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THE MAGICIAN
v

A magician once came to a town in Volhynia.
Although he arrived in the hectic days before Passover, when a

Jew has more worries than hairs on his head, the newcomer made

a great impression. Indeed, he was a walking mystery: he was dressed
in rags but wore a creased yet still serviceable top hat, and while
God had given him a clearly Jewish nose, his face was as clean-
shaven as a Christian’s. He had no travel papers either, and was
never observed to touch food, whether kosher or treyf. It was
anvone's guess who he was. If you asked him where he was coming
from, his answer was “Paris,” and if you inquired where he was
going. it was “London.” What was he doing in Volhynia? “I lost my
way.” And from the looks of it, he had come on foot! Nor did he
ever go to synagogue, not even on the Sabbath before the holiday.
If a crowd gathered around him, he would suddenly vanish as if
swallowed by the earth and reappear on the far side of the
marketplace.

Meanwhile, he rented a hall and began to put on magic shows.

And what magic! Before everyone's eyes he swallowed burning
coals as though they were egg noodles and pulled colorful ribbons
from his mouth: red ones, green ones, any color you wanted—and
as long as the exile of the Jews! Once he even pulled sixteen pairs
of turkeys from his boots. Turkeys? Each was as big as a bear! They
were still running around the stage when he lifted his shoe and
started scraping gold rubles from the sole, and the audience was still
shouting “Bravo!” when he let out a whistle and fresh khallahs and
rolls flew through the air as if on wings, danced in a circle on the
floor, and stamped angrily on the ceiling. Another whistle, and it all

disappeared into thin air. Rolls, khallahs, turkeys, everything—gone!

Of course, it was no secret that the devil and his helpers could do
such tricks too. Didn’t the Bible say that Pharaoh’s sorcerers worked
even greater wonders in Egypt? The real riddle was: why was such
a talent such a pauper? The man scraped rubles off his shoes and
couldn't afford to pay for his hotel room! He whistled up more rolls
and khallahs than a baker could bake, pulled turkeys out of his
boots, and had a face so pinched that a corpse’s was better-looking!
Hunger burned in his eyes like two bonfires. Instead of the Four
Questions, the townspeople said, this year at the seder there would
be five.

But before we gt to the Four Questions, let’s leave the magician
and have a look at Chaim-Yona and his wife, Rivke-Beyle. Chaim-
Yona was once a lumber merchant—that is, until he bought “at a
good price” the rights to a forest in which the government quickly
barred all lumbering, leaving him completely ruined. For a while he
worked as a forestry clerk, but eventually he lost this job too, and in
the months before the magician’s arrival he had been unemployed.
The worst enemies of the Jews shouldn’t have to live through such
a winter! And to make matters worse, after the winter came Passover.
Every item in the house had already been pawned, from the
chandelier on the ceiling to the last cushions on the couch. “You
had better go to the Poor Fund,” Rivke-Beyle told her husband,
“and ask for some money for the holiday.” But Chaim-Yona wouldn’t
hear of it: he had faith in God and was not about to stoop so low.
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Rivke-Beyle searched the house again, ransacking every corner,
and managed to find an old silver spoon that had disappeared years
ago. It was nothing short of a miracle. She gave the spoon to Chaim-
Yona, who went, found a buyer for it, and donated the pittance he
received to the Poor Fund. The poor, he explained to his wife,
needed money for Passover.

Meanwhile, time was not standing still. The holiday was just
around the corner. Chaim-Yona had faith: God, he said, would
provide. What could Rivke-Beyle do but bite her lips? A woman lets
her husband have his way. But the days went by one after another,
and at night, unable to sleep, she buried her face in the straw
mattress to keep Chaim-Yona from hearing her sobs. There wasn’t

" a sign of Passover in the house yet! And the days were worse than

the nights, because at night she could cry and feel better, while by
day she had to pinch her cheeks to put some color in them for the
neighbors. Not that the neighbors were fooled: each time they

stepped into her house, their pitying looks pierced her like nails.
“When will you bake your matzas?” their stares said. “Where are the
beets for your borscht?” Her closest friends told her:

“Look, what's with you, Rivke-Beyle? If you need anything, just
ask. It's no problem.”

But Chaim-Yona refused to accept “charity” and Rivke-Beyle
couldn’t disobey him. She had no choice but to invent all kinds of
unlikely excuses, her face burning as she did. Seeing how things
stood with her, the neighbors went to the rabbi. He had to do
something! The rabbi, whose position was not to be envied, listened,
sighed, thought a while, and said that Chaim-Yona was certainly a
learned and pious Jew and that faith in God was faith in God.

In a word, it was already Passover eve and Rivke-Beyle didn’t
even have candles to light for the holiday!

That evening Chaim-Yona came home from the holiday prayer
in the synagogue. In every house the windows were festively lit
except in his own, which was like a mourner at a wedding, or like a
blind man among those who can see. Still, his spirits did not flag.
“If God wants us to have a Passover seder,” he thought, “then a
Passover seder we'll have!”

“Happy Passover!” he called out to his wife when he came home.
“A happy holiday to you, Rivke-Beyle,” he repeated.

“A happy holiday to you t0o,” Rivke-Beyle's tearful voice answered
from a dark corner.

Her eyes burned in the darkness like two coals. Chaim-Yona went
over to her. “Rivke-Beyle,” he said, “tonight is the celebration of the
exodus from Egypt, don’'t you know that? We're not allowed to
gricve! And what is there to grieve about? If the good Lord doesn’t
want us to have a seder here, we'll do His will and have it elsewhere.
We'll go to somebody’s house. No one will turn us away. All doors
are open tonight—doesn't it say in the Passover Haggadah, ‘Koyl
dikhfin yeysey veyeykhul'?" In plain language that means ‘Let whoever
is hungry come and eat.” Put on your shawl and we’ll go knock on
the lirst friendly door we come to.”

Never one to argue with her husband, Rivke-Beyle swallowed the
lump in her throat, put on her tattered shawl, and made ready to
go. Just then, though, the door swung open and in stepped someone
who said:

“Happy Passover!”

“A happy Passover to you!” the two answered, unable to make
the visitor out in the dark.

“I'd like to be your seder guest,” said the man.

“We're not having a seder,” replied Chaim-Yona.
“Yes you are,” said the visitor, “because I've brought it with me!”

“In the dark?” asked Rivke-Beyle, her voice breaking in spite of

herself.

“What a thought!” replied their guest. “Let’s have some light.
Abracadabra!” At once two silver candlesticks with burning candles
appeared in midair and lit the room. Now Chaim-Yona and Rivke-
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The Magician t4

Beyle could see the magician, whom they stared at too wide-eyed
with amazement and fright to utter a word. Open-mouthed, each
hung onto the other’s hand and stood there. Meanwhile, the magician
turned to the table that was standing abashed in a corner. “Hey, old
man, cover yourself and come here!” he ordered it. No sooner had
he spoken than a snow-white tablecloth fell on it from the ceiling
and the table began moving toward the middle of the room until it
stood beneath the candlesticks, which lowered themselves onto it.
“Now,” said the magician, “let’s have something to sit on!” Three
chairs left the other three corners of the room and assembled around
three sides of the table. “Make yourselves wider!” said the magician,
and they turned themselves into armchairs. “Softer!” he said, and
in no time they were upholstered in red velvet with white cushions.
Now everyone could sit in comfort!

The magician spoke again and right away a platter of matzas and
cverything needed for the seder appeared on the table beside three
cups and a bottle of red wine, followed by a host of dishes fit for a
king, and Passover Haggadahs trimmed in gold.

“How about some water to wash our hands with?” the magician
asked. “I may as well conjure that up too!”

It was only then that the couple roused themselves. “Do you think
we're allowed to touch all this?” whispered Rivke-Beyle into Chaim-
Yona’s ear. And when Chaim-Yona didn’t know what to answer, she
said, “Go, husband, ask the rabbi!”

“It’s you who should ask the rabbi,” said Chaim-Yona, “because 1
can’t leave you here alone with the magician.”

“No, it's you,” said Rivke-Beyle. “If the rabbi hears such a story
from a foolish old woman like me, he’ll think I've gone out of my
mind.” In the end they both went, leaving the magician in the house
with the seder.

The rabbi heard them out and said: “If it's black magic, nothing
on the table is real, because magic is only illusion. Go home and see.
If the matza can be broken, the wine can be poured, and the cushions
are solid, you can consider it all a gift from Heaven that you're
allowed to enjoy.”

“Their hearts in their throats, they went back home. The magician
was gone. ‘The table, though, was just as they had left it. They
fingered the cushions, poured the wine, and broke the matza—and
only then, realizing that their guest had been the Prophet Elijah,
did they sit down to have a merry seder.

1904 (translated by Hillel Halkin)

THE I. L. PERETZ READER
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