&gkn’i’g/ S N

NYBYIP L I2NN YT

®
IRRRURV IR "Ry 2an M

YD PR IMIPA WA WT LY YT HITRS WT P TR
SEMX TR BT T .70 9T IR SN0 T [ bb oMb
) ' S27°5ya W

PP TDINOMR 2%Y AT TR DNT LIRPRI DWN PR DY
R DM OJUOR IR TTDIZDNNE M9TANI PR LHRYIRD 0Y O
NI A R UM — nabtp R aGR O YOWOM K ;T 9y
M — 5BMp R TINT PP LW N1 R LINIBY Oy ogn
PAYML R LM — MK WD R B Obp RNy R
/T NPT JWOLIYVONR - RIX DYIUR  LADIXN R B — WM X
T BIBYI DN MYWYIP SuYLY OYT PR LIDYIONNE YRR TR
TR JUYER: 12 DX ND LRAYY 7287 v»b YT gND OB 1 by
W DR TYSPOLYTPIIR YIMH 1D DIVR UMTMYAIR BT 28T TR
TR R WM RITTEW PR AR YT 91T vbaxs

MO X PR 0215Y X M 0N MR PR YWY Suynw oxT
PUITTYI LM BYALIPIRIR JOBT ME PO PR W WT ST
ST LRD TP YT BOSD BT WWNT WT B ’ny-r'?yn'ymxo
7B PLIYIMIND PR IWRYIX WYY IR WOWT ST PR DOWMB
AN T OWARM IVIPT WIHYD ST LL1YE WIS PR DM YR
SPIPAR W PR DWIN YIRS VIV LYOY FIWOYII PR VD O8N
TIRD X 1T IMT 7230 ¥ PR OY PR IWORN MO YyHMI2 v pnw
ST TID MYIT 0T IR ABYN PR TIWR IYMP WHIM DR .ND K o
¥R X L35RP R P K MR JOYID BT IR bEYIL OY PN DA
WS TID IIMIHRIONI VIVP PRI T OIBRT B OT B LDBIYR
LVPEID IPTR LU0 0 R DRIRDDYIIMR T PR TR ART BIdY
PRI IR YTYY AMKRC 50N R KT PR 5D9¥T MR 1T PR
BDETIND R UM JUINT LBBLY yLm YpuhMR T LLYBXD R IRTKD
TN OYT DIRAIYT DK LI T AR LI UM LBRD TR oo
PR OLNT YITIRE DORY WOHRLO WWIT YT ORN Lwan oyT I8
PR YRR 0PN JULK WTIPATMI MDA WT v vOREM
TOPROWRIYOYIR NEAWT 1P T DR LMURIYLIM 1BR RUIp
YT LOYODYRRID DMRTARD PORTARY IPR ORD UM PR JUpLLYX
TP WT NP IPOIWTOT 1O BRIYPYSI NN WVIIIYIONK
PYIWIPT IR B DR BRND WPNE SYPAWMTTIMY WT  .BpIYY

The Destruction of Kreshev

Translgted by Elaine Gottlieb and June Ruth Flaum

: I
Reb Bunim Comes to Kreshev _

I AM the Primeval Snake, the Evil One, Satan. The Cabala refers to me
as Samael and the Jews sometimes call me merely “that one.” i
It is well known that I love to arrange strange marriages, delighting
in such mismatings as an old man with a young girl, an unattractive
widow with a youth in his prime, a cripple with a great beauty, a cantor
with a deaf woman, a mute with a braggart. Let me tell you about one
such “interesting” union I contrived in Kreshev, which is a town on the
river San, that enabled e to be properly abusive and gave me the
opportunity to perform one of those little stunts that forces the forsaking
of both this world and the next between the saying of a yes and a no.
Kreshev is about as large as one of the smallest letters in the small-
est prayer books. On two sides of the town there is a thick pine forest
and on the third the river San. The peasants in the neighboring villages
are poorer and more isolated than any others in the Lublin district and
the fields are the most barren. During a good part of the year the roads
leading to the larger towns are merely broad trenches of water; one
travels by wagon at one’s peril. Bears and wolves lurk at the edge of the
settlement in winter and often attack a stray cow or calf, occasionally
even a human being. And, finally, so that the peasants shall never be rid
of their wretchedness, I have instilled in them a burning faith. In that
part of the country there is a church in every other village, a shrine at
every tenth house. The Virgin stands with rusty halo, holding in her
arms Jesus, the infant son of the Jewish carpenter Yossel. To her the
aged come—and in the depth of winter kneel down, thus acquiring
rtheumatism. When May comes we have daily processions of the half-
starved chanting with hoarse voices for rain. The incense gives off an
acrid odor, and a consumptive drummer beats with all his might to
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frighten me away. Nevertheless, the rains don’t come. Or if they do, they
are never in time. But that doesn’t prevent the people from believing.
And so it has continued from time immemorial.

The Jews of Kreshev are both somewhat better informed and more
prosperous than the peasants. Their wives are shopkeepers and are
skilled in giving false weight and mcasure. The village peddlers know
how to get the peasant women to purchase all sorts of trinkets and thus
earn for themselves corn, potatoes, flax, chickens, ducks, geese—and
sometimes a little extra. What won’t a woman give for a string of beads,
a decorated feather duster, a flowered calico, or just a kind word from a
stranger? So it is not entirely surprising that here and there among the
flaxen-haired children one comes across a curly-haired, black-eyed imp
with a hooked nose. The peasants are extremely sound sleepers but the
devil does not permit their young women to rest but leads them down
back paths to barns where the peddlers wait in the day. Dogs bay at the
moon, roosters crow, and God himself dozes among the clouds. The
Almighty is old; it is no easy task to live forever.

But let us return to the Jews of Kreshev.

All year round, the marketplace is one deep marsh, for the very
good reason that the women empty their slops there. The houses don’t
stand straight; they are half-sunk into the earth and have patched roofs;
their windows are stuffed with rags or covered with ox bladders. The
homes of the poor have no floors; some even lack chimneys. In such
houses the smoke from the stove escapes through a hole in the roof. The
women marry when they are fourteen or fifteen and age quickly from
too much childbearing. In Kreshev the cobblers at their low benches
have only worn-out, scuffed shoes on which to practice their trade. The
tailors have no alternative but to turn the ragged furs brought to them to
their third side. The brushmakers comb hog bristles with wooden combs
and hoarsely sing fragments of ritual chants and wedding tunes. After
market day there is nothing for the storekeepers to do and so they hang
around the study house, scratching themsclves and leafing through the
Talmud or else telling each other amazing stories of monsters and ghosts
and werewolves. Obviously in such a town there isn’t much for me to
do. One is just very hard put to come across a real sin thereabouts. The
inhabitants lack both the strength and the inclination. Now and again a
seamstress gossips about the rabbi’s wife or the water bearer’s girl grows
large with child, but those are not the sort of things that amuse me. That
is why I rarely visit Kreshev.

But at the time I am speaking about there were a few rich men in the
town and in a prosperous home anything can happen. So whenever I
turned my eyes in that direction, I made sure to see how things were
going in the household of Reb Bunim Shor, the community’s richest
man. It would take too long to explain in detail how Reb Bunim hap-
pened to settle in Kreshev. He had originally lived in Zholkve, which is a
town near Lemberg. He had left there for business reasons. His interest
was lumber and for a very small sum he had purchased a nice tract of
woods from the Kreshev squire. In addition, his wife, Shifrah Tammar
(a woman of distinguished family, granddaughter of the famous scholar
Reb Samuel Edels), suffered from a chronic cough which made her
spit blood, and a Lemberg doctor had recommended that she live in a

{ wooded area. At any rate, Reb Bunim had moved to Kreshev with all his

possessions, bringing along with him also a grown son and Lise, his ten-
year-old daughter. He had built a house set apart from all the other
dwellings at the end of the synagogue street; and scveral wagonloads of
furniture, crockery, clothing, books and a host of other things had been
crammed into the building. He had also brought with him a couple of
servants, an old woman and a young man called Mendel, who acted as
Reb Bunim's coachman. The arrival of the ncw inhabitant restored life
to the town. Now there was work for the young men in Reb Bunim’s
forests and Kreshev’s coachmen had logs to haul. Reb Bunim repaired
the town’s bath and he constructed a new roof for the almshouse.
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Reb Bunim was a tall, powerful, large-boncd man. He had the voice
of a cantor and a pitch-black beard that ended in two points. He wasn’t
much of a scholar and could scarcely get through a chapter of the
Midrash, but he always contributed gencrously to charity. He could sit
down to a mcal and finish at onc sitting a loaf of brcad and a six-cgg
omelet, washing it all down with a quart of milk. Fridays at the bath, he
would climb to the highest perch and would have the attendant beat him
with a bundle of twigs until it was time to light the candles. When he
went into the forest he was accompanicd by two fierce hounds, and he
carried a gun. It was said that he could tell at a glancc whether a tree
was hcalthy or rotten. When necessary, he could work eighteen hours on
end and walk for miles on foot. His wife, Shifrah Tammar, had once
been very handsome, but between running to doctors and worrying
about herself, she'd managed to become prematurcly old. She was tall
and thin, almost flat-chested, and she had a long, pale face and a beak of
a nose. Her thin lips stayed forever closed and her gray eyes looked
belligerently out at the world. Her periods were painful and when they
camc she would take to her bed as though she were mortally ill. In fact,
she was a constant sufferer—one moment it would be a headache, the
next an abscessed tooth or pressure on her abdomen. She was not a fit
mate for Reb Bunim but he was not the sort who complained. Very
likely hc was convinced that that was the way it was with all women
since he had married when he was fifteen years old.

There isn’t very much to say about his son. He was like his father—
a poor scholar, a voracious eater, a powerful swimmer, an aggressive
businessman. He had married a girl from Brod before his father had
even moved to Kreshev and had immediately immersed himself in busi-
ness. He very seldom came to Kreshev. Like his father he had no lack of
money. Both of the men were born financiers. They seemed to draw
money to them. The way it looked, there didn’t appear to be any reason
why Reb Bunim and his family would not live out their days in peace as
so often happens with ordinary people who because of their simplicity
are sparcd bad luck and go through life without any real problems.

11
The Daughter

But Reb Bunim also had a daughter, and women, as it is well known,
bring misfortune.

Lise was both beautiful and well brought up. At twelve she was
already as tall as her father. She had blond, almost yellow, hair and her
skin was as white and smooth as satin. At times her eyes appeared to be
blue and at other times green. Her behavior was a mixture, half Polish
lady, half pious Jewish maiden. When she was six her father had en-
gaged a governess to instruct her in religion and grammar. Later Reb
Bunim had sent her to a regular teacher and from the very beginning she
had shown a great interest in books. On her own she had studied the
Scriptures in Yiddish, and dipped into her mother’s Yiddish com-
mentary on the Pentatcuch. She had also been through The Inheritance
of the Deer, The Rod of Punishment, The Good Heart, The Straight
Measure, and other similar books that she had found in the house. After
that, she had managed all by herself to pick up a smattering of Hebrew.
Her father had told her repeatedly that it was not proper for a girl to
study the Torah and her mother cautioned her that she would be left an
old maid since no one wanted a learned wife, but these warnings made
little impression on the girl. She continued to study, read The Duty of
the Heart, and Josephus, familiarized herself with the tales of the Tal-
mud, and in addition learned all sorts of proverbs of the Tanaites and
Amorites. She put no limit to her thirst for knowledge. Every time a
book peddler wandered into Kreshev she would invite him to the house
and buy whatever he had in his sack. After the Sabbath meal her con-
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temporaries, the daughters of the best families of Kreshev, would drop
in for a visit. The girls would chatter, play odds and evens, set each
other riddles to answer and act as giddily as young girls generally do.
Lise was always very polite to her friends, would serve them Sabbath
fruits, nuts, cookies, cakes, but she never had much to say—her mind
was concerned with weightier matters than dresses and shoes. Yet her
manner was always friendly, without the slightest trace of haughtiness in
it. On holidays Lise went to the women’s synagogue although it was not
customary for girls of her age to attend services. On more than one
occasion, Reb Bunim, who was devoted to her, would say sorrowfully:
“It’s a shame that she’s not a boy. What a man she would have made.”

Shifrah Tammar’s feelings were otherwise.

“You're just ruining the girl,” she would insist. “If this continues,
she won’t even know how to bake a potato.”

Since there was no competent teacher of secular subjects in Kreshev
(Yakel, the community’s only teacher, could just about write a single
line of legible Yiddish), Reb Bunim sent his daughter to study with
Kalman the leech. Kalman was highly esteemed in Kreshev. He knew
how to burn out elf-locks, apply leeches, and do operations with just an
ordinary breadknife. He owned a caseful of books and manufactured his
own pills from the herbs in the field. He was a short, squat man with an
enormous belly and as he walked his great weight seemed to make him
totter. He looked like one of the local gentry in his plush hat, velvet
caftan, knee-length trousers and shoes with buckles. It was the custom
in Kreshev to have the procession, taking the bride to the ritual bath,
stop for a moment in front of Kalman's porch to serenade him gaily.
“Such a man,” it was said in town, “must be kept in a good humor. All
one can hope is that one never needs him.”

But Reb Bunim did need Kalman. The leech was in perpetual at-
tendance upon Shifrah Tammar, and not only did he treat the mother’s
ailments, but he permitted the daughter to borrow books from his li-
brary. Lise read through his whole collection: tomes about medicine,
travel books describing distant lands and savage peoples, romantic
stories of the nobility, how they hunted and made love, the brilliant balls
they gave. Nor was this all. In Kalman’s library were also marvelous
yarns about sorcerers and strange animals, about knights, kings and
princes. Yes, every line of all this Lise reaa.

Well, now it is time for me to speak about Mendel, Mendel the man-
servant—Mendel the coachman. No one in Kreshev knew quite where
‘his Mendel had come from. One story was that he’d been a love child
who’d been abandoned in the streets. Others said he was the child of a
convert. Whatever his origins, he was certainly an ignoramus and was
famous not only in Kreshev but for miles around. He literally didn’t
know his Alef Beth, nor had he ever been secn to pray, although he did
own a set of phylacteries. On Friday night all the other men would be at
the house of prayer but Mendel would be loitering in the marketplace.
He would help the servant girls draw water from the well and would
hang around the horses in the stables. Mende! shaved, had discarded his
fringed garment, offered no benedictions; he had completely emanci-
pated himself from Jewish custom. On his first appearance in Kreshev,
several people had interested themselves in him. He’d been offered free
instruction. Several pious ladies had warned him that he’d end up reclin-
ing on a bed of nails in Gehenna. But the young man had ignored every-
one. He just puckered up his lips and whistled impudently. If some
woman assailed him too vigorously, he would snarl back arrogantly:
“Oh, you cossack of God, you. Anyway, you won’t be in my Gehenna.”
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And he would take the whip that he always carried with him and use
it to hike up the woman’s skirt. There would be a great deal of commo-
tion and laughter and the pious Jady would vow never again to tangle
with Mendel the coachman.

Though he was a heretic that didn’t prevent him from being hand-
some. No, he was very good-looking, tall and lithe, with straight legs
and narrow hips and densc black hair which was a little bit curly and a
little kinky and in which there were always a few stalks of hay and
straw. He had heavy cyebrows which joined together over his nose. His
eyes were black, his lips thick. As for his clothing, hc went around
dressed like a Gentile. He wore riding breeches and boots, a short jacket
and a Polish hat with a leather visor which he pulled down in the back
until it touched the nape of his neck. He carved whistles from twigs and
he also played the fiddle. Another of his hobbics was pigcons and he'd
built a coop on top of Reb Bunim’s house and occasionally he'd be seen
scampering up to the roof to exercise the birds with a long stick. Al-
though he had a room of his own and a perfectly adequate bench-bed,
he preferred to sleep in the hay loft, and when he was in the mood he
was capable of slecping for fourteen hours at a stretch. Once there had
been so bad a fire in Kreshev that the people had decided to flee the
town. At Reb Bunim's house everyone had been looking for Mendel so
that he might help pack and carry things away. But there had been no
Mendel to be found anywhere. Only after the fire had been put out at
last and the excitement had died down had he been discovered in the
courtyard, snoring under an apple tree as if nothing had happencd.

But Mendel the coachman wasn't only a sleeper. It was well known
that he chased the women. One thing, however, could be said for him:
he didn’t go after the Kreshev maidens. His cscapades were always with
young peasant girls from the neighboring villages. The attraction that he
had for these women seemed almost unnatural. The beer drinkers at the
local tavern maintained that Mendel had only to gaze at one of these
girls and she would immediately come to him. It was known that more
than onc had visited him in his attic. Naturally the peasants didn’t like
this and Mendel had been warned that one of these days they would
chop off his hcad, but he ignored these threats and wallowed deeper
and deeper in carnality. There wasn't a village that he had visited with
Reb Bunim where he didn't have his “wives” and families. It almost
seemed true that a whistle from him was sufficient sorcery to bring some
girl flying to his side. Mendel, however, didn't discuss his power over
women. He drank no whiskey, avoided fights, and staycd away from
the shoemakers, tailors, hoopers and brushmakers that comprised the
poorer population of Kreshev. Nor did they regard him as onc of them.
He didn’t even bother much about moncy. Reb Bunim, it was said,
supplied him with room and board only. But when a Kreshev teamster
wanted to hire him and pay him real wages, Mendel remained loyal to
the house of Reb Bunim. He apparently did not mind being a slave. His
horses and his boots, his pigeons and his girls were the only things that
concerned him. So the townspeople gave up on Mcndel the coachman.

“A lost soul,”” they commented. **A Jewish Gentile.”

And gradually they became accustomed to him and then forgot him.
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The Articles of Engagement

As soon as Lise turned fifteen, conjecture began about whom she would
marry. Shifrah Tammar was sick, and relations between her and Reb
Bunim were strained, so Reb Bunim decided to discuss the matter with
his daughter. When the subject was mentioned, Lise became shy and
would reply that she would do what her father thought best.

“You have two possibilities,” Reb Bunim said during one of these
conversations. “The first is a young man from Lublin who comes of a
very wealthy family but is no scholar. The other is from Warsaw and a
real prodigy. But 1 must warn you that he doesn’t have a cent. Now
speak up, girl. The decision is up to you. Which would you prefer?”

“Oh, money,” Lise said scornfully. “What value does it have?
Money can be lost, but not knowledge.” And she turned her gaze down-
ward.

“Then, if I understand you correctly, you prefer the boy from War-
saw?” Reb Bunim said, stroking his long, black beard.

“You know best, Father,” Lise whispered.

“One thing in addition that I should mention,” he went on, “is that
the rich man is very handsome—tall and with blond hair. The scholar is
extremely short—a full head shorter than you.”

Lise grasped both of her braids and her face turned red and then
quickly lost all color. She bit her lip.

“Well, what have you decided, daughter?” Reb Bunim demanded.
“You mustn’t be ashamed to speak.”

Lise began to stammer and her knees trembled from shame. “Where
is he?" she asked. “I miean,"what does he do?” Where is he studying?”

“The Warsaw boy? He is, may God preserve us, an orphan, and he
is at present studying at the Zusmir yeshiva. I am told that he knows the
entire Talmud by heart and that he is also a philosopher and a student
of the Cabala. He has already written a commentary on Maimonides, I
believe.”

“Yes,” Lisc mumbled.

“Does that mean that you want him?”

“Only if you approve, Father.”

And she covered her face with both of her hands and ran from the
room. Reb Bunim followed her with his eyes. She delighted him—her
beauty, chastity, intelligence. She was closer to him than to her mother,
and although almost fully grown, would cuddle close to him and run her
fingers through his beard. Fridays before he went off to the bathhouse
she would have a clean shirt ready for him and on his return before the
lighting of the candles she would serve him freshly baked cake and plum
stew. He never heard her laughing raucously as did the other young girls
nor did she ever go barefoot in his presence. After the Sabbath meal,
when he napped, she would walk on tiptoe so as not to wake him. When
he was ill, she would put her hand on his forehead to see whether he had
fever and would bring all sorts of medicine and tidbits. On more than
one occasion Reb Bunim had envied the happy young man who would
have her as a wife.

Some days later the people of Kreshev learned that Lise’s prospec-
tive husband had arrived in town. The young man came in a wagon by
himself and he stayed at the house of Rabbi Ozer. Everyone was sur-
prised to sec what a scrawny fellow he was, small and thin, with black
tousled sidelocks, a pale face and a pointed chin which was barely
covered by a few sparse whiskers. His long gaberdine reached to below
the ankles. His back was bent and he walked rapidly and as if he didn’t
know where he was going. The young girls crowded to the windows and
watched him pass by. When he arrived at the study house, the men came
up to greet him and he immediately began to expatiate in the cleverest
possible way. There was no mistaking that this man was a born city
dweller.
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“Well, you really have some metropolis here,” the young man ob-

served.
“No onc’s claiming that it’s Warsaw,” onc of the town boys com-

mented.

The young cosmopolitan smiled. “One place is pretty much like
another,” he pointed out. “If they're on the face of the carth, they're all
the same.”

This said, he began to quote literally from the Babylonian Talmud
and the Talmud of Jerusalem, and when he was finished with that, he
entertained everyone with news about what was going on in the great
world beyond Kreshev. He wasn’t himself personally acquainted with
Radziwill but he had seen him and he did know a follower of Sabbatai
Zevi, the false Messiah. He also had met a Jew who came from Shushan,
which was the ancicnt capital of Persia, and another Jew who had
become a convert and studied the Talmud in secret. As if this weren't
enough, he began to ask those assembled the most difficult of riddles
and, when he tired of that, amused himsclf by repcating anccdotes of
Rabbi Heshl. Somchow or other he managed to convey the additional
information that he knew how to play chess, could paint murals cmploy-
ing the twelve signs of the zodiac, and write Hebrew verse which could
be read either backwards or forwards and said cxactly the same thing no
matter how you read it. Nor was this all. This young prodigy, in addi-
tion, had studied philosophy and the Cabala, and was an adept in mysti-
cal mathematics, being able even to work out the fractions which are to
be found in the treatise of Kilaim. It goes without saying that he had had
a look at the Zohar and The Tree of Life and he knew The Guide to the
Perplexed as well as his own first name.

He had come to Kreshev looking ragged, but several days after his
arrival Reb Bunim outfitted him in a new gaberdine, new shoes, and
white stockings, and presented him with a gold watch. And now the
young man began to comb his beard and curl his sidelocks. It was not
until the signing of the contract that Lise saw the bridegroom, but she
had received reports of how learned he was and she was happy that she
had chosen him and not the rich young man from Lublin.

The festivities to celebrate the signing of the cngagement contract
were as noisy as a wedding. Half the town had becn invited. As always,
the men and women were seated separately and Shloimele, the groom-to-
be, made an extremely clever speech and then signed his name with a
brilliant flourish. Several of the town’s most learned men tried to con-
verse with him on weighty subjects, but his rhetoric and wisdom were
too much for them. While the celebration was still going on, and before
the serving of the banquet, Reb Bunim broke the usual custom that the
bride and groom must not meet before the marriage and lct Shloimele
into Lise’s chamber since the true interpretation of the law is that a man
not take a wife unless he has seen her. The young man’s gaberdine was
unbuttoned, exposing his silk vest and gold watch chain. He appeared a
man of the world with his brightly polished shocs and velvet skullcap
perched on the top of his head. There was moisture on his high forchead
and his checks were flushed. Inquisitively, bashfully, he gazed about him
with his dark eyes, and his index finger kept twining itsclf nervously
around a fringe of his sash. Lise turned a decp red when she saw him.
Shehg‘(_iwbeien told that he was not at all good-looking but to her he
seemed handsome. And this was the view of the other girls who were
present. Somehow or other Shloimele had become much more attractive.

“This is the girl you are to marry,” Reb Bunim said. “There’s no
need for you to be bashful.”

Lise had on a black silk dress and around her ncck was a string of
pearls, which was the present she had been given for this occasion. Her
hair appeared almost red under the glow of candlelight, and on the
finger of her left hand she wore a ring with the letter “M™ inscribed upon
it, the first letter of the words mazel tov. At the moment of Shloimele’s
entrance she had been holding an embroidered handkerchief in her hand
but upon secing him it had fallen from her fingers. One of the girls in the
room walked over and picked it up.

“It’s a very fine evening,” Shloimele said to Lise.

“And an excellent summer,” answered the bride and her two at-
tendants.

“Perhaps it’s a trifle hot,” Shloimele observed.

“Yes, it is hot,” the three girls answered again in unison.
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“Do you think the fault is mine?” Shloimele asked in a sort of
singsong. “It is said in the Talmud . . .”

But Shloimele didn’t get any further as Lise interrupted him. “I
know very well what the Talmud says. ‘A donkey is cold cven in the
month of Tammuz.’ ”

“Oh, a Talmudic scholar!” Shloimele exclaimed in surprise, and the
tips of his cars reddened.

Very soon after that, the conversation ended and everyone began to
crowd into the room. But Rabbi Ozer did not approve of the bride and
groom meeting before the wedding, and he ordered them to be sepa-
rated. So Shloimele was once more surrounded only by men and the
celebration continued until daybreak.

1V
Love

From the very first moment that she saw him Lise loved Shloimele
deeply. At times she believed that his face had been shown to her in a
dream before the marriage. At other times she was certain that they had
been marricd before in some other existence. The truth was that I, the
Evil Spirit, required so great a love for the furtherance of my schemes.

At night when Lise slept 1 sought out his spirit and brought it to her
and the two of them spoke and kissed and exchanged love tokens. All of
her waking thoughts were of him. She held his image within her and
addressed it, and this fiction within her replied to her words. She bared
her soul to it, and it consoled her and uttered the words of love that she
longed to hear. When she put on a dress or a nightgown she imagined
that Shloimele was present, and she felt shy and was pleased that her
skin was pale and smooth. Occasionally she would ask this apparition
those questions which had baffled her since childhood: “‘Shloimele, what
is the sky? How deep is the earth? Why is it hot in summer and cold in
the winter? Why do corpses gather at night to pray in the synagogue?
How can one see a demon? Why does one see one’s reflection in a
mirror?”

And she even imagined that Shloimele answered each of these ques-
tions. There was one other question that she asked the shadow in her
mind: “Shloimele, do you really love me?”

Shloimele reassured her that no other girl was equal to her in beauty.
And in her daydreams she saw herself drowning in the river San and
Shloimele rescued her. She was abducted by evil spirits and he saved
her. Indeed, her mind was all daydreams, so confused had love made
her.

But as it happened, Reb Bunim postponed the wedding until the
Sabbath after Pentecost and so Lise was forced to wait nearly three-
quarters of a year longer. Now, through her impatience, she understood
what misery Jacob had undergone when he had been forced to wait
seven years before marrying Rachel. Shloimele remained at the rabbi’s
house and would not be able to visit Lise again until Hanukkah. The
young girl often stood at the window in a vain attempt to catch a
glimpse of him, for the path from the rabbi’s to the study house did not
pass Reb Bunim’s. The only news that Lise received of him was from
the girls who came to see her. One reported that he had grown slightly
taller and another said that he was studying the Talmud with the other
young men at the study house. A third girl observed that obviously the
rabbi’s wife was not feeding Shloimele properly, as he had become quite
thin. But out of modesty Lise refrained from questioning her friends too
closely; nevertheless, she blushed each time her beloved’s name was men-
tioned. In order to make the winter pass more quickly, she began to
embroider for her husband-to-be a phylactery bag and a cloth to cover
the Sabbath loaf. The bag was of black velvet, upon which she sewed in
gold thread a star of David along with Shloimele’s name and the date of
the month and year. She took even greater pains with the tablecloth, on
which were stitched two loaves of bread and a goblet. The words “Holy
Sabbath’ were done in silver thread, and in the four corners the heads of
a stag, a lion, a leopard, and an eagle were embroidered. Nor did she
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forget to linc the seams of the cloth with beads of various colors and she
decorated the edges with fringes and tassels. The girls of Kreshev were
overwhelmed by her skill and begged to copy the pattern she had used.

Her engagement had altered Lise: she had become even more beau-
tiful. Her skin was white and delicate; her eyes gazed off into space. She
moved through the house with the silent step of a somnambulist. From
time to time she would smile for no reason at all, and she would stand in
front of the mirror for hours on end, arranging her hair and speaking to
her reflection as though she had been bewitched. Now if a beggar came
to the house she reccived him graciously and gladly offered him alms.
After every meal she went to the poorhouse, bringing soup and meat to
the ill and indigent. The poor unfortunates would smile and bless her:
“May God grant that you soon cat soup at your wedding.”

And Lisc quictly added her own “Amen.”

Since time continued to hang heavy on her hands, she often browsed
among the books in her father's library. There she came across one
entitled T/e Customs of Marriage in which it was stated that the bride
must purify herself before the ceremony, keep track of her periods and
attend thce ritual bath. The book also enumerated the wedding rites, told
of the period of the seven nuptial benedictions, admonished husband
and wife on their proper conduct, paying particular attention to the
woman and setting forth a myriad of details. Lise found all of this very
interesting since she alrcady had some idea of what went on between the
sexes and had even witnessed the love-play of birds and animals. She
began to meditate carcfully on what she had rcad, and spent several
sleepless nights deep in thought. Her modesty became more intense than
it had cver been before, and her face grew flushed and she became
feverish; her behavior was so strange that the servant thought she had
been bewitched by the cvil eye, and sang incantations to cure her. Every
time the name of Shloimele was mentioned, she blushed—whether she
was included in the reference or not; and whenever anyone approached,
she conccaled the book of instructions she was forever reading. What
was more, she bccame anxious and suspicious and soon she had got
herself into such a state that she both looked forward to the day of
marriage and turned away in dread. But Shifrah Tammar just went on
preparing her daughter’s trousseau. Though estranged from her daughter,
she nevertheless wanted the wedding to be so magnificent that the event
would live on for ycars in the minds of the pcople of Kreshev.

A%
The Wedding

The wedding was indecd a grand one. Dressmakers from Lublin had
made the bride’s garments. For weeks there had been scamstresses at
Reb Bunim's house, embroidering and stitching lace on nightgowns,
lingerie, and shirtwaists. Lise’s wedding gown had been made of white
satin and its train was a full four cubits in length. As for food, the cooks
had baked a Sabbath loaf which was almost the size of a man and was
braided at both ends. Never before had such a bread been seen in
Kreshev. Reb Bunim had spared no expense; at his order, sheep, calves,
hens, geese, ducks, capons had been slaughtered for the wedding feast.
There was also fish from the river San and Hungarian wines and mead
supplied by the local innkeeper. The day of thc wedding Reb Bunim
commanded that the poor of Kreshev be fed, and when word got around
an assortment of riffraff from the neighboring district drifted into town
to surfeit themselves also. Tables and benches were set up in the street
and the beggars were scrved white Sabbath loaves, stuffed carp, meat
stewed in vinegar, gingerbread and tankards of ale. Musicians played for
the vagrants and the traditional wedding jester entertained them. The
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tattered multitude formed circles in the center of the marketplace and
danced and jigged delightedly. Everyone was singing and bellowing and
the noise was deafening. At evening, the wedding guests began to as-
semble at Reb Bunim’s house. The women wore beaded jackets, head-
bands, furs, all of their jewelry. The girls had on silk dresses and pointed
shoes made especially for the occasion, but inevitably the dressmakers
and cobblers had been unable to fill all orders and there were quarrels.
There was more than one girl who stayed home, huddling close to the
stove the night of the wedding and, unlucky one, weeping her eyes
out.

That day Lise fasted and when it was prayer time confessed her sins.
She beat her breast as though it were the Day of Atonement for she
knew that on one’s wedding day all one’s transgressions are forgiven.
Although she was not particularly pious, and at times even wavered in
her faith, as is common with those who are reflective, on this occasion
she prayed with great fervor. She also offered up prayers for the man
who by the end of the day would have become her husband. When
Shifrah Tammar came into the room and saw her daughter standing in a
corner with tears in her eyes and beating herself with her fists, she
blurted out, “Look at the girl! A real saint!”—and she demanded that
Lise stop crying or her eyes would look red and puffy when she stood
beneath the canopy.

But you can take my word for it, it was not religious fervor that was
causing Lise to weep. For days and weeks before the wedding I had
been busy applying myself. All sorts of strange and evil thoughts had
been tormenting the girl. One moment she feared that she might not be a
virgin at all, and the next she would dream about the instant of deflower-
ing and would burst into tears, fearful that she would not be able to
stand the pain. At other times she would be torn by shame, and the very
next second would fear that on her wedding night she would perspire
unduly, or become sick to her stomach, or wet the bed, or suffer worse
humiliation. She also had a suspicion that an enemy had bewitched her,
and she searched through her clothing, looking for hidden knots. She
wanted to be done with these anxieties but she couldn’t control them.
“Possibly,” she said to herself on one occasion, “I am only dreaming
this and 1 am not to be married at all. Or, perhaps, my husband is some

- sort of a devil who has materialized in human form and the wedding

ceremony will be only a fantasy and the guests, spirits of evil.”

This was only one of the nightmares she suffered. She lost her appe-
tite, became constipated, and though she was envied by all the girls in
Kreshev, none knew the agony she was undergoing.

Since the bridegroom was an orphan, his father-in-law, Reb Bunim,
took care of supplying him with a wardrobe. He ordered for his son-in-
law two coats made of fox fur, onc for everyday and one for the Sab-
bath, two gaberdines, one of silk and one of satin, a cloth overcoat, a
couple of dressing gowns, several pairs of trousers, a thirteen-pointed
hat edged with skunk, as well as a Turkish prayer shawl with three
ornaments. Included in the gifts to the bridegroom were a silver spice
box upon which a picturc of the wailing wall was engraved, a golden
citron container, a breadknife with a mother-of-pearl handle, a tobacco
box with an ivory lid, a silk-bound set of the Talmud, and a prayer book
with silver covers. At the bachelor dinner, Shloimele spoke brilliantly.
First of all, he propounded ten questions which seemed to be absolutely
basic, and then he answered all ten with a single statement. But after
having disposed of these essential questions, he turned around and
showed that the questions he had asked were not really questions at all,
and the enormous facade of erudition he had crected tumbled to noth-
ing. His audience was left amazed and specchless.
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[ won't linger too long over the actual ccremony. Suffice it to say
that the crowd danced, sang and jumped about the way crowds always
do at a wedding, particularly when the richest man in town marries off
his daughter. A couple of tailors and shoemakers tricd to dance with the
serving girls, but were chased away. Several of the guests became drunk
and started to jig, shouting “Sabbath, Sabbath.” Scveral of the others
sang Yiddish songs which began with words like “What does a poor man
cook? Borscht and potatoes . . ." The musicians sawed away on their fid-
dles, blared with their trumpets, clanged their cymbals, pounded their
drums, piped on their flutes and bagpipes. Ancient crones lifted their
trains, pushed back their bonnets, and danced, facing cach other and
clapping hands, but then when their faces almost touched they turned
away as if in rage, all of which made the onlookers laugh even more
heartily. Shifrah Tammar, despite her usual protestations of bad health
(she could scarcely lift her foot from the floor), was recruited by one of
the bands of merrymakers and forced to perform both a kozotsky and a
scissor dance. As is usual at weddings, I the Arch-Fiend arranged the
customary number of jealous spats, displays of vanity and outbursts of
wantonness and boasting. When the girls performed the water dance
they pulled their skirts up over their ankles as though they were actually
wading in the water and the idlers peering in through the windows could
not help having their imaginations inflamed. And so anxious was the
wedding jester to cntertain that he sang countless songs of love for the
guests, and corrupted the meaning of Scriptures by interpolating ob-
scenities into the midst of sacred phrases as do the clowns on Purim,
and hearing all this, the girls and young matrons clapped their hands
and squealed with joy. Suddenly the entertainment was interrupted by a
woman's scream. She had lost her brooch and had fainted from anxiety.
Though everyone searched high and low, the picce could not be found.
A moment later there was more excitement when one of the girls
claimed that a young man had pricked her thigh with a necedle. This
outburst over, it was time for the virtue dance, and while this dance was
going on, Shifrah Tammar and the bridesmaids led Lise off to the bridal
chamber, which was on the ground floor and so heavily draped and
curtained that no light could shine through. On their way to the room
the women gave her advice on how to conduct herself, and cautioned
her not to be afraid when she saw the groom since the first command-
ments bid us to propagate and multiply. Shortly after that. Reb Bunim
and another man escorted the groom to his bride.

Well, this is one instance when I'm not going to satisfy your curi-
osity and tell you what went on in the wedding chamber. It is cnough to
say that when Shifrah Tammar entered the room in the morning, she
found her daughter hiding under the quilt and too ashamed to speak to
her. Shloimele was alrcady out of bed and in his own room. It took a
good deal of coaxing before Lise would permit her mother to examine
the sheets, and indeed, there was blood on them.

“Mazel tov, daughter,” Shifrah Tammar exclaimed. “You are now a
woman and share with us all the curse of Eve.”

And weeping, she threw her arms about Lisc's neck and kissed
her.

\B!
Strange Behavior

Immediately after the wedding Reb Bunim rode off into the woods to
tend to some business, and Shifrah Tammar returned to her sickbed and
medicines. The young men at the study house had been of the opinion
that once Shloimele was married he would become the head of a yeshiva
and dedicate himself to the affairs of the community, which seemed
appropriate for a prodigy who was also the son-in-law of a wealthy man.
But Shloimele did no such thing. He turned out to be a stay-at-home. He
couldn’t seem to get to the morning services on time and as soon as the
concluding “On us™ was said, he was out the door and on his way home.
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Nor did he think of hanging around after evening prayers. The women
around town said that Shloimele went to bed right after supper, and
there could be no doubt that the green shutter on his bedroom stayed
closed until late in the day. There were also reports from Reb Bunim’s
maid. She said that the young couple carried on in the most scandalous
ways. They were always whispering together, telling each other secrets,
consulting books together, and calling each other odd nicknames. They
also ate from the same dish, drank from the same goblet, and held
hands the way young men and women of the Polish aristocracy did.
Once the maid had seen Shloimele hitch up Lise with a sash as if she
were a dray horse and then proceed to whip her with a twig. Lise had.
cooperated in this game by simulating the whinny and gait of a mare.
Another game the maid had seen them play was one in which the winner
pulls the earlobes of the loser, and she swore that they had continued
this nonsense until the ears of both of them had been a blood red.

Yes, the couple were in love, and each day only increased their pas-
sion. When he went off to pray she stood at the window watching him
disappear as if he were off on some long journey; and when she retired
to the kitchen to prepare some broth or a dish of oat grits, Shloimele
tagged along or clse he immediately called, demanding that she hurry
out. On Sabbath, Lisc forgot to pray at the synagogue but stood behind
the lattice and watched Shloimele in his prayer shawl going about his
devotions at the eastern wall. And he, in turn, would gaze upwards at
the women’s section to catch a glimpse of her. This display also set
vicious tongues wagging, but none of this bothered Reb Bunim, who was
most gratified to learn how well his daughter and son-in-law got on.
Each time he returned from a trip he came bearing presents. But, on the
other hand, Shifrah Tammar was very far from pleased. She did not
approve of this eccentric behavior, these whispered words of endear-
ment, these perpetual kisses and caresses. Nothing like this had ever
happened in her father’s house, nor had she even seen such goings-on
among ordinary people. She felt disgraced and began rebuking both Lise
and Shloimele. This was a kind of conduct that she could not tolerate.

“No, T won’t stand for it,” she would complain. “The mere thought of
it makes me sick.” Or she would cry out suddenly: “Not even the Polish
nobility make such an exhibition of themselves.”

But Lise knew how to answer her. “Wasn’t Jacob permitted to show
his love for Rachel?” the erudite Lise asked her mother. “Didn’t Solo-
mon have a thousand wives?”

“Don’t you dare to compare yourself to those saints!” Shifrah Tam-
mar shouted back. “You're not fit to mention their names.”

Actually, in her youth Shifrah Tammar had not been very strict in
her observances but now she watched over her daughter closely and saw
to it that she obeyed all the laws of purity, and would even accompany
Lise to the ritual bath to make sure that her immersions were conducted
in the prescribed manner. Now and again mother and daughter would
quarrel on Friday nights because Lise was late lighting the candles.
After the wedding ceremony the bride had had her hair shaved off and
begun wearing the customary silk kerchief, but Shifrah Tammar discov-
ered that Lise’s hair had grown back and that she would often sit before
a mirror now, combing and braiding her curling locks. Shifrah Tammar
also exchanged sharp words with her son-in-law. She was displeased that
he went so scldom to the study house and spent his time strolling
through orchards and fields. Then it became apparent that he had a taste
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for food and was extremely lazy. He wanted stuffed derma with fritters
daily and he made Lisc add honey to his milk. As if this were not
enough, he’d have plum stews and secd cookies along with raisins and
cherry juice sent to his bedroom. At night when they retired, Lisc would
lock and bolt the bedroom door and Shifrah Tammar would hear the
young couple laughing. Once she thought she heard the pair running
barefoot across the floor; plaster fell from the ceiling; the chandecliers
trembled. Shifrah Tammar had been forced to send a maid upstairs to
knock on the door and bid the young lovers be quict.

Shifrah Tammar's wish had been that Lise would become pregnant
quickly and cndure the agonies of labor. She had hoped that when Lise
became a mother she would be so busy nursing the child, changing its
diapers, tending it when it became ill, that she would forget her silliness.
But months passed and nothing happened. Lisc’s face grew more wan,
and her eyes burned with a strange fire. The gossip in Kreshev was that
the couple were studying the Cabala together.

“It's all very strange,” people whispered to cach other. “Somecthing
weird is going on there.”

And the old women sitting on their porches and darning socks or
spinning flax had a perpetually interesting topic of conversation. And
they listened sharply with their half-dcafencd ears and shook their heads

in indignation.

VII
Secrets of the Chamber

It is now time to reveal the secrets of that bedchamber. There are some
for whom it is not enough to satisfy their desires; thcy must, in addition,
utter all sorts of vain words and let their minds wallow in passion. Those
who pursue this iniquitous path arc incvitably led to melancholy and
they enter the Forty-ninc Gates of Uncleanliness. The wisc men long ago
pointed out that cveryone knows why a bride steps under the wedding
canopy but he who dirties this act through words loses his place in the
world to come. The clever Shloimele because of his great Iearning and
his interest in philosophy began to dclve more and more into the ques-
tions of “he and she.” For example, he would suddenly ask while caress-
ing his wife, “Suppose you had choscn that man from Lublin instead of
me, do you think you would be lying with him here now?" Such remarks
first shocked Lisc and she would reply, “But 1 didn’t make that choice. 1
chose you.” Shioimele, however, would not be denied an answer and he
would go on talking and proposing even more obscene questions until
Lise would finally be forced to admit that if indeed she had picked her
husband from Lublin she would unquestionably be lying in his arms and
not in those of Shloimele. As if this weren’t enough he would also nag
her about what she would do if he were to die. “Well.,” he wanted to
know, “would you marry again?” No, no other man could possibly
interest her, Lise would insist, but Shloimele would slyly arguc with her
and through skillful sophistry would undermine her convictions.

“Look, you're still young and attractive. Along would come the
matchmaker and shower you with proposals and your father would just
not hear of your staying single. So there would be another wedding
canopy and another celebration and off you'd be to another marriage
bed.”

It was uscless for Lisc to beg him not to talk in such a way since she
found the whole subject painful and, in addition, of no value, since it
was impossible to foresce the future. No matter what she said, Shloimele
continued his sinful words, for they stimulated his passion and at length
she grew to enjoy them too, and they were soon spending half their
nights whispering questions and answers and wrangling over matters
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that were beyond anyone’s knowledge. So Shloimele wanted to know
what she would do if she were shipwrecked on a desert island with only
the captain, how she would behave herself if she were among African
savages. Suppose she were capturcd by cunuchs and taken to a sultan’s
harem, what then? Imagine herself Qucen Esther brought before
Ahasuerus! And these were only a small part of his imaginings. When
she reproached him for being so engrossed in frivolous matters, he
undertook the study of Cabala with her, the secrets of intimacy between
man and woman and the revelation of conjugal union. Found in Reb
Bunim’s house were the books The Tree of Life, The Angel Raziel, and
still other volumes of the Cabala and Shloimele told Lise how Jacob,
Rachel, Leah, Bilhah, and Zilpah copulate in the higher world, face to

face and rump to rump, and the matings of the Holy Father and the Holy
Mother, and there were words in these books that simply seemed pro-
fane.

And if this were not enough, Shloimele began to reveal to Lise the
powers possessed by evil spirits—that they were not only satans, phan-
toms, devils, imps, hobgoblins and harpies, but that they also held sway
over the higher worlds, as for example Nogah, a blend of sanctity and
impurity. He produced alleged evidence that the Evil Host had some
connection with the world of emanations, and one could infer from
Shloimele’s words that Satan and God were two equal powers and that
they waged constant combat and neither could defeat the other. Another
claim of his was that there was no such thing as a sin, since a sin, just as
a good deed, can be either big or small and if it is elevated it rises to
great heights. He assured her that it is preferable for a man to commit a
sin with fervor, than a good deed without enthusiasm, and that yea and
nay, darkness and light, right and left, hcaven and hell, sanctity and
degradation were all images of the divinity and no matter where one
sank one remained in the shadow of the Almighty, for beside His light,
nothing else exists. He proffered all this information with such rhetoric

“and strengthened his argument with so many cxamples that it was a

delight to hear him. Lise’s thirst to share his company and absorb such
revelations increased. Occasionally she felt that Shloimele was luring her
from the path of righteousness. His words terrified her and she no longer
felt mistress of herself; her soul scemed captive and she thought only
what he wanted her to think. But she hadn’t the will to stand up to him
and she said to herself: “l will go where he leads no matter what
happens.” Soon he gained such mastery over her that she obeyed him
implicitly. And he ruled her at will. He commanded her to strip naked
before him, crawl on all fours like an animal, dance before him, sing
melodies that he composed half in Hebrew, half in Yiddish, and she
obeyed him.

By this time it is quitc obvious that Shloimele was a secret disciple
of Sabbatai Zevi. For even though the False Messiah was long dead,
secret cults of his followers remained in many lands. They met at fairs
and markets, rccognized each other through sccret signs and thus re-
mained safe from the wrath of the other Jews who would cxcommuni-
cate them. Many rabbis, teachers, ritual slaughterers and other
ostensibly respectable folk were included in this scct. Some of them
posed as miracle workers, wandering from town to town passing out
amulets into which they had introduced not the sacred name of God but
unclean names of dogs and evil spirits, Lilith and Asmodeus as well as
the name of Sabbatai Zevi himself. All this thcy managed with such
cunning that only the members of the brotherhood could appreciate
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their handiwork. It provided them great satisfaction to deceive the pious
and create havoc. Thus, one disciple of Sabbatai Zevi arrived at a set-
tlement, announced that he was a thaumaturgist and soon many people
came to him with chits upon which they’d written their pleas for advice,
their problems and requests. Before the counterfeit miracle worker left
town, he played his joke and scattered the notes all over the market-
place where they were found by the town rogues, causing disgrace to
many. Another cultist was a scribe and placed into the phylacteries, not
the passages of law on parchment as prescribed, but filth and goat dung
as well as a suggestion that the wearer kiss the scribe’s behind. Others of
th.e sect tortured themselves, bathed in icy water, rolled in snow in the
winter, subjected themselves to poison ivy in the summer and fasted
from Sabbath day to Sabbath day. But these were depraved as well, they
sought to corrupt the principles of the Torah and of the Cabala and each

of them in his own fashion paid homage to the forces of evil—and
Shloimele was one of them.

VIII
Shloimele and Mendel the Coachman

Onc day, Shifrah Tammar, Lise’s mother, dicd. After the seven days of
mourning, Reb Bunim returned to his business affairs and Lise and
Shloimele were left to themselves. Having purchased a tract of lumber
somewhere in Wolhynia, Reb Bunim maintained horses and oxen there
as well as pecasants to work them, and, when he left, did not take Mendel
the coachman with him. The youth remained in Kreshev, It was sum-
mertime and Shloimele and Lise often rode through the countryside in
the carriage with Mcndcl driving. When Lise was busy, the two men
went out alonc. The fresh pine scent invigorated Shloimele. Also, he
enjoyed bathing in the river San, and Mendel would wait on him after
they drove to a spot where the water was shallow, for eventually
Shloimele would be master of the entire estate.

Thus they became friends. Mendel was nearly two heads taller than
Shloimele, and Shloimele admired the coachman's worldly knowledge.
Mendel could swim facc-up or -down, tread water, catch a fish in the
strcam with his barc hands and climb the highest trees by the riverbank.
Shloimele was afraid of a single cow, but Mendel would chase a whole
herd of cattle and had no fcar of bulls. He boasted that he could spend a
whole night in a cemetery and spoke of having overpowered bears and
wolves which attacked him. He claimed victory over a highwayman who
had accosted him. In addition, he could play all sorts of tunes on a fife,
imitate a crow’s cawing, a woodpecker's pecking, cattle’s lowing, sheep's
and goat's bleating, cat’s mewling, and the chirping of crickets. His

stunts amused Shloimele, who enjoyed his company. Also he promised to
teach Shloimele horseback riding. Even Lise, who used to ignore Men-
del, treated him amiably now, sent him on all sorts of errands and

offered him honey cake and sweet brandy, for she was a kindly young
woman. -
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Once when the two men were bathing in the river, Shloimele noticed
Mendel's physique and admired its masculine attractiveness. His long
legs, slim hips, and broad chest all exuded power. After dressing,
Shloimele conversed with Mendel, who spoke unrestrainedly of his suc-
cess among the peasant women, bragging of the women he’d had from
nearby villages and the many bastards he had sired. He also numbered
among his lovers aristocrats, town women, and prostitutes. Shloimele
doubted none of this. When he asked Mendel if he had no fear of
retribution, the young man asked what could be done to a corpse. He
didn’t believe in life after death. He went on expressing himself hereti-
cally. Then, puckering his lips and whistling shrilly, he scampered
agilely up a tree, knocking down cones and birds’ nests. While doing this
he roared like a lion, so powerfully that the sound carried for miles,
echoing from tree to tree as though hundreds of evil spirits responded to
his call.

That night Shloimele told Lise everything that had happened. They
discussed the incident in such detail that both of them grew aroused. But
Shloimele was not equipped to satisfy his wife’s passion. His ardor was
greater than his capability and they had to content themselves with lewd
talk. Suddenly Shloimele blurted: “Tell me the truth, Lise my love, how
would you like to go to bed with Mendel the coachman?”’

“God save us, what kind of evil talk is this?”’ she countered. “Have
you lost your mind?”

“Well—? He is a strong and handsome young man—the girls are
wild about him . . .”

“Shame on you!” Lise cried. “You defile your mouth!”

“I love defilement!” Shloimele cried, his eyes ablaze. “I am going all
the way over to the side of the Host!”

“Shloimele, I'm afraid for you!” Lise said after a long pause.
“You're sinking deeper and deeper!”

“One dares everything!” Shloimele said, his knees trembling. “ ‘Since
this generation cannot become completely pure, let it grow completely
impure!” ”

Lise seemed to shrink and for a long while she was silent. Shioimele
could scarcely tell whether she slept or was thinking.

“Were you serious, then?” she asked curiously, her voice muffled.

“Yes, serious.”

“And it wouldn’t anger you at all?”” she demanded.

“No . .. If it brought you pleasure, it would please me as well.
You could tell me about it afterwards.”

“You’re an infidel!” Lise cried out. “A heretic!”

“Yes, so I am! Elisha the son of Abijah was also a heretic! Whoever
looks into the vineyard must suffer the consequences.”

“You quote the Talmud in answer to everything—watch out,
Shloimele! Be on your guard! You’re playing with fire!”

“I love fire! I love a holocaust . . . I would like the whole world to
burn and Asmodeus to take over the rule.”

“Be still!” Lise cried. “Or I shall scream for help.”
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“What are you afraid of, foolish onc?™ Shloimele soothed her. “The
thought is not the deed. I study with you, I unfold to you the secrets of
the Torah, and you remain naive. Why do you suppose God ordered
Hosea to marry a harlot? Why did King David take Bathsheba from
Uriah the Hittite and Abigail from Nabal? Why did he, in his old age,
order Abecishag the Shunammite brought to him? The noblest ancients
practiced adultery. Sin is cleansing! Ah, Lisc love, I wish you would
obey every whim of mind. I think only of your happiness . . . Even while

And he embraced her, caressed and kissed her. Lisc lay exhausted
and confused by his oratory. The bed beneath her vibrated, the walls
shook and it seemed to her that she was alrecady swaying in the nct that
I, the Prince of Darkness, had spread to receive her.

IX
Adonijah, the Son of Hagith

Strange events followed. Usually Lise did not sce very much of Mendcl
the coachman. She paid little attention to him when they did mect. But
since the day Shloimele had spoken to her about Mendel, she seemed
to run into him everywhere. She’d walk into the kitchen and find him
fooling around with the maid. Confronting Lisc, he would grow silent.
Soon she began to scc him everywhere, in the barn, on horseback, riding
toward the river San. Erect as a Cossack he sat, disdainful of saddle or
reins. Once when Lisc needed water and could not find the maid, she
took the pitcher and headed for the well. Suddenly, out of nowhere,
Mendel the coachman materialized to help her draw water. One evening
as Lise strolled through the meadow (Shloimele happened to be at the
study house), the old communal billy goat met her. Lisc tried to walk
past him, but when she turned off to the right, he blocked her path
again. When she turned to the left, he lcaped to the left also. At the
same time he lowered his pointed horns as if to gore her. Suddenly,
rising on his hind legs, he lcancd his front legs against her. His eyes were
a fiery red, blazing with fury, as if possessed. Lise began to struggle to
free herself but he was more powerful than she and almost up-ended
her. She screamed and was about to faint when suddenly a loud whistle
and the crack of a whip were heard. Mendel the coachman had come
upon them, and secing the struggle, slashed the billy goat across its back
with his whip. The thickly knotted thong almost broke the animal’s
spine. With a choking bleat. he ran off haphazardly. His legs were
thickly tufted, tangled with hair. He resembled a wild beast more than a
billy goat. Lisc was left stunned. For a while, she starcd at Mecndel
silently. Then she shook herself as if waking from a nightmare and said:
“Many thanks.”

“Such a stupid goat!” Mendel exclaimed. “If ever I get my hands on
him again I'll tear his guts out!™
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“What was he after?”” Lise asked.

“Who knows? Sometimes goats will attack a person. But they’ll
always go after a woman, never a man!”

“Why is that?—you must be joking!”

“No, I'm serious . .. Ina village where I went with the master, there
was a billy goat who used to wait for the women as they returned from
the ritual bath and attack them. The people asked the rabbi what to do
and he ordered the goat slaughtered . . .”

“Really? Why did he have to be killed?"

*So he could no longer gore the women . . ."

Lise thanked him again and thought it miraculous that he had come
when he did. In his gleaming boots and riding breeches, whip in hand,
the young man faced her with knowing and insolent eyes. Lise was
uncertain whether to continue her stroll or return home, since by this
time she was afraid of the goat and imagined that it plotted revenge.
And the young man, as if reading her mind, offered to escort and protect
her. He walked behind her like a guard. After a while, Lise decided to
return to the house. Her face was burning, and as she sensed Mendel’s
eyes upon her, her ankles rubbed together and she stumbled. Sparks
were dancing in front of her.

Later when Shloimele came home, Lise wanted to tell him every-
thing at once, but she restrained herself. Not until that night after put-
ting out the light, did she tell him. Shloimele’s astonishment was
boundless and he questioned Lise in detail. He kissed and caressed her
and the incident seemed to please him immensely. Suddenly he said:
“That damned billy goat wanted you—" and Lise asked: “How could
a goat possibly want a woman?” He explained that beauty as great as
hers could arouse even a goat. At the same time he praised the coach-
man for his loyalty and argued that his appearance at the propitious
moment had been no accident but a manifestation of love, and that he
was ready to go through fire for her. When Lise wondered how
Shloimele could know all this, he promised to reveal a secret to her. He
directed her to place her hand under his thigh in accordance with an-
cient custom, imploring her never to reveal a word of this.

When she had obliged him, he began, “Both you and the coachman
are reincarnations and descended from a common spiritual source. You,
Lise, werc in your first existence Abeishag the Shunammite, and he was
Adonijah, the son of Hagith. He desired you and sent Bathsheba to
King Solomon so that he might surrender you to him for a wife, but since

according to the law you were David’s widow, his wish was punishable
by death and the Horns of the Altar could not protect him, for he was
taken away and killed. But law applies only to the body, not the soul.
Thus, when one soul lusts for another, the heavens decree that they can
find no peace until that lust is gratified. It is written that the Messiah will
not come until all passions have been consummated, and because of
this, the generations beforé the Messiah will be completely impure! And
when a soul cannot consummate its desire in one existence, it is rein-
carnated again and again and thus it was with you two. Almost three
thousand years now your souls have wandered naked and cannot enter
the World of Emanations from where they stem. The forces of Satan
have not allowed you two to meet, for then redemption would come. So
it happened that when he was a prince, you were a handmaiden, and
when you were a princess, he was a slave. In addition, you were sepa-
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rated by occans. When he sailed to you, the Devil created a storm and
sank the ship. There were other obstacles too, and your grief was in-
tense. Now you are both in the same house, but since he is an ig-
noramus, you shun him. Actually, holy spirits inhabit your bodies,
crying out in the dark and longing for union. And you are a married
woman because there is a kind of cleansing that can be accomplished
through adultery alone. Thus Jacob consorted with two sisters and
Jehudah lay with Tamar, his daughter-in-law, and Reuben violated the
bed of Bilhah, his own father’s concubine, and Hosea took a wife from a
brothel, and that is how it was with the rest of them. And know also that
the goat was no common goat, but a devil, one of Satan’s own and if
Mendel hadn’t come when he did, the beast would have, God forbid,
done you injury.”

When Lise inquired if he, Shloimele, were also a reincarnation, he
said that he was King Solomon and that he'd returned to earth to nullify
the error of his earlicr existence, that because of the sin of having
Adonijah executed, he was not able to enter the Mansion due him in
Paradise. When Lisc asked what would follow the correction of the
error, if they would all then have to leave the earth, Shloimele replied
that he and Lise would subsequently enjoy a long life together but he

said nothing of Mendel's future, intimatingwonly that the young man’s
stay on ecarth would be a short one. And he made all these statements
with the dogmatic absoluteness of the Cabalist to whom no secret is
inviolate.

When Lisc heard his words, a tremor shook her and she lay there
numbed. Lise, familiar with the Scriptures, had often felt a compassion
for Adonijah, King David’s crrant son, who’d lusted for his father’s
concubine and wished to be king and paid with his head for his rebel-
Jiousness. More than once she had wept with pity on reading this chap-
ter in the Book of Kings. She had also pitied Abeishag the Shunammite,
the fairest maiden in the land of Israel, who a]thoflgh carnally not
known to the king was forced to remain a widow for the rest of her life.
It was a revelation to hear that she, Lise, was actually Abeishag the
Shunammite and that Adonijah’s soul dwelt in Mendel's body.

Suddenly it occurred to her that Mendel indecd resembled Adonijah
as she had fancied him in her imagination, and she considered this
astonishing. She realized now why his eyes were so black and strange,
his hair so thick, why he avoided her and kept himself apart from people
and why he gazed at her with such desire. She began to imagine that she
could remember her earlier existence as Abeishag the Shunammite and
how Adonijah had driven past the palace in a chariot, fifty men running
before him, and although she scrved King Solomon, she'd felt a strong
desire to give herself to Adonijah . . . It was as if Shloimele's explana-
tion had unfolded a decp riddle to her and relcased within her the skein
of secrets long past.

That night, the couple did not sleep. Shloimele lay next to her and
they conversed quictly until morning. Lise asked questions and
Shloimele answered them all reasonably, for my people are notoriously
glib, and in her innocence, she believed everything. Even a Cabalist
could have been fooled into thinking that these were the words of the
living God and that Elijah the Prophet revealed himself to Shloimele.
Shloimele's words aroused him to such enthusiasm that he tossed and
jerked and his teeth chattered as if he were feverish and the bed swayed
beneath him and rivulets of sweat coursed from his body. When Lise
realized what she was destined to do, and that Shloimele had to be
obeyed, she wept bitterly and soaked her pillow with tears. And
Shloimele comforted her and caressed her and divulged to her the in-
nermost secrets of the Cabala. At dawn she lay in a stupor, her strength
evaporated, more dead than alive. And thus the power of a false Cabal-
ist and the corrupt words of a disciple of Sabbatai Zevi caused a modest
woman to stray from the path of rightcousness.




PEYY POR DNT LR YOIV YT YT ORT PR MER W

[ESPITIR bUBIX Nnmm YT ANRD WAPISR T JPNIIWD VD
yau T DR T YA NRY M Bhph M sonb o nbynb
DEM DYT PR DUYR JYNBY LR W TR OWIERD IR
PRA WAIPHOGI PBIE NRMN DR R YN YIWTIR WD BHREN
SYL1A ST IPIYP ORN LYprY 0T DWIRTAMA T IMYRD W
DD IR TAIPAIRD DRT HUWN oMM ,yav oawbiye BYT ND PN
BOPARITIY TR DIPUTRYINIIPT 0K PR BERWIL DWW PR Y
1UD TYN ORT MR ANNX BRMIX P Jwon quTpRINpINd YITIR TR
W OTTYNR TR IR DR UK T WME ITOWIWUNR LY BT
W IBR MY IYBYDRI BYT IIYIPRIWT X mba e y»b
JUOIPHDITONR SHIYSR MO IYRRI PR DN VIR T 1YW

8

naiwn 7

LYMB T LOPIYPIIY R TIR PO R YNPA PR YT W
JIRP TWARR BYT RRIwys yThYD T AMK JARA OYLIYNE T K
BYT PR LIRHIYT 1WA IPANYR AT T OEN WL 0T N
DR 23093 1INya WAy (AR 07T .0°IAR ]D”'?{l'.‘! " 1!5???'7:
1387 P BB OB YWAMIIME T JOYAYIDNR a8 BT PR RO v
W OMIESD NUYMN I8N MDwIn mama pYYn 1% LIPAYIMR P
ORI YTYX TYR BT NPWYIP 1AW 8PP AI8T PR .Mnna T
DUIRD LDTYA K 1O DYORBYI PR MR ANR JOIPR PR YR KON
vl PR YD KPR OYIVLYEPD YSIRNY M PIWIRE R 1o85Y3 PR
R RS QUMPRWR ORT ARYPYR TT 1387 TwIvm YT ST R
PORI PXIND R TIYD LYWEE O¥M TWORE X HYN PR uIPEyIY
Sp3IYT R OB YhYINB R Ymhi PR OIUIYA BRI pOYPIYA 1OMR
- R OND JubRAYY ONT JANA DM 0T MK ERP 19NN YIRIP
JIPRY TR PIITE T ORT 193

w7 bR WTIT WT O YMpYR TR NIWYIP PR T 0T %
QYT PR NYIX BOn PROYYS TIRNYR Py PENa 0T MR 2ypysa
PD BYPRYIRN T YUPITAD PR OIDWNYI TR JOMIWIBE 1T LK DN
WP DRM LM PP 0T M buORRNNE INYI PR ONFA¥T
M YU T PR PYNR 1YOYE DRN YRYITE 0T .wvpatR’ 1B
PIYWLIIRYA BDWEYR SIRTW 1NN ADOR IR JULRAYIER JARA
PrbEYMIR pYIyT LI PR DR PWhIND WM BIYIWN TR
W PO PNXOITIR RAY: R JIRA TYETM DR YYD
197 BaYh R YT PR OPT LYBYWLIRD PMTIYTYYE RN oMM
DMLY YIUB JART LPE YT PR SRE YUE M R0 oMK b
nRbY YAYT WP DITRY »hybR NI JDWPAR TYIRIY OT
IR IYEDYDIWONR TIIOK JOYOPRY IPRD IYLIRE IR IR
LO3bTIRWwS JTIRYA DR DO93p TUORDYY IR DYBRN T HMMMANK
yoybuy (¥n LRI WITATNYM PR JIIWLUIIPYNR TYLYEY 9T 1YY
¥ DIXPRI RN M PR yRba ww e 7Rbays MY PR YR
P DWW N LI DRT YA TR YN DTN PYIRINER TR hbabte]
“M2 B IR PR YD Y 99w W e pIRba DRT IR VOB TR
PRI IVAYT TIWMR YIM WIAR  JUIIW X TH LIIIPMR PR ORI
@Y PR ITAA DT DYT JWONR TTUWIYLNR LIVD IYp TR MR W
o PRI R WA

¥ XD UYMYNE PR IDRIWYR LRI PTI WIAR PR A0
JOVIIRD BRI GRmIP TIRM YT DKM HPWW X WwYIp 1o prb

PR DITRTMA’0 IR M3 IPIYIRR PUUIn NN PR'D
MDD OKT JYRYNIOMR LMY TT LRI wHY T AR 2
Loy DET BIBYY IR NOTIE DXT LIIWWIRD LRAYA ™Y LR W
goR  WTIRTRM PR OWTIW R TR PR OAYYPE . R B
DB PMPYADMR PR TR WIYER WT TN DPIPYINR T 1WA
PD TIRNYR LIWTNRNIRD IWIVT pb 7 yhnnbw LYERK DI
DEM ,YURBRP TWUPUYDYY K TR NUYIK 1IN PR Y PR P
m pEd PR DM R DM HIVIPRT 0T PPIPYIDNIR TR T A0
-p9R TTAYG T TR ARIAYWR PR M PR Y2 0T PR HaR I8
Y PR DB YT Db R B D HOIWY K DO BRI VI
1380 Bvh 1T JORYDYY — MIRB 7 DY IWYE— Y793 OXT 0N
OIE IYMKYNE POUORA PR Y AR IR st panbays vwl
P19y BRTOTRYT LA T TORNYY TR DRDLINT  DYINYEW
qy LR IR PNYI PR OY M AynybRa O YIREW LIEYYI
<bp PITIPLOX R LM 1B1IVI TR oMW PR UYL WORE X

/1

In truth, Shloimele, the villain, devised this whim merely to satisfy
his own depraved passions, since he had grown perverse from too much

i thinking, and what gratified him would make the average person suffer

intenscly. From an overabundance of lust he had become impotent.
Those who understand the complexities of human nature know that joy
and pain, ugliness and beauty, love and hate, mercy and cruelty and
other conflicting emotions often blend and cannot be separated from
each other. Thus I am ablc not only to make people turn away from the
Creator, but to damage their own bodics, all in the namc of somc
imaginary causc.

X
The Repentance

That summer was hot and dry. Reaping their meager corn crop, the
peasants sang as though they were keening. Corn grew stunted and half-
shriveled. I brought in locusts and birds from the other bank of the river
San and what the farmers had labored for the insccts devoured. Many
cows went dry, probably from spells cast by witches. In the village of
Lukoff, not far from Kreshev, a witch was sccn riding a hoop and
brandishing a broom. Before her ran something with black elflocks, a
furry hide and a tail. The millers complaincd that imps scattered devil’s
dung in their flour. A herder of horses who tended his animals at night
near the marshes, saw hovering in the sky a creature with a crown of
thorns and Christians considered this an omen that their Day of Judg-
ment was not far off.

It was the month of Elul. A blight struck the lcaves which tore loose
from the trees and whirled about in circles in the wind. The heat of the
sun blended with the frigid breeze from the Congealed Sea. The birds that
migrate to distant lands, held a meeting on the rooftop of the synagogue,
chirped, twittered and argued in avian language. Bats swooped about at
evening and girls feared leaving their homes, for if a bat got tangled in
someone’s hair, that person would not live out the year. As usual at this
season my disciples, the Shades, began to perpetrate their own brand of
mischief. Children were struck down by the measles, the pox, diarrhea,
croup and rashes, and although the mothers took the usual protections,
measured graves and lit memorial candles, their offspring perished. In
the prayer house the ram’s horn was sounded several times each day.
Blowing the ram’s horn, is, as is well known, an cffort to drive me away,
for when I hear the horn I am supposed to imagine that the Messiah is
coming and that God, praised be His name. is about to destroy me. But

| my cars arc not that inscnsitive that T cannot distinguish between the
! blast of the Great Shofar and the horn of a Kreshev ram . ...

So you can sce I remained alert and arranged a treat for the people
of Kreshev that they would not forget in a hurry.

It was during scrvices on a Monday morning. The prayer house was
crowded. The sexton was about to take out the Scroll of the Law. He
had already turned back the curtain before the Holy Ark and opened the
door when suddenly a tumult erupted through the entirc chamber. The
worshippers stared at the place where the noise had come from.
Through the opened doors burst Shloimele. His appcarance was shock-
ing. He wore a ragged capote, its lining torn, the lapel ripped as if he
were in mourning; he was in stockinged feet as if it were the ninth day of
Ab, and about his hips was a rope instead of a sash. He was ashen, his
beard tousled, his sidelocks askew. The worshippers could not believe
their cyes. He moved quickly to the copper laver and washed his hands.
Then he stepped to the reading desk, struck it and cried out in a trem-
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bling voice: “Men! I bear evil tidings! Something terrible has hap-
pened.” In the suddenly still prayer house, the flames in the memorial
candles crackled loudly. Presently as in a forest before a storm, a rustle
passed through the crowd. Everyone surged closer to the lectern. Prayer
books fell to the floor and no one bothered to pick them up. Youngsters
climbed up on benches and tables, upon which lay the sacred prayer
books, but no one ordered them off. In the women’s section there was a
commotion and a scuffling. The women were crowding the grate to see
what went on below amongst the menfolk.

The aged rabbi, Reb Ozer, was still amongst the living and ruled his
flock with an iron hand. Although he wasn't inclined to interrupt the
services, he now turned from his place along the castern wall where he
worshipped in prayer shawl and phylacterics and shouted angrily:
“What do you want? Speak up!”

“Men, 1 am a transgressor! A sinner who causes others to sin. Like
Jerobom, the son of Nebat!” Shloimele exclaimed and pounded his
breast with his fist. “Know ye that I forced my wife into adultery. I
confess to everything, I bare my soul!”

Although he spoke quietly, his voice echoced as if the hall were now
empty. Something like laughter emanated from the women’s scction of
the synagogue and then it turned to the kind of low wailing that is
heard at the evening prayers on the eve of the Day of Atonement. The
men scemed petrified. Many thought Shloimele had lost his reason. Oth-
ers had already heard gossip. After a while Reb Ozer, who had long
suspected that Shloimele was a secret follower of Sabbatai Zevi, raised
the prayer shawl from his head with trembling hands and draped it
about his shoulders. His face with its patches of white beard and side-
locks became a corpse-like yellow.

“What did you do?” the patriarch asked with a cracked voice full of
foreboding. “With whom did vour wife commit this adultery?”

“With my father-in-law’s coachman, that Mendel . . . It’s all my
fault . . . She did not want to do it, but I persuaded her . ..”

“You?” Reb Ozer seemed about to charge at Shloimele.

“Yes, Rabbi—I.”

Reb Ozer stretched out his arm for a pinch of snuff as if to fortify
his wasted spirit, but his hand trembled and the snuff slipped from
between his fingers. Knees shaking, he was forced to support himself on
a stand.

“Why did you do this thing?” he asked fecbly.

“I don’t know, Rabbi . . . Something came over me!” cried
Shloimele, and his puny figure seemed to shrink. “I committed a grave
error . .. A grave crror!”

“An error?” Reb Ozer demanded and raised one eye. It seemed as if
the single eye held a laughter not of this world.

“Yes, an error!” Shloimele said, forlorn, bewildered.

“Oy vey—1Jews, a fire rages, a fire from Gehenna!” a man with a
pitch-black beard and long, disheveled sidelocks cried suddenly. “Our
children are dying because of them! Innocent infants who knew nothing
of sin!”
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With the mention of children, a lament arose from the women’s
synagogue. It was the mothers remembering their babies who had per-
ished. Since Kreshev was a small town the news spread quickly and a
terrible excitement followed. Women mingled with the men, phylacteries
fell to the ground, prayer shawls were torn loose. When the crowd
quieted, Shloimele started his confession again. He told how he had
joined the ranks of the cult of Sabbatai Zevi while still a boy, how he
had studicd with his fellow disciples, how he had been taught that an
excess of degradation meant greater sanctity and that the more heinous
the wickedness the closer the day of redemption.

“Men, 1 am a traitor to Israel'” he wailed. “A heretic from sheer
perversity and a whoremonger! I secretly desecrated the Sabbath, ate
dairy with meat, ncglected my prayers, profaned my prayer books and
indulged in every possible iniquity . . . I forced my own wife into
adultery! I fooled her into thinking that that bum, Mendel the coach-
man, was in truth Adonijah the son of Hagith and that she was
Abeishag the Shunammite and that they could obtain salvation only
through union! I even convinced her that, by sinning, she’d commit a
good deed! I have trespassed, been faithless, spoken basely, wrought
unrighteousness, been presumptuous and counscled evil.”

He screamed in a shrill voice and, each time, beat his bosom. “Spit
upon me, Jews. Flail me! Tear me to bits! Judge me!” he cried. “Let me
pay for my sins with death.”

“Jews, I am not the rabbi of Kreshev but of Sodom!” shouted Reb
Ozer, “Sodom and Gomorrah!”

“Oy—Satan dances in Kreshev!” wailed the black Jew and clapped
his head in both hands. “Satan the Destroyer!”

The man was right. All that day and through the following night 1
ruled over Kreshev. No one prayed or studied that day, no ram’s horn
was blown. The frogs in the marshes croaked: “Unclean! Unclean! Un-
clean!” Crows heralded evil tidings. The community goat went berserk
and attacked a woman returning from the ritual bath. In every chimney
a demon hovered. From every woman a hobgoblin spoke. Lise was still
in bed when the mob overran her house. After shattering the windows
with rocks, they stormed her bedroom. When Lise saw the crowds she
grew white as the sheet beneath her. She asked to be allowed to dress
but they tore the' bedding and shredded the silk nightgown from her
body, and in such disarray, barefoot and in tatters, her head uncov-
ered, she was dragged off to the house of the rabbi. The young man,
Mendel, had just arrived from a village where he had spent several days.
Before he even knew what was happening, he was set upon by the
butcher boys, tied with ropes, beaten severely and spirited away to the
community jail in the anteroom of the synagogue. Since Shloimele had
confessed voluntarily, he got away with scveral facial blows, but of his
own free will he stretched out on the threshold of the study house and
told everyone who entered or left to spit and walk over him, which is the
first penance for the sin of adultery.
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XI
The Punishment

Late into the night Reb Ozer sat in the chamber of justice with the ritual
slaughterer, the trustce, the seven town elders and other estcemed citi-
zens, listening to the sinners’ stories. Although the shutters were closed
and the door locked, a curious crowd gathered and the beadle had to
keep going out to drive them away. It would take too long to tell all
about the shame and depravities detailed by Shloimele and Lise. I'll
repeat only a few particulars. Although cveryone had supposed Lise
would weep and protest her innocence, or simply fall into a faint, she
maintained her composure. She answered with clarity every question
that the rabbi asked her. When she admitted fornicating with the young
man, the rabbi asked how it was possible for a good and intelligent
Jewish daughter to do such a thing, and she replied that the blame was
all hers, she had sinned and was reconciled to any punishment now. “I
know that I've forsaken this world and the next,” she said, “‘and there's
no hope for me.” She said this as calmly as if the entire chain of cvents
had been a common occurrence, thus astonishing cveryone. And when
the rabbi asked if she were in love with the young man or if she had
sinned under duress she replied that she had acted willingly and of her
own accord.

“Perhaps an evil spirit bewitched you?” the rabbi suggested. “Or a
spell was cast upon you? Or some dark force compclled you? You could
have been in a trance and forgotten the teachings of the Torah and that
you were a good Jewish daughter? If this is so—do not deny it!”

But Lise maintained that she knew of no cvil spirits, nor demons nor
magic nor illusions.

The other men probed further, asked if she’d found knots in her
clothing or elflocks in her hair or a yellow stain on the mirror, or a black
and blue mark on her body, and she announced that she had en-
countered nothing. When Shloimele insisted that he had spurred her on
and that she was pure of heart, she bowed her head and would neither
admit nor deny this. And when the rabbi asked if she regretted her
trespasses, she was silent at first, then said: “What's the use of regret-
ting?” and added: “I wish to be judged according to the law—unmerci-
fully.” Then she grew silent and it was difficult to get another word out
of her.

Mendel confessed that he'd lain with Lisc, the daughter of his mas-
ter, many times; that she'd come to him in his garret and in the garden
between the flower beds and that he'd also visited her scveral times in
her own bedroom. Although he had been beaten and his clothing was in
shreds, he remained defiant—for as it is written: “Sinners do not repent
even at the very gates of Gehenna . . . and he made uncouth remarks.
When one well-respected citizen asked him: “How could you possibly
do such a thing?" Mendel snarled: “And why not? She is better than
your wife.”

At the same time he vilified his inquisitors, called them thieves,
gluttons and usurers, claimed that they gave false weight and measure.
He also spoke dcrogatorily of their wives and daughters. He told one
worthy that his wife lcft a trail of refuse behind her: another—that he
was too smelly even for his wife, who refused to sleep with him; and
made similar obscrvations full of arrogance, mockery and ridicule.

When the rabbi asked him: “Have you no fear? Do you expect to
live forever?” he replied that there was no difference between a dead
man and a dead horse. The men were so infuriated that they whipped
him again and the crowds outside heard his curscs while Lise. covering
her face with both her hands, sobbed.
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guests, respectable girls draped shawls about their heads. Women wore
double aprons, one before, one behind, as if they were present at the
exorcizing of a dybbuk or participating in a levirate marriage ceremony.
Merchants closed their shops, artisans left their workbenches. Even the
Gentiles came to sce the Jews punish their sinners. All eyes were fixed
upon the old synagogue from which the sinners would be led to suffer
public shame.

The oaken door swung open, accompanied by a humming from the
spectators. The butchers led out Mendel—with tied hands, a tattered
jacket and the lining of a skullcap on his head. A bruise discolored his
forechead. A dark stubble covered his unshaven chin. Arrogantly, hc
faced the mob and puckered his lips as if to whistle. The butchers held
him fast by the clbows for he had already attempted to escape. Catcalls
grected him. Although Shloimele had repented willingly and been spared
by the tribunal, he demanded that his punishment be the same as the
others. Whistling, shouting and laughter arose when he appeared. He
had changed beyond recognition. His face was dead-white. Instcad of a
gaberdine, a fringed garment and trousers—bits of rag hung from him.
Onc cheek was swollen. Shoeless, holes in his stockings, his barc tocs
showed. They placed him beside Mendel, and he stood there, bent and
stiff as a scarccrow. Many women began to weep at the spectacle as if
lamenting onc who had died. Some complained that the town clders
were cruel and that if Reb Bunim were around such a thing could never
take place.

Lisc did not appcar for a long time. The mob’s great curiosity about
her caused a terrible crush. Women, in the excitement, lost their head-
bands. When Lisc appeared in the doorway escorted by the Burial Soci-
ety women, the crowd scemed to freeze. A cry was torn from cvery
throat. Lisc's attire had not been altered—but a pudding pot sat upon
her head, around her neck hung a necklace of garlic cloves and a dead
goose; in one hand she held a broom, in the other a goosc-wing duster.
Her loins were girdled by a rope of straw. It was plain that the ladies of
the Burial Socicty had toiled with diligence to cause the daughter of a
noble and wealthy home to suffer the highest degree of shame and
degradation. According to the sentence the sinners were to be led
through all the streets in town, to halt before each house, where every
man and woman was to spit and heap abuse upon them. The procession
began at the house of the rabbi and worked its way down to the homes
of the lowest members of the community. Many feared that Lise would
collapse and spoil their fun but she was apparently determined to accept
her punishment in all its bitterness.

For Kreshev it was like the Feast of Omer in the middle of the
month of Elul. Armed with pine cones, bows and arrows, the cheder
boys brought food from home, ran wild, screamed and bleated like goats
all day. Housewives let their stoves grow cold, the study house was
empty. Even the ailing and indigent almshouse occupants came out to
attend the Black Feast.
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Since Shloimele had confessed his sins voluntarily and was prepared
to do immediate penance, he was spared and some of the people even
addressed him with kindness. Again before the court he related how the

disciples of Sabbatai Zevi had ensnarled him in their net when he was
a boy and how he had secretly studied their books and manuscripts and
come to believe that the deeper one sank in the dregs, the closer one
came to the End of Days. And when the rabbi asked why he had not
chosen another expression of sin rather than adultery and whether even
a man steeped in evil would want his wife defiled, he replied that this
particular sin gave him pleasure, that after Lise came to him from the
arms of Mendel and they made love, he probed for all the details and
this gratified him more than if he had participated in the act himself.
When a citizen observed that this was unnatural, Shloimele replied that
that was the way it was, all the same. He related that only after she’d
lain with Mendel many times and had begun to turn away from him, had
he realized that he was losing his beloved wife, and his delight had
changed to deep sorrow. He had then tried to change her ways but it was
already too late, for she had grown to love the youth, yearned for him
and spoke of him day and night. Shloimele also divulged that Lise had
given Mendel presents and taken money from her dowry for her lover,
who had then bought himself a horse, a saddle and all sorts of trappings.
And one day, Lise had told him that Mendel had advised her to divorce
her husband and suggested that the two of them flee to a foreign land.
Shloimele had still more to reveal. He said that before the affair, Lise
had always been truthful, but afterwards she began to protect herself
with all sorts of lies and deceptions and finally it came to the point
where she put off telling Shloimele about being with Mendel. This state-
ment provoked argument and even violence. The citizens were shocked
at these revelations; it was difficult to conceive how so small a town as
Kreshev could hide such scandalous actions. Many members of the
community were afraid the whole town would suffer God’s vengeance
and that, Heaven forbid, there would be drought, a Tartar attack, or a
flood. The rabbi announced that he would decree a general fast immedi-
ately.

Afraid that the townspeople might attack the sinners, or even shed
blood, the rabbi and town elders kept Mendel in prison until the follow-
ing day. Lise, in custody of the women of the Burial Society, was led to
the almshouse and locked in a separate room for her own safety.
Shloimele remained at the rabbi's house. Refusing to lie in bed, he
stretched out on the woodshed floor. Having consulted the clders, the
rabbi gave his verdict. The sinners would be led through the town the
following day to exemplify the humiliation of those who have forsaken
God. Shloimele would then be divorced from Lise, who according to the
law was now forbidden to him. Nor would she be permitted to marry
Mendel the coachman.

Sentence was executed very early the next morning. Men, women,
boys and girls began to assemble in the synagogue courtyard. Truant
children climbed to the roof of the study house and the balcony of the
women’s synagogue in order to see better. Pranksters brought steplad-
ders and stilts. Despite the beadle’s warning that the spectacle was to be’
watched gravely, without jostling or mirth, there was no end of clown-
ing. Although this was their busy pre-holiday season, seamstresses left
their work to gloat over the downfall of a daughter of the rich. Tailors,
cobblers, barrclmakers and hog-bristle combers clustered about, joked,
nudged cach other and flirted with the women. In the manner of funeral

ys
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Women whose children were sick or those who still observed the
seven days of mourning ran outside their houscs to berate the sinners
with cries, laments, oaths and clenched fists. Being afraid of Mendel the
coachman, who could easily exact revenge, and feeling no real hatred
against Shloimele, whom they considered addled, they expressed their
fury on Lise. Although the beadle had warned against violence, some of
the women pinched and mishandled her. One woman doused her with a
bucket of slops, another pelted her with chicken entrails, and she was
splattered with all sorts of slime. Because Lise had told the story of the
goat and it had made her think of Mendel, town wags had snared the
goat and with it in tow followed the procession. Some people whistled,
others sang mocking songs. Lise was called: “Harlot, whore, strumpet,
wanton, tart, streetwalker, stupid ass, doxie, bitch,” and similar names.
Fiddlers, a drummer, and a cymbalist played a wedding march alongside
the procession. One of the young men, pretending to be the wedding
jester, declaimed verses, ribald and profane. The women who escorted
Lise tried to humor and comfort her, for this march was her atonement
and by repenting she could regain her decency—but she made no re-
sponse. No one saw her shed a single tear. Nor did she loose her hold on
the broom and duster. To Mendel's credit, let me state that he did not
oppose his tormentors either. Silently, making no reply to all the abuse,
he walked on. As for Shloimele, from the faces he made, it was hard to
tell whether he laughed or cried. He walked unsteadily, constantly stop-
ping, until he was pushed and had to go on. He began to limp. Since he
had only made others sin, but had not donc so himself, he was soon
allowed to drop out. A guard accompanied him for protection. Mendel
was returned to prison that night. At the rabbi’s house, Lise and
Shloimele were divorced. When Lise raised both her hands and
Shioimele placed the Bill of Divorcement in them, the women lamented.

Men had tears in their eyes. Then Lise was led back to her father’s
house in the company of the women of the Burial Socicty.
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The Destruction of Kreshev

That night a gale blew as if (as the saying goes) seven witches had
hanged themselves. Actually, only onc young woman hanged hersclf—
Lise. When the old servant came into her mistress's room in the morning,
she found an empty bed. She waited, thinking that Lise was attending to
her personal needs, but after a long time had gone by without Lise
appcaring, the maid went looking for her. She soon found Lise in the
attic—hanging from a rope with nothing on her head, barcfoot and in
her nightgown. She had already grown cold.

The town was shocked. The same women who the day previous had
thrown stones at Lisc and expressed indignation over her mild punish-
ment wailed now that the community elders had killed a decent Jewish
daughter. The men split into two factions. The first faction said that Lisc
had already paid for her transgressions and that her body should be
buried in the cemetery beside her mother’s and considered respectable;
the second faction argued that she be buried outside the cemetery
proper, behind the fence—like other suicides. Members of the second
faction maintained that from everything Lise said and did at the cham-
ber of justice, she had died rebellious and unrepentant. The rabbi and
community elders were members of the second faction, and they were
the ones who triumphed. She was buried at night, behind the fence, by
the light of a lantern. Women sobbed, choking. The noise wakcned
crows nesting in the graveyard trecs and they began to caw. Some of the
elders asked Lise for forgiveness. Shards were placed over her eyes,
according to custom, and a rod between her fingers, so that when the
Messiah came she would be able to dig a tunnel from Kreshev to the
Holy Land. Since she was a young woman, Kalman the lecch was sum-
moned to find out if she was pregnant, for it would have been bad Tuck
to bury an unborn child. The gravedigger said what is said at funcrals:
“The Rock, His work is perfect, for all His ways are judgment: a God of
faithfulness and without iniquity, just and right is He.” Handfuls of
grass were plucked and thrown over shoulders. The attendants cach
threw a spadeful of carth into the grave. Although Shloimele no longer
was Lise's husband, he walked behind the stretcher and said the Kad-
dish over her grave. After the funcral he flung himself upon the mound
of carth and refused to rise and had to be dragged away by force. And
although, according to law, he was excmpt from observing the scven

days of mourning, he retired to his father-in-law's house and observed
ali the prescribed rites. i

During the period of mourning, scveral of the townspcople came to
pray with Shloimele and offer their condolences, but as though he had
vowed eternal silence, he madec no response. Ragged and threadbare,
peering into the Book of Job, he sat on a footstool, his face waxen. his
beard and sidelocks disheveled. A candle flickered in a shard of oil. A rag
lay soaking in a glass of water. It was for the soul of the deceased, that
she might immerse herself therein. The aged servant brought food for
Shloimele but he would take no more than a slice of stalc bread with
salt. After the scven days of mourning, Shloimele, staff in hand and a
pack on his back, went into exile. The townspcople trailed him for a
while, trying to dissuade him or to make him wait at least until Reb
Bunim rcturned, but he did not speak, merely shook his hcad and went
on until those who had spoken grew weary and turned back. He was
never scen again.
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Reb Bunim, meanwhile, detained somewhere in Woliny, had been
absorbed in business affairs and knew nothing of his misfortune. A few
days before Rosh Hashanah he had a peasant with a wagon take him to
Kreshev. He carried numerous gifts for his daughter and son-in-law.
One night he stopped at an inn. He asked for news of his family, but
although everyone knew what had happened, no onc had the courage to
tell him. They declared they had heard nothing. And when Reb Bunim
treated some of them to whiskcy and cake, they rcluctantly atc and
drank, avoiding his eycs as they offercd toasts. Reb Bunim was puzzled
by so much reticence.

The town seemed abandoned in the morning, when Reb Bunim rode
into Kreshev. The residents had actually fled him. Riding to his house,
he saw the shutters closed and barred in midday, and he was frightened.
He called Lise, Shloimele and Mendel, but no one answered. The maid
too had left the house and lay ill at the almshouse. Finally an old
woman appeared from nowhere and told Reb Bunim the terrible news.

“Ah, there is no Lise any more!” the old woman cricd, wringing her
hands.

“When did she dic?” Reb Bunim asked, his face white and frowning.

She named the day.

“And where is Shloimele?”

“Gone into exile!” the woman said. “Immediately after the seventh
day of mourning . .."”

“Praised be the true Judge!” Reb Bunim offered the benediction for
the dead. And he added the sentence from the Book of Job: “ ‘Naked I
came {from my mother's womb and naked I will return therein.” ™

He went to his room, tore a rent in his lapel, removed his boots and
seated himself on the floor. The old woman brought bread, a hard-boiled
egg and a bit of ash, as the Law decrees. Gradually she explained to him
that. his only daughter hadn’t died a natural death but had hanged her-
self. She also explained the reason for her suicide. But Reb Bunim was
not shattered by the information, for he was a God-fearing man and
accepted whatever punishment came from above, as it is written: “Man
is obliged to be grateful for the bad as well as the good,” and he
maintained his faith and held no resentment against the Lord of the
Universe.

On Rosh Hashanah Reb Bunim prayed at the prayer house and
chanted his prayers vigorously. Afterwards he ate the holiday meal
alone. A maid served him the head of a sheep, apples with honey and a
carrot, and he chewed and swayed and sang the table chants. I, the Evil
Spirit, tried to tempt the grief-stricken father from the path of righteous-
ness and to fill his spirit with melancholy, for that is the purpose for
which the Creator sent me down to earth. But Reb Bunim ignored me
and fulfilled the phrase from the proverb: “Thou shalt not answer the
fool according to his foolishness.” Instead of disputing with me, he
studied and prayed, and soon after the Day of Atonement began to
construct a Sukkoth booth, and thus occupied his time with the Torah
and holy deeds. It is known that 1 have power only over those who
question the ways of God, not those who do holy deeds. And so the holy
days passed. He also asked that Mendel the coachman be released from
prison so that he might go his own way. Thus Reb Bunim left the town
like the saint of whom it is written: “When a saint leaves town, gone is its
beauty, its splendor, its glory.”

Immediately after the Holy Days, Reb Bunim sold his house and
other possessions for a pittance and left Kreshev, because the town
reminded him too much of his misfortune. The rabbi and everyone else
accompanied him to the road and he left a sum for the study house, the

' poorhouse, and for other charitable purposes.
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Mendel the coachman lingered for a while in neighboring villages.
The Kreshev peddiers spoke of how the pcasants fearcd him and of how
often he quarreled with them. Some said he had become a horse thief,
others a highwayman. There was gossip also that he had visited Lise’s
grave; his boot marks were discovered in the sand. There were other
stories about him. Some people feared that he would cxact revenge upon
the town—and they were correct. One night a fire broke out. It started
in several places at once and despite the rain, flames leaped from housc
to housc until ncarly three-quarters of Kreshev was destroyed. The
community goat lost its life also. Witnesses swore that Mendel the
coachman had started the fire. Since it was bitter cold at the time and
manv people were left without a roof over their heads, quite a few fell
ill, a plague followed, men, women and children perishcd, and Kreshev
was truly destroyed. To this day the town has remained small and poor;
it has never been rebuilt to its former size. And this was all because of a
sin committed by a husband, a wife, and a coachman. And although it
is not customary among Jews to make supplications over the grave of a
suicide, the young women who came to visit their parcnts‘ graves often
stretched out on the mound of earth behind the fence and wept and
offered prayers, not only for themselves and their familics, but for the
soul of the fallen Lisc, daughter of Shifrah Tammar. And the custom

remains to this day.




