealthy home where she had been a maidservant. Toybe didn’t open it, she didn’t care to know what was in it. She walked around in total silence, thin and gaunt. At dawn, even before the peasant knocked on the window for Father, Toybe was already up to light the fire. One never heard her chopping wood, or striking a match. The fire seemed to light by itself. Likewise, Father’s breakfast, which Toybe cooked, seemed to prepare itself.

One morning, however, Father discovered how all this came about. That same morning he happened to get up before Toybe and, after saying his prayers, came into the kitchen with his folded prayer shawl hanging from one of his shoulders.

Toybe was blowing on the fire. A pot of water already stood on the burners. There was a bowl of peeled potatoes nearby.

“You unclean girl!” he growled. “I’m not going to eat your swinish food!”

The breakfast remained untouched, its gray steam settling on the windowpane. A fly crawled along the edge of the plate. That morning, Father left on an empty stomach and Toybe sat down on her bed and wept.

Ever since Toybe returned from the hospital, she wept a great deal. Mother was out of the house most of the time, either at Aunt Miriam’s or at Grandma Rokhl’s. All by herself, Toybe did all the cleaning and polishing, all the cooking, all the Sabbath preparations, weeping as she worked.

While Father was eating, Toybe always left the house and sat on the threshold. Only after Father had finished reciting the after-meal blessings and gone to sleep, did Toybe come back in, clear the dishes from the table, and sit down to eat, by herself.

Ever since Toybe had come back, the Sabbath days were sad and tearful. Father sang the Sabbath hymns in a tearful voice. Mother, even more tearfully, read aloud from her women ’s Bible. Toybe never sat at the table with us. She passed her Sabbath days in the kitchen on her iron bed.

Not even at Passover did Toybe sit with us at the seder table, though it was she who had readied the house for Passover, cleaning and cooking, toiling like the Hebrew slaves who built the store cities of Pithom and Rameses in ancient Egypt.

However, it was Mother who served the food and brought the four prescribed cups of wine into the kitchen for Toybe to partake, to fulfill the ritual. During the course of the seder, when the prayer “Pour out Thy wrath” was recited—which this year Father spat out with a fury—and it was time to open the door for Elijah the Prophet, it was not Toybe who did the honors, as in previous years, but Mother.

Toybe stared wide-eyed at the dark, open door. Only now did her eyes seem to have recovered their double colors, green and blue. She stood at the open door, as if hoping that the portal would bring her salvation. But when the door closed again, and salvation failed to come, Toybe wept. Mother wept, too. Only Father continued to read the Haggadah, continuing with the story of the Exodus from Egypt.

If one didn’t know that the reason for Father’s low voice was his deafness, one would have thought that he, too, was choking with tears.



Chapter Twenty-One

After Passover the reddish-white blossoms on the chestnut trees made their appearance, the branches outstretched like the arms of a menorah. Clusters of purple and white lilacs hung over fences, like live, colorful birds. Our large, disordered courtyard, with Yarme’s omnibus and its shuttered windows, was all bathed in greenery and sunlight. I would return home from the kheyder while the rooftops still gleamed golden in the sun. The air buzzed with swarms of honeybees.

Yankl and I had made many new friends, boys from other courtyards with strange-sounding names. They would come over to us in the evenings to listen to the wonderful stories that Yankl could tell. I had no idea that freckle-faced Yankl, whose stepmother called him “thief,” had such a treasure trove of stories. No wonder he was chosen to play the righteous Joseph.

Not only did our new friends listen to Yankl’s stories, but so did Janinka, little Janina, the chief prison guard’s daughter, as well as my sister Toybe, who by now could have had a child of her own.

Yankl’s stories were about calves and goats, which weren’t really calves and goats, but disguised demons and evil spirits. He also told about a wandering Jew who crossed rivers and oceans on foot without ever wetting the skirts of his kapote. Another of Yankl’s stories dealt with a murderous thief, who had a gold belt and a gold sword. That same murderous thief abducted seven royal maidens and made all seven his concubines. He slaughtered their fathers, the kings, and became emperor of the entire world. Each of the seven concubines bore him seven children, both male and female, and each of those seven children brought forth, in turn, seven times seven offspring, until the whole world was filled with the murderous thief ’s children and grandchildren. Even our own fathers and mothers, so Yankl said, and our grandmothers, were all descended from that same murderous thief. Otherwise, there wouldn’t be a world in existence today.

Yankl told stories, half in Yiddish, half in Polish, so that Janinka would understand.

Janinka had grown over the winter. She had acquired two dimples in her cheeks and a warm, milky-pink skin. It probably didn’t occur to anyone else, but I couldn’t help feeling that Yankl was telling his stories not for my sake or for that of our new friends, but solely for Janinka’s benefit.

She sat at Yankl’s feet and looked up at him with rapt eyes. The moment Yankl finished a story, she shook his knee and begged, “Yankl, tell another story … please … Janinka begs you.”

Several times, I saw Yankl and Janinka sitting on the shaft of his father’s omnibus, eating out of the same paper bag. Yankl himself once told me that Janinka tried to persuade him to become a Gentile, a goy, not now, but later, when he grew up. Her father, she said, would make him a prison guard. They’d get married and live on the promenade, where all the Gentiles lived.

Yankl told me this in utter secrecy. He said that he’d never convert, that he had no wish to become a goy, that he disliked Gentiles, and was even afraid of them. But he’d definitely marry Janinka.

The blood rose to my head. I was sure that by tomorrow Yankl would be off to the church chapel and get himself converted.

I told him that if—God forbid!—he did that, he would lose his share in this world as well as in the world-to-come. The punishment meted out in the world-to-come was beyond bearing.

“They roast you there,” I said, “and burn you with red-hot tongs. They pull out your hair, single strand by single strand, as well as all your fingernails. First they scald one eye, then the other. And once you’re totally blind, they restore your eyesight and then scald your eyes again. And do you know what else they do there? A demon walks around with a pair of shears every day, snipping a bit off the convert’s circumcised parts.”

Yankl broke into a cold sweat.

“How do you know all this?” he asked. “Did you see it yourself?”

“What do you mean? Who doesn’t know about this?” I replied.

Yankl, it seemed, took my words to heart. He began avoiding Janinka. He no longer came by in the evenings to tell stories. I think he started avoiding me as well. Once, during the Christian Pentecost, Mother came home and said that she’d seen Yankl standing outside the church, bare-headed, watching the procession go by, looking at the crosses and at the statue of the Holy Mother, carried by little Gentile girls in white veils. Janinka herself was in the procession. She was carrying a red, velvet cushion and had a circlet of blue flowers around her head.

I was greatly saddened to hear this. If Yankl watched the procession bare-headed, this meant that he intended to convert. Maybe he already had?

I wanted to ask him and waited for him every evening at our door. But had anyone seen Yankl lately? He seemed to have disappeared somewhere. There was no sign of him anywhere.

It wasn’t until the time of the Shavuoth festival that I happened to come across Yankl again. This time, too, he was sitting on the shaft of his father’s omnibus with Janinka. I knew immediately that he hadn’t converted as yet. First of all, he was speaking in Yiddish, and secondly, had he—God forbid!—become a Christian, he wouldn’t have been sitting there so openly, for all the world to see, cracking sunflower seeds from the same paper bag that Janinka was using.

I asked Yankl where he’d been and why no one had seen him or Janinka. The chief prison guard’s little daughter explained that while she was taking part in the church procession and all the other Pentecost ceremonies, she wasn’t allowed to be friends with me or Yankl. It was a sin, she said. But now that Pentecost was over, she could be friends again.

On the day of the eve of Shavuoth, we took her along with us to the pond, to gather rushes for the holiday decorations. Janinka waded into the pond, with her dress hitched above her knees. Her legs were brown from the sun and dusted with fine golden hairs. Yankl himself didn’t go into the pond but lay on the grass, silently watching me and Janinka picking the rushes. When we came back, in a burst of laughter and screams, Yankl’s eyes looked misty, as if smoke had gotten into them. He didn’t look us in the face. Janinka, still laughing, stood there in her hitched-up dress and fine golden hairs. But all at once, she stopped laughing and it seemed as if her eyes, too, misted over from the same smoke. She quickly dropped her skirt and asked Yankl if he was angry with her.

Yankl didn’t answer. He had a grim look on his face. At that moment, it seemed to me that his face was covered not with freckles, but dark holes.

He took all the rushes from us and carried them back himself. He was silent the whole way and Janinka reproached me under her breath—why did I ask her to pick the rushes without Yankl? But I had done nothing of the sort. It was Yankl himself who didn’t feel like going into the water.

I was sorry that I had gone with them. I must have been the reason for Yankl’s sullen anger and his silence. However, no sooner did we smell the aroma of butter cakes in our courtyard than Yankl became his old self again.

Right away we began to distribute the rushes to all the houses, including the chief prison guard’s, even hanging them here and there. Yarme the coachman’s wife came over to our place to show off her successful holiday pastry and Mother showed off her cheesecake to the guard’s wife, offering her a slice, and telling her that the next day, God willing, she would tell her the whole story of why we celebrate Shavuoth.

Mother loved to show off her knowledge, and so the following day she carried out her promise.

It was going toward evening. The sky was cool, with scattered reddish clouds. Mother and the Russian woman sat on our threshold. In Polish Mother explained who Ruth was and who Boaz was, how Ruth, the Gentile, said to Naomi, “Your God is my God, and your people, my people.” She told of how Ruth came to Boaz’s field to gather corn and how, generations later, this resulted in the birth of King David, who knew how to play the harp and sing like a bird.

Yankl, even though he could tell the most wonderful stories, also sat there, listening attentively. Janinka leaned her chin against one of Mother’s knees and looked up at her with blue, wide-open eyes. I looked at Yankl. It seemed to me that his eyes, too, were now blue, like Janinka’s, and it struck me that Yankl wasn’t Yankl but Boaz, and Janinka, not Janinka but Ruth. But our courtyard wasn’t a field and no corn grew there. Ruth would never come to Boaz in such a place. But this was Yankl, after all. If he could play the part of the righteous Joseph, then why shouldn’t he be Boaz?

On the second day of the Shavuoth festival, I sat with Yankl in the courtyard, staring into the orchard, where the big, red wheel of the sun had come to rest over the top of a tree.

Yankl was angry with his father. He told me that he had come late to services in the synagogue and that his father, in front of the whole congregation, had slapped him so hard that he was nearly soaked in blood. But his father would get what’s coming to him, so Yankl declared. He’d show that man! He would take Janinka and run away with her, as if they were Boaz and Ruth.

I felt a burning sensation under my heart. Only the day before I had compared Yankl and Janinka to Boaz and Ruth, and now Yankl was telling me the very same thing.

“But Boaz didn’t convert,” I said.

“How do you know?” Yankl asked.

“What do you mean, how do I know? It’s written in the Bible!”

“And did I say I was going to convert?”

“What are you going to do?”

“Janinka will convert.”

“And what will her father say about that?”

“He doesn’t have to know.”

I don’t know why, but at that moment I was reminded of Rudolf the deceiver and the beautiful Carolina, who, under cover of darkness, stole away from her father’s palace.

I knew that workmen carried on love affairs with seamstresses and that they went for strolls along the highway on Saturday nights. I had also heard songs about love, but I couldn’t imagine what love really was. But now, hearing Yankl talking calmly, determinedly, about running off with Janinka, it became absolutely clear to me that he and Janinka were having a love affair.

True, I didn’t see them strolling along the highway on a Saturday night, but I did see them once behind the fence of the orchard. When they saw me, they jumped up and ran away. A dog also jumped out from nowhere and ran after them. Another time I saw Janinka holding a cookie between her teeth and Yankl taking a bite of it from her mouth. That must be what they call a love affair.

Janinka was walking toward us. The sun, which had moved away from the orchard, now lit up her flaxen hair. Janinka came closer, then changed her mind, stopped for a moment, turned around, and went back into her house.

Yankl looked at me out of the corner of his eye. After a moment of silence, he spoke.

“Are you going anywhere?”

“No, I’m not. What’s the matter?”

“Nothing, I just wanted to know. You see,” his voice hoarsened,

“Janinka and I decided to go pick corn today.”

“What do you mean, corn? Where is there corn around here?”

“I told her”—Yankl no longer spoke in his regular voice but rather breathed out the words—“that she would be Ruth and I, Boaz. I’d stand in the field and she’d come there to pick corn.”

“What field? What corn?”

“It’s only a game. We pretend that my father’s omnibus is the field and the straw on the floor the corn. You understand?”

“I understand, but I don’t like what you call the field, and the straw inside the omnibus, what you call the corn, is all sweaty. Besides, what sort of crazy idea is this?”

“We’re just playing. Why do you care?”

“I don’t care, but I want to play, too.”

“Who could you be? You’re not Ruth or Boaz.”

Yankl was right.

“But where should I go?”

“Just hide somewhere,” Yankl began to speak quickly. “Hide here, under the boards. After Janinka and I are inside the omnibus, go sit down on the shaft. If anybody comes by, just cough.”

Yankl looked at me with a greenish glint in his eyes, the same look as when the lame Gentile had brought over the stallion to service his father’s mare.

“You know what?” Yankl grabbed my hand. “You can have my penknife.”

He could keep his penknife! I had the feeling that this particular

Ruth and Boaz were not a romantic couple at all, that they were playing some sort of bizarre game. But I liked Yankl and didn’t have the strength to say no to him. For some reason I felt hot all over. If I could have been honest with myself, I would have admitted that probably I, too, wanted to have a love affair with Janinka.

The upshot was that I hid under the half-rotten boards. From this concealed position I saw Yankl crawling into his father’s omnibus, a red blur of sun in his wake. Yankl then gave a long whistle, which echoed a while in the empty courtyard, until Janinka came out of her house and crawled into the omnibus. She climbed in rather clumsily, tearing her dress. The bared part of her body wasn’t suntanned, like her legs, but white as cheese.

The moment both were inside, I came out from under the boards and sat down on the shaft, just as Yankl had told me to.

A dog trotted in from the street, possibly the same dog that had once run after Yankl and Janinka. Now it slunk along the walls and sniffed around them. It then came to a halt in the middle of the courtyard and started circling its own tail.

I kept guard over Boaz and Ruth. All was quiet inside the omnibus. The dog moved a few steps closer and stared at me. It must have found something about me not to its liking and began to bark, a single bark first, then a succession of barks, ever louder and gruffer.

My skin turned to gooseflesh. There was no sound from the omnibus. It seemed as if the dog was calling someone to come take a look.

And, in fact, the chief prison guard’s door opened, and out stepped his wife, Janinka’s mother. She gave a quick look around the courtyard. The dog grew even bolder and began to lunge at the shaft, where I was sitting in hellish anguish.

I don’t know whether I actually saw the Russian woman approaching the omnibus or whether I just sensed it. I leaped off the shaft, shouting, “Yankl! Someone’s coming!” and took to my heels, pursued by the alarmed voice of Janinka’s mother.

“Stop … ! Stop … where’s Janinka!”

However, that wasn’t what made me run for my life. It was the dog. It chased me with such ferocious barking, with such animosity, that the back of my head began to pound.

I don’t know how it happened, but all of a sudden, I felt a stab in my right leg, as the dog sunk all its teeth into the thick flesh.

I fell facedown into a gutter. I must have screamed out. I had no idea who picked me up. I saw nothing at all, and felt only puffs of breath on my face, from the mouths of the people hovering over me. There was a dull ringing in my ears, of a harsh, relentless voice crying out in Polish.

“You bastard! You son of a bitch! You’re going to prison!”

Early the following morning, Itshe the doctor was called in. He leaned the black, leather peak of his cap against my leg, tapped it, and pressed around with his old, cushiony fingers.

Mother stood by the bed, her cheeks aflame. Toybe was at the foot of the bed looking down at me. Taking quick breaths, Mother asked Itshe the doctor if the dog hadn’t been—God forbid!—rabid, what ought she do, and where should she run to do it.

Itshe tugged on the peak of his cap and, in a choked voice, retorted angrily, “Don’t run anywhere! If you do, you’re likely to get a stone in your stomach. Here, I’m prescribing a medicine. You should make a compress with it and apply every six hours. If there’s no improvement, call me and I’ll apply a couple of leeches.”

“Why leeches?” Mother grimaced. “My Berl, may he rest in peace, never prescribed leeches.”

“That’s why he died, that Berl of yours,” Itshe replied, not looking at Mother but at Toybe.

It seemed to me that he looked never at Mother at all, but only at Toybe. Although my leg was burning, I couldn’t help but notice that all the while he kept shooting glances at Toybe, his beautiful, white beard turning in her direction.

“What’s your name?” He unexpectedly grabbed Toybe under the chin.

“Toybe,” answered my sister in a frightened voice.

“Whose are you?”

“I’m a member of the family,” she replied.

Toybe tried slowly to move away from him, but the old man’s cushiony fingers suddenly slid from Toybe’s chin down to her full bosom.

Toybe recoiled, and though Itshe the doctor was a respected Jew, considered by everybody in the town to be an expert practitioner, our Toybe, nevertheless, had the nerve to shove his hand away and rebuke him angrily.

“I’m not sick. You don’t have to examine me!” she said.

“Don’t you have any respect for an elderly Jew?” Itshe the doctor replied, as he remained standing, his beautiful beard askew.

“Not if that elderly Jew goes where he shouldn’t.”

Toybe turned around, facing the window, and didn’t respond even when the old doctor said, “Good day.”

They put compresses on my leg. Toybe sat on my bed and stroked my cheek with her warm hand. Father had no idea how it happened that a dog bit me, or why. As soon as he came home, he bent over me, tapped my forehead, and said that I didn’t—God forbid!—have a fever, but it wouldn’t hurt to apply some onion to my foot.

“Him and his onions!” Mother furrowed her brow in contempt.

Itshe the doctor was no longer called in to see me. My leg healed without his leeches.

No one at home spoke about what had happened. Mother no longer dropped in at the prison guard’s house. I heard that Doctor Przyłucki was called in to see Janinka, who was running a fever, and that her father was looking for Yankl, to put him in jail.

But Yankl had vanished. Toybe said that Yankl was a mad dog, a criminal, a thief, and that he had bitten Janinka. What did he want from that little Gentile girl?

I also didn’t know why he had bitten Janinka, just like a mad dog. No wonder he had disappeared.

One day Mother came home and told us that Yarme the coachman had caught up with his scoundrel of a son. He had been hiding out in the house of a Gentile woman, in the non-Jewish part of town. She fed him sausages, bought him a navy-blue cap with a leather peak, and tried to talk him into becoming a Christian. When Yarme the coachman found out about this, he went straight to the woman’s house, gave Yankl two resounding slaps in the face, tore off his boots and navy-blue cap, bound him like a sheep, and in that fashion dragged him off to Warsaw.

Who knew if I would ever see Yankl again, especially since Mother was again thinking of moving.



Chapter Twenty-Two

By now my leg was completely healed. All that remained of the dog’s bite was a reddish-blue scar that grew fainter by the day.

It was on one of those days that Father came home before nightfall, all covered in sweat, and asked for a basin of water and some soap. He stripped off his vest and his shirt and, standing over the basin, hairy and still sweating, said that, God willing, after the Sabbath, all of us would be driving out to a village.

Mother stared at him in amazement, probably thinking that he was drunk, else why, on an ordinary weekday, would he be washing up like this? Moreover, what was all this talk about driving out to a village?

Father buried his face and beard in a long towel. He snorted into the room, displaying all of his teeth, and explained that the reason for the thorough wash was, first, because he had just returned from a long trip and it had been unbearably hot and dusty. Second, he had just concluded a business deal, an important one, which made it necessary for all of us to ride out to the village in question.

Mother didn’t understand what he was saying. Neither did Toybe and I. Father had never in his life transacted any important business deals, nor had we ever driven out to any villages.

Father explained that he, together with his partner Motl Straw, had leased for the summer the meadows adjacent to the village of Lenive, about seven miles away. They would mow the hay themselves and, later, harvest the crops. Their tenure would extend—they should live and be well—until the High Holidays. For business reasons, Motl Straw would be remaining in town, whereas Father would stay in Lenive. Why drive seven miles there, and seven miles back, every day? In short, we would all be moving to Lenive.

Mother listened to all this with an unbelieving look on her face. Toybe peered in through the open kitchen door. Nobody spoke. Mother finally broke the silence.

“And where exactly is that Lenive of yours?” she asked in a haughty voice.

“It’s in a wonderful area. There’s a forest, a river. There’s cheese, butter, eggs—all practically free.”

“And where will we live in that Lenive of yours?” Mother asked in that same haughty tone.

“We’ll find a place. There’s no need to worry.”

Mother wasn’t at all pleased and kept twisting her mouth.

“That Lenive of yours, it must be a two-bit, nothing of a place, a backwater.”

“What do you mean? It’s right off the highway, and from where we’d be, it’s only a mile or two to the village.”

“For a whole summer?” Mother asked with alarm.

“What do you think, for just one day? Besides, you’ll be in the fresh air.”

“You can have your fresh air. Big deal! Living among peasants!”

“What do you want?” Father was now angry. “I should run back and forth seven miles every day?”

“Who’s telling you to run? You ride on a horse and wagon, don’t you?”

Father didn’t answer. He was eating his leftover grits slowly and without relish. He looked distressed.

I was distressed, too. Summers were always very hot and there was nowhere to escape the heat. To ask Father to drive back and forth every day was simply inhuman. Besides, why shouldn’t we move to Lenive? There was a river there, Father said, and a forest. We’d mow the hay. It would be a whole different sort of life.

In any event, Yankl was no longer here. As for the chief prison guard and his family, it was forbidden even to look at their door. The blond Janinka no longer recognized me. Sime-Yoysef’s kheyder was cramped and dark. Sime-Yoysef himself lay in bed all day long, moaning. So why was Mother reluctant to move to Lenive?

Toybe was also in favor of our moving. She knew what it was like to live in a village. But she said nothing, being under orders not to speak when Father was at home. But from the look in her eyes you could see that she was ready to pack up at once.

“Nu, and you, Mendl?” Father turned to me. “Do you also think it’s a backwater?”

“No, Father,” I said, “I want to go there.”

“You’re asking him?” Mother scoffed. “He won’t have to go to the kheyder!”

“Sime-Yoysef isn’t teaching anyway,” I said, growing bolder. “He lies in bed all day long.”

“Well, the rest of you can go. Who’s stopping you?” Mother shook her head angrily. “I also have a place to go to. Warsaw is as nice as Lenive.”

“Again, Warsaw?”

“Yes, again Warsaw. After all, I have a child there.”

“And Mendl?” said Father, with a full toss of his beard. “He’s not your child?”

“But why Lenive, of all places? If it were at least Gorbatka.”

“Gorbatka is for rich people, for the high and mighty. Leyzer the hay merchant doesn’t belong in Gorbatka.”

That was the end of that, at least for a while. Mother walked around seething with resentment. Toybe made up Father’s bed and served his meals. Father said nothing.

I stopped going to the kheyder altogether. Doctor Fiedler was called to my teacher Sime-Yoysef’s bedside. People said that Sime-Yoysef was in dire need of everyone’s mercy.

I, along with the other boys, wandered idly around the peasant carts, squeezing bags of wheat and cracking nuts. At home the question remained unresolved as to whether we were staying or moving away. That Sabbath afternoon, following the meal, Father took a short nap and then went off to his partner. Toybe was sitting in the courtyard. Mother was also planning to go out, when an unexpected Sabbath guest showed up—Grandma Rokhl.

That’s all Mother needed. She unloosed a torrent of tears and complaints—that Father intended to exile her to some godforsaken backwater for the whole summer, that he had no compassion for her youth, that he was a murderer, not a husband, and that she might even be driven to desperate measures.

Grandma Rokhl had never gotten along with Father. They had never—God forbid!—quarreled, but each nursed a grudge against the other. Every now and then Father would remark that whatever bad traits mother had were inherited from Grandma. Grandma, on the other hand, maintained that, after the brass door handles her daughter had enjoyed with her first husband, she’d made a mistake in marrying my father. Now that Mother was complaining so openly to her about Father, it was obvious to me that Grandma, too, would advise against the proposed move.

It turned out, however, that I’d been altogether mistaken about Grandma.

“You should thank God,” she said after Mother had cried herself out. “You should thank God that such an opportunity has come about.”

Mother looked utterly bewildered.

“You too, Mother?” she said.

“What do you mean? Who would even think of passing up such an opportunity?”

“But to move to that backwater?”

“It’s perfect for the summer. What do you have here? Besides,” Grandma turned to me, “take a look at how pale he is. And you? Do you look any better?”

“But I don’t want to move to a village.”

“What do you mean, you don’t want. Is it only about what you want?”

Mother lapsed into angry silence. Grandma continued talking. She praised Father and said that it had never once occurred to her husband, Grandpa that is, to send his wife to the country for a breath of fresh air. As she was leaving, Grandma warned Mother—for God’s sake!—not to act foolishly.

That evening, after the havdole prayer ushering in the new week, Father spoke up.

“Nu, Frimet,” he asked, “what have you decided?”

“I’ll think about it. Where’s the fire?”

The following day, Sunday, we still didn’t know what Mother had decided. She busied herself all day long, washing, sewing, mending. Toybe stood bent over a tub full of dirty laundry, flushed and disheveled. Mother took down two dusty bottles of blackberry juice from the top of the wardrobe and posed a question to Toybe.

“So, what do you think? Should I take these with us?”

“I think you’d better,” Toybe replied. “It’s summer, and there are all kinds of sicknesses going around.”

It wasn’t until Wednesday morning, after several nights of sleeping on pillows stripped of their covers, that a peasant cart drew up in front of our house and a young Gentile, tall as a tree and holding a whip, came inside.

“Are we going or not?” he called out.

“We’re going, we’re going,” Father replied joyfully, and nodded in Toybe’s direction. “Nu, start taking the things outside.”

It was the first time since her return from the hospital that Father had addressed her directly.

The red, feather-strewn bedclothes were loaded onto the wagon. We packed the kneading board and the rolling pin. Mother stuck the bottles of blackberry juice inside a tub. Plates and bowls were shoved into the bedding and … goodbye to the big courtyard and the orchard and Yarme the coachman’s omnibus.

Father still had to run over to see his partner and told us to wait for him at the barrier gate. Mother refused to sit on the wagon. She wasn’t going to rattle through the whole town on top of a peasant cart. She, too, would meet us at the barrier gate.

So be it. Meanwhile, Toybe and I were sitting on the soft bedding, she with her back to the driver, and I in front, near the horse.

A blue mist hung over the courtyard. The roofs were shimmering with dew. The sun filtered thinly through the trees in the orchard. The window of the prison guard’s place was covered with a sheet. Janinka was probably still asleep. Yankl, too, was gone. There was no one for me to say goodbye to. I should have been happy. Weren’t we moving to a village? I don’t know why, but I wasn’t happy at all.

Yarme the coachman and his wife came out to bid us farewell. He wiped his hand on a bunch of straw, wished us a good journey, and told me to be a fine, decent person, not like that bastard of a son of his, Yankl. Yarme’s wife hugged and kissed Mother, wished us all a good journey, too, and said that we should meet only at celebrations.

The cart began to move. The streets lay cool and half-empty. The shops were shuttered, secure behind their locked iron bars.

A boy from Sime-Yoysef’s kheyder sprang out of a house and shouted up at me, “Mendl, where are you off to?”

“To Lenive,” I shouted back and stood up, so he could get a better look at me, “to the fresh air!”

The boy looked a bit foolish, standing there. If I’d had any say in the matter, and if his mother had packed him some provisions, I would have tried to talk Father into taking him along with us to Lenive.

The town receded behind us. Of all the houses and roofs, only the Gentile hospital remained in clear view, its stand of trees merging into a single mass.

The sun, a dense ball, already stood over the cross of the Bernardine church. The shadows of the poplars along the highway crept toward the fields. Open expanses stretched in all directions.

Father was already waiting at the barrier gate. Mother hadn’t arrived yet. Father poked the bedding and examined the cart from all sides. Once again he checked the ropes, and he told me to take off my coat. It was going to be a hot day, he said, and I’d melt otherwise.

We waited some time for Mother to show up. At last she arrived, gasping for breath and perspiring. She would have been earlier, she said, but she had to go get a parasol.

Now we were on our way. Mother sat in the very middle. Under her open parasol, which cast a blue-green reflection, Mother resembled a mushroom. Wooden huts with thatched roofs, also looking like mushrooms, were scattered across the fields. The wheat was beginning to sprout, sending up green shoots. Now the Jewish cemetery swam into view. Just over there, among that group of trees, our Moyshe lay buried. Mother shut her parasol and looked in that direction. As we drove on, she turned around several times for yet another look, until the fence of the cemetery became ever smaller and dissolved into the heat.

We reached a wooden bridge spanning a river. Barefoot peasant women, their skirts hitched up, were beating their wash with paddles.

Our wagon pulled to a halt. The driver unharnessed the horse and led it down to the river for a drink, We also loosened ourselves from our harnesses, so to speak, and climbed down from the wagon. Mother had brought along hot tea, bread and butter, hard-boiled eggs, and even a bottle of liquor.

We sat down at the bank of the river, under the only tree, to take our refreshment. Father helped himself to several small sips of the whiskey. Our young peasant driver threw back his head and drained his glass to the dregs. Mother dunked a piece of white bread into a small glass, and Toybe and I downed half a glassful. All of us now sated and satisfied, including the horse, we set out once again on our journey.

It was midday. Dappled cows moved wearily across the meadows. A peasant put a hand to his forehead and looked up at the sun, big and white, burning down on our shoulders.

The road was empty. It was an ordinary weekday and no one was driving into town. We passed an old woman carrying a bundle, trudging with tired steps. Further along, we came across a blond Jew, bathed in sweat, who was twisting the tail of a stubborn, yellow-flecked calf.

Our horse stopped again.

“Januszew,” Father announced, and climbed down from the cart.

A small archway, supported by four peeling posts, let to the Januszew inn. A lanky Jew with a greenish-gray beard stepped out onto the balcony.

“Sholem aleykhem! … Welcome, peace unto you!”

“Aleykhem sholem,” Father returned the greeting.

“How are things?”

It was Lozer, the innkeeper. He helped us down from the crumpled bedding and shouted into a dark doorway, “Sore! Sore!”

A young girl, tall and skinny, with blue, scared eyes, emerged, blinking as if she’d just come in from the dark. When she saw who it was crawling out of the cart, she clapped her hands, “Oh, it can’t be!” and rushed back into the black doorway.

Here at the inn they knew Father well, which is why they were so glad to see us and why we were welcomed with such familiarity.

Sore, the lanky Lozer’s daughter, who had earlier run out barefoot to greet us, now puttered about in laced-up shoes and a red blouse. She clicked across the floor on her high heels, setting down bowls of borsht topped with sour cream, a big loaf of bread sprinkled with caraway seeds, butter she had churned herself, and cheese. Would we perhaps like some milk, straight from the cow, or maybe some pot cheese?

“So, you’re off to Lenive?” drawled the lanky Lozer.

“Yes, and I see you know all about it,” Father replied.

“Did you pay a lot for the meadows?”

“Enough.”

“And you think you’ll make a profit?”

“I don’t think we’re going to lose money, God forbid.”

“Really? And how are things in general?”

“As usual …”

Lozer rolled a cigarette of cheap makhorke tobacco. After several minutes’ silence, he continued his inquiries.

“Received any letters from your Leybke lately?”

“He doesn’t write very often.”

“When’s he coming home?”

“Around the High Holidays, God willing.”

“Did he at least make some money in the Russian army?”

“How do I know?”

“I know him well, that Leybke of yours,” Lozer exhaled a cloud of smoke. “I hear that he’s a good craftsman.”

“Yes, he could’ve been a master craftsman by now if not for the Russian army.”

“We’ll probably see him when he comes home on leave.”

“Probably.”

Father recited the after-meal blessings. Clusters of flies crawled around in our empty plates. Our young peasant driver had already removed the feed bag from the horse’s ears. The inn lay deep in shadow.

Mother was the first to rise from the table. She opened her parasol and walked away with a haughty air. Throughout Lozer’s exchange with Father she never said a word but kept making wry faces, a sign that she didn’t approve of the discussion.

Only after we had climbed back onto the wagon and settled down again on the bedding, and only after lanky Lozer and his daughter had gone back after seeing us off, did Mother speak up.

“Why was he so interested in news about Leybke?”

“Who cares?” Father shrugged a shoulder.

“Is that his daughter, that skinny girl?”

“Yes, she’s an only child.”

“She’s a real bargain.”

Father stared into the distance. Although the horse had rested up, it still plodded along wearily.

“He has no wife, that Lozer?” Mother resumed her questioning.

“He’s a widower, unfortunately,” Father replied, somewhat absentmindedly, and pointed into the distance.

“Look over there. There’s Lenive.”

“Where?”

I quickly stood up.

“Over there, beyond the poplar trees.”

“How much longer?”

“A good half hour yet.”

I grew restless and got up every few minutes to look. The horse turned off onto a sandy road. The axles of the cart began to creak. Several times our peasant driver doffed his cap as we passed a low, blue-painted post with a statue of the Holy Mother, at whose bare feet lay bunches of withered flowers.

The sun edged behind a barn. As it sank lower, the sky lit up, the color of molten copper. Dogs leaped out from behind fences. Cows came shambling toward us, plopping their large deposits of dung onto the sand. A distant church bell sounded. Thin wisps of blue smoke drifted upward from chimneys. There was a smell filling our noses, of bran mixed with warm, fresh milk.



Chapter Twenty-Three

Father said that he had rented a place for us from a local peasant, a whole, separate dwelling, with two windows and a vestibule. But when we got there, it turned out that the peasant hadn’t expected us that day. The other kupiec, that is, Motl Straw, had told him that we wouldn’t be arriving until the following week. But never mind. Since we were already here, we could sleep tonight in his barn. Tomorrow, he said, he’d clean out the hut and then we could move in for the summer.

Mother stood there in total silence, whether from anger or grief it was hard to say. Night had already fallen, but still she hadn’t closed her parasol. Father was furious with the peasant.

“What do you mean, we weren’t expected?” he said. “Didn’t I tell you explicitly that we would be coming today?”

“No, the other kupiec told me something different.”

A dog holding a stick between his forelegs looked out at us from its kennel. Two pale children in cotton pants hid behind a wall of the hut and stole curious glances at us.

The peasant’s wife, a young, full-breasted woman, brought out two chairs and wiped them off with her apron.

“Please,” she said in Polish, “sit down.”

She didn’t bring me a chair, but I didn’t mind. Standing up, I could get a better view of the sky and the stars. I had never seen such a black sky, with so many millions and millions of stars.

What did it matter that we’d be spending the night in a barn? To my mind, Mother ought to be pleased. After all, we’d always slept in beds crawling with fleas and bedbugs. Now, for once, we would bed down on freshly mown hay. It would be wonderful. In fact, Toybe told me that there was no greater pleasure than burying your face in fresh hay. It was, she said, like lying in grapes and apples. I didn’t know how grapes smelled. At Aunt Naomi’s, when they recited the New Year blessing over new fruit, it was over grapes, whereas we did duty with plums. Be that as it may, whether fresh hay really smelled like grapes or not, that first night in Lenive, I slept like a log.

When I opened my eyes, I saw blue streaks of daylight. Father was gone. For just a split second I thought I was home and had heard the peasant, who came daily to call for Father, tapping at our window. I sat up on the crumpled hay, still warm from the night, and found myself in a high, dark building, with swallows flying overhead.

Mother sat in a corner, now without her parasol, like a hen tucked into its feathers, holding a strand of hair from her wig in her mouth.

Toybe was stirring nearby, her black head covered more with hay than with hair. She opened her mouth in a wide yawn and stretched out her arms like a cross.

“Did you sleep?” Mother asked, passing a comb through the strand of her wig.

“Sort of.”

“And you, Mendl?”

“I slept very well, Mother.

“You weren’t bitten by fleas?”

“What fleas?”

“Find out and I’ll tell you,” said Mother and, after a brief silence, continued,

“I just don’t know where the night went.”

“You see, Auntie,” said Toybe, “the devil isn’t as black as he’s painted.”

“You may be right, but sleeping every night in a barn isn’t what I’d wish even on my enemies.”

“It wasn’t so bad,” I chimed in.

“With him, everything’s always fine.”

“But we won’t have to sleep here every night,” said Toybe. “The peasant’s going to clean out his things today.”

The peasant was indeed as good as his word. He removed all his bedding, his pots and pans, leaving only the beds, the table, the chairs, and the holy pictures on the wall.

That was utterly repugnant. Over Mother’s bed hung a small oil lamp, which, day and night, lit the dark, silent face of the Holy Mother, with the infant at her breast. Above the other bed, where Father and I slept, hung a brown wooden cross, decorated with black beads. That cross often invaded my dreams. It seemed to come down from the wall and press on my heart. Father was of a mind to tell the peasant to take down those pictures, but Mother stopped him.

“Let it be,” she said, with a frightened look. “That’s the last thing I need right now.”

So, in the mornings, because of the cross and the Holy Mother, Father had to don his prayer shawl and phylacteries outdoors. The two pale children would sneak up behind him and whisper to one another,

“Look! The Jew is praying.”

“So long as a Jew prays,” their mother explained, “it’s a sign you can trust him. Now both of you, scram!”

“What about you? Don’t you pray, too?” those kids once asked me, when no one was around.

“Of course! Every Jew has to pray.”

“Then why don’t you wear a tsitsele like your Father?”

They were referring to the fringes on the prayer shawl.

I told them that after I got married, God willing, I’d also wear such a tsitsele. They broke out in laughter, and from then on called me tsitsele.

I didn’t mind. I understood they were, unfortunately, poor peasant boys and couldn’t begin to understand what a prayer shawl was. On the other hand, they were good kids, with sunburnt faces and scared, blue eyes. We became friends from the second day on. Their names were Pieterke and Janek. Besides, it was fine with me that here Father wasn’t called Leyzer the hay merchant, but Pan kupiec, and that Mother sat in the field while the hay was being mowed, reading books.

Here, in the village, Mother was far more respected than in town. Here they looked up to Mother, whom they called Pani kupcowa, and considered her an educated lady, whose first husband had been a feldsher and who must, therefore, know a thing or two about illness herself.

The peasant women began coming to consult with her. One complained of stitches in her side, another had a cough, or was as yellow as wax. Mother applied cupping glasses, told them to take a pinch of dried, powdered Spanish fly, to rub their sides with lard. The peasant women kissed Mother’s hand, went off, and sent over others. Mother grew prouder and haughtier by the hour.

All this was plain to see. She turned brown from the sun and her warm chin became fuller and rounder. She walked about the village, a tall, stately presence, always with her green parasol open, and always with a white jabot at her neck.

Lenive proved beneficial for me, too, maybe even more so than for Mother.

At dawn, with the sun not yet risen and the roosters crowing their first blaring hymns, Father and I were already stirring, going about the morning rituals of pouring water over our fingernails, hurrying through the blessings, and then heading straight for the meadows.

A white mist hung low over the fields. The masses of grain, greenish-yellow, stood with drooping heads, sleepy and tired. The sun rose over the forest like a huge golden plate. Stable doors opened up, and lazy, rested cows shambled out into the pasture.

Bit by bit, the mist over the fields began to dissolve, like foam. From the low chimneys blue threads of smoke spiraled upward, a sign that large pots of potatoes and borsht were already on the fire.

Lenive was not a large village. It consisted of some twenty huts thrown one against the other, like wet, full sacks. From morning until evening the huts stood empty. All their inhabitants went out to work in the fields. The swish of their sharpened scythes could be heard from afar, cutting this way and that, until the wet grasses fell to the ground, like living creatures suddenly taken ill.

Father said his prayers in the forest. He stood there in his prayer shawl and phylacteries, tall and pale, swaying back and forth against an old pine tree, which probably never before had seen such strange devotions. From somewhere deep in the woods, a cuckoo was calling, with a sound like hollow, secretive tapping. Young, overworked peasant girls raised their heads, leaned on their rakes, and counted the number of trills of the cuckoo’s song. This would tell them how many weeks they’d have to wait to find a husband, how many children God would grant them, and how many more years they were still fated to live.

Soon after midday, when the white-hot sun blazed down on bent-over shoulders, women began arriving from the huts, with little clay pots of food for their menfolk in the fields. Toybe was among them.

Toybe had become even more sunburnt than Mother. Her head was wrapped in a flowered, peasant kerchief. Here, in the village, she seemed to have grown taller and more slender, just like Mother. She arrived in the field barefoot, like all the peasant women, and smiling. Her hips swayed, like a filly’s flanks.

Mother didn’t eat with us. She said that they had a table in the house with a tablecloth, and a fork with which to eat properly, and besides, she simply didn’t like strange, Gentile eyes looking her in the mouth. So she ate at home.

Had Mother asked me, I would have told her that never, in all my life, had I enjoyed tastier food than here in the field, among all the peasants and peasant girls.

The workers put aside their scythes and rakes, sat down by the rows of grain, or in the forest under a tree. The sun glared down into their pots. From deep within the woods came a restrained, sorrowful rustling. Every few minutes a different bird flew by, with different twitterings, while the slow, steady smacking of lips continued.

By the sweat of your brow, shall ye eat bread …

Father, barefoot like the peasants, in an unbuttoned vest, suntanned, with his handsome, grayish-black beard, sat among the farmhands and their women. The peasants crossed themselves, Father murmured a blessing.

Mother came down to the field only after the sun had moved from its zenith. Each day she arrived too late to see the dew on the grass, to hear the cuckoo’s song, to smell the wood smoke rising from the chimneys.

She arrived with her parasol, sat down in the shade at the edge of the forest, and began to read from her storybooks. I couldn’t understand why Mother needed books now. Reading belonged to the winter, when the windowpanes were frosted over and the oven in the kitchen was going full blast.

Summer was different. I wanted Mother to see how I, together with Pieterke and Janek, spent our days in the field, how I rolled about in the stubble, how I climbed up on the haystacks and helped with the mowing.

Just then, as it happened, a peasant handed me a scythe to show me how to cut hay. The scythe was too big for me to hold easily and too heavy, but I went ahead anyway—and drove the sharp blade right into my foot. The grass I had so clumsily cut fell to the ground in a bloody heap.

Mother instantly looked up from her book and let out a wail. She had had enough of Lenive, she moaned. What did Father want of her young life? She had gone from being a rich housewife with brass handles on the door to becoming a peasant woman in Lenive. And to add to all her troubles, she had to stand by while I cut my foot, on the very leg that the dog had bitten on Shavuoth.

Father tried quietly to explain that Lenive wasn’t to blame, that the accident was my fault, because I kept crawling into places where I shouldn’t, and that she should stop screaming, because everyone was looking at us and laughing.

Actually, there was no reason for her to be carrying on like that, since my foot didn’t hurt at all. I merely hopped around on one foot for a little while, like a fettered horse, and as soon as I could walk straight, I jumped onto a small, yellow horse with no saddle, and galloped home with Pieterke and Janek.

No, Mother was all wrong. It was a lot more fun here in Lenive, in this backwater, than in Mother’s old town of Konskowola, the place with all the brass door handles.

It was only as the Sabbath approached that we were assailed by feelings of sadness and longing. Early on Friday mornings, even before Father and I were up, Toybe was already on her way to the village to buy a pound of fish, a piece of veal, and two to three small Sabbath loaves. But here, in Lenive, it wasn’t possible to prepare tsholent, the special Sabbath casserole that simmered overnight in the oven, and although Toybe was a wonderful cook, the food here didn’t have that special Sabbath taste and smell.

What was missing was the table covered with the white Sabbath cloth, the two silver-plated candlesticks, the yellow sand on the floor, and even old Pavlova, who came to light the kitchen stove.

Here in Lenive, Sabbath eves fell later than they did in town. One didn’t hear the noises of the stores shutting down, nor the footsteps of Jews hurrying home at the last minute from the baths, with wet side curls and freshly brushed beards.

Here in Lenive, on Friday evenings, like every other evening of the week, the bell of the church began to toll. The peasants, as they did every evening, would start for home, their scythes and rakes slung over their shoulders, singing their usual songs. The cows bellowed, just like every night of the year, and even the sun, which, back in town, on a Friday evening before candle-lighting time, blazed above the synagogue before setting, here dropped in a pale, cold descent.

We, the only Jews in Lenive, also felt a chill, despite the aroma of peppery fish and roast veal that filled the house, rising up to the picture of the Holy Mother, lit by its oil flame. But we didn’t observe the Sabbath at home.

First, sweaty and sunburnt from a week in the fields, we soaped ourselves thoroughly at our peasant-landlord’s pump. Then, cleansed and rid of six days of Gentile existence, we set out for the mowed meadow to celebrate the Sabbath. On one side, the growing wheat swayed gently, on the other, the woods were falling into dark slumber. Our Sabbath table was a patch of field, between forest and wheat.

Mother spread an old tablecloth on the ground and lit the Sabbath candles, tiny, thin ones, stuck into four hollowed potatoes, over which she recited the blessings, not standing up, as at home, but sitting on the ground, her feet tucked under her. In the open field, surrounded by a black, star-studded sky, Mother’s candle-lighting seemed even more special than at home.

Father’s prayers welcoming in the Sabbath also took on a different air. There he stood, tall and broad-shouldered, his waist girdled as befitting a pious Jew, his face turned to the dark forest, chanting into its depths, “O come let us sing before the Lord,” and “Come my friend, to meet the bride, let us welcome the Sabbath.”

He was no longer the Reb Leyzer of the city, with the dreamy gray eyes that never demanded more than their due, nor the same hay merchant who lived out his days on a horse-drawn wagon, nor the Pan kupiec who, barefoot, in a pair of cotton pants, toiled in the field.

Now, Father was one of God’s Jews, who, together with Moses our Teacher, went forth from the land of Egypt and stood at the foot of Mount Sinai.

I was in awe of Father. I chanted and prayed along with him, in the same passionate manner, and although my peasant friends Pieterke and Janek were quietly laughing at us, I now felt bigger and stronger than they.

I could see that Toybe was also in awe of Father. Here, in the village, his attitude toward her had changed completely. He no longer was angry with her or shouted at her. He gladly ate her cooking and often threw her long, warm looks.

Toybe herself had undergone a change. She always smelled of fresh air and sun.

“Papa,” she’d say, as he stood perspiring in the middle of the field, “I’ve brought you something to eat.”

Father would then drop whatever he was doing, walk over to the woods with his daughter, taking note of her strong, brown legs and sturdy figure. One Sabbath afternoon, after the meal, while resting at the edge of the forest and quietly going over the Sayings of the Sages, he turned to Mother.

“What do you say about Toybe?” he asked.

Mother never lifted her spectacles from her book, only shaking her nose.

“What’s there to say?”

“A girl as strong as a tree, God bless her …” he said, and a short while later, added, “If only there could be a proper match.”

“Here, in Lenive, you expect to find a match, a proper one yet?”

“It’s the same world everywhere, Frimet.”

“Here in Lenive, there are only shkotsim, Gentiles.”

Father didn’t reply. He mumbled another verse of the Sayings of the Sages and, several minutes later, returned to the topic.

“I feel sorry for her.”

“Who asked her to do what she did?” Mother said quietly.

Just then, Toybe came out of the woods, dressed in her Sabbath best, well rested, a flowered kerchief thrown across a shoulder, pretty, in full bloom, but suffused with sadness. She had no one here in the village. The young Gentile men stole looks at her from beneath the visors of their caps, but she kept away from them. All week long she drudged in the house and slept soundly at night, with deep, healthy breaths. Only on the Sabbath, especially then, when her work was done, did she toss in bed, often talking in her sleep. After the Sabbath meal, she would wander about aimlessly in the forest or in the wheat field, as if searching for someone or waiting for someone.

Maybe that someone would actually turn up.



Chapter Twenty-Four

It was the beginning of the new week. Toybe was home cooking supper. A light breeze, scarcely noticeable, was blowing across the field, where the work was in full sway. Far off on the horizon, above the last little white hut, a cloud crested, so tiny that, if one didn’t look up, one wouldn’t even have noticed it.

The peasants crinkled their faces at the sky and said that they should work quicker, because a storm was brewing.

They swung their scythes at a frantic pace, their overheated bodies giving off a strong odor of perspiration. Meanwhile, the little white cloud moved over to another hut. Hardly visible to the eye, it began to turn blue. The sun dipped several times behind a large, wide shadow, like under a cool sheet.

A restless humming drifted in from the forest. Birds flew in confused circles over the wheat field. A horse started neighing. A peasant woman stepped out from her hut, sleeves rolled to the elbows, and hurriedly pulled the few pieces of wash that had been hung to dry on the fence.

The blue dimness, behind which the sun had been hiding earlier, now settled on the haystacks. Clouds of dust from the unpaved road rose up in the air, mingling with the fallen leaves that were blowing about. The peasants, grabbing their scythes and rakes, let the mown grass lay where it had fallen, leaving it to God’s mercy, and headed either for the nearby church or for home.

Mother, with her open parasol, ran home at the first gust of wind. Only Father and I remained in the field, reckoning that the storm would pass quickly.

All of a sudden, a flaming blue flash of lightning streaked across the sky from one corner to the other, followed within seconds by the first clap of thunder, rumbling out of the woods.

There was no point in lingering any longer. Father and I grabbed hold of whatever we could and began to run. We were chased by a second round of thunder, short, sharp bursts that seemed to come from close by. A smell of sulfur settled on the roof of our mouths.

I ran, praying all the way. Suddenly, as we were approaching our hut, a torrent of rain came down over our heads, pelting us at an angle, like the lash of a whip. Toybe ran toward us with a sack. She quickly threw it over my head, grabbed my hand, and, that way, dragged me into the house. Father followed, thoroughly drenched, his beard dripping and his shirt clinging to his skin.

Crosses appeared at the neighboring windows. At the blacksmith’s, the fence was suddenly ripped from its moorings and flew into the air like a stick of kindling, before falling to the ground. No one came out to set it right. It seemed as if the whole village had fallen victim to a sudden death.

Then, as if from nowhere, a living soul appeared, a solitary figure in the midst of the downpour. He was running with bent head and fell into our vestibule. He must have dropped from the sky along with the rain. He was barefoot and thin, dressed in a long, soaked kapote, which glistened like black tin. Across one shoulder he held onto a pair of waterlogged boots. All shriveled up, he looked like an old boot himself.

“God be praised,” he said, in the Polish spoken by the peasants.

“For ever and ever after,” Father answered back, in the same peasant speech.

Our unexpected visitor lifted his head, revealing a shrunken, bony face. We all looked closely at him and Father said softly, “I think it’s a Jew.”

“Of course a Jew. What else?” the man said, straightening up and shaking himself free of water, like a dog emerging from a river.

“Sholem aleykhem.” Father stretched out his hand.

“Aleykhem sholem. Who knew that Jews lived here?”

“Where are you from?”

“From Brzozowa.”

“Where is that?”

“Some four miles from here.”

“You’re not by any chance a klezmer, a musician?”

“God forbid! How can I be a klezmer?”

Father smiled. He had always considered musicians to be losers and fools.

“Nu, come in. Take off your kapote. You’re dripping wet.”

“Who expected this downpour? When I set out early this morning, it was already hot and the sun was shining.”

He threw down his boots from his shoulder. Water poured out, like from a bucket. With some effort he took off the soaked kapote and remained standing in an old, threadbare, unbuttoned vest.

“What’s your trade?” Father asked.

“A shoemaker.”

“A shoemaker, of all things. How does a shoemaker happen to come here in such a downpour?”

“This isn’t the first time that I’m here. I make the rounds of the villages doing repairs. But go be a prophet and know that a Jew lives here now. Honestly, you can’t imagine how happy this makes me.”

The shoemaker had a sparse beard and thin, veined hands, and spoke Yiddish with a Litvak—that is, Lithuanian—accent, accompanied by a little smile and a hesitant cough.

Toybe lit the lamp. Warm shadows sprawled across the room. Mother sat with a furrowed brow, casting side glances at the stranger, as if she couldn’t believe that someone had actually turned up here and that all he was saying was indeed true. The thundering outside the window had stopped. The shoemaker dried off a bit and was getting ready to leave, when Mother asked him to stay and join us for supper.

Sitting at the table, he told us that he wasn’t born in this part of the country but in Brisk, and that he was still a bachelor. He had no mother. In fact, he had no one in Poland, only in Leipzig, in Germany, where he had a father, the head of a yeshiva.

“Is that so? How does the head of a yeshiva come to have a son who’s a shoemaker?”

Our visitor himself had no idea, but said that there were many children at home—may they be spared the evil eye—boys and girls, and not enough income to provide for all. So his stepmother had apprenticed him to a shoemaker.

Mother unfurrowed her brow and stopped casting side glances at him. Now she listened with interest.

“What’s your father’s name?” she asked in a warm voice.

“Yankev-Yitzkhok.”

“If he lives in Germany,” she went on, “your father must speak German.”

“Of course, he speaks German.”

“And what’s your name?”

“Wolf.”

Wolf! Of all the names! Why, I marveled, Father has two sons-in-law, both of them called Wolf. One was a butcher, and the other a mender of wheels, who also knew how to shoe horses.

That this shoemaker, with his Litvak Yiddish and his little crooked smile, should also be called Wolf seemed a great wonder to me. But Mother, it appeared, didn’t fancy the name “Wolf” and started calling him “Little Shoemaker”—and so he would remain for eternity.

That night Little Shoemaker stayed over. A bed was set up for him in a tiny room, which held a barrel of pickled cabbage and was where the hens roosted. Before turning in, he thanked us profusely. He looked down at our bare feet and asked if we didn’t need any shoe repairs. He was a good craftsman, he said, and had even worked in Warsaw once.

That night, Toybe tossed in bed. Mother called out to Father several times, “Leyzer, are you asleep?” But father was snoring away, deeply and loudly. I think that he was the only one who slept soundly that night.

Why was I twisting and turning? My mind kept churning and I thought that Little Shoemaker, asleep in the tiny room, must be one of the Thirty-Six Righteous Men, the hidden saints who sustain the world. He looked like he might be. Thunder and lightning had brought him here, and his father was the head of a yeshiva. What shoemaker had a father who was a yeshiva head? Moreover, why was everybody in the house so restless? Why did Toybe keep tossing in her bed? All of this didn’t just happen without some reason.

Early the next morning, after Father had poured water over his fingernails, and as Mother looked out sleepily from her bed, Little Shoemaker was already making ready to leave.

He was standing with yesterday’s waterlogged boots slung across one shoulder. He thanked us again for the supper and for the night’s lodging. Added to the boots on his shoulder were a pair of Mother’s shoes, which she had given him last evening to repair.

Toybe’s face was stuck into the pots. She was dressed, not in her usual red, short skirt but in a long dress. She wasn’t barefoot, but was wearing her laced-up Sabbath shoes. She stood there, tall and compact as a tree.

Little Shoemaker spoke in a sleep-rested voice, now to Mother, now to Father, but his eyes were turned to the kitchen, where Toybe was fixing breakfast. Actually, he was looking at Toybe’s shoes, for, as he was about to leave, he addressed her.

“Did you buy those shoes, or did you have them made?” he asked, speaking slowly.

Toybe lowered her face even deeper into her cooking and then took to blowing on the fire.

“You could certainly use a new pair of slippers.” Little Shoemaker offered his expert opinion.

“Who has money for new slippers?” Toybe replied somewhat angrily, and pushed her puffed-up cheeks even closer to the glowing embers.

“You don’t need money. I’ll make you a pair of slippers for no money at all.”

Toybe didn’t respond. Little Shoemaker took his leave for a third and a fourth time and finally left, one shoulder pointing upward, looking smaller than the day before.

The echo of his clipped, Litvak Yiddish lingered in the room. Toybe straightened up. Father was rushing to get to the field. Little Shoemaker must by now have been some distance away, when Mother suddenly broke the silence.

“Leyzer,” she said, “maybe we should ask him over for the Sabbath?”

Father didn’t hear her. His head was already in the field, among the haystacks. But since I was already dressed, I volunteered to run after him and tell him to come for the Sabbath.

“Don’t,” said Father, his hearing suddenly restored. “There’s no need to.”

“Why not?”

“He’s just a shoemaker.”

“And a shoemaker isn’t a human being? You yourself heard that his father is the head of a yeshiva.”

“Big deal! So he’s head of a yeshiva. In Leipzig somewhere? Where is Leipzig anyway?”

“Wherever it is, that’s where it is. But we should invite him for the Sabbath as our guest.”

“As far as I’m concerned, invite him.”

“What do you say, Toybe?”

“What should I say?”

Outside, the air smelled of burnt cinders. Little Shoemaker had already reached the large wooden cross, where the road divided.

“Hey!” I called after him. “You there!”

The boots on his shoulder turned toward the cross and Little Shoemaker looked at me with a thoughtful, sunken face. I told him that Mother was inviting him to be our guest this coming Sabbath.

His bony face broke out in dimples. Only now did it strike me that he wasn’t as ugly as he had seemed back in the house.

“Your guest, you say?”

“Yes, our guest.”

“How old are you, young man?”

“What’s the difference?”

“It makes a difference to me.”

“I’m as old as I am. Anyhow, Mother asked me to invite you.”

“And what’s your name?”

“What do you care?”

“I do care.”

“My name’s Mendl.”

“Is that so? And the girl back there, is she your sister?”

“Yes, my sister from my father.”

“And your mother isn’t her mother?”

“No, an aunt.”

“Do you have any more sisters?”

“What’s it to you?”

He burst into deep laughter, not at all like a little Litvak shoemaker. He said that he’d be glad to come for the Sabbath, God willing, and asked me to give his regards to my sister, to Father, and especially to Mother.

The Sabbath was still a few days away. Toybe, however, was already busy. Each morning she put on her heavy, laced boots and took them off again. Many times, toward evening, Mother and Toybe walked out far into the field and returned after the peasants had already slung their scythes and rakes onto their shoulders. Toybe was silent and went to bed soon after supper.

On Friday, Toybe’s face glowed all day long. She baked large, yellow Sabbath loaves, perfumed with saffron. She went to the village and returned carrying a big, flat fish. Prior to the lighting of the Sabbath candles, she washed up at the pump with scented soap and changed her clothes. What with her freshly washed hair and her freshly starched garments, she looked like she was the one who should be lighting the candles, not Mother.

Little Shoemaker arrived after the candles had already been lit. He brought back Mother’s shoes beautifully repaired, and shined. He shone, too, no longer wearing an old cap with a greasy brim, but a smart, black cloth cap, a kapote with a slit down the back reaching to his ankles, and a pair of shoes with patent-leather tops. This was no longer Little Shoemaker, but a well-dressed young man, a respected father’s son.

That Friday evening, out in the field, the Sabbath was ushered in by three generations of Jews—a father, a young man, and me, a young boy. This time, Father swayed back and forth even more devoutly than the week before. Little Shoemaker stood up straight, reciting the prayers in a loud, clear voice, pronouncing each word separately, each word dropping like a shelled nut.

Mother listened along with full comprehension, her lips compressed, as if she were tasting something fine on her palate and didn’t want it to escape.

Toybe had a faraway look on her face. It was difficult to tell whether she was carried away by the dark murmurings of the forest or the clipped, Litvak-accented Hebrew of the prayers. When it came time for kiddush, the sanctification of the wine, Little Shoemaker recited the blessing, also in the Litvak manner. At the introductory words, maranan verabanan—my masters, my teachers—he so stressed the n’s that they rolled off his tongue, sounding like double n’s.

The next day, we ate our Sabbath meal in the forest. The peasants were at work in the meadows under a white-hot sun. The cows, plagued by the heat and the flies, wandered into the forest. Little Shoemaker sang the Sabbath hymns in a deep, breathy voice. Father hummed them under his nose. Large, blue flies buzzed on the tablecloth. Blackspotted orange ladybugs crawled across. No one chased them away, so intent were we on the beautiful Litvak renditions of the hymns.

After the meal, after Toybe had cleared everything away, Little Shoemaker again spoke about his father, the head of the yeshiva. He said that his father wrote him letters in the holy tongue and in every letter asked him why he was still unmarried, and how long did he intend to wait?

He himself didn’t know, only that no proper match seemed to offer itself. He was a good craftsman. He’d even saved up some money. But shoemaking, he said, was looked down upon.

“Aren’t you afraid of being taken into the army?” asked Mother, looking up from her storybook.

“I don’t worry about the army. I’ve been exempted,” he replied.

That was all. No one asked him any further questions and he said nothing more.

On Saturday night, after the brief havdole service, he asked Toybe to let him measure her for a pair of shoes. The High Holy Days were coming, he said, and it was hardly fitting that she should be walking around town in those shabby boots of hers.

Toybe stood there blushing, her eyes downcast. It was a puzzle to me why she was so shy and why she hadn’t spoken a word to Little Shoemaker the whole Sabbath.

“Fine,” Mother said. “Go ahead and measure her.”

Toybe put out her right foot, and Little Shoemaker measured it from all sides. No other shoemaker in the world took such a long time measuring. Little Shoemaker said that the only other foot as graceful as Toybe’s belonged to his own mother—may she rest in peace—and that the pair of slippers he would make for such pretty feet could be worn by the Emperor’s consort.

He proved as good as his word. In addition to his skill at praying and singing Sabbath hymns, that Litvak also knew how to make a pair of slippers fit for a queen. They were black, with pointy, patent-leather toes, beautifully sewn and shaped, and with high, hollow heels, light as a feather.

In them, Toybe looked taller and slimmer. In fact, her whole demeanor changed. She wore her new shoes the following Sabbath, when she went for a stroll with Little Shoemaker.

They stayed away for a long time. The sky over the fields was slowing dropping. Swallows, like blue arrows, pierced the cool air. The last swishes of the scythes, completing their work for the day, rang out. And still Toybe and Little Shoemaker hadn’t returned.

Mother closed her book and asked me whether I’d like to go for a walk with her. We walked along the same path that Toybe and Little Shoemaker had taken earlier.

The sun shone straight into our faces, bright and big. Mother had a worried look on her face. She squinted up at the sun and wiped her forehead, as if she’d broken into a sweat. I felt that Mother was very worried about Toybe.

Just then we caught sight of Toybe and Little Shoemaker. They weren’t coming from the forest or from behind the haystacks, but from the road leading to the highway.

Toybe was walking along, looking down at the toes of her new, shiny slippers. She was chewing on a flower. Little Shoemaker, a short, puny creature, was holding Toybe by the arm, taking slow, dainty steps. When they spoke, he had to call up to her, like to someone in a high window.

As we were coming toward them, Little Shoemaker snatched his hand from Toybe’s arm, a foolish grin on his thin face. Toybe straightened her head, spat out the flower, and in a too bright voice asked, “Where are you going, Auntie?”

“Just taking a walk,” said Mother, giving Toybe a sharp look.

“We were in the village,” Toybe said in a halting voice, as thought she doubted her own words.

“Why so far?”

“It isn’t far at all,” Little Shoemaker smiled foolishly, “just a short stroll there and back.”

We went home together. Little Shoemaker walked beside me. His kapote with the slit down the back gave off a smell of leather and apple peels. He asked me how I was doing, whether I liked it here in Lenive, whether I knew how to assemble a haystack by myself, whether it didn’t bother me not having any Jewish friends.

No, it didn’t bother me at all. However, what did irk me was that he talked too much. Mother and Toybe walked on in silence. It might very well have been that he, too, wanted to remain silent but didn’t know how to stop talking.

Little Shoemaker, that Litvak, now seemed to me rather foolish. I wondered about Toybe. Why did she let him take her by the arm? After all, who was he to her? He wasn’t her bridegroom-to-be, he wasn’t a relative.

Later, he stopped talking altogether. He listened attentively as Father chanted the call to the shaleshudes, the late-afternoon Sabbath meal, in a mournful voice that fell on the wet fields like a heavy sigh.

The air was filled with the smell of moisture, mingled with herring. Mother didn’t read her women’s prayers, which she usually did at this time. A wind blew from the forest. Father rushed through the havdole service, marking the end of the Sabbath, and then we all went back into the house—that is, not all of us. Toybe remained outside. She sat down on the threshold, propped her elbows on her knees and gave herself up to thought.

The house exuded a pleasant warmth, as if autumn were approaching. Little Shoemaker was getting ready to leave. Today he had nothing to take with him, no boots or shoes. Nevertheless, it appeared as if he were looking for something.

There was no kerosene in the house. Only a single wax candle burned on the table. The small, red flame under the picture of the Holy Mother was about to die out. A colored butterfly fluttered around the flame of the candle, flying toward the light and then away. All eyes were fixed on the foolish creature, which was sure to be consumed by the flame.

We heard a long, drawn-out whistle coming from outside the house. It might have been some kind of signal, or maybe just some young fellow in high spirits. Whatever it was, it served to loosen Little Shoemaker’s tongue.

“Frimet,” he turned to Mother, speaking in an embarrassed voice, “maybe you have a minute?”

Mother wasn’t doing anything at that moment. Of course she could spare a moment.

“What is it?”

“I would like to talk to you about something.”

“With me? What about?”

“I would also like,” Little Shoemaker stammered, “Reb Leyzer to hear what I have to say.”

“If so, you’ll have to speak a little louder.”

“Alright.”

Father was looking down into his prayer book over his steel-rimmed spectacles.

Little Shoemaker coughed, a dry, hard cough.

“Maybe you caught cold?” Mother asked him anxiously.

“No, no.”

He only wanted to say—the words tumbled out—that he was not, God forbid, as poor as he looked. He owned another brand-new kapote as well as two pairs of gaiters, almost new, and only recently he had also acquired some new underwear. No lie, he also had a bank book. And he was no mean craftsman, witness Toybe’s new shoes.

“Her shoes are certainly not ugly,” Mother inclined her head to a side, with a look on her face that wasn’t Mother’s at all, but rather that of a lady of the highest breeding in the world.

“Well, if Frimet herself says so,” Little Shoemaker picked up Mother’s cue, and continued. “Now that the subject’s come up, I’d like to say that I like Toybe a lot, and I think she likes me, too. I am ready to marry her, just as she is, without one groshen of dowry.”

“N … n … a …” Father slowly raised his face from the prayer book and, even more slowly, pushed his spectacles onto his forehead.

“Without a groshen of dowry,” Little Shoemaker repeated, somewhat abashed. “I’m even willing to make do without any trousseau on her part.”

“How old are you?” Father pointed his beard at him.

Father’s abruptness caught us all by surprise. I began to blink and Mother, it seemed, did likewise.

“What do you mean, how old am I? Does a man tell his age?”

“And what about making a living?”

“A living? I’m a craftsman, thank God.”

“You’re a craftsman, that’s true. But a wife is, forgive the comparison, like a horse. You have to keep feeding it, otherwise it will collapse on its feet.”

“Toybe, God forbid, isn’t a horse,” Little Shoemaker smiled broadly, “and as far as making a living is concerned, I’ll go on working and, with God’s help, I’ll be able to support a wife.”

“But tell me,” Father drawled out each word separately, “who are you? I don’t know anything about you.”

“What do you mean, who am I? By now, Reb Leyzer, you ought to know me a bit. The fact that I’m a shoemaker is my stepmother’s fault. My father, the head of a yeshiva, wanted me to be a shoykhet, a ritual slaughterer.”

While he was telling us all this, Father examined him afresh and looked straight into his thin, bony face. Then he turned his quiet, dreamy eyes to Mother.

“What do you say, Frimet?”

“I don’t know. One also has to ask Toybe.”

“Of course, you’re right.”

Father removed his spectacles from his forehead and turned to Little Shoemaker.

“Tell me honestly,” he asked, “do you ever lose your temper?”

“God forbid!”

“And you’ll treat her well?”

“What do you mean, well? A plate from heaven wouldn’t be too dear for her.”

“So long as the plate isn’t empty.”

“God forbid, Reb Leyzer! What are you talking about?

“Well, so be it.”

With that Little Shoemaker left. The blue flame on the table flickered, now and then flaring up in a dying gasp. Toybe came into the room and silently turned down the beds. Father and Mother kept shooting her glances, which may have been why she mixed up the pillows. Or, maybe Little Shoemaker said something to her on his way out? One could see that Toybe was restless, just like a sick hen that runs around frantically looking for a place to lay its egg.

Father undressed slowly and lay down on his bed. Mother lit another candle. Toybe put away the pots. It didn’t take long for Father to begin snoring. It was then that Mother called out.

“Toybe!”

“What is it, Auntie?”

“Did he say anything to you?”

“What was he supposed to say?”

“I mean, you went for such a long walk.”

“He told me …”

“That?”

“That he wants me …”

“Nu … ?”

“I don’t know myself. He’s so short.”

“That shouldn’t bother you. What good does it do me that your father’s tall?”

“If only I were short myself …”

“Yes, you’re tall, thank God, and everyone should be tall like you. But it seems to me that he’s a decent person.”

“You’re right, but he speaks Litvak Yiddish and I won’t be able to understand him.”

“And do I understand your father?”

“My father isn’t a Litvak.”

“So he’s different. The main thing is, do you like him?”

“He’s so scrawny, a shoemaker …”

Toybe’s voice sounded as though it wasn’t coming from her own throat. It was alien sounding, strangely low.

“Listen to me, Toybe,” Mother also spoke in a low tone. “God is my witness that I want only what’s best for you. But not everything works out the way one imagines it. You can see that he’s a decent fellow, he seems to be a good earner. He comes from a good family, with a father who’s the head of a yeshiva, and he’s no boor, either. You heard what he said. Take my advice …”

Mother stopped in mid-sentence. Toybe’s shoulders sagged.

“Auntie dear,” she sighed, no longer able to hold back her tears.

“Enough now, what else can one do?”

Mother stroked Toybe’s shoulder. “I know, under different circumstances …”

Toybe’s tears only increased. Her shoulders continued to heave until late into the night.



Chapter Twenty-Five

In the middle of the week, Little Shoemaker raced over again. Sweat, grime-streaked, poured down his bony face. He had come to find out what was happening.

There was, he said, an opportunity to rent a place in the village, with a small garden. He also planned to buy a goat—milk from one’s own goat never did anyone harm. If he knew with certainty that his proposal was to be accepted, he would rent the house, lay in some furniture, and put down an advance payment on the goat.

Toybe, as usual, had her face stuck in the pots. She didn’t say a word, nor did she turn around to look in from the kitchen.

Mother heard him out to the end and then said that she didn’t understand why he was in such a hurry. Toybe wasn’t, God forbid, an old maid. Furthermore, a wedding requires proper preparation, new camisoles, new shoes. Her advice? To wait until the High Holidays, which weren’t that far off, were out of the way. Let him then come and stay with the family in town, during the intermediate days of the Sukkoth festival, when they could talk things over.

Little Shoemaker stood there, looking crestfallen.

“Not until the intermediate days of Sukkoth … ?”

“So what? How long is that?”

“If you count right, it’s a very long time.”

Naturally, he couldn’t understand why the long wait. Hadn’t he offered to take Toybe just as she was, without dowry or trousseau? And if, with God’s help, there was any money left over after renting the house and buying the goat, he himself would be responsible for everything Toybe needed to set up the house.

At supper, he continued trying to persuade Father. His sibilant Litvak s’s buzzed around the room like restless flies.

Father didn’t say anything, neither yes nor no. He gave Mother one of his deaf man’s looks, seeking her advice.

“Let’s ask Toybe herself,” Mother finally suggested. “She must have an opinion …”

But Toybe had no opinion on the matter. Sad, and showing no enthusiasm, she brought supper to the table. Little Shoemaker’s eyes followed her every step and move. Toybe never uttered a word.

So Father handed down his ruling—to wait a week, giving him time to find out who this Wolf was. Maybe he wasn’t even a bachelor?

Little Shoemaker smiled. Only now did one see that he had a sparse mouthful of black teeth. It could very well be that because of these teeth, Toybe held off on her answer.

“He’s not somebody after my own heart,” Toybe later confided to Mother, “but if Auntie insists …”

“Me insist?” Mother said hastily. “Wherever did you get that idea? It’s only that you have no dowry and the years aren’t standing still.”

“I know,” Toybe pulled a face, “but what am I to do?”

Mother looked around the room as though she were on the verge of imparting a secret, then bent over to Toybe.

“No!” Toybe said in a frightened, quivering voice. “No, Auntie, whatever has to be will be …”

And that was that. The match became a reality.

Mother went into the city and stayed there a whole day and night. She bought some bed linen, a few yards of material for two dresses, and some netting for a veil. She never went to see anyone, she told nobody, and returned to the village on a stranger’s wagon to prepare for Toybe’s wedding.

It was a time when the fields were already cut and stood bare, covered in stiff stubble, like the bristles of a brush. The granaries were stacked to the top with the harvested wheat. Smoke from the peasant huts settled on the ground. The evenings grew cool and damp, the sun mottled with red. One day, in the middle of the week, the storks were seen flying off to warmer lands.

That was when Toybe’s wedding took place.

On the day of the wedding, Mother had a long, quiet talk with Toybe. Toybe put on a new camisole edged in white embroidery. She also wore white shoes, a wedding present from Little Shoemaker. Mother had sewn the veil herself. It had a circlet of what looked like white cherries in front and trailed down the back.

When Toybe, pale, dry-lipped, tried on the veil, she looked not like the daughter of Leyzer the hay merchant, but rather like an important rabbi’s only child. Mother herself remarked that Toybe’s hands, the same hands that had spent a lifetime peeling potatoes and washing dishes, now, on her wedding day, looked white and small, like two delicate birds.

Father wore his cloth Sabbath kapote and new felt hat. Mother dressed up her black taffeta blouse with a fresh, white jabot. Toybe had on a long coat over her bridal dress. I was in a pair of new, stiff pants. Thus attired, we all climbed into a peasant cart and rode into the village, on our way to the nearby town where the wedding was to take place.

The villagers stood in the doorway to watch us go by. They doffed their caps and pronounced blessings. My friends Janek and Pieterke hopped onto the cart and rode a short distance with us. Tucked among the cart’s passengers were covered pots filled with food. Mother held a large, yellow, frosted cake on her lap. Its sweet aroma clung to the roofs of our mouths.

By the time we reached the forest, the sun was already setting. Scattered motes of sunlight danced on the horse’s back.

Father climbed down from the cart and positioned himself to recite the afternoon prayer. The same motes of sunlight also played on his Sabbath kapote. The peasant driver scattered some fodder for the horse. It was growing increasingly dark, the air more humid.

“Leyzer! Hurry up!” Mother called out. “It’ll soon be totally dark.”

Night in fact, had fallen. Unseen by the eye, the trees had merged one into the other. On all four sides, everything had turned black. Toybe took off her coat. She felt hot. In her white bridal dress, in the black forest, Toybe looked like a corpse.

After Father finished his prayers, we drove on. The horse groped its way in the dark. Mother grew apprehensive, fearful of bandits. Nevertheless, nothing untoward happened and we arrived in town on time.

It was already well into night. Shadows sprouted from the darkness. A band struck up a lively greeting.

“The bride has arrived,” excited voices could be heard saying, sounding as if they were coming from under the wheels. A door burst open, releasing a cloud of steam. From a nearby store, someone came out carrying a lantern and raised it above our heads.

“Over here, over here!” voices shouted, directing the cart in the dark. The bass fiddle took gruff issue, “Over there, over there!”

I felt a strong desire to laugh. It seemed to me as if the trumpet wanted to spite the bass and was blaring defiantly, “Neither here, nor there …”

As the band played, we were led into a large, white-washed room, empty of beds and wardrobes. A bright lamp hung down from the center of the ceiling. Strange women and girls, all washed and combed, bustled about, like fatted geese.

Across from the whitewashed room and separated from it by a vestibule, steep stairs led up to an attic, where an open door revealed another room with bluish white walls and two dark beams on the ceiling. There the men had gathered to await the bridegroom.

Downstairs, flattened noses were pressed against windowpanes, as curious eyes looked in. Toybe, weary, with half-closed eyes, sat in an old armchair, the kind a judge in a religious court might occupy.

A short Jew, roly-poly and with a clipped beard, strummed angrily on the bass. A tall young man in short sleeves blew on a trumpet. Surpassing them both was a dark-skinned youth playing the fiddle so movingly that it made your heart stop.

The women and the girls were dancing, floating across the floor like ducks. They formed a circle, then separated, joined hands and let go, looking now like angry turkeys.

Mother, her skirts rustling and a lock of her wig tossed back, moved among the dancers, offering dried fruit and tea. She wished the young girls, God willing, a similar celebration, and for the women joyful get-togethers at circumcisions and bar mitzvahs. Mother conducted herself with all the refinement of which she was capable, pursing her lips and assuming her aristocratic airs to let people know that she had once lived in a house with brass handles on all the doors.

A little later, Mother requested the dark-skinned fiddler to play a “Warsaw waltz.”

Mother then danced with Toybe.

The girls and the women moved aside, and the men came down from the other room. The numbers of flattened noses pressed against the windowpanes increased, all wanting to get a look at a mother-by-marriage, no longer young, dancing with the bride. And indeed, there was something to see. With her head inclined to a side, her cheeks red, and with her haughty, big-city bearing, Mother led the bride in a dance, barely touching the floor, swaying from side to side with girlish coquetry. She twirled to the left, her silk skirt billowing, then turned her head this way and that, as if standing before a mirror to admire her charms.

Toybe didn’t stand still either. Taller than Mother, and holding the long, white train of her dress in one hand, she followed Mother’s lead and, on her high, hollow heels, swayed and turned in tandem. Her dark face was rather flushed, her hair a bit disheveled, her mouth partly open. She was neither laughing nor crying, but seemed to be calling out to someone.

After the waltz, the dark-skinned fiddler bowed to Mother and said that he had played in many a big city but never before had he seen anyone dance the way she did. The women pursed their lips, smiled, and shyly complimented Mother: “Not to tempt the evil eye, but you are certainly a fine dancer.”

Then Toybe and the judicial armchair were moved to the center of the room. The girls and the women arranged themselves around her. A short Jew, with more beard than face, called out hoarsely, “Musicians! Get ready to play!”

The bass thumped, the trumpet blared, and the fiddle broke out in a plaintive, Wallachian wail. The short Jew himself climbed onto a bench, from where he addressed the bride in a sing-song voice, in pompous, throaty tones.

“This is a day that compares to the Day of Atonement. This day, O bride, is your most beautiful day, as well as the bitterest, for on this day you stand before the Almighty, like a soldier before his king. And how does a soldier stand before his king? Filled with virtue and good deeds, humbly. That is why you must do penance today and pray to the Almighty, to find favor and grace in His eyes.”

In the middle of his address, the short Jew started to cough. His hairy face reddened, as if he were choking. Everyone waited until he caught his breath, wiped the sweat off his brow, and was ready to resume.

“This day,” he continued his charge to the bride, “you are like a tree which has just sprung up from the ground and not yet begun to bear fruit. But once the sun starts warming the roots of the tree, tiny leaves begin to sprout, tiny buds appear, and only later do the buds become fruit. O bride, that is what you are now. Today you are nothing, a speck of dust, mere chaff, but if God, may His name be blessed, so wills it, your leaves will begin to sprout and the buds will bear fruit.”

Toybe’s shoulders shuddered quietly. Mother wept, a handkerchief over her eyes.

The address to the bridegroom was shorter. The bridegroom himself, dressed in a cotton kapote, looking even smaller than usual, sat at the head of the table, his face hunched over the cloth. He was surrounded by Jews with heavy, thick, knotted beards, wearing their weekday garments.

The short, bushy-bearded Jew recited the El molei rahamim memorial prayer for the bridegroom’s late, sainted mother, and praised his father, the yeshiva head, to the sky.

“And, although you yourself,” he intoned, “are only a shoemaker, you are dearer to the Master of the Universe than the richest man, for the ancient Rabbi Yohanan was also a shoemaker. Therefore, bridegroom, take as your example Rabbi Yohanan the sandal-maker, and you will prosper—and a redeemer cometh to Zion. Amen.”

However, when the time arrived for the marital blessings, before stepping under the wedding canopy, while Father laid his large hands on Toybe’s head, there was no one to bless the little, scrawny shoemaker.

He stood, looking crushed, under the four poles of the canopy, in a borrowed overcoat thrown over his white, linen wedding robe. He pronounced the vows—“Be thou consecrated unto me …”—in a clear, eager voice, but at the conclusion of the ceremony managed to break the glass that was placed underfoot only after several attempts. His withered, hollow-cheeked face turned a sickly green.

The musicians struck up a congratulatory march. Mother danced in from the vestibule, holding a large, brown, braided hallah high in her hands. She waved the loaf back and forth over everyone’s head, in a movement such as one might make when dancing with a young child.

Everyone was taken with Mother. She no longer appeared haughty or aristocratic, but caring and generous, a kindhearted woman come to bring joy to the poor groom and bride, thus earning for herself a mitzvah, a good deed.

That was also how she appeared in the customary mitzvah dance with the bride. Holding a white handkerchief by one corner, and with Toybe holding it by another, Mother and she dipped their heads forward, like into a basin of water. With heads bent, they turned each other around and then, abruptly, straightened up, as if coming up from the water.

Mother’s actions indicated that she was acting in good faith on Toybe’s behalf, with a full heart, not as Toybe’s stepmother, but as if she were her actual mother.

Father’s performance of the mitzvah dance with his beautiful daughter Toybe was altogether different. He didn’t look at her, he didn’t dip his head but, bending slightly, held his corner of the handkerchief tentatively. With heavy steps, slowly and wearily, he turned himself around a few times, shuffling uncertainly in obvious embarrassment. It seemed to me that if Father hadn’t felt so ashamed, he probably would have said: “Toybe, my daughter, if I have ever caused you any pain, please forgive me. I am, after all, your father and I only sought your well-being. Nothing more. But you are the one who has sinned.”

If he didn’t say this, the fiddle said it for him. I don’t know how, but the young fiddler expressed the words that were in my heart and might have been on Father’s tongue.

Toybe was weeping. Her white bridal dress was spotted with large, moist stains. Maybe she also heard the words unreeling from the fiddle of the young musician, or maybe she didn’t feel well.

It was beginning to get light outside. A delicate blue tinge appeared on the windowpanes. The women and the girls sat with drooping lids, yawning loudly. The promised gifts for the couple had already been called out and the after-meal blessings were in progress, when there was a sudden commotion. The bridegroom—it shouldn’t happen to us!—had fainted.

Mother, even though she was in the other room, was the first to leap from her seat. Holding her silk skirt, she rushed into the room where the men were. The women and the girls pushed after her like a flock of sheep, crowding the two doorways. People kept shouting over each other’s heads, “Water! Somebody go get a doctor!”

But nobody went to find a doctor and nobody brought any water. Word was quickly passed that the bridegroom had been smoking cigarette after cigarette during the meal, and those sitting close by had seen him turn green, very green.

Somebody, it was reported, was about to ask him what was wrong, when the cigarette dropped from his mouth, and he slid off his chair to the floor, face up. Somebody shouted into his deathly, green face. Somebody else, in a short kapote, pressed his temples, tried to wrench open his mouth, but to no avail.

But it wasn’t the smoking that had caused him to faint. It was something else. Both his upturned knees were shaking, his arms stretched out, like a crucifix. His head kept turning back and forth, and his mouth was frothing, spewing white foam.

“Don’t,” said a man, grabbing hold of the hand of the person who finally had come running with water. “Can’t you see that it’s that terrible affliction? Put a key under his head.”

It was Father who placed the key. He bent over his son-in-law as if seeking his forgiveness. To me it seemed that from that day on, Father would never be able to raise his head again and look people in the face.

Mother’s shoulders also slumped. She shuffled outside. It was daylight. From the whitewashed room, where they had danced all night long, now came the sound of Toybe’s weeping and wailing. She tore off her veil, buried her lovely, black head in both hands, and began to rock from side to side.

“What did you want from me?” she called out to Father, to Mother, to all who had gathered. “Why do I deserve such shame? An epileptic for a husband! I’d rather be a servant again, and scrub floors, but I’m not going to live with him …”

But Toybe didn’t go back into service. Hadn’t she scrubbed enough floors in her life, cooked and baked for refined, Hasidic Jews with ivory-knobbed canes? She remained in the town.

Wolf, her husband, suffered his epileptic fits from time to time, and Toybe placed keys under his head. She brought into the world a son with a large head of blond hair, and another with a large head of black hair. After that, she bore a daughter, whose eyes were blue by day and green by night. These used to be Toybe’s eyes, which lost their color over all the time that she spent placing keys under her husband’s head.



Chapter Twenty-Six

In the days following Toybe’s wedding, it came time to cut the second crop of hay. By now the sun, cold and yellow, was beginning to set early in the afternoons. The smell of wet, rotting stubble rose up from the ground. The barns and granaries were filled to bursting with the harvested grain. What was there left for us to do in Lenive? So we packed up our bit of bedding and the pots and the pans, and, sun-browned and well-rested, drove back to the city.

Along the way, the peasants were already turning over the soil, readying it for the next year. Flocks of black crows trailed after the plows, like dark clouds. There was a smell in the air of ripe apples, of pickled cabbage and warm bran.

Again we stopped at the inn run by the tall Lozer, who congratulated Father on his return, inquired as to how we had fared, and asked whether there had been any profit. He also remarked, incidentally, that when Leybke came home from the Russian army, under no circumstances should Father forget to let him know.

Lozer’s daughter Sore, whose face had grown brighter over the summer, and her hips broader, served us bowls of garlic-flavored borsht with mashed potatoes, slices of rich cake, and, as a special treat, cherry brandy that she had made herself.

After the refreshment and when we were already seated back on the cart, Mother had a word to say about the innkeeper and his daughter. Sore, she allowed, appeared to be a great housekeeper, a wonderful mistress of the household, and Lozer must certainly have a pocketbook full of money. Leybke, when he returned from the Russian army, should maybe have a talk with him …

Father didn’t answer. He seemed despondent. I was sad myself. Missing from our company was Toybe. I could still see her husband lying on the floor, with foam on his lips. The horse was dragging itself against its will. Ravens screeched down from the poplar trees. This time, we didn’t stop by the bridge to feed the horse. We pushed on, aware, even here on the country road, of the approaching High Holidays, the Days of Awe, with all their dread and melancholy.

In the city, Jews were already walking about looking distracted. Theirs were the faces of people insufficiently slept out, people who had spent late nights in the synagogue reciting slikhes, the penitential prayers said during the days preceding the High Holidays through Yom Kippur, and who rose early the next morning to recite the prayers again. This was the season, soon to be upon us, of the Ten Days of Repentance, an anxious, preoccupied time.

I didn’t look forward to those particular days. I knew that Father would be shaking me awake early in the mornings and dragging me off to the dark synagogue alley for the slikhes, and that Moshke the cantor’s voice would grate on my ears. At home, everybody would be looking worried. I would be expected at the besmedresh, for early morning prayers, to hear the daily blowing of the shofar, the cold, weekday blasts of the ram’s horn, which always reminded me of death.

Whom would it have disturbed, I thought, if the summer were to last all year round? Wouldn’t it be more agreeable to recite the slikhes prayers when the wheat still waved in the fields? And wouldn’t the Almighty have preferred a young cantor with a pleasant voice leading the prayers, rather than Moshke with his croaks that sounded like the rasps of a blunt saw? Why did Jews altogether choose to have such sad, gloomy holidays?

By now we had driven into our big courtyard. Yarme the coachman’s omnibus wasn’t there, it must have been away in Warsaw. Nobody came out to greet us.

The orchard glistened wetly. When we opened our door, we were assaulted by a smell of mice and spiders. Worms crawled out from every corner, black worms, yellow worms, fattened up from who knows what. Mother, together with a hired Gentile woman, both with rolled-up sleeves, attacked the rooms with feather dusters and mops, cleaning and scrubbing in preparation for the holiday.

Meanwhile, I idled away my time. There was no kheyder in the period before the High Holidays, and besides, my teacher Sime-Yoysef had died while we were still in Lenive.

Yarme’s wife told us that not only did the town rabbi follow the funeral procession, but also Reb Aron of the religious court. No one knew that Sime-Yoysef had been so virtuous and respected. His body, she said, was taken to the synagogue, where the rabbi himself delivered the eulogy. The weeping and wailing had reached almost to heaven. Only his pupils, those good-for-nothing boys, didn’t shed any tears.

I probably would not have shed any tears, either. For Sime-Yoysef, that virtuous Jew, in life had a habit of pinching the soft flesh of his pupils’ bottoms. Sime-Yoysef, that respected Jew, also made it a habit to drive us out of the kheyder in the middle of the week with his handkerchief, the way one shoos chickens out of a coop, and then locking the door. Velvele goy, Velvele the Gentile, a fellow pupil who earned his nickname for already having eaten pork, said that the reason Sime-Yoysef chased us outside was because he wanted to go to bed with his wife. Velvele had seen this with his own eyes. And Sime-Yoysef had other habits. He would take his pupils’ lunches, also borrow money from them and never repay it.

Be all that as it may, Sime-Yoysef was now in the world beyond, and respect was due him. He was, after all, a Jew, and a pauper at that.

I still didn’t know which kheyder I would be attending. I myself would have preferred a Russian-Jewish school, particularly the Pomerants shkole, but only rich boys went there. Aunt Naomi’s Mendl was one of its students.

Meanwhile, I was just whiling away my time. Yankl was gone. No one ever spoke about him. Yarme the coachman’s wife walked around with a swollen belly.

“She must be pregnant,” Mother said. “At her age … can you believe it?”

The chief prison guard’s wife had also changed. She was now aloof and reserved, with a face full of yellow blotches. Mother never looked her way, and the Russian woman, for her part, turned her head away from Mother. The guard’s wife no longer chatted with any of the tenants in the courtyard. Her husband strode about, rattling his saber and never returning a “Good morning.”

That was unfortunate, for I would have liked to ask him about what was happening in the jail, how Szcepka and Sherman, the two murderers, were getting on, and had they already been sent to Siberia? I would also have liked to talk with the chief prison guard’s young daughter, Janinka. She had grown over the summer. Her eyes had turned dark blue, and her long, flaxen hair was braided with a blue silk ribbon.

But there was now no getting close to Janinka, sedately clad in a navy-blue dress with a black apron. Yarme the coachman’s wife said that Janinka was already attending the girls’ gymnasium. She had become a student in a school uniform.

I felt that I would never be able to approach her again. What could Janinka and I talk about? I knew little more than some bits of Bible with the Rashi commentary, and in Lenive I had forgotten even that much. It was a good thing, therefore, that the High Holidays were coming. This wasn’t a time for thinking about practical matters.

Our house was brightly lit in honor of the holidays. Mother had bought grapes, honey, and large, braided hallahs resembling birds. A live carp flopped about in a basin of water. The smell of boiled chicken filled the air. It was only a pity that this Rosh Hashanah there were no guests, neither from Warsaw nor from Lodz. Even Toybe was absent.

Despite all the cleaning and straightening up, and despite the tasty food, the house was cheerless. There were only the three of us at table. We ate in silence. We kept looking out the freshly washed windowpanes, as if awaiting someone’s arrival.

I consoled myself with the thought that in Lenive it must be even sadder now. There, long after the harvest, the fields lay deserted and the forest wrapped in darkness. There, in our former hut, a kerosene lamp or a candle must be burning with a dim light. Here, on the other hand, the room was brightly lit and an aroma of grapes and honey rose from the table. If you really thought about it, maybe things weren’t so cheerless after all.

On the second day of Rosh Hashanah, Father brought home a guest from the synagogue, a young soldier from Russia, short, with a little black mustache and red cheeks. Had his head not been closely cropped, like that of a thief, one might easily have taken him for my late brother, Moyshe. He spoke in a deep Litvak accent, rolling his r’s, and whenever he lacked the Yiddish word he helped himself to a Russian one.

Mother was happy to have someone to talk to. She asked where he came from, what he was doing here, and how long he still had to serve in the army. In the course of the conversation, her double chin swelled in its rich-lady way.

The young soldier said that he came from Kiev, where his father was a wealthy merchant, his sister a dentist, and an older brother an aptekar.

“A what?” said Father, wrinkling his face.

“An aptekar.”

“What’s that?”

“An aptekar,” the young soldier explained, “is someone who mixes medicines.”

“Maybe he means an ap-tey-ker?” Mother interjected.

“Da, da, yes, yes, an aptekar.”

The different accents were finally sorted out and it was determined that what was being referred to was a “pharmacist.”

“Can a Jew in Russia be a pharmacist?” Father asked.

“Of course.”

“Well, what do you know?” Father was surprised. “By us in Poland, such a thing is unthinkable.”

“Even in Warsaw there aren’t any Jewish pharmacists,” Mother added.

“How is that possible?” said the young soldier in Russian, stroking his mustache.

“Da, da,” said mother, also in Russian, and explained that she had once had some connection with pharmacists herself, since her former, late husband had been a feldsher, a barber-surgeon, and that an older son of hers was now studying to become a feldsher himself.

Father hung on every word, as the young soldier continued to speak, relating more about Kiev, and about a street called Kreshchatik. He said that Jews were forbidden to live in Kiev, but that the ban could be waived by obtaining special permission, which cost a fortune.

Father kept listening attentively, and then, rather hesitantly, interrupted him in the middle.

“Ekaterinoslav, is it far from Kiev?”

“Very far.”

“Really?” Father sounded let down. “I thought that it wasn’t.”

“Why do you want to know?”

“I have a son in Ekaterinoslav.”

“Is he in military service there?”

“Yes, he’s a soldier.”

“A long time?”

“He should have been out by now.”

“When was his duty up?”

“By my reckoning, he should have been back by now.”

“He’ll probably come home after the holidays. The Russian army discharges soldiers only in October.”

“Is that so?”

“Da, that should be some time next month, in Heshvan.”

The Russian army, however, released Father’s son earlier, apparently to ensure that he be home in time for the Yom Kippur solemnities.

It was late afternoon, the eve of Yom Kippur. A long, withered candle, stuck into a mortar filled with sand, stood on the table. A cool, blue shadow stretched across the upper windowpanes. We were eating our meal of soup with noodles, boiled chicken, and baked apples. Father tasted only a bit of each course.

“The less one eats, the easier it is to fast,” he said.

Mother had already pinned the white jabot to her black taffeta blouse. I was helping clear the table. The long, dead-looking candle burned with a yellow flame against the mirror. In the reflection, the flame appeared whiter, the whole mirror yellow.

Father was searching for his special High Holiday skullcap, the one with the silver threads that had turned yellow over time.

Who would have imagined that just then the door would open and a stranger appear, carrying a small suitcase and wearing a short, black coat and a stiff, black hat? He looked like he might be a doctor.

On further inspection, it seemed to me that his coat hung too loosely on him and might not even have been his, and that his hat didn’t suit his face.

Father was still hunting for his skullcap. The stranger slowly put down his suitcase, looked at Father, who was still busy searching, and called out, a smile spreading across the sharp ends of his trimmed mustache: “Gut yontev! … Happy holiday!”

Father took a step back. He looked terrified. His voice, too, took on a frightened tone.

“Leybke?” he cried out with a half-suppressed groan.

“Yes, it’s me, Father,” said Leybke, as he took a bold step into the room.

Father wanted to say more, but grew short of breath. He just wiped his hand across his forehead, and groaned again, “Leybke?”

Mother, too, couldn’t believe her eyes. She stopped in her tracks, in total bewilderment. Only after hearing Father repeat his son’s name twice, did she herself speak, as if in echo.

“Leybke?” she said. “Come in, welcome. Look, we have a guest!”

Without thinking, and not even aware that I was doing so, I also let out a cry, “Leybke!”

The whole room resounded with Leybke’s name.

Father’s thick beard became entangled in Leybke’s trimmed mustache.

“Can you believe it?” Leybke’s voice quivered. “It was all so unexpected. And how are you, Father? Let’s take a look at you.”

Mother stood to a side, waiting for Father to let go of his son so that she, too, could rejoice in his return.

I didn’t know what to do, whether I should go over to Leybke and embrace him or kiss him. But Leybke himself took notice of Mother and me.

“Mume … Aunt,” he said, drawing out the m’s. “How are you, Mume?”

“Thank you for asking. And how are you?”

He kissed Mother’s hand. And even though I was already a grown boy, he folded me in his arms and planted a kiss right on my mouth, leaving a lingering smell of tobacco under my nose.

“Mendl!” he exclaimed. “How you’ve grown! You’re almost ready to get married.”

Leybke’s embrace filled me with warmth. I felt him to be a true brother, far more so than Yoyne, that one time he had come for Passover.

“You must be hungry,” Mother only now remembered to ask. “Sit down and have something to eat. It’s almost time to go to the synagogue for the Kol Nidre service.”

“Don’t bother, Mume. I’ve already eaten.”

“Where could you have eaten? You’ve only just arrived!”

“Actually, I’ve been here a few hours already. I went first to an inn, where I washed up and ate, and now I’m all ready for Yom Kippur.”

“Why did you do that? You don’t have a home?”

“Never mind, Mume. It was easier that way.”

“You’ll probably want to change clothes,” Father said. “So, hurry up, it’s getting late.”

“No, I don’t have to change.”

“Is that how you’re going to Kol Nidre?”

“Why not? This isn’t nice enough?”

Father thought Leybke’s dress improper. Before he left to serve in the Russian army, Leybke still wore a long kapote and the same soft cap all Jews wore. Now here he was, back from the army, in a black, stiff hat, looking, for all the world, like a German. How could Father show up in the besmedresh, with his son looking like that?

Nevertheless, Father walked with Leybke in the street, arm in arm. I myself snuggled up against Leybke’s black coat. After all, he had just returned from Ekaterinoslav, and I wanted everybody to see what my brother looked like.

On the way, Father stopped every so often to greet this one and that with the holiday salutation—“May you be sealed in the Book of Life”—and to show off his son.

“This is my Leybke, just released from the Russian army,” he kept repeating.

“Is that so?” came the reply. “Welcome home. What’s new there?”

Everybody shook his hand, looked him in the face, looked him over, and looked all of us over, too.

Even at the besmedresh, which was packed to overflowing, all eyes were on Leybke. He was the only one, among all the white robes and prayer shawls, who was wearing a stiff, black hat.

Maybe it wasn’t right for Leybke to have come to the besmedresh dressed like a German. He would have been better off across the way, in the main synagogue, the shul, where there were many such stiff, black hats. But how could Father deny himself the great pleasure of showing off his only son from his first wife, the son who, this very day, had returned from Ekaterinoslav?

Reb Aron, the head of the religious court, summoned the worshipers to prayer. In the solemn spirit of the occasion, he intoned in a tremulous, fear-filled voice: “By the authority of the heavenly court, and by the authority of the earthly court … we declare it lawful to pray with sinners.” Then, as the congregation stood, Moshke the cantor began to chant the Kol Nidre, and the service proceeded apace. Leybke’s stiff, black hat didn’t stop Moshke from losing his place in the many-versed ya’ale hymn—“O let our prayer ascend at sunset”—and veering off into a sidetrack.

Leybke smiled into his mustache and said that in the synagogue in Ekaterinoslav a mistake like Moshke’s couldn’t have happened.

“Nyevozmozhno … impossible,” Leybke later pronounced. “In the synagogue in Ekaterinoslav everything was like in the army. Everybody marched in step, nobody went off on his own. You couldn’t lose your place. You prayed like you were taking orders from the sergeant major. Yes, the prayers were different there, life was different there.”

Leybke was telling us all this after we had returned home from the service, as he talked late into the night.

Father had taken off his shirt and was sitting on the edge of the bed in his fringed undergarment, treating his sick leg. Mother was on the other bed, wearing a white, ruffled nightcap. I was sitting next to Leybke. We all learned that in Ekaterinoslav there were many landowners, men and women, and that Jews could be landowners, too. They wore big fur coats and Persian-lamb hats. Their stores were open on the Sabbath and they prayed only on the High Holidays.

“And what about you? You didn’t pray, either?” Father asked, raising his head from his sick foot.

“When there was time, we prayed.”

Father sighed deeply. “A wild country that, a swinish land.”

“It’s not wild at all, Father. The people there are rich merchants, upper crust, high society.”

“And how did you manage there?”

“Khorosho … just fine,” Leybke said in a self-satisfied tone. “The battalion commander couldn’t have gotten along without me. ‘Lyovka,’ he’d say, ‘run and fetch me another bottle of vodka.’ That commander was sure fond of his glass. And I was especially pals with the field sergeant major. All you had to do was slip him ten groshen and you could get him to do anything for you.”

“And did you eat from the common cauldron?” Father asked, with sorrow in his voice.

“What cauldron? The Russian soldiers gorged themselves from the cauldron. I took my meals in town.”

“Did you at least make any money in the army?”

“Who needed money? Of what use would money have been?”

Leybke kept up his boasting even after Mother had turned toward the wall and Father was done with his treatment. He was still talking when he lay down next to me on the iron cot that we shared. His body gave off an odor of wagon grease, the same odor as the soldier who had been our guest on the second day of Rosh Hashanah.

I slept badly. The grease smell settled in my mouth. Leybke’s commander, the landowners, all whirled around in my imagination and got mixed up with Leybke and with Mother and Father.

The next morning my head felt as if it was made of glass. In the besmedresh, the air was heavy with the close, hot smell of burnt-out candles. The hunchbacked Gentile attendant was crawling around the tables, scraping off the wax drippings and straightening the candles, deaf to all the sobbing and supplication the worshipers were pouring into their prayer books.

Fishl, the son of the ritual slaughterer, who was already studying the Talmud with advanced commentaries, led the morning service. He sang more beautifully than Mendl, Aunt Naomi’s son, and with greater feeling.

But then Moshke the cantor took over and I lost interest. He hacked away at the Hebrew, like a Gentile. I wanted to go over to the main synagogue, the shul, and listen to the old Lithuanian cantor. Above all, I wanted to be with Leybke, for that was where he had gone to pray.

When the Torah scrolls were being taken out of the ark, I ran over to the shul. They were reading from the Torah there, too, but I didn’t see Leybke. Outside, sweat-drenched Jews, all in white, sat groaning. Others went to relieve themselves against the opposite wall. Children were eating large hunks of hallah dipped in honey. But there was no sign of Leybke.

Father later asked me whether I’d seen Leybke in the shul.

“Of course I saw him. What do you think, I didn’t see him?”

I was desolate as I said this, heart-stricken over having to lie to Father on Yom Kippur.

Toward dusk, for the concluding ne’ilah service, I went back to the shul. This time, too, Leybke was nowhere to be seen.

I was sorry he wasn’t there, because for ne’ilah the rabbi himself took over, without a choir, without musical frills of any kind. He merely recited. But what a recitation! The lions and the deer, the flutes and the fiddles, the drums and the trumpets that were carved on the eastern wall—all stepped down to join the Jews gathered in prayer. Had Leybke seen this, he wouldn’t have said that the service in the Ekaterinoslav synagogue, with its military precision, was better.

I looked around again, but still no Leybke. It wasn’t until we got home from the synagogue to break the fast that I finally saw him. Who knew if he had prayed at all that day, or if he had fasted? He began by eating one prune after another. Who eats prunes on an empty stomach? And after we finished our meal, he again took to the prunes.

This bothered me. Why was he eating so many prunes? Even when guests showed up, he didn’t stop chewing on the prunes. The new arrivals were our sister Beyle and her tall, blond husband, Wolf, and Yarme the coachman and his pregnant wife. Leybke kissed his brother-in-law and embraced his sister, who stroked his shoulder the way one would an animal. He then snatched another prune from the table.

Our brother-in-law and Yarme the coachman were sitting with legs spread apart, listening open-mouthed to Leybke’s tales of the wonders of Ekaterinoslav. They kept asking him whether he’d made any money during his time in the army, but Leybke didn’t respond. Either he felt there wasn’t enough time to talk about it, or maybe he just didn’t want to give away the secret. And what was the point of talking with those simple people when there were now more interesting visitors who had suddenly come knocking, the chief prison guard and his beautiful Russian wife.

Our Gentile neighbors had evidently forgotten that they weren’t speaking to Mother. They showed up uninvited, smiling uncertainly.

“Good evening,” they said, and remained standing at the door.

Mother seemed happier with these visitors, who had been snubbing her, than with her own guests, even Leybke. She welcomed them like beloved in-laws, drew up a pair of chairs, and, with the same embarrassment displayed by the Gentile neighbors, said, as if to herself and to no one in particular, “Well, what do you know? Such a surprise, such welcome guests!”

“Nichevo … There’s no need,” said the prison guard, flicking his hand in a gesture to make light of the situation, and sat himself down, legs apart like the others.

The Jewish visitors fell silent. They began to fidget in their chairs.

Leybke sensed that the new arrivals were people of his own sort. In an instant, he forgot all about his own sister, her husband, and Mother, and, speaking now in Russian, launched into his stories, addressed not to us, but to the prison guard and his beautiful wife.

He began afresh to tell about his company commander, who used to call him “Lyovka,” and what a brilliant fellow he was. This prompted the prison guard to recall his own sergeant major, and the general whose wife had run off with a lover.

Then the Russian woman asked Leybke if, perchance, he knew of her native village on the Don River.

“Of course I know it. What do you mean? I was there on maneuvers,” Leybke replied.

“Really?” she said, settling deeper into her chair. “So what’s doing there? Did you ever come across the local priest?”

“Of course I did. How could I have missed him? He’s an old man, that priest.”

“An old man, you say? How could he be old? When I left home he still had a black beard.”

“No, Madam, he’s an old man already and has a white beard now.”

“Maybe it’s not the same one …”

“No, Madam, it’s the same one.”

Yarme the coachman and my brother-in-law Wolf wanted to get in a word of their own. After all, they too had once served in the Russian army. But the prison guard’s wife and Leybke rattled on in Russian, so fast that who could keep up with them? Only Father was finding satisfaction in the exchange. If you provide hay for Russian horses, then you understand some of their language.

He actually sat there with a big smile on his face, and every few minutes gave Mother a look and remarked, “Heh, Frimet? What do you say about my Leybke? Who would have thought?”

Mother said nothing. With the same intensity with which she had welcomed her Gentile neighbors, Mother now remained utterly silent. It wasn’t her nature to let others talk and for her to keep quiet. She liked being noticed, with people listening to what she had to say. Now others were doing all the talking and ignoring her.

The next morning, when Leybke was away, Mother several times remarked that he talked and talked about Ekaterinoslav as if he’d come back from across an ocean. And what was the big deal about his commander calling him “Lyovka”?

“Don’t be foolish,” Father replied. “Isn’t what he has to tell interesting?”

“Once maybe. But over and over? My regiment this, my regiment that. You can get tired even of too much of a good thing.”

“I never get tired of listening to him,” Father replied, smiling into his beard.

“Then good for you. Whoever doesn’t begrudge you this pleasure shouldn’t know from pleasure.”

Mother was out of sorts. She felt Leybke’s presence pressing on her. He wasn’t her son. He never called her Mumeshi, Auntie, the way Toybe did, but simply Mume, Aunt. He never tried to endear himself to her, like Toybe had. That must have been the reason why she complained about his snoring at night and his not coming home on time for meals. After all, she wasn’t obliged to keep his supper warm.

However, all that was totally set aside when a postcard arrived from Warsaw, informing us that Tsipe, Mother’s one and only daughter, from her first husband, was coming to visit for the Sukkoth holiday. From the card one couldn’t make out whether she was coming by herself or with her intended groom, the brush-maker. Altogether, Mother didn’t know what had become of Tsipe’s engagement. But, whatever the case, one had to prepare, and prepare some more.

Mother set to work, even though the house had been thoroughly gone over for the High Holidays. As if starting fresh, she cleaned and she polished. The hands that once had grasped brass door handles were now scouring the floors.

When Father left her the money for the holiday provisions, Mother complained without even counting the amount.

“How much are you leaving me?”

“How much should I leave?”

“You forget that Leybke is here, too.”

“I didn’t forget anything. I actually left you more than usual.”

Mother quickly counted the copper coins that had been knotted in a kerchief, and, before Father even managed to pull on his kapote, she threw the unwrapped clump at him, scattering the coins.

“What are you leaving me? What am I to buy first?”

“Why are you getting so worked up? How much do you want me to leave you?”

“What do you mean? Don’t you know that everything for the holiday is very expensive? Your Leybke likes to eat the best, and my Tsipe, God bless her, is also coming for the holiday.”

“Your Tsipe?” Father asked, as if he hadn’t heard properly. “What’s this?”

“Why not? She’s not my child?”

“I’m not, God forbid, taking her away from you. Let her come. Why not? But where will you put her up?”

“Where, you say? You think there won’t be room for her in her mother’s house?”

“I’m not saying no. Nevertheless, we have to think about where she’ll sleep.”

“I’ve already thought about it. She’ll sleep in Mendl’s bed.”

“And what about Mendl?”

“He’ll sleep with you.”

Father was silent for a moment. He looked down at the scattered coins and asked through a clenched mouth, “And what about Leybke?”

“Leybke can sleep at your sister’s, at Naomi’s.”

“Why at Naomi’s? Hasn’t he got a father? Why can’t your Tsipe sleep at your sister Miriam’s?”

“Are you driving her out? She’s not even here yet, and already you’re driving her out?”

“I’m not driving her out, but my Leybke is as dear to me as your Tsipe is to you.”

“Leybke is a man. He can sleep wherever he wants. And my Tsipe is not your Toybe.”

Father’s hand missed its way into the sleeve of his kapote. As he stood there, tall and broad-shouldered, it was clear that Mother’s words had struck home. He asked no more questions. Groaning wearily, he slipped on his kapote, drew another wrapped clump of coins from deep inside his trouser pocket, left half of it on the table, and went out, stooped, heavy-footed, a deep silence burdening his sagging shoulders.

After he left, Mother resumed her cleaning, working even more furiously and in an embittered mood. She blew her nose often and noisily. Her head was buried in the objects she was polishing. She wept.

In the end, it turned out that all the squabbling had been for nothing. Leybke himself suggested that a bed be made up for him in the kitchen on benches, and that Tsipe be given his bed.



Chapter Twenty-Seven

Tsipe arrived the morning of Sukkoth eve, a young woman with a rosy complexion, unfamiliar scents, and a foreign, big-city bustle. The whole house suddenly filled up with her presence. She set down her boxes and baskets and strewed her scarves, gloves, and purses on the beds. She fluttered around the room like a startled hen, carried on about everything, and on the very first day complained to Mother that the mirror was hung too high, which made her face look blue.

Mother’s wig slid to one side. She was at a total loss.

“Tsipeshi,” she said, as she went about busying herself, “how are things with you? How’s your health? I heard you had a cough, poor child.”

“I’m fine, Mother,” Tsipe hastened to reply. “I didn’t have a cough.”

“You don’t look that well to me. Is anything, God forbid, troubling you?”

“No, Mother, what should be troubling me?”

“I don’t know. You’re all alone in Warsaw …”

Mother screwed up her face. She probably would have preferred for Tsipe to look unwell.

But Tsipe’s cheeks glowed pink, blood-red mixed with milk-white. Blond down covered her pretty chin, in which a tiny dimple, smack in the center, smiled of its own accord. And when Tsipe opened her small, fresh lips, two more dimples smiled out on each side of her face.

Toybe, now married to Little Shoemaker, had small teeth, white and glistening like Father’s. Tsipe’s teeth were long and wide. If not for those teeth, people would have followed her in the street.

As it happened, though, people ran after her all the same. Her figure alone, with its proud carriage, long legs, and narrow hips, moving with a life of their own, attracted young and old. Apart from that, Tsipe had a head of thick, shining, dark-brown hair, like chestnuts about to burst from their casings.

Leybke couldn’t take his small, black eyes off her, nor could he stop smiling sheepishly at her.

In honor of Tsipe, Leybke had acquired a new pair of holiday shoes, varnished leather, with big, flat toes. He wore his black hat at an angle. In the mornings he washed himself with scented soap and sprinkled himself with a liquid that tickled the nose. He parted his hair in the middle, and was continually flicking feathers off his new suit of clothes.

He spoke Russian with Tsipe. She knew Russian, too, otherwise she could never have worked as a salesgirl in the largest ladies’ wear shop in Warsaw.

She said that in her shop people spoke either Russian or Polish all day long, and sometimes even French. Who the people speaking French were, Tsipe didn’t say, but presumably she was one of them. The customers were the wives of generals and gentry, dancers from the Great Theater, and other high-toned beings.

Tsipe also told us that the Governor-General of Warsaw had a lyubovitsa, a mistress, who was the most beautiful woman in all of Poland. Tsipe knew her as well as, say, her own mother, maybe even better. She went to all the operas and plays without paying a groshen. But she had grown tired of all this theatergoing, and, moreover, she had to rise early in the mornings to get to the shop to supervise things and make ready for the day. After all, she was the starshe panna, the senior salesgirl.

This explained why Tsipe, on her visit to us, slept well into the day. The door to the main room was kept closed, and we walked around on tiptoe. Father had to say his morning prayers in the kitchen. Leybke, dressed all in black, wandered about stiffly, like a temporary visitor. Mother boiled milk with cocoa for Tsipe and served it to her in bed, along with slices of cake. Tsipe didn’t wash in the kitchen, like the rest of us, over the large slop bucket, but in a blue bowl, which Mother borrowed every day from the chief prison guard’s wife.

Tsipe took a long time getting up and an even longer time dressing. She owned a variety of small mirrors and combs. Hairpins, brooches, and all sorts of tiny bottles lay scattered on the table and the windowsill, giving off a sweetish, suffocating smell that even permeated our food.

All morning long Tsipe sang songs in Polish and Russian, not like the one Ite sang, about the lad who went home to Vienna, but about someone called “beautiful Helena,” and another about someone who was thought to have been a priest’s daughter but who turned out to be Jewish. Tsipe said that the song was from an opera called The Jewess, which was now being performed in Warsaw, at the Great Theater. She also told us that she knew one of the singers, Battistine, who sang better than anyone else in the world. Not even angels sang like he did.

“Da, da,” Leybke nodded. “That same Battistine was also in Moscow.”

“I would imagine,” Tsipe said. “He sings everywhere, even before the Tsar.”

“Is he Jewish?” Mother asked in a very respectful tone, not so much because of Battistine but out of awe of her one and only, pretty daughter.

“Must it always be a Jew! Do you think they’d let a Jew sing in the Great Theater?”

Mother’s face narrowed, not just because Battistine wasn’t Jewish, but because Tsipe dismissed Jews so disdainfully. It caused Mother grief.

“But what about Davidov?” Leybke bestirred himself to ask Tsipe. “Have you ever heard him sing? Battistine may be alright, but Davidov also sings before the Emperor, the tsar batyushka, the Tsar-Father.”

“Leybke, have you ever heard Davidov sing?” Tsipe asked quietly.

“Of course I have!” Leybke replied, as he stuck out a foot, waved one hand in the air, and sang in high voice, “Volga, Volga …”

Davidov must have sung it altogether differently, for Tsipe waved her hand in contempt and said, “Leybke, enough already.”

Tsipe always made the same gesture whenever Leybke began to tell his stories about Ekaterinoslav or about his regiment and its commander. She would crinkle her nose and mumble in an aside, “We’ve already heard all about it.”

At those moments, Leybke’s face would drop, his stiff hat would shift on his forehead, and one would notice his big, hairy hand, with one of its fingernails blackened.

Tsipe said that men with big hands were not to her liking. That was easy to understand. After all, she herself was refined. She could purse her lips so small that they resembled a groshen. Not only was she refined, but her large hat that looked like a mushroom, her frilly garments that rustled like silk, and her little, polished shoes on their high, hollow heels—all were at the service of her refinement and charm. And once, when Tsipe put on her short jacket with the raised collar, the one she called her “Mary Stuart,” Leybke twirled one end of his mustache, scraped his foot, and asked her, in his Ekaterinoslav Russian, “Would you like to take a walk with me?”

“Spasibo … thank you,” Tsipe replied with a thin smile, and went out by herself.

Mother stepped outside to see where Tsipe was headed. Yarme the coachman’s wife was in the courtyard, standing with her hands folded across her pregnant belly. The chief prison guard’s wife peered out her window, and the new neighbor living directly above us called down from her tiny window under the roof, “Not to tempt the evil eye, but she looks just like a princess.”

Yarme the coachman came strolling in, with slow, leisurely steps.

“How come she’s alone?” he asked. “Why isn’t she with Leybke?”

“How can you compare Leybke with Tsipe?” Mother replied, with all the haughtiness of a shipowner who has a cargo-laden vessel at sea.

Yet, despite Tsipe’s beauty, and even though Leybke couldn’t compare with her, the atmosphere at home, with Tsipe present, was chilly and strange. Tsipe took no notice of me at all. She didn’t bring me anything from Warsaw, nor did she come with gifts for anyone else. Her songs about the “beautiful Helena” and “the Jewess” didn’t appeal to me one bit. I preferred Ite’s nice lad who went back to Vienna to visit his parents.

It seemed as though there was nobody else in the house but Tsipe. Mother never stopped talking about her. She cooked and baked only for Tsipe, scrubbed all the pots and pans herself, while Tsipe primped and preened before the mirror. Mother herself carried all the food into the sukkah, the tabernacle set up in the courtyard, where we ate the week of the holiday. Not once did Tsipe say, “Let me help you, Mother.”

Even at night, when the whole house was asleep, Mother got out of bed to have a look at Tsipe. She checked to see if the door to the kitchen, where Leybke slept, was properly locked. She looked in on Tsipe asleep in her bed, listening to her breathing.

Tsipe herself was conceited and arrogant. She, too, knew that Leybke wasn’t good enough for her. As for Father, she never spoke to him at all. Even when she first arrived, she never came up to him and inquired, “How are you, Uncle? How is everything?” Bending over her open suitcase, she mumbled from across the room, “So, how goes it, Reb Leyzer?”

Father didn’t respond.

Mother called out to him, “Leyzer, someone’s talking to you. Why don’t you answer!”

But Father didn’t hear. Throughout the entire holiday, he never heard a thing—and kept his silence.

When the holiday was over, Mother packed Tsipe’s boxes. Yarme the coachman, whose horses were all harnessed up, asked for six gilders for the trip to Warsaw. The train cost one ruble and fifty kopeks, and Tsipe preferred taking the train. She wasn’t going to be tossed around for a whole day in a ramshackle coach driven by somebody called Yarme. What would they say in Warsaw?

However, Tsipe didn’t have enough for the train. She was missing a ruble and Mother couldn’t help her out. Father was getting ready to go out. Mother stopped him.

“Leyzer,” she said, “maybe you could give me a ruble?”

“A what?”

“I need a ruble.”

Father didn’t respond. He merely stuck his head deeper inside his collar and left without saying a word. Tsipe followed his departure with her pretty, almond-shaped eyes and, less prettily, yelled out, “Leyzer jolek! … idiot!”

The blood rushed to my head. “Leyzer jolek” was what Mother sometimes called Father. But that was alright. First of all, she was his wife and perhaps she was allowed. Second, all her life Mother was convinced that she had done Father a favor by marrying him.

Tsipe, however, was another matter. How did she have the nerve, after spending the entire holiday with us and eating Father’s hard-earned food, to throw that word at him?

At that moment, had I been able, I would have walked right up to that pretty Tsipe, who kept pestering Mother about missing the train, and smacked her right in her pretty mouth. That would have gained me an extra ten years of life.

The fact that Father pretended not to have heard, and that he didn’t give Mother the ruble, I found highly satisfying—even if, in the end, Tsipe actually took the train. It was Leybke who gave her the ruble, a crisp, new, Ekaterinoslav bill. Leybke also helped carry Tsipe’s boxes onto the droshky.

We drove along Lublin Street. Mother and Tsipe sat on the upper seats, Leybke and I on the little bench below. At the station, Leybke bought Tsipe her ticket and brought all her boxes into the train. The whole time, he kept scraping his feet and stationing himself in front of her, like an officer. When the train started pulling out, he walked alongside, waved his stiff hat in the air, and called out in Russian, “Dosvidaniye! … Goodbye!”

Mother was wiping her eyes. She kissed Tsipe over and over again, and told her to keep God in her heart and not to get into a frenzy. For Tsipe had told her, during the holiday, that she didn’t care for her intended groom, the brush-maker. He was coarse, she said, didn’t know a word of Polish, and felt uncomfortable around people.

Mother groaned and said that Tsipe should have thought about that earlier. Now, after going out with him for so long, it was too late. Moreover, he was taking her without a groshen of dowry.

However, Tsipe insisted that she still wasn’t sure what she would do. Lately, a better match had come her way, with an educated man, a bookkeeper.

That was how Tsipe left, without a “Thank you,” without a farewell to Father.

Mother sighed deeply, and for many days thereafter. Her sighing, together with the scents of Tsipe’s little bottles and boxes, lingered on in the house until well into winter.



Chapter Twenty-Eight

After the holiday, the orchard in our courtyard turned black and wet. Zaynvl the fruit-seller carted away the last wagonful of apples, wrapped in a crumpled red featherbed. Dusk fell in the middle of the day, dense and foggy. Yellow leaves stuck to the misty windowpanes.

In the evenings Father sat in his padded vest, making marks with the chalk on the table, as he did his Lenive accounts with his partner Motl Straw.

Leybke was no longer in the house. He was supposed to have gone to Warsaw to look for work, and was waiting only for a letter from Tsipe.

She had promised to write him and to pay back his crisp, Ekaterinoslav ruble. But Tsipe must have forgotten. Leybke then began to move about silently, lost in thought. He no longer told stories about the Russian army, and the grease smell slowly wore off from his body. One day he came home and informed us that he would no longer be living with us, that he had found work with Pinkhes the blacksmith, who would pay him six rubles a week, midday meals included. So he moved out.

He returned as a guest the first Sabbath after his departure, coming by just after we had eaten. He hummed under his nose and tapped his foot, and inquired after Tsipe. Had she written? Had she gotten married yet? He asked Mother to send his regards in her next letter.

Leybke must have noticed that we weren’t exactly swimming in money. In fact, he had once told Mother that if she needed to, she could borrow some from him.

Mother was certainly in need of money, not, God forbid, for herself or for some extravagance, but for me. In that post-holiday season, I had ceased being a kheyder-boy. Mother had enrolled me in a shkole called the New School, where the tuition was higher and where they taught Russian and grammar, in addition to the traditional Hebrew subjects.

Father had been opposed to the idea. In the shkole, he said, they turned students into Gentiles and the teachers there taught bareheaded. Here, Leybke took it upon himself to mix in and cited an example from Ekaterinoslav, the state-appointed “crown rabbi” of that city, who had also studied at a shkole.

“One never knows,” he said. “Mendl might one day become a ‘crown rabbi,’ too.”

Leybke was probably joking. But at the New School, the studies were different from the kheyder. When you left there, you knew how to read from the Torah with the proper cantillation. You were able to look into the Hebrew journal Hatsefirah. You could partake in Zionist activity.

Indeed, everything at the New School was different from the way it was at Sime-Yoysef’s. Here there was no single, dark room lined with sweat-soaked benches, but two spacious rooms with many scrubbed windows and an iron balcony facing the street. In the center of both rooms, arrayed like soldiers, one behind the other, stood rows of small, black desks, with compartments and little boxes for holding food and writing implements.

Hanging on one wall was an old, large map, blue and half-peeling, of cities and towns, rivers and oceans. On the other wall, looking down from charts, were pictures of wild animals and domestic beasts, fishes and lizards, plants and fruit.

High up, alongside the portrait of the Tsar, who was decked out in a blue silk sash across his chest, hung two other portraits.

One was of a stout man in an eight-cornered silk hat, with a trimmed, gray beard and a short neck, sporting a white cravat. We were told that this was Moses Montefiore and that he was a lord. I took an instant liking to him on account of that white cravat, not unlike Mother’s jabot.

The second portrait was of an altogether different sort, a clean-shaven man with the face of a Gentile, piercing eyes, and a black mustache with upturned ends. I was amazed. What was that angry-looking Gentile face doing at the New School? But the other boys told me that he wasn’t, God forbid, a Gentile. He was a Jew, an important magnate, right hand to the king. He was none other than Baron Hirsch, who sought to redeem Jews from their long Exile.

I couldn’t believe it and, disregarding the fact that he was the king’s right-hand man, I didn’t like that baron at all. His black mustache ends were too pointy. His eyes were constantly staring you in the face, and not just staring, but boring into you, as though he’d been hired to watch your every step, your every twist and turn. Not that we needed him to keep us in line. For that he could rely on our teacher, Reb Dovid.

This Reb Dovid was a Sime-Yoysef of a different order entirely. He was a vulgar Jew in a vulgar rayon smock, with a vulgar wispy beard, and one vulgar leg shorter than the other. In addition to his teaching, he owned a grocery store, had a grown daughter, and wielded a long, curved leather strap removed from a sewing machine.

This was the teacher who instructed us in the Pentateuch, with the Rashi commentary, as well as provided a review of the weekly Torah portion. Actually, it wasn’t he who taught us, but that curved strap of his, which he wrapped around his fingers, like a soft snake.

Reb Dovid had a wide, low-slung backside, which he would heave onto the top of a bench, resting his shorter leg on a stool. In that way he was able to look over the heads of all the pupils. He had small, squinty eyes and arched eyebrows. Nevertheless, he could see what everybody was up to. When he noticed something amiss, he would slide his backside off the bench, pretend to look in the other direction, and, limping sideways, sneak up on the culprit like a stealthy cat, snatch the cap off the culprit’s head, and let fly the leather snake across the full width of the unfortunate’s bare head.

“May the cholera strike you!” he would hiss, twisting his mouth to one side. “Do me a favor and stop playing that game with the buttons, bastard you!”

A welt would erupt on the “bastard’s” head. It would run down to a good part of his cheek, where it would come to a stop, like a swollen, bloody vein.

It was said that Reb Dovid was on his third wife, and that he would bury her, too. It was known in town that he detested her and called her despicable, but still wanted her to bear him children, even though he already had a grown daughter from his first wife.

Reb Dovid would turn up at the shkole later than his pupils. He limped about in a pair of old, worn slip-on shoes and in shriveled trousers that looked like pipes. All that notwithstanding, he regarded himself as a learned man. During the Days of Repentance, he propelled himself to the pulpit to lead the prayers, and on the Sabbath he read the Torah at the synagogue of the Zionists.

People also said that Reb Dovid was an ardent Misnaged, an opponent of the Hasidim, whose leaders, the rebbes, he held in contempt and despised. He was supposed once to have cursed a rebbe publicly, and from that time on started limping.

True, he was a vulgar man and a teacher who didn’t spare the lash, but he did possess one great virtue. For this we forgave him his hatred of the Hasidim, and even his accursed, curved strap. For there was no one who could teach Torah better than Reb Dovid. He had his own special chant, neither that of a Misnaged nor of a whip-cracking teacher. He dissected each word as though he were shelling a nut, and placed the kernels in our mouths so that we could taste their true flavor.

In Reb Dovid’s telling, the righteous Joseph became a tall, swarthy youth, so handsome that no one could look him in the face. He wasn’t just the son of Father Jacob, but a prince, a duke, who fed all of Egypt while remaining the most modest of men. And Moses didn’t have a white beard, like in the portrait that hung on Aunt Miriam’s wall. He was a young man with a full head of curls, like a sheep, and he was tall and strong, like a cedar. The proof? Pharaoh’s own daughter, the Egyptian princess, desired him for a husband.

Reb Dovid’s rendition of the chapter dealing with the Exodus from Egypt was a delight to hear. As he warmed to the account, he became a different person, no longer the man with the vulgar face, in a rayon smock. As he read on, he abandoned his usually niggardly, cracked voice, which now rang out hopefully, emerging not from his mouth but from his entire body. He recited and sang out the verses, not to us but to the wider world beyond.

Now, we ourselves were going forth from Egypt with Moses. We heard the pounding of the footsteps and the clatter of Pharaoh’s chariots. The sea split before our very eyes. We looked on as the Egyptians and their chariots and their horses drowned in the waters. We heard Moses singing in exultation with the Children of Israel, and Miriam the prophetess beating on her drum.

Had we studied only the Exodus chapter all year round, it would never have grown stale, especially since Reb Dovid, when he taught this portion, forgot about his curved, leather strap and the cholera curses he heaped on our heads. But Reb Dovid taught only Pentateuch with the Rashi commentary. There were other things we had to know, and for that there was another teacher, no vulgarian in a rayon smock, but—Reb Yankele.

On wintry evenings, in the bright light of the two lamps, that particular teacher taught us Prophets and Hebrew grammar. He couldn’t have taught these subjects in the light of day, for his voice, indeed his whole demeanor, was dark and shadowy, like the winter evenings.

A tall man with stooped shoulders and a pale face bordered by a small, pointy black beard, Reb Yankele came to our shkole from a distance, from the Skarszew barrier gate. He didn’t wear desiccated slipons like Reb Dovid, but a pair of polished boots with an aristocratic squeak, fit for the Sabbath and left over from his days as a timber merchant. His black ebony cane, with its ivory handle, was also a memento from that time. His slow, measured steps, his white, separate collar with the black tie—all these dated back as well to the days when his timber-laden rafts floated down the Vistula to Danzig.

Those days were long gone. In that far-off time, Reb Yankele spoke in a loud voice and rapped his ivory-handled cane on the floor whenever a poor man came to him for a contribution. His face wasn’t pale then, nor his eyes sunken and watery, as they were today.

Of those one-time forests and rafts, nothing remained except his noble name, Reb Yankele, and the even nobler prophets, Isaiah and Ezekiel. People said that Reb Yankele became a teacher in his old age not to earn a living, nor on account of the sorrows and disappointments he had suffered at the hands of his children, but because of his great love for Scripture.

As soon as he began to teach us the first verse of Isaiah, one could tell that this former rich and powerful man had cast off the world completely. It wasn’t the prophet Isaiah who was castigating the sinful people of Israel, but our own teacher, Reb Yankele. As he read, his voice darkened, like his very being itself.

“I reared children and brought them up,” he intoned, throwing back his head. “And they have rebelled against me,” he continued, groaning quietly, as though complaining to someone about his bitter fate.

When we studied Lamentations, his body shrank and became bent, like the prophet Jeremiah’s. He didn’t scream out the Destruction of the Temple, but murmured the sorrowful phrases to himself, like the cooing of pigeons early morning behind closed windows.

Reb Yankele lived in a separate, little side room in the home of his youngest daughter, Dvoyre, who married after her father had become impoverished and she had been obliged to take a husband with no distinguished lineage. Every day Dvoyre would polish her father’s squeaking boots and wipe the dust off his black ebony cane, and, even though she already had two sons studying for their final exams at the gymnasium, she would still address her father in the most filial of tones.

“Father dear,” she would say, “maybe you’d like something to take with you. A cookie? An apple?”

My sister Beyle, who was a neighbor of Reb Yankele’s, told us that he would sit up whole nights writing by the light of a candle. People said that he was composing a commentary. All the neighbors knew about it, and everyone told a different story, though he himself said nothing.

Reb Yankele walked about the shkole quietly, leaning on his ebony cane, his sagging shoulders thrust forward, listening to us read the scriptural verses, absorbed in his own thoughts. Although it seemed as if he wasn’t aware of what was going on around him, he nevertheless knew very well who was paying attention and who was playing with buttons.

If it were the latter, he would then approach the culprit quietly, not with a leather strap like Reb Dovid, nor a “Cholera!” spewing from a twisted mouth, but merely lean one hand on his cane and the other on the culprit’s desk.

“Whose boy are you?” he would ask.

“Itshe the tailor’s.”

“What’s your mother’s name?

“Freydl.”

“Tell your mother, and let your father hear this as well, that all the trouble they went to, to send you here, was for naught. Your father, no doubt, toils to earn his piece of bread. Your mother, I am certain, saves what she can, groshen by groshen, to pay your tuition. Then you come along, bringing ruin and destruction on their hard labors. Do you think that the prophets were merely talking into the air? They were poor people, just like your father. Their words didn’t earn them a living. All they wanted was for people to listen to them. And then you go and play with buttons? Tell me, can’t you see for yourself that you are sinning by not paying attention?”

Reb Yankele was absolutely right. How could anyone play with buttons while he was teaching us Scripture? And wasn’t it far better to attend to his special chant than to win a few more silly buttons from a fellow pupil? But Itshe the tailor’s son, and boys like him, remained fools until the day they died. They simply failed to grasp that it was also possible to learn something, unaccompanied by blows and curses. For them, Reb Dovid was good enough, as was another teacher, Mattias.

It may very well have been because of such boys that the school hired Mattias as a teacher. It was hard to understand how both Reb Yankele and a person like Mattias could be found teaching under the same roof.

Neither a Jew nor a Gentile, but a Muscovite, Mattias was an uncouth Russian, pure and simple. He taught Russian, penmanship, and arithmetic, all in a hoarse, drunken voice, with drunken hands, and a drunken head.

Mattias smoked constantly while he taught, cigarette after cigarette, coughing and spitting into corners. He had the habit of sticking out his jaw, making his wrinkled, sleepy face look like an unmade bed. He didn’t hold his cigarettes between his lips but between his yellow, stained teeth, which were big and pointy, like a wolf’s. He did indeed prowl around the classroom like a wolf, waiting for the opportune moment to pounce on his prey. It was hard to conceive how a shriveled-up body like his could contain such murderous rage.

Rumor had it that Teacher Mattias hadn’t been sleeping with his wife for many, many years. In fact, he didn’t sleep at all. He played cards all night. His wife wasn’t from around here. She wore a long yellow fur coat dating back to the days of Poniatowski, and went about with her hair uncovered. Everyone in town knew that she bought her meat in the Gentile butcher shops and never salted it to make it kosher, that on Christmas Eve she set up a crèche inside her house and crossed herself. Teacher Mattias, so people said, when he returned home at dawn, after a night of gambling at cards, beat up his wife, spat on her long yellow fur coat, and smashed everything in sight.

All this was common knowledge in town. Everybody held a grudge against him and stayed clear of Teacher Mattias’s house.

Nevertheless, all the mothers wanted their children to attend the New School in particular, where Teacher Mattias was one of the instructors. Mother’s reasoning was, first, that when you were graduated from the New School, you know how to read a holy book. Second, she especially wanted me to learn grammar and penmanship. She herself had once studied penmanship, which was why she was now able to write letters for girls engaged to young men serving in the Russian army, and for women whose children were in America.

Mother said that a whipping would do me no harm. King Solomon himself had advised giving a child an occasional smack. Sometimes, she added, if you are hit on the backside, it travels up to your head.

Well, first of all, I was no longer a child who needed to be smacked. Secondly, Teacher Mattias didn’t hit you on your backside, but precisely on your head. And thirdly, no amount of beating would have done me any good, since my own handwriting would never be as accomplished as Mother’s.

Mother had learned her craft with another teacher, who must have been a very calm person, one whose hands didn’t shake like a drunkard’s. Otherwise, how could he have taught penmanship, where each letter requires the utmost concentration, where one line is thick, another thin, sometimes round and sometimes pointed?

How could I have done all that when fear of Teacher Mattias’s footsteps hung over my head like a sword, making me tremble, body and soul? He would throw one cigarette away and light another. We all sat there, our heads bowed to one side, and, with beating hearts, traced the letters along the blue lines of the page.

Teacher Mattias’s shoes shuffled fearfully across the floor of the quietly breathing classroom. Even his shoes seemed drunk. I broke out in a cold sweat, though there was nothing he could fault me for. I looped and curved all the letters, as I should, and they couldn’t have been more beautiful unless Mother herself had traced them.

In the midst of all this, I began to detect the acrid smell of a cigarette. There was a rasping sound above me, issuing from a stopped-up throat. Before I could even manage to look up, I felt a ringing in my head and the unexpected smack of a fist on my chin.

“Hooligan!” Teacher Mattias screamed at me, and broke into a coughing fit. “What’s wrong with you? Is that how you write a shtcha? Go to the blackboard and write the letter again, you dog!”

He pulled me up by an ear. My whole face was in pain, my temples were throbbing, and I saw sparks before my eyes. The heads of all my classmates shrank into their shoulders, becoming round circles of black, as uniform as rows of cabbages sliced in half.

The blackboard, standing on an easel supported by three wooden legs, was no longer a blackboard but an ablution board for the cleansing of dead bodies before burial.

All of us pupils feared the blackboard more than we did Teacher Mattias. It was like a brother to him, and stood on its wobbly legs, looking drunk, too. There was nowhere to hide. Teacher Mattias stood there, taut, legs apart, like a wolf about to pounce on a lamb. It was useless. Even if I were to trace the shtcha to perfection, I still couldn’t avoid the smack on the jaw that would make my teeth rattle.

Not long ago, a classmate, little Yosele, had had one of his teeth knocked loose, and he pushed it out with his tongue, all bloodied. In my case, after I had filled half the blackboard with shtchas, adorned with all manner of curly pigs’ tails, I still felt a sharp pain in my ear, as well as a trickle of warm blood running down my neck. Teacher Mattias’s lips were white. The trickle of blood didn’t bother him in the least. To add to my injury, he kicked me in the backside, accompanied by another scratch across my ear, and snarled, “Idiot! Get out of here!”

That’s how it went, day after day. Sometimes I was the victim, other times someone else. Only Moyshele, the tavern owner’s son, didn’t get a taste of Teacher Mattias’s drunken hands.

Moyshele, even though he had a girlish face and was always smacking his lips, was Teacher Mattias’s favorite pupil. He was a glutton, that Moyshele, with a big belly brought on by his overeating, and white, pudgy hands. This, however, didn’t keep him from excelling in penmanship, from knowing how much nine times nine was, and from getting all the Russian spellings correct. Everybody in the shkole hated Moyshele. First, because he knew everything, second, because he wouldn’t let anybody copy from him, and third, because he was an informer.

Moyshele had but one friend in the shkole, a poor, thin boy called Yukele. This Yukele had no father. His mother, a young, redheaded woman, went from house to house, begging alms for her fatherless child. Yukele paid no tuition. The school took him in out of pity.

This was the Yukele whom Moyshele, son of the tavern owner, befriended. Moyshele treated him as a personal servant. He liked to pinch Yukele’s cheeks and tickle him. From all that pinching, Yukele’s greenish face swelled up in white puffs. In return, however, he received rewards from Moyshele, a cold gizzard, a turkey liver, a hard-boiled egg. Occasionally, Moyshele took him along to his father’s tavern and let him taste the froth of the beer that young wagon-drivers had left in their glasses.

Because of Moyshele, we also hated Yukele, even if he was so skinny and had no father. No one talked with them. They were always together, and if anyone ever felt like picking an argument with them, they never took up the challenge, always running away. But the next day, in Teacher Mattias’s class, Moyshele stood up and squealed on us.

“Teacher, sir,” he said, “they threw stones at us yesterday.”

“Who did?” Teacher Mattias stuck out his yellow, stained mustache.

“Itzik did and so did Mendl. Everybody threw stones.”

Teacher Mattias delivered smacks to jaws with his fist, squeezed ears, and rasped drunkenly, “Scum! Hooligans! I’ll get you for this!”

It was a bitter life. We all prayed that Teacher Mattias, Moyshele the tavern owner’s son, and the blackboard should all meet with an unnatural end.

But of what use were our prayers, if Teacher Mattias went on drinking in Moyshele’s father’s tavern, if the blackboard continued to wobble on its unsteady, drunken legs, and Moyshele kept squealing on us, even more than before?



Chapter Twenty-Nine

Our curses did Teacher Mattias no harm whatsoever. On the contrary, he thrived on them. But death did catch up with Reb Yankele, despite the fact that all of us kept blessing him.

That day, it was sleeting. The shutters outside our windows tore at their chains, groaning like the sick. Father didn’t go out on his rounds. Mother wouldn’t let me go to the shkole.

“God forbid, you’ll catch cold,” she said. “Stay home.”

But that day I was drawn more than ever to the shkole. The night before I had been awakened by a feeling of pressure on my heart. I thought I heard my late brother Moyshe moving about in the kitchen, looking for something among the pots. I heard mice scratching and, for the life of me, couldn’t tell whether the clock had stopped or not.

I said nothing about this, but when Mother told me to stay home, I was overcome by panic. I told her that I simply had to go because this was the day that Reb Dovid would be calling on me to translate the weekly portion of the Torah.

The rain and snow kept slapping me in the face, and the wind kept tugging me back as if it, too, didn’t want me to go to the shkole that day.

But I forged on stubbornly. I could still feel the pressure on my heart of the night before. I stepped up my pace, but was still late. No one said anything to me when I finally arrived. No one even saw me come in.

An extraordinary scene greeted my eyes. Not a single boy was sitting in his right place. There was no studying going on. Everybody was rushing about. Doors stood open. Reb Dovid was limping around the room in little, fast hops on his short leg and making motions with his hands. Teacher Mattias was already present, looking gloomy and shrunken. He kept lighting one cigarette after another, not smoking any one to the end. Every few minutes a different boy ran up to Reb Dovid, said something to him, and waited with an alarmed look on his face. Skinny, green-faced Yukele was crying quietly. Could Moyshele, the tavern owner’s son, have pinched him that hard?

Over there was Moyshele himself, all alone, seemingly coming toward me. I wasn’t speaking to him, so why should he be approaching me? But Moyshele and his bloated belly pushed on, his soft, girlish face as white as dough.

“Don’t you know?” he said in a constricted voice. “Reb Yankele died.”

“Oh, my God!”

I couldn’t tell whether it was I who had cried out or Moyshele, but the pressure on my heart suddenly rose to my throat and I began to choke. I didn’t notice Yukele coming over to us. I only felt his small, green hand on my shoulder.

“Reb Yankele! Reb Yankele!” he sobbed.

Reb Yankele had died suddenly in the middle of the night, probably from a pressure on his heart that had traveled, so they said, to his throat and choked him to death.

“Are you all here?” Reb Dovid’s cracked voice suddenly called out.

“Yes!”

“All of you, form a line and keep quiet.”

Teacher Mattias stood with his head lowered, staring down at our feet.

“Are anybody’s shoes leaking?” he asked in Yiddish, in a deep, completely sober voice.

“No.”

“You will all have to go to the funeral.”

“Alright.”

Reb Dovid raised a hand, an empty one now, free of his leather strap.

“Children,” he cried out, “your teacher, Reb Yankele, is dead!”

“He’s gone,” Yukele sobbed.

Reb Dovid closed his eyes, wiped his forehead, and nodded slowly,

“Yes, he’s gone.”

Teacher Mattias told us to go to the Skarszew barrier gate, line up three abreast, and wait for him and Reb Dovid to join us.

In the early afternoon, Reb Yankele’s body was carried out of his daughter’s house. That tall, stoop-shouldered Jew now lay in a small, narrow coffin that swayed to and fro amid a sea of slowly moving black hats, over which towered the silk top hat of the rabbi and the squashed, fur-trimmed hat of the religious-court head, Reb Aron.

This was on a Friday. The wind, which earlier that morning had torn the tin coverings from roofs, had now quieted down. The snow and rain held off for a while, no doubt waiting for the burial to be over. Stores shut down hastily. People followed the funeral procession for some distance, begging forgiveness.

The entire shkole, with Reb Dovid and Teacher Mattias leading, was walking three abreast ahead of the coffin. With all our hearts and the deepest feeling we could summon, we walked through the cold, intoning the words of the Psalmist, “Justice goes before Him, justice goes before Him …”

That day was the first time that I’d ever been inside a cemetery. It seemed to me as though even the living themselves might not return from there, and I kept looking around, to make sure they weren’t closing the gate.

Here, next to a tree, in his final resting place, they would be laying our teacher, Reb Yankele, the former timber merchant, the master of Scripture, the great scholar. He was sure to be greeted by his two beloved prophets, Isaiah and Ezekiel. Certainly the prophet Jeremiah would weep over the death of such a fine, decent Jew.

But why were they lowering this fine, decent Jew into such a wet, narrow pit? Why was the gravedigger in such a hurry? Didn’t he know that someone as honorable as the deceased should be treated in as gentle a manner as was Reb Yankele himself?

But it was Friday, and the Sabbath was approaching. The wind had subsided. The rain held off. The rabbi and the religious-court head were long gone. The remaining mourners were hurrying to get back to town. Women sat themselves down in the carriages. The coachmen haggled over the fare. Suddenly, the wind, too, remembered that the funeral was over and whistled through the tops of poplars. The sleet again began to come down. Reb Yankele’s daughter, son-in-law, and their two young boys left the graveside. Only Teacher Mattias and small, green-faced Yankele remained, standing there, until two wax Sabbath candles appeared in the window of Zalman the gravedigger’s hut, signifying the onset of the Sabbath.

At the shkole, for some time afterward, one could still hear the squeaking of Reb Yankele’s boots. After his death, the lamps burned with a pale, yellow light. It didn’t help when their glass was replaced, nor when the kerosene, bought at a different store, was refilled. Somehow, everything looked pale yellow to us—the wall with the map, the portrait of Moses Montefiore, even Reb Dovid’s face with its sunken eyes.

Teacher Mattias smoked even more than before, his voice rattling in his throat. He went on smacking chins and pulling ears. Even Moyshele, the tavern owner’s son, felt the occasional taste of his hand. Teacher Mattias himself, as time went on, grew shorter by half a head.

We now studied Scripture with Reb Yankele’s son-in-law, that blond young man, a follower of Jewish Enlightenment, a maskil, and a Zionist. The son-in-law had a white, pinched face and a sparse, pitiful beard. His voice was monotonous, and when he translated a verse it came out dry and thin. It was said of him that he fed us stale hallah and cold grits.

That was the truth. In his droning, somber voice, the words of the prophets resembled tired flies, clinging to cold windowpanes with their last bit of strength. He never hit us, never rebuked anyone. He merely walked between the desks, tapping the tops with his soft, bamboo cane.

No one knew his name. In the first weeks, he was simply referred to as Reb Yankele’s son-in-law. Later, somebody dubbed him Stale Hallah, and the epithet stuck.

He was neither liked nor disliked. He would enter the classroom with dancing steps, tap with his cane for a few hours, translate some verses in his droning tones, and then hurry away with those same dancing steps and without so much as a “Good night.”

We were told that Stale Hallah’s tenure was only temporary, that for the new term he would be replaced by another teacher, somebody with a sharp mind, a graduate of the gymnasium for whom my grandfather had once sewn a blue uniform with silver buttons.

The new term started, but Stale Hallah stayed on, and my grandfather stopped sewing blue uniforms altogether.

Passover had come and gone. The spring mornings shimmered over the orchard, warm and blue. The house still smelled of fresh bed linen and freshly scrubbed floors. Who would ever have expected, at a time of such blue mornings, that Grandpa would die? I had always thought that Dovid-Froyke, with his little songs and his merry ways, would be the last one in town to die. Now he lay on the floor, long and narrow, like a fish on its back.

The door to Grandpa’s little house stood wide open. Strangers wandered around inside. Wladek, that foolish Gentile, sat on the pump outside in the courtyard, two empty pails beside him, shaking his matted beard and muttering to himself, “Pani tailor’s gone, gone.”

Mother, who had left the house at dawn, her hair disheveled and her shoes unbuttoned, now lay stretched out on Grandma’s rumpled bed, her face buried in the pillow, neither sleeping nor weeping, but making hiccuping, gasping noises.

Aunt Miriam, Grandpa’s other daughter, stood at her father’s worktable, speaking to it in her thick voice, as if to a living creature.

“Who will now work by your side? Who will now sing by your side?” she repeated over and over.

The words seemed to issue of themselves, as though she weren’t present. Then, suddenly, as if recalling something, she stretched out her hands into the room and, standing fixed to the spot, cried out, “Let me join my father! Let me join my father!”

But how could her father help her when he was no longer in our domain? He was no longer her father nor my grandfather, but merely an inert body, a corpse.

From under the black cloth that was covering him, his two big toes stuck out, thin and yellow, tied with straw. Strange women were sitting in the room. People were reciting Grandpa’s praises. On the stove in the kitchen the chipped pots stood unattended. But no one took notice of any of this. All one saw were the two big toes and Grandma Rokhl, standing over her dead husband, tiny and shrunken, shaking her small head over the black covering.

“Dovid,” she wailed, “whom are you leaving me with? Who will make the kiddush over the wine? You were snuffed out like a candle. If only you had said to me, ‘Rokhl, I don’t feel so well.’ But you simply turned to the wall and … that was that. Was it for this that I spent a lifetime with you, so that I shouldn’t be able to save you?”

This was how she spoke, all day long, though as the hours passed her voice grew quieter, each utterance less audible. She put nothing into her mouth, not even a cup of tea. She lapsed into silence only when night came, when the two white candles at Grandfather’s head burned with a misty, yellow light.

Nightfall was as black as the cloth covering the corpse. A dark-faced Jew with a short beard was reciting Psalms. Mother leaned her face on a post of Grandma’s bed, Aunt Miriam sat on the other side of the bed, and I, along with Aunt Miriam’s children, were crowded across the entire width of that same bed. Grandma, all by herself, moved her wooden chest closer to the corpse and remained there throughout the night, guarding the two dead, yellow toes …

The funeral took place the following afternoon. We had been waiting for Grandpa’s two sons to arrive—Uncle Avrom-Ayzek from Warsaw, who built castles in the air and was a miserable pauper, and Uncle Leyzer from Lodz, who couldn’t build castles in the air and was a wealthy man.

The Lodz uncle arrived with an affluent cough and a snow-white handkerchief that he was constantly applying to his nose. The Warsaw uncle, wearing an eight-sided hat and eyeglasses, was thin, with a neat, blond beard. He laid both hands and his head on the coffin. Uncle Leyzer from Lodz walked back and forth with slow steps, every now and then looking behind him.

The rabbi and the religious-court head didn’t follow Grandpa’s funeral procession. No stores closed down, no schoolboys intoned, “Justice goes before Him.” As the procession passed, no one, in a city full of Jews, knew who had died. Only the sun knew. It shone on the coffin, on the shoulders of the pallbearers, on the horses’ legs, like the Pillar of Fire, when the Children of Israel went forth from Egypt.



Chapter Thirty

After Grandpa’s death, a pall of sadness descended on the family. Wealthy Uncle Leyzer went back to Lodz one day after the funeral. Impoverished Uncle Avrom-Ayzek remained, passing the mourning period, the seven days of shivah, in Grandma Rokhl’s little house. All week we recounted stories about Grandpa. On the day after the shivah, before he himself left, Avrom-Ayzek, who was also a tailor, completed sewing the last blue uniform that Grandpa had started.

That night he boarded Yarme the coachman’s omnibus and returned to Warsaw, to his wife and child.

Grandma remained all alone in the little, white house. Now, there was no one to use the flatirons. There was no one to sing little songs. The only person to look after her was Wladek, the foolish Gentile.

So Grandma set about dealing with the inheritance left by Grandpa. Some things she sold, some she divided up among the family. Uncle Avrom-Ayzek took back with him to Warsaw Grandpa’s prayer shawl, his phylacteries, several prayer books, and a box of needles. Mother received all the Passover dishes and the Elijah cup for display at the seder. All that Grandma kept for herself was Grandpa’s worktable and her own small, wooden chest. With those few possessions she moved into Aunt Miriam’s house.

By then, Aunt Miriam was living in a new place, in a large, brick building with a long courtyard. Her one room and kitchen, over a porch, were crammed, but she managed to make space for Grandma’s chest and for Grandpa’s work-stained table.

Now that Aunt Miriam had changed residences, and Grandma, in her old age, had been transformed into a dependent child, it didn’t seem to make sense for us to stay on in the prison lane. All the more so, since Mother had long detested the place.

Accordingly, she began making inquiries, looking for another place that was dry and also wouldn’t be too expensive.

This time, her quest took longer than usual. But when the days grew hot and the feast day of Saint John came around, the traditional moving time, once more we loaded our few household belongings onto a small cart, said goodbye to the neighbors and to the beautiful orchard, and, with luck, transferred ourselves to the very same street where Grandpa Dovid-Froyke had lived and died.

I took one look at the new place, up to which our wardrobe and our beds had been carried, and wanted to cry. Father, who this time had helped with the moving, stopped short and stood still for a while, with a stunned look on his face, as if he had suddenly come into a strange house and happened upon a woman undressing.

What here had attracted Mother? What made her so eager to exchange the orchard and the garden for this hole-in-the-wall? The windows could hardly be called windows. There were two dovecotes set up on the tin roof, on which the sun beat down mercilessly. So what if you could see all of Warsaw Street from up here and all the chimneys on the rooftops? What did that matter when down below, where the municipal droshkys collected, the street reeked from the stench of the horse manure?

Maybe what attracted Mother was the fact that our windows were the only ones looking out on the roof, even if Crazy Leybl leaned all day against the wall of the building, munching manure.

The new place didn’t even have a painted floor. And where did the kitchen go? In fact, there was no kitchen, just one big room, like an entry hall, with a low ceiling, a broken, old-fashioned clay stove, and two small recesses in one of the walls, smelling of cats.

Mother must have been taken with that corner between the stove and the wall with the recesses, which she called an “alcove.”

“If you like,” she said, “it’s not just an alcove, but a whole room. You can put in two beds and a dresser, hang a curtain across, and rent it out as a room. And downstairs,” she added, “on the ground floor, lives the district stationmaster, and the stairs are painted red.”

The district stationmaster did indeed live on the ground floor, but the stairs were painted red only as far as his door.

To get to our place, one had to climb a crooked, dusty staircase, go past an attic hung with strange items of wash, scary human shapes not filled out by bodies. One had to shuffle and grope one’s way in the dark, so as not to step on the many cats that had gathered there to wail and to cry out their hearts.

Even the courtyard wasn’t the same as our old one in the prison lane. It was narrow and enclosed by walls with low ledges that, in some places, opened into cubbies for storing firewood and for chickens. The only embellishment was a round, green water pump.

In this courtyard, I thought to myself, there would be no one to tell my stories to, no Yankl, Yarme the coachman’s son, and certainly no omnibus. What would I do with myself here?

I was so unhappy that I often sneaked back to the prison lane to take a look at the orchard and the garden, and at our old windows, now graced by Gentile flowerpots.

But God doesn’t abandon His creatures. After we had been living in the new dwelling for a while, Mother befriended a neighbor, a woman who was quite different from all our former neighbors, one with a totally different outlook on life.

“She’s not one of your run-of-the-mill women,” Mother said, “She’s a real lady.”

This “real lady” didn’t even wear a wig, didn’t bless the Sabbath candles, and never attended synagogue. Nevertheless, Mother, as well as several other women, held that Reyzele the wine-seller was a righteous woman, with a kosher, Jewish soul.

Reyzele herself was short and plump, with a well-filled double chin. She spoke in little, genteel gulps and owned her own shop, selling wine, cookies, and cakes. Reyzele, the “real lady,” could speak German and write in French. She sat in her wineshop wrapped in a shiny, black apron from top to bottom, wearing a pair of gold-rimmed glasses and reading books in foreign languages.

Every year she went to a spa and returned from taking the waters slimmer than before. She had a Gentile servant girl whom she treated as an equal, even though she herself was an educated lady able to hold her own with the governor. She addressed her servant not with the familiar “you” but with the respectful “Pani … Madam.”

The well-to-do housewives thought her insane.

“Reyzele,” they complained, “whoever heard of such a thing? You’re going to make trouble for all the other maids!”

Reyzele replied that the Master of the Universe created all human beings alike. It wasn’t He, but people themselves who divided themselves into separate worlds, with some having it very good and others very bad. Was it that poor girl’s fault that she had to work as a maid, serving others? And if she had to be a servant, why shame her for it?

The well-to-do housewives considered Reyzele a bit crazy and mocked her behind her back. They said that she was giving herself airs, so people would think that she was somebody.

The poor housewives, on the other hand, didn’t make fun of Reyzele at all. They said that you would have to go searching far and wide, with a lit candle, before you would find anyone like her, as well as someone like her husband.

It might very well be that for a man like Reb Menakhem, Reyzele’s husband, you had to go searching with a lit candle.

First of all, because Reb Menakhem was unusually tall, so tall that he was stooped over. And apart from his height, he was also hunchbacked, the only tall hunchback in town and, possibly, in the whole world.

A member of the kohen—priestly—class of Jews, ill-tempered, learned in both Jewish and general subjects, he was compelled at an advanced age to go to work as a bookkeeper for a wealthy man with a neatly trimmed beard and shiny, squeaking boots, but the dim wits of a peasant.

Like his wife, Reb Menakhem didn’t believe in lighting the Sabbath candles nor in praying in the synagogue.

“Let my employer go and pray,” he said. “He’s a thief, and thieves fear God.”

When he was reproached as to why he spoke this way about his own employer, Reb Menakhem wrinkled his bony face and replied, “Did I ask him to be my employer? Besides, God loathes him, too. Three things He loathes—converted Jews, pigs, and rich people.”

Reb Menakhem wore a stiff, black, dusty hat, a businessman’s long frock coat with a slit in the back, and a pair of unpolished boots. He wasn’t too fond of his outfit.

“Why can’t a man,” he complained, “dress the way he wants, in whatever suits him best?”

“Of course!” respectable Jews mocked. “Why shouldn’t a Jew like Reb Menakhem go around like a Hasid, in a velvet hat and a satin kapote?”

Reb Menakhem was aware that he was being made fun of and replied that a velvet hat was good only for work, and that the satin kapote should be made into women’s underpants.

“Did Jews ever once dress like that?” he sputtered. “On the contrary! Show me where it was written in the Bible that Jews in ancient days used to wear satin kapotes and velvet hats? Isn’t it far better and healthier to go bare-headed and barefoot, and not in those ridiculous clothes?”

“But you go around in a frock coat don’t you? What more do you want?”

“This coat means nothing. It’s my wife who makes me wear it. If you would ask me, I would tell everyone to wear a cape. There’s nothing better than a cape. It’s loose, airy, and leaves room for your hands.”

“Just like Tshapele the juggler and Dovid-Froyke the tailor.”

The respectable Jews smiled into their beards and whispered quietly that Menakhem the bookkeeper was also a bit crazy.

“Tshapele the juggler and Dovid-Froyke the tailor,” Reb Menakhem retorted, his face flushed, “are far dearer to the Almighty than you with your greasy kapotes and your thieving shenanigans. Tshapele can at least perform tricks, and Dovid-Froyke knew how to sew a garment. What can you do? You can’t even properly translate a chapter of Torah with the Rashi commentary.”

Reb Menakhem, on the other hand, very well could. People said of him that it was precisely his vast learning that led him to become a heretic and active in Zionism. Years ago, he had been friends with a certain Reb Yisroel, known as “the teacher.” It was he who had founded the New School and turned out a generation of what some derisively called goyim, Gentiles. Reb Menakhem and Reb Yisroel would talk about books all the time, debate day and night, and tug at their beards as they played chess.

But after Reb Yisroel died, Reb Menakhem had no further friendships, except with the Lithuanian Hebrew teacher, who smoked a pipe and kept asking the same question: “Is there a God, or not?”

Was it any wonder then that my acquaintance with Oyzer, Reb Menakhem the bookkeeper’s and Reyzele the wine-seller’s youngest son, should have made such a great impression on me?

I had already heard about Oyzer in Sima-Yoysef’s kheyder. There they said that he was as ill-tempered as his father, that he never performed the ritual of washing his hands and reciting the proper benediction before eating, that he walked around bare-headed. People in town thought that he, too, was a bit crazy, but after we became friends, I realized that all that was said about him was an outright lie.

Oyzer was something special. He wasn’t from the same cut as Yarme the coachman’s son, nor any of the boys in the New School.

Oyzer was tall and thin, almost as tall as his father. He had his father’s bony face and black, restless eyes. But he wasn’t hunchbacked.

By the time I got to know him, he was already attending the Russian gymnasium and wearing a silver-buttoned blue uniform that my grandfather had once made for him. In time, the silver buttons had turned yellow, like brass, and the uniform itself changed color from blue to green. But this didn’t bother Oyzer, nor was he concerned about the trickle of dry dust that fell from his thick, black forelock. He didn’t like combing his hair, and he also didn’t like the wine and cookies from his mother’s store. He maintained that the best things to eat in the whole world were plain rolls, dry and crisp, just fresh from the oven.

He actually brought a pile of rolls into the courtyard, put them down on the pump or the steps, sat on them like a hen on its eggs, and pinched off pieces and tossed them into his mouth.

Oyzer wasn’t, God forbid, a glutton, but he couldn’t abide being hungry. “That way,” he said “it’s easier for me to think and talk.”

And he certainly loved to talk.

In the summer evenings, when the dust-laden rays of the setting sun streaked into our courtyard, and I had already returned from the shkole, the two of us would meet at the wet pump or at one of the ledges that opened into a cubby.

Oyzer spoke slowly. He pondered before speaking. His talk was more questions than anything else. I never saw Oyzer laugh or tell a funny story. Altogether, he held stories in contempt and said that everything in the storybooks was made up.

I wasn’t sure whether I liked Oyzer or not. I never made any such accounting. But I felt more drawn to him than I had been to Yankl or to any of my friends at the shkole. Often, before falling asleep, or even while sitting in class, Oyzer’s words pressed on my heart like a stone. I felt it wasn’t easy to be with him, but harder not to keep seeing him.

“Do you believe in God?” he once asked me, on one of those sweltering evenings, placing a hand on my shoulder and looking me straight in the eye.

I choked up and couldn’t tell whether this was because of the heat or because of Oyzer’s question. A shudder ran through me, from head to toe. What could I reply? Nobody, in my entire life, had ever asked me such a question. Was it even proper to ask such a question? Who doesn’t believe in God?

“Are you afraid to say?” Oyzer taunted.

“I’m not afraid. Who should I be afraid of? But it’s forbidden to ask.”

“Who told you that?”

“It says so in the Torah.”

“What do you think the Torah is?”

“Holy.”

Oyzer moved slightly away from me. Crazy Leybl came ambling into the courtyard, the boy who stood all day in the street chewing on horse manure. Oyzer and I didn’t say a word. Our eyes followed Crazy Leybl until he disappeared into his father’s house.

Oyzer then broke the silence.

“Do you know why he became crazy?” he asked.

“No.”

“Because he kept waiting for the Messiah and couldn’t wait any more.”

“All Jews are waiting for the Messiah.”

“In that case, all Jews are going to become crazy.”

I began to tremble. No doubt about it, Oyzer must be, as they said, a bit crazy himself. Even though there was nobody else in the courtyard, and no one had heard us, I was sure that any minute now a hailstorm would come down on our heads, pelting us with brimstone and fire.

I was scared to go on sitting alongside Oyzer. All night long, I kept seeing him, with horns and a goatee, running about in the streets. I was running after him, barking. No doubt, Oyzer had been changed into a demon, and I into a dog.

The next day we met up again. I didn’t tell Oyzer about my dream, but I looked at him closely to make sure that he didn’t have horns and a goatee. This time Oyzer posed a new question.

“Have you studied the Bible?” he asked.

“Sure.”

“Do you know how the world was created?”

“Of course, it says so in Genesis.”

“My father says that no one knows, that what it says in Genesis is nothing but a fairy tale.”

“A fairy tale?”

“Yes, a fairy tale. My father says that it’s a nice story, but not true.”

“And you believe what your father says?”

“My father knows all the books of the Bible, as well as the Talmud, with all the commentaries. He says it was all written by human beings.”

“And what do you say?”

“I don’t know. My father teaches me Bible. He says that a Jew must know everything. I might not believe in it, but one has to know.”

“And when you are bar mitzvah, will you start putting on phylacteries?”

“I don’t know, but my father is teaching me all the laws concerning phylacteries.”

I was aware all along that Oyzer knew much more than I, but why did he keep asking these peculiar questions? Wasn’t he afraid?

“Well,” I said, “if your father knows so much, then let him tell me who created the world.”

“Nobody did,” Oyzer replied. “The world came into being by itself.”

“What do you mean? What thing comes into being by itself?”

“See for yourself.”

“I don’t see anything.”

“If I explain it to you,” he said angrily, “will you understand?”

“Of course I will.”

“Alright then. It was Nature that created the world.”

“Nature?” I was stunned. “What’s Nature?”

“See, already you don’t understand.”

I really didn’t understand, but I wasn’t ready to give in so quickly.

“What about Moses and the Ten Commandments?” I asked.

“Nobody knows if there ever really was a Moses.”

At that moment he grabbed my hand and drew me close. I felt his hot breath on me. He had a look in his eyes that I couldn’t properly describe. This was how somebody going mad must look.

I recalled my late teacher, Reb Yankele of blessed memory, and his teaching of the Prophets. His Isaiah and Ezekiel had certainly been real people. And my other teacher, Reb Dovid—his Moses had come alive before our very eyes. So how could Oyzer have said that Moses never lived, if his portrait hung on the wall of our house, as well as in many other Jewish homes? Besides, who had stood up to Pharaoh? Who had led the Jews forth from Egypt? Who had smashed the Golden Calf? Could an entire world of Jews have gone mad and the only one to remain sane was Oyzer’s father?

I began to be afraid of that man. His hump appeared to me to be a living creature, looking at me with live eyes, laughing into my face.

“Of course,” it seemed to say, “all Jews are crazy. Do you mean to say they’re not?”

Oyzer himself, in my eyes, turned into an angry hunchback. His words tormented me. They took my father and mother from me and deprived me of both this world and the world-to-come. It seemed to me that the Sabbath was no longer the Sabbath, and the holy days no longer holy.

Despite all that, I couldn’t tear myself away from Oyzer. He both terrified me and attracted me, but apart from that, there were often times when Oyzer forgot what his father said and became a friend like anyone else, a boy like all the others. Although he attended the gymnasium and had the exalted status of “student,” he would still come up the stairs to our house on a Saturday night for a game of “Lotto” and, when Mother wasn’t home, to play “Disguise” with me.

That was our favorite game. Oyzer would bring over scraps of colored paper from his mother’s shop. When we spat on them, the color came off and we smeared it all over our faces. We turned our clothes inside out and, with brooms in hand, spread out across our large, disordered room. Oyzer was Moses, I the Israelites, and he was leading me forth from the land of Egypt.

“Come,” he said, “leave Pithom and Ramses and let us go to the land flowing with milk and honey. Enough toiling for Pharaoh! Enough slavery!”

He took me by the hand and said, “Israelites, go cautiously. This is the sea. Don’t fall into it, soon it will split. Look! The waters are already receding to the right and to the left. Come, don’t be afraid.”

We walked into the sea, that is, we stepped across the kneading board lying in the middle of the floor. Once we were safely on the other side, whole and dry, we stood up straight and burst into the biblical song of exultation and thanksgiving, as we watched the Egyptians, with their horses and chariots, drowning.

The game was fun, but often when we played it, I was gripped by an awful fear. At those times, Oyzer’s cheeks turned hollow and the whites of his eyes yellow.

When that happened, I tossed aside the broom, threw off my rags, and shouted in a voice that wasn’t my own, “Oyzer, one shouldn’t make fun. They’re going to burn us and roast us for this in the next world!”

Oyzer, it seemed, was also rather scared. He, too, threw down his broom, turned his cap back to its right side, and stood there, somewhat bewildered, his lips blue, his breath coming in heavy gasps.

We didn’t always disguise ourselves as Moses and the Israelites. At times, Oyzer dressed up as the rabbi, imitating his stiff walk, with his umbrella thrust forward, and as Bentsien, the community scribe, running after him with short, mincing steps. He imitated Aunt Naomi’s Mendl, how he puffed himself up while singing, his cheeks red, his eyes bulging.

I choked up with laughter. It was satisfying to see that Oyzer wasn’t afraid to make fun of the rabbi, of Bentsien the community scribe, of Mendl the boy singer, and even of such a wealthy man as Ruvele Beckerman.

What I liked best was when Oyzer took the blanket off the bed, wrapped himself in it, put one leg forward, and raised one hand. At that moment, his disheveled mop of black hair looked just like a brand-new broom.

Oyzer told me to stand quietly and watch him. Then, as the blood rushed to his neck, he began to declaim loudly in Russian, his chin quivering:

Oleg the seer readies himself,

To take his revenge on the foolish Khazars,

For their brutal onslaught on the villages,

For putting the fields to the torch.

His voice rang out ever louder and clearer. He was no longer declaiming but singing. This wasn’t the same Oyzer, the one who asked wild questions to which he himself had no answers. This was a different Oyzer standing there, taller, older, strange and handsome.

“Do you know what that is?” he asked.

“No, I don’t.”

“It’s stikhi … poetry, Pushkin’s stikhi. Do you know who Pushkin was?”

“No, I don’t.”

“And Lermontov, do you know who he was?”

“I don’t know anything about them. Teacher Mattias doesn’t teach us any Pushkin or Lermontov, only penmanship.”

“Wait,” Oyzer said, waving his hands. “I’ll recite something for you by Lermontov.”

Once more he put one foot forward, shook his shaggy mop of hair, and again began reciting in Russian, in a haughty, arrogant voice that made me see sparks before my eyes:

Not for nothing was Moscow set ablaze

And captured by the French.

It was a fierce battle,

And not merely a battle …

Again, I didn’t understand a thing. I had the feeling that Oyzer was addressing someone, but I didn’t know who. He was both himself and the unseen stranger. He asked a question and gave back the answer. He parried with himself.

It was only later that he told me that the Lermontov recitation was from a tale about the Emperor Napoleon, who advanced on Moscow with his army, but Russia couldn’t be conquered. When winter came and Napoleon’s soldiers began freezing to death, he was forced to retreat.

Oyzer also told me about the Pushkin of the stikhi, that he had been a member of the royal court, that he had written a story about a golden fish and about someone with the ugly name of “Mazeppa,” and yet another story about the son of an aristocrat called “Eugene Onegin,” and that he was only in his twenties when he was shot dead in a duel.

Oyzer said that when he grew up he’d like to be someone like Pushkin.

I cared nothing for this Pushkin. In any event, I didn’t know who he was. I just enjoyed listening to Oyzer. I now felt closer to him and began to like him. He said he’d teach me all the Russian poems he knew and would bring me the books of someone called Tolstoy, who went from being a count to becoming a simple peasant.

Oyzer knew everything. But I, apparently, wasn’t fated to be his student. A black cat, so to speak, came between us, an unfortunate incident that severed our friendship. Thereafter, it was many years before we again renewed our acquaintance.



Chapter Thirty-One

I forgot to mention that, in addition to the little ledges and the cubbies, and in addition to the green pump, our courtyard also contained a small, side building that had two windows and a peeling door without a handle.

The windowpanes were black with grime. It was said that a Jew, a watchmaker, had once lived there. He had spent his life peering through a magnifying glass and, while he was at it, every year presented his wife with a male child. But none of those infants had managed to survive for very long. It was said that a heavenly decree had ordained that on the night-watch before the circumcision, the newborn babe should perish. No one knew whether it had been devoured by a black cat or had choked to death between its mother’s breasts. Suffice it to say that a wonder-working rabbi told the watchmaker to move out of the building, because at one time it had served as a brothel.

The watchmaker duly departed. Ever since, the structure stood boarded up, its black, grimy windowpanes looking like two burnt patches on unblemished skin. No Jew or Gentile wanted to move in there. At night one could hear bats rustling inside. Women said that those were the souls of the dead, uncircumcised infants.

Lo and behold! Just when we moved in, this cursed structure came to life.

Strangers arrived and pulled down its door. Carpenters and bricklayers set to work, banging and sawing, singing lustily.

All the neighbors in the courtyard rushed over to look, to see who it was taking their life into their hands by moving in there.

Oyzer’s father stuck his head inside and said that it was perfectly reasonable for people to live there. He would have done so himself, if only to taunt the idlers and the idiots who believed in demons and ghosts.

The workmen toiled day and night and the entire courtyard waited with bated breath to see who the new tenants would be. Maybe Gentiles?

No, not Gentiles.

On a wintry morning, a woman showed up. Her sleeves were rolled up, revealing two bare arms, like kneaded dough, a mixture of flour and milk. This was Khantshe the widow, a youngish woman, not wearing a wig, but with a combed black forelock, the size of a swallow, smack in the middle of her forehead.

People in the courtyard knew who Khantshe the widow was. Her father, a half-blind man, used to patch Hasidic overcoats. Her mother, bent over like a tiny Gentile woman paying respects at a church, used to like buying bargains off peasant carts, haggling until the peasant lost track of the accounting.

Khantshe herself had lived in Warsaw for many years. No one knew what she was doing there. But when Warsaw proved odious, she returned home with a big green trunk on wheels in tow, full of tablecloths and sheets, undershirts and towels, and many silk dresses.

Khantshe also brought with her from Warsaw her fifteen-year-old daughter, who was rumored to be a bastard. That “bastard” had fresh, rosy cheeks, a dimpled chin, and a large mass of dark hair.

Khantshe and her daughter were the reason for all the banging and sawing that had been going on in the cursed little building, for all that pounding on boards and all that singing. It was for them that a new white floor was laid down, the rooms freshly plastered, the doors painted. And on their first night, after the pair had settled in, two bright lamps lit up the courtyard, whose glare was so blinding that the neighbors had to cover their windows with sheets and kerchiefs.

In that cursed little building, Khantshe the widow opened a tea shop. Against one wall she had the workers install a huge boiler with heavy, brass faucets that looked like angry, bowed heads. She set up long, smoothly planed tables and benches, and, before much time elapsed, the little structure filled up with soldiers, young coachmen and their brides, and young men who simply had no other place to go to smoke on the Sabbath.

They slurped tea with lemon, served in fat, shiny, white pitchers, and munched on the big cookies and pieces of strudel that Khantshe had baked herself. They cracked dried pumpkin seeds and sang—songs from Warsaw, Russia, Buenos Aires, and America.

A new world opened up for me and Oyzer. We no longer sat on the green pump, exchanging secrets. Oyzer stopped asking me whether or not I believed in God, or whether Moses had actually existed. He simply had no more time for such questions. Many nights, we stood for hours outside the windows of the tea shop, listening to the beautiful songs from afar.

I didn’t know if Oyzer felt as I did, but in my opinion there was no nicer or better place in the whole world than Khantshe’s tea shop.

It was also quite likely that, in addition to all the songs and the general air of merriment, we liked looking at Rukhtshe, the widow’s young daughter.

I never said anything about this to Oyzer, nor he to me. But while standing at the windows, looking in through the half-drawn curtains, both of us silently searched for that figure whose image floated into our imaginations when we closed our eyes.

“Are you cold?” Oyzer asked.

“No, I’m not,” I answered, tucking my head deeper inside my collar.

“Me neither,” said Oyzer, stamping his feet in the melting snow, and then asked softly, “Can you see her?”

“Yes, I can,” I answered, even more softly, though many times I didn’t see Rukhtshe at all.

“I don’t see anything,” Oyzer said, passing his face across the cold pane in an attempt to find a wider opening in the curtains.

I thought to myself that if only, with God’s help, I could move the curtains just a little aside so as to get a full view of Rukhtshe, I’d be the happiest person alive.

Oyzer expressed his thoughts openly. He said that if he weren’t so afraid, he would have punched in the window and ripped away the curtains.

“The people sitting inside are evildoers,” I remarked. “Wouldn’t they want the windows to be covered?”

However, Oyzer gave me to understand that the curtains had to be kept half-open, otherwise the courtyard would have been left in total darkness.

“Take a good look,” he said. “There are men sitting with girls. I once saw a soldier put his arms around a girl and kiss her. That’s what all soldiers do. It’s in their nature.”

I don’t know what exactly happened to me at that moment, but I began to feel hot. It must have been this heated state that made me say what I did.

“Oyzer,” I blurted out, “would you want to give Rukhtshe a kiss?”

“Have you gone crazy? You think she’s just anybody?”

“God forbid! Who said that? You think I don’t know who she is?”

“You don’t know her at all,” Oyzer replied, with a toss of his head. “She’s something special, not just any girl.”

Oyzer said this with such confidence that it seemed to me that he and Rukhtshe must already have been acquainted—who knows for how long?—that they had spoken, that he had taken her out for walks, maybe even kissed her.

That night I left Oyzer with a heavy heart. Something kept nagging at me, though I wasn’t sure what. Why did Oyzer toss back his head like that? Had he really gone for a walk with Rukhtshe? Had he actually spoken with her? If so, why, then, was he so guarded with me? If he had done all those things, why was he standing at the window and not going inside?

It was all a big riddle to me. The riddle grew larger when Oyzer once asked if he could come with me to the tea shop when I went there on a Sabbath. For Sabbath was when I wielded the power, when it was I who had total say. Sabbath was the day when I was able to get a full view of Rukhtshe, close up.

All this came about because on the Sabbath, after the meal, Mother sent me over to Khantshe’s tea shop for a kettle of boiled water. Oyzer’s mother never had him do this. Firstly, because as a gymnasium student, he had classes on Saturday, and secondly, they had a Gentile maid who did all the cooking and baking on the Sabbath. I therefore arranged with Oyzer for him to return from the gymnasium earlier than usual the coming Sabbath, when I would take him along to the tea shop.

Oyzer hid his books behind the staircase and stuffed his cap into his pocket. We proceeded to Khantshe’s tea shop—Oyzer bare-headed, with his disheveled mop of black hair, I wearing my Sabbath kapote, kettle in hand. Oyzer gave a proud shake of his forelock and remained standing by the door, while I, even though my heart was pounding like a thief ’s, headed straight for the two brass faucets.

Rukhtshe herself did the honors. Tall, with a dimpled chin, wearing a white blouse smelling of Sabbath fruit and honey cookies, she leaned forward, waiting for the kettle to fill up. Young men and girls were sitting at the tables, flushed and excited. Rukhtshe’s mother, Khantshe the widow, was also there, sitting next to a young man and laughing into his face. However, I saw nothing of this, only Rukhtshe’s dark hair and her small, white hands. I also noticed that, while the boiling water was running into the kettle, Rukhtshe turned her face several times in the direction of the door, where Oyzer was standing. Were they winking at each other? Did they actually know one another? My eyes began to burn. As through a mist, I saw a soldier with a closely cropped head shuffling toward Rukhtshe. He must have been drunk, otherwise he wouldn’t have been staggering or have had the audacity to put his arm around her waist and to shove his black whiskers into her face.

“Come here, my beauty,” he said in Russian and laughed, showing his mouthful of teeth, “let’s have your lips.”

I was already holding the full kettle with both hands. It was as heavy as if it were filled with sand, but even heavier was the feeling that gripped my throat. Had I not been so scared, I would have taken the kettle and poured it over the head of that cheap little soldier …

Oyzer must have felt even worse. He was standing by the door, his long face inflamed. He seemed even taller than usual. That was how he had looked the time he recited the stikhi.

I don’t know how it happened, but suddenly there was Oyzer, standing by the boiler, his face as white as the pitchers on the table, his upper lip beaded with perspiration.

“You good-for-nothing!” he cried out in Russian, throwing his arms into the air. “You filthy pig!”

There was the scraping sound of benches being pushed back. Someone gave a long, lazy snort, “Wha-a-t?” and started toward Oyzer and me with bearlike steps. Khantshe grabbed Oyzer from behind and quickly shoved him outside. I tumbled out on my own. Scalding drops of water splashed from the kettle. I barely saw where I was going, afraid that at any moment I might fall, that in yet another moment I’d be burned to death.

Once outside, I couldn’t see Oyzer anywhere. I heard laughter behind me, strange, cackling hoots, which scalded me even more painfully than the splashes from the boiling kettle.

For the rest of the Sabbath I was afraid and ashamed to venture outside. Only at night, after the havdole, did I sneak out.

When I caught sight of Oyzer he seemed to me to have gotten shorter. He told me that he had come to within an inch of strangling that little soldier, and he might still do so. What gave that Lithuanian pig the right to put his arms around Rukhtshe’s waist?

That night Oyzer was given to long silences. His disheveled mop of hair didn’t seem like his own. He told me that he felt sorry for Rukhtshe. Had he the money, he wouldn’t care what anyone said, he would marry her and take her away to a far-off land. Then she wouldn’t have to serve any more tea. He would recite to her by heart all of Pushkin’s stikhi. It would have been so good …

I agreed that it would have been good. But what good would it have done me, being left all alone by myself? Besides, what did Oyzer mean that he wanted to marry Rukhtshe? Was he already of an age to stand under a wedding canopy? How would he earn a living? And what would happen with the gymnasium?

I, too, felt sorry for Rukhtshe. But had I the money, I wouldn’t have married her. It was foolish to talk about that. I would have given it all to her so she could move out of the tea shop and into a nicer street. She could live there, have everything she needed, and that would be it …

But Oyzer said that I was a fool and an idiot. What would she do in her new place, all by herself?

“Do?” I replied. “She’d eat and drink and all will be well with her.”

“Just like it’s written in the Haggadah?” Oyzer sneered. “That’s nothing. The important thing is that somebody love her.”

“Who would that be?” I asked.

“Me,” Oyzer declared, and punched his chest with his fist.

Again I felt a tightening in my throat, an even stronger constriction than on the day when the little soldier grabbed Rukhtshe around the waist. At that moment I could have smacked Oyzer.

“Will you be going for hot water again next Sabbath?” Oyzer asked very softly.

“I don’t know. Probably.”

“Tell Rukhtshe,” he said thoughtfully, “that I’d like to see her.”

“Won’t you be coming with me?”

“No, tell her that I’ll be waiting for her Saturday night on Warsaw Street, next to the prison.”

Oyzer took his farewell and left me sitting all alone on the ledge. He walked away with slow, measured steps, like a grownup burdened by many worries.

There was still a whole week remaining before the next Sabbath. Just counting the minutes and hours up until then could drive you crazy.

In any case, I hardly knew what I was doing. Wherever I went, I was followed by Rukhtshe and Oyzer. I saw them in my open Bible, in my Russian grammar book, in the blackboard, everywhere.

Teacher Mattias tugged my ear even more forcefully and jammed his iron fist into my chin. Reb Dovid began to teach us Hebrew grammar, conjugating verbs: pokadeti … “I remembered,” pokadeto … “you remembered” … I broke my teeth reciting the tables. Oyzer’s words rang constantly in my head.

“Tell her I’ll be waiting for her Saturday night”—pokadeti, pokadeto—“on Warsaw Street, next to the prison.”



Chapter Thirty-Two

The following Sabbath, I again went over to fetch the boiled water. The floor of the tea shop had been sprinkled with dry sand. Freshly washed tablecloths hung down from the two long tables. Today the room looked as if it were awaiting family guests.

Sitting at the edge of the tables were a young man and a girl, talking quietly and gazing into each others’ eyes. There were no other customers. From behind a red, flowered curtain, concealing a dark, little alcove, came stifled sounds of pleasurable giggling.

“Stop it,” the giggling voice said. “What’s your hurry?”

From the sound of the voice, I assumed it was Khantshe the widow. Rukhtshe looked pale that day. As she was filling my kettle, she kept turning her face restlessly toward the flowered curtain.

The water ran slowly into the kettle. I stood there, as if on hot coals. After all, today I had something to tell Rukhtshe. But how was I to do it? How should I begin? Then again, maybe I wouldn’t say anything. Was I Oyzer’s messenger?

Just then, Rukhtshe glanced at me with half-lidded eyes, but perhaps it wasn’t me she was looking at, but the door.

My whole body ached. I wanted to tell her that Oyzer wouldn’t be coming today, that he’d never be coming again, that he had died. In the midst of these thoughts, I again heard a voice from behind the flowered curtain.

“What are you doing, Felek? Now stop it …”

Rukhtshe gave a shake of her body.

“What’s your name?” she asked loudly.

“Mendl.”

“Whose kid are you?”

“Frimet’s, Dovid-Froyke’s daughter.”

“Do you live here?”

“Yes.”

“And the one who was here with you last week, with the mop of hair, he’s your friend?”

“Yes, that’s my friend Oyzer.”

“Why didn’t he come with you today?”

“He attends the gymnasium. He has no time, he’s studying.”

“What’s he studying?”

“Stikhi.”

“What?” Rukhtshe’s whole face crinkled and laughter erupted from every tiny fold.

I didn’t understand what was so funny, nor why, a moment later, Rukhtshe said, “Tell that friend of yours that I like him.”

At that instant, I couldn’t tell what was going on with me, whether it was the kettle that had become too heavy, or I myself. I just stood there, as if rooted to the spot.

“Did you want something else?” Rukhtshe asked.

I had the feeling that something terrible was about to happen, that either I would drop to the floor and burst into tears, or else bash someone in the head with the kettle.

Rukhtshe looked at me with a warm, wide-eyed gaze. There was also a warmth rising from her white blouse. She bent down to me and asked again, but in a soft, conspiratorial tone, “Did you want something else?”

“Oyzer,” I stammered, “Oyzer wants to say …”

I couldn’t finish the sentence.

“He said,” I finally continued, almost choking on every word, “that he’d wait for you tonight near the prison.”

The girl sitting at the table was laughing. All was now quiet behind the flowered curtain. I no longer saw Rukhtshe, only felt the touch of a hand under my chin, a touch, warm and smooth like velvet.

“I’ll come. Tell Oyzer that I’ll come,” said the owner of the touch.

I don’t know how I managed to get outside. I think someone threw the kettle after me.

I ran into Oyzer on the stairs.

“Did you tell her?” he asked, as he almost fell on me.

“I did,” I answered angrily.

“Nu?”

“She said she’d be there.”

His face turned red, his eyes even redder, and he started hopping up and down.

“Mendl, you’ll see,” he said, “you’ll come with us. We’ll take you along.”

His joy was no joy to me. On the contrary, I was seething, just like the boiling kettle. I suddenly ran up the stairs and, just before I got to our door, shouted down, full of rage, “Goy! Heretic! I don’t want to come with you! To hell with you and your Rukhtshe!”

He ran up after me, calling out, “Mendl! Mendl! What’s gotten into you?”

But, at that moment, I hated him so much, that I wouldn’t have cared had he fallen down the stairs and broken both legs.

I stayed home all that Sabbath afternoon. I had decided that I wouldn’t go downstairs that evening either. Altogether, I wasn’t going to show myself in the courtyard any more, nor would my feet ever cross the threshold of the tea shop again. This was it—an end to Oyzer and an end to Rukhtshe. Who needed them!

In the late afternoon, toward dusk, a blue shadow passed across the window on our roof. I thought it might be Oyzer. The house smelled of herring from the shaleshudes repast. Mother and a neighbor were sitting by the oven, talking about this and that.

I gazed up at the sky, looking for the appearance of the stars that would bring an end to the Sabbath. I was merely looking. There was no need to light the lamps for my sake, and besides, I wasn’t going downstairs anyway.

But after the havdole prayer, when Father himself removed the Sabbath tablecloth and put down a piece of chalk on the bare table, and Mother was getting ready to go over to Aunt Miriam’s, I couldn’t sit still any longer. I grabbed my coat and made for the door.

“Where are you running?” Mother stopped me in mid-passage.

“I’m not running. I’m going down to see Oyzer.”

“Look who’s in such a big hurry! He won’t run away, that Oyzer of yours.”

“He’s waiting for me downstairs.”

“So he’ll wait another minute. Button your coat all the way up, and don’t run. You hear?”

“Who’s running?”

I actually stepped out very slowly, but then ran down the stairs so fast and with such force that I could hear, up above me, our door swinging open.

The moon seemed especially bright that night. Surrounded by a faint, blue ring, it moved across the roofs and streets like a torch. The windowpanes were blue, the gutters white, the cross on top of the Russian church blue.

All the stores were open. Jews riding in droshkys were hurrying to catch the eight o’clock train. I slunk from store to store, making my way to the prison. I completely forgot what I had decided earlier that day and never even gave it a second thought. I only wanted to find out whether Rukhtshe and Oyzer were actually going to meet.

Now, in the distance, on the sidewalk of the Russian church, I discerned a large, blue-white blotch, bisected every now and then, by a pair of black legs. The little garden surrounding the prison concealed me. I could see everything. Nobody could see me.

And what I saw, clearly, emerging from the blotch in the sidewalk, was a pair of long legs. Nobody else in town, other than Oyzer, had such long legs.

He stood there, peering in all directions. When I moved a bit away from the garden, I could even see Oyzer’s face, raised skyward. He resembled a large bird on the lookout, standing on a mountaintop.

For the first time since I’d known him, Oyzer was carrying a small cane. He twirled it in the air, walked back and forth on the sidewalk, and stretched his face even higher toward the moon.

I looked up, too. Surely, from way up there, is where Rukhtshe would be descending to earth.

Oyzer himself no longer bothered me. At that moment, I didn’t even hate him. I only felt a burning under my heart because of that stylish little cane of his and the way he twirled it in the air.

Rukhtshe, it would seem, had failed to show up. But then, why should she have come? To the prison, of all places?

I now had my revenge on Oyzer. So much for his daring to talk about marrying Rukhtshe and about reciting all those stikhi to her by heart after the wedding!

My revenge, however, was short-lived. Rukhtshe showed up after all.

There she was, crossing Warsaw Street, not walking but running.

She didn’t see me, though she walked right past the little prison garden. Oyzer was no longer standing in the middle of the blotch, but had moved a bit aside. He was no longer waving his little cane.

It seemed to me that the closer Rukhtshe approached, the further he moved away, as though walking backward.

I crept along behind Rukhtshe’s back. She came to a halt within the blue-white blotch where Oyzer had been standing not long before. He was now turning to go into the promenade, and Rukhtshe followed him there.

However, all of a sudden, Oyzer turned his back on Rukhtshe, flung his little cane into the middle of the street, and began to run as fast as he could into the nearby park. Either he saw somebody there, or else he’d gone completely mad.

I must have gone mad, too, otherwise I wouldn’t have run after him, shouting with such alarm, “Oyzer! Oyzer!”

“Stop! Where are you running to?” Rukhtshe caught me by the collar and began to shake me like a palm branch on Sukkoth.

She was running herself.

The spot where Rukhtshe had grabbed me was pitch black. I couldn’t see her face, but I felt her hot fury.

“Stop running,” she said, breathing heavily. “He’s a lousy rat, that friend of yours. You don’t have to run away. You like me, don’t you?”

I didn’t know what to say. Her words made my feet swelter. As God is my witness, I wanted to run off, too.

“Come, walk with me a bit,” she said, putting her hand under my arm.

Now my head was beginning to turn hot as well. I walked beside her, thinking that I would never get home that night, that, for sure, some calamity was about to befall.

“Why did he run away, that shithead?” she hissed angrily through her teeth.

I didn’t know myself. He must have caught sight of his father, or maybe somebody from the gymnasium.

“What was he afraid of, that rat?” Rukhtshe persisted, still furious.

I wanted to ask her whether Oyzer had really said he would marry her and take her away with him to far-off lands. I also wanted to know if they were having a love affair. In the midst of these musings, Rukhtshe stopped short, let go of my arm, and asked, “How old is that friend of yours?”

“He already puts on phylacteries.”

“And what about you?”

“I’ll soon be doing the same.”

The moon rose from behind the high prison fence. The entire promenade turned blue.

“Let’s sit down,” Rukhtshe said and led me to the German church.

A blanket of blue-lit snow lay all around. We sat down on the broad steps leading into the church. Rukhtshe put her arm around my shoulders and leaned her cheek against mine.

I was frightened and didn’t know what to do. But I fervently wished that Oyzer would pass by to see what was happening.

“Have you ever kissed a girl?” Rukhtshe asked.

“No.”

“Would you like to kiss me?”

I don’t know if I answered. Actually, there was no time for an answer. Rukhtshe had already put her warm mouth on my lips, or maybe it was the other way round. Nor was I aware of any particular thoughts. My head fell back and I heard only a soft, urgent voice saying, “Go slow. Don’t bite, you little bastard. Who taught you to kiss like that?”

Nobody had taught me. This was the first time in my life that I had ever kissed a girl.

“Do you love me?” Rukhtshe asked, as she wrapped her hands around my neck and face.

She now seemed to have not just two hands but a hundred. These hands were everywhere.

“I love you,” I blurted out.

“Will you marry me?”

“I’ll marry you.”

“What will we do after we get married?

“We’ll go away to a far-off land,” I parroted Oyzer’s words. “We’ll go to America, and I’ll recite stikhi to you by heart …”

“What? You’ll do what?”

“I’ll work,” I at once caught myself. “I’ll rent us a place to live. You won’t have to do anything but eat, drink, and enjoy.”

Rukhtshe inched away from me, like a cat, slowly and indolently.

I tried to pull her back, to give her one more kiss. But within a split second, a strange change had come over her. She stood up abruptly. When I tried to pull her back to me, she pushed me away and, in a harsh, angry voice, like that of some old peasant woman, snarled at me, “Scram, you bastard!”

I didn’t understand. To this day it’s not clear to me what all this was about. Maybe it was the accursed word stikhi that had shattered my dream of Rukhtshe forever.

She never even said goodbye. She ran away from me, just as Oyzer had done.

I was now the only person on the promenade. Behind me stood the dark church. Before me lay the sleepy prison, across which the moon moved in a veil of haze.

All that night long, Rukhtshe kept kissing me in my dreams. In the morning Mother inspected my eyes and worriedly asked me why I had cried out in my sleep and why I had cursed Oyzer.

I went on cursing Oyzer, not only in my dreams, but awake as well. I no longer wanted to see him. The only thing that that mattered to me was Rukhtshe. I even ran over to the German church, hoping that she might be there.

On the following Sabbath, when I went to fetch the boiled water, it wasn’t Rukhtshe who filled the kettle. She wandered around the tea shop, her hair disheveled, her arms bare. She went right by me, without seeming to see me.



Chapter Thirty-Three

Over the summer, a great change took place in the tea shop itself.

Without explanation, fewer and fewer young men and their girls started showing up at Khantshe the widow’s establishment. Khantshe herself stopped baking honey cake and no longer took care to see to it that the pitchers and glasses were glistening. There was no more singing, and no freshly pressed cloths on the tables.

It seemed to me that Khantshe and Rukhtshe had had a falling out. I noticed that young Felek, the one with the curling, upturned mustache, no longer sat with Khantshe behind the flowered curtain. He now sat at the table with Rukhtshe and looked into her eyes like at a precious stone.

I was aware that something out of the ordinary was going on. The hatred that not long before I had borne Oyzer was now transferred to that swarthy young man. I hated him a thousand times more. Also, he didn’t know any stikhi. So where did he get the nerve to look at Rukhtshe like that? He was eating her up with his eyes.

Khantshe the widow must also have hated him. In my presence she called him a freeloading shnorer and a louse-ridden wastrel.

“Go to work,” she berated him. “The devil take you!”

The young man laughed with his mouth wide open. He didn’t get angry, didn’t curse back, and said only that if she didn’t stop it, he’d make mincemeat out of her.

In the courtyard it was common knowledge that Khantshe and Felek were at odds. One could hear them screaming and shouting at each other. My mother, however, was of the opinion that, despite their bickering, swarthy Felek would soon be marrying Khantshe.

Mother was right. Early one bright morning, Khantshe went over to Zishe the scribe’s and bought a prayer shawl with a blue silk collar. She made more purchases on Warsaw Street, where there were shops selling lengths of linen for bedclothes. In that same street, she rented a place with a kitchen. After the wedding, she certainly wasn’t going to continue living in the tea shop.

Avreml the furniture dealer installed two pinewood beds and an oaken, mirrored wardrobe.

Khantshe herself, although she was busier than ever, nevertheless seemed calmer in those days, her face beaming.

She had a new suit of clothes made up for her young man, ordered him another pair of gaiters, agreed on a price with Simek the musician, and sent out wedding invitations to all the little soldiers, and to all the young men and their girls who used to frequent the tea shop.

However, suddenly, a day or two before the wedding, after Khantshe had already baked two large, sugar-frosted cakes, and while live carp splashed about in a tub, a calamity occurred.

We became aware of the misfortune in the early hours of the morning. We had just gotten up. Father was at his prayers. The windows revealed a gold band of sky. Mother was walking about in her nightcap, sighing softly under her breath. She wasn’t feeling too well and wanted only to prepare breakfast so she could return to bed.

All was quiet. Suddenly, there was the sound of running on the stairs and of loud voices.

“Who talks that loud so early in the morning?” Mother asked, and took a step toward the door.

But the door burst open by itself, and a woman, a stranger, wearing a kerchief, appeared in the doorway.

“Frimet,” she sputtered in one breath into the room, “go downstairs. Some misfortune has happened to her.”

She didn’t say whose misfortune it was, there didn’t seem to be time. Having delivered her news, the woman ran back down the stairs.

Mother began to wave her hands in the air, like a goose flapping its wings when being chased.

“Woe is me! It shouldn’t happen to us!” she cried out, running around the room in search of something to put on. “Mendl, Leyzer, run downstairs and see what’s happened there.”

Father passed his uncomprehending eyes across an agitated Mother. Either he didn’t hear, or didn’t grasp, what she had said. I, half-dressed, started buttoning my boots quickly and pulling up my suspenders, but, as if to spite me, everything kept falling from my hands.

There was screaming and weeping rising from the courtyard. For certain someone, God forbid, must have died. However, I managed to get dressed and, in a single leap, jumped onto the banister and slid downstairs.

The courtyard was crowded with people. Women and children came pouring out from all the balconies and staircases. Everyone was talking at the same time, asking questions, and pushing into the open doorway of the tea shop.

Khantshe the widow, all disheveled, in a short, white underdress and red slippers with little pompons, rushed about as if she were on fire.

“People! Jews! Have mercy on me!” she wailed, wringing her hands. “They’ve left me with only one undershirt, that thief and his whore. They’ve reduced me to poverty. Woe is me and woe is my life … People, what shall I do?”

She tore at her cheeks, flung open the oaken, mirrored wardrobe, lifted the top of the trunk, and pointed into it.

“All my hard work,” she moaned, “all my bitter toil! Not sleeping nights, not eating, not drinking! That bastard!” She stamped her feet. “That cheap whore! What did you do to your own mother?”

The women and young girls poked their noses into the open trunk, into the empty wardrobe, and asked how such a thing could have happened. Didn’t she have any idea what was going on?

How could she have known, when she was so busy preparing for a wedding? How could it have crossed her mind that that little daughter of hers, that whore, was carrying on with that son of a bitch? Who would have expected such wrath, such a dire decree from heaven?

Khantshe’s face swelled up from all the weeping. She had no strength left to cry out. She sat over the empty trunk, like someone in mourning. Strangers ran to get the police. But before the police arrived, Khantshe tore herself away from the empty trunk and began smashing the white pitchers, the teapots, and the glasses. She tore down the flowered curtain from the alcove and pointed to a rumpled iron cot.

“This is where she slept, that bastard,” Khantshe gasped, as she grabbed hold of the featherbed and ripped it to pieces.

The entire tea shop turned white with feathers. The feathers floated through the open windows into the courtyard, settling on the pump, the balconies, the people. By the time the police arrived, Khantshe lay stretched out on the floor among the feathers and the shards, grieving into it, as one would into a grave.

Poor Khantshe certainly had a lot to grieve about. People said that it wasn’t enough that the swarthy Felek had robbed her and run off with Rukhtshe, but that he had left the widow with a belly as well.

Not a trace remained of the tea shop. Khantshe ran to the chief of police of the district, she even complained to the provincial governor’s office, but the pair had simply vanished into thin air.

There were rumors that they had gone off to Paris. My mother even learned that Felek had sold Rukhtshe into white slavery in Buenos Aires. But Khantshe still couldn’t rest. She wrote petitions to Warsaw, ran to lawyers, until the little building in the courtyard closed down for good.

Nobody wanted to rent it. The clear, polished windows slowly acquired a film of black dust. Someone had torn the handle from the door. Cats crouched upon the roof. Khantshe herself went back to Warsaw.

The courtyard became a wasteland. In the evenings, I could no longer look through the windows into the tea shop.

I no longer had discussions with Oyzer, we never met anymore. But I did notice that he had grown taller, and it seemed to me that he was far too tall for his age. Any day now, he would have a hump, just like his father.

I had nowhere to go. After the misfortune with Khantshe, things also turned gloomy at home. Motl Straw, Father’s partner, stopped coming by for the weekly settling of accounts. There were no accounts to settle. The hay in the meadows had rotted. There was nothing to buy, and no one to sell it to.

Father, as usual, rose at daybreak. He took longer tending to his sore leg and lingered over his morning prayers. We subsisted on burnt soup and soldiers’ black bread.

For the Sabbath, Mother bought some cheap meat, and instead of our usual fish, she served herring.

Autumn set in cold and rainy. The small windowpanes wept day and night. The sound of dripping was heard continuously on the roof.

Mother, dark wrinkles around her mouth, moaned, “What sin did I commit that I should spend my years in this attic? Leyzer, how long do you intend to keep us here?”

I didn’t understand what Mother was saying. First of all, it was she herself who had rented this attic, and secondly, how could Father help it if all the hay in the whole region had rotted and the Russian army was now buying dried hay packed by Russia itself?

We were left without a means of livelihood. When Father went to ask Motl Straw for an interest-free loan, Motl Straw merely shrugged. Where did he have the money, when there was no business?

Father came home that night, crestfallen. Shreds of black padding peeked out from his coat. Mother wasn’t of a mind to mend it. Something kept driving her from the house. In any event, there was nothing to cook, so why should she stay put?

As for me, I was sent home from the shkole.

So Mother sat down and wrote a letter to her rich brother in Lodz. She wrote him that her young son could no longer attend the shkole because she had no money to pay his tuition, that we were freezing to death in the house, and that her husband, Leyzer, wasn’t earning anything. She was, therefore, begging him, her brother, to take pity and to help out in her hour of need.

There was no answer. The shadows in the house grew larger and colder. Sleighs were already out in the streets. Their bells tinkled merrily, calling me down. But I was ashamed to show myself in the street, lest anyone ask me why I was no longer attending the shkole.

On the last day of Hanukkah, before it was time to light the eighth and final candle, the door opened in the early afternoon and the mailman came in, a man with a white, Jewish-looking beard.

“Pani Leyzerova? Money,” he said in three languages, Russian, Yiddish, and Polish.

Mother’s face turned red. I felt something pressing on my chest. That white beard of the mailman could belong only to the prophet Elijah!

The mailman had brought notice, informing us that there was money waiting for us at the post office.

Mother, even though she wasn’t feeling well, rushed over immediately, but it was already too late. They weren’t paying out any more money that day. Nonetheless, Mother returned home in a cheerful mood. At once she lit the stove and prepared some borsht with potatoes, which smelled like wine. The lamp burned more brightly. The moon came to rest over the opposite roof, and the frost on the windowpanes slowly melted.

I could think of nothing else but the money that Mother would be collecting the next day at the post office. I was sure that we had become rich and that we would now be moving into a nicer dwelling. Mother herself had spoken about a new place and about buying me a new pair of boots.

As we sat down to supper, Father maintained his usual silence, eating slowly and staring out the windows.

Early the next morning, Mother hurried to the post office. I was waiting at home with a beating heart. Several times I opened the door and went down the stairs.

As it turned out, Mother’s rich brother in Lodz didn’t send us very much. He apologized, saying that this was a bad time, that he had a daughter to marry off.

Still, my old boots were repaired, the tuition was paid, and Mother bought Father a new overcoat.

“What for?” Father said, passing his tongue from one corner of his mouth to the other.

“You need a new overcoat,” Mother explained.

“But I’ve already got an overcoat.”

“Really! It’s falling apart.”

“N-n-a, I guess it is.”

He slowly laid down the new overcoat and later examined it from a distance, but didn’t put it on. It lay there for several days without anyone coming near it.

Not until the Sabbath morning, when we were changing our underwear, and after Mother had stowed the old, torn coat away, did Father pace back and forth for some time and finally put on the new overcoat.

Something new also happened to me at that time. I don’t mean my repaired boots, nor the paid tuition at the shkole, nor even my new woolen gloves, but something else, for which I had no name as yet.

It may have been Father’s quiet voice, which, ever since I could remember, had never been so quiet. Or it may have been Mother’s tear-filled eyes, when, on a certain weekday, Father helped me into my coat and went with me to the study house, where a pale Jew with green whiskers began to instruct me in the laws of tefillin, the donning of the phylacteries that would mark my entry into manhood.



Notes

p. 1 “between Father’s and Mother’s beds”: Jewish law proscribes men and women from sharing the same bed.

p. 11 “A small glass … stood on the window sill”: a yortsayt candle lit in Moyshe’s memory.

p. 14 “A real officer in the Tsar’s army!”: a naive comment. There were no Jewish officers in the tsarist army at the time.

p. 21 “Dobrele, who had just returned from Buenos Aires”: the center of the white-slave trade.

p. 24 “In the plowshare lies a blessing”: one of the earliest Yiddish songs of Zion, written in 1888 by the Yiddish folk bard Elyokum Zunser (1836–1913) in praise of doing agricultural work in Palestine.

p. 24 “My beauty, my life, pure as gold”: a standard Yiddish love song.

p. 25 “Tsar Alexander III”: (1845–1894) ascended to the throne following the assassination of his father in 1881.

p. 39 “she now had on a new wig”: married women were required to cover their hair.

p. 56 “Let’s be friends again”: from a folk song performed at weddings.

p. 57 “the feast day of Saint John, coinciding with … the Sabbath of Consolation”: Both the Roman Catholic and Eastern Church mark the beheading of John the Baptist on August 29 with a feast day. The Sabbath following the fast of the Ninth of Av is called the Sabbath of Consolation, so named because the haftarah (supplementary reading) begins with the words from Isa. 40:1, “Comfort, oh comfort My people.”

p. 57 “Tuesday—considered a lucky day”: Because on that day of creation, the Lord twice “saw that it was good” (Gen. 1:10, 12).

p. 69 “yellow sand, sprinkled on the floor”: this was routinely done on Friday afternoons, in honor of the Sabbath.

p. 69 “Old Pavlova”: a Christian peasant, here performing one of the several domestic chores forbidden to Jews on the Sabbath.

p. 101 “to pray at our usual place, that is, the besmedresh”: Jewish prayer in eastern Europe was decentralized. In Mendl’s town, the more well-to-do citizens prayed in the main synagogue, while the simple folk congregated in the study house.

p. 135 “they had come all the way out on foot”: because it is forbidden to travel on the Sabbath by carriage.

p. 136 “dating back to the days of King Sobieski”: meant both literally, as the reign of King Jan Sobieski III (1629–1696), and idiomatically, “from olden times.”

p. 140 “she had picked especially for me”: it is forbidden to pick flowers on the Sabbath.

p. 179 “Reb Jew”: An idiomatic honorific.

p. 187 “A Son of Two Mothers”: Eyn zohn fun tsvey mames (Vilna, 1890), a species of pulp fiction by Shomer [Nokhem-Meyer Shaykevitsh] (1846–1905). This particular novelette does not, however, feature the adventures of Rudolph and Carolina. Both in Everyday Jews and its sequel, Perle lavishes attention on the reading habits of Jewish women, a predilection for trashy novels that he himself had done much to cultivate.

p. 201 “The Sale of Joseph”: On Purim day, in and around the celebratory feast, Ashkenazic Jews instituted a one-day-of-the-year theater season. Young boys and men went house to house performing a Purim-shpil, a rhymed and chanted burlesque, initially of local events, then of the Purim story itself, of other biblical sagas, and, finally, of any popular plot. Throughout the nineteenth century and into the twentieth, Mekhires Yoysef, The Sale of Joseph, was performed more widely even than the Ahasuerus Play. Young Joseph’s aria in the snake pit and Mother Rachel’s lament were among the most popular set pieces.

p. 201 “She would be in the play, too, as Mother Rachel”: all roles in the Purim-shpil were traditionally played by men and boys. Perhaps the fact that the audience is required to pay admission and that the play is performed in a makeshift auditorium signals a first step toward modernization.

p. 201 “the Brody Singers”: the first professional troupe of Yiddish actors and performers in eastern Europe, founded by Berl Broder-Margulies in 1854.

p. 209 “a rose that fell by the wayside”: From “The Flower,” an allegorical song by the folk bard Elyokum Zunser, written in 1867.

p. 243 “the holy pictures on the wall”: For an observant Jewish household, “holy pictures” glaringly transgress the commandment against graven images.

p. 245 “By the sweat of your brow, shall ye eat bread”: Gen. 3:19.

p. 270 “overcoat thrown over his white, linen wedding robe”: the solemn white linen robe reminds the groom of his mortality. The overcoat thrown over the robe is a Hasidic custom.

p. 290 “an opera called The Jewess”: La Juive, a grand opera in five acts, the libretto by Eugène Scribe and music by Jacques Halévy, was first produced at the Académie in Paris on February 23, 1835.

p. 290 “Battistine”: Mattia Battistine.

p. 290 “Davidov”: tenor Alexander Davidov (1872–1944).

p. 296 “Hatsefirah”: (“The Dawn”), a Hebrew daily published in Warsaw and edited, at the time, by Nahum Sokolow.

p. 296 “Moses Montefiore”: Sir Moses Haim Montefiore (1784–1885) was one of the most famous British Jews in the nineteenth century. A financier, stockbroker, and philanthropist, he used his power and prestige to intervene on behalf of world Jewry. Montefiore visited Russia in 1846 and 1872.

p. 297 “Baron Hirsch”: Maurice de Hirsch (1831–1896), who founded the Jewish Colonization Association to settle Jews on the land. The center for this activity was Argentina.

p. 302 “the days of Poniatowski”: Stanislas Poniatowski, King of Poland between 1764 and 1795.

p. 308 “Justice goes before Him”: Psalm 85:14.

p. 316 “the kohen—priestly—class of Jews, ill-tempered”: a folk belief, based on Babylonian Talmud Kiddushin 70b, that considers all descendants of Aaron the Priest to be prone to anger.

p. 323 “Oleg the seer readies himself”: the opening lines of “The Song of Oleg the Seer,” by Alexander Pushkin (1799–1837). These lines and the ones that follow are cited in the original Russian.

p. 324 “Not for nothing was Moscow set ablaze”: patriotic lines from “On the Anniversary of Borodino,” by the poet and novelist Mikhail Lermontov (1814–1841), which all Russian schoolchildren committed to memory.



FOOTNOTES

1. These (in chronological order) are the major sources on Perle’s life: Zalmen R. Reyzen, Leksikon fun der yidisher literatur, 2d ed. (Vilna, 1929), 2:936–39; Melekh Ravitch, Mayn leksikon 1 (Montreal, 1945): 168–70; Leo Finkelshteyn, introduction to Y. Perle, Yidn fun a gants yor (Buenos Aires: Dos poylishe yidntum, 1951); Yehoshue Lender, “Perle, der moler fun der poylisher landshaft,” in Seyfer Radom, ed. Isaac Perlow (Tel Aviv, 1961), 218–19; Khayim-Leyb Fuks’s biography in Leksikon fun der nayer yidisher literatur 9 (New York, 1968): 193–96; Rachel Auerbach, Varshever tsavoes: bagegenishn, aktivitetn, goyroles 1933–1943 (Tel Aviv: Yisroelbukh, 1974), chap. 35 and passim; and Samuel D. Kassow, Who Will Write Our History? Emanuel Ringelblum, the Warsaw Ghetto, and the Oyneg Shabes Archive (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2007). Finkelshteyn and Lender, both native to Radom, often contradict other biographical sources. This introduction should therefore be read as a goad—and guide—to future research.
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