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GREEN AQUARIUM

1

“YQUR TEETH ARE BARS OF BONE. Behind them, in a crystal cell,
your shackled words. Remember the advice of an elder: the guilty, those
that dropped poison pearls into your goblet—let them go free. In thanks
for your generosity, they will erect your immortality. But the others,
the innocent, that trill falsely like nightingales over a grave—don’t spare
them. Hang them, be their executioner! Because as soon as you let them
out of your mouth, or your pen, they become demons. May the stars
keep from falling if I don’t speak the truth!”

This bequest was left to me years ago when my native city was
alive, by an old bachelor, a distracted poet with a long braid in back like
a fresh birch broom. No one knew his name, or his origin. I knew only
that he wrote rhymed notes in Aramaic to God, dropped them into the
red mailbox by the green bridge, and deliberately and patiently strolled
along the Visla, waiting for heaven’s postman to bring him an answer.

2

“Walk over words as over a minefield. One false step, one false move,
and all the words that you have been stringing together on your veins
over a lifetime will be torn to shreds along with you.” '

This my own shadow whispered to me when the two of us, blinded
by searchlight-windmills made our way at night across a bloody mine-
field, and my every step, set down on death or life, scratched at the
heart, like a nail in a violin.

3

But no one warned me to be wary of words that are drunk with
otherworldly poppies. So I became a slave to their will. I haven’t been
able to understand their will. And certainly not the secret of whether
they love me or hate me. They wage wars in my skull like termites in a
desert. Their battlefield starts through my eyes with the glare of
rubies. And children turn grey with fear when I bid them: good-
dream . . .

Once in broad daylight, as I was lying in the garden, under a bough
of oranges—or children playing with golden bubbles—1I felt a stirring of
the soul. Oho, my words were venturing forth! Having realized one
victory, they must have decided to conquer fortifications that no words
had ever been able to take before. Of people, angels, and why not stars?
Intoxicated with otherworldly poppies, their fancy plays free.

Trumpets blare.

Torches like burning birds.

Lines accompany them. Frames of music.

To one such word, riding out front in a crown that was sparkling
with my tears, apparently the master, I fell on my knees.

“Is this how you leave me, without a farewell, without an au revoir,
with nothing? We wandered together for years, you ate of my time, so
before we part, before you go off to conquer worlds—grant me one
request! But give me your word that you won't refuse . . .”

“Agreed. I give my word. But no long sentences. The sun is leaning
over the blue branch and in another moment falls into the abyss.”

“] want to see the dead!”

“What a request! . . . well, so be'it. My word is more precious to

me . .. See!”
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A green knife slit open the earth.

It became green.

Green.

Green. -

The green of dark fir trees through a mist;

The green of a cloud with ruptured bile;

The green of mossy stones in a rain;

The green that appears through a hoop rolled by a seven-year-old;

The green of cabbage leaves in splinters of dew, that bloody the
fingers; _

First green under melted snow in a circle around a blue wildflower;

The green of a half-moon, seen with green eyes from undera wave;

And the joyous green of grass bordering a grave.

Greens flow into greens. Body into body. And the earth stands
transformed into a green aquarium.

Closer, come closer to the green whirlpool.

I look in: people swim here like fish. Countless phosphorous faces.
“Young. Old. Youth and age combined. All those I have seen in the
course of a lifetime, and death has embalmed them with green exis-
tence; they all swim in the green aquarium in a kind of silken, aery
music.

Here live the dead!

Beneath them rivers, forests, cities—an immense plastic map, and
above them floats the sun, in the shape of a fiery being.

I recognize acquaintances, friends, neighbors, and doff my straw
hat to them:

“Good morning.”

They reply with green smiles, as a well answers a stone with
broken circles.

'My eyes splash with silver oars, chasing, swimming among the
faces. They are in pursuit, searching for a single face.

There at last! There it is! The dream of my dream—

“Here I am, my dearest, here I am. The wrinkles are only a nest for
my longing.”

My lips, swollen with blood, reach toward hers. But alas they stay
suspended on the pane of the aquarium.

Her lips also swim toward mine. I feel the breath of flaming punch.
The pane is a cold slaughter-knife between us.

“I want to read you a poem about yourself . . . you must hear it!”

“I know the poem by heart, my dearest, I gave you the words
myself.”

“Then let me feel your body once more!”

“We can’t come any closer, the pane . . .”

“No, this barrier will soon vanish. I'll smash the green pane with my
head—"

At the twelfth blow the aquarium burst.
Where are the lips, the voice?
And the dead, the dead—have they died?

There is no one here. In front of me—grass. Overhead—a bough of
oranges, or children playing with golden bubbles.
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ABRAHAM SUTZKEVER

THE WOMAN IN THE PANAMA HAT

ONE DAY during the time of the massacre was sitting in a dingy little
room, writing. As if the Angel of Poetry had confided to me: “The
choice lies in your own hands. If your song inspires me, I will protect
you with a flaming sword. If not—don’t complain . . . my conscience
will be clean.” '

I felt in that tiny room like the suspended tongue in a bell. Any
touch, or quiver—and the bell would begin to peal.

In the stillness words were hatching,.

The rap of a knuckle was heard at the door.

The stillness spilled out over the floor, like mercury from a shat-
tered thermometer.

“Danger. A friend comes to warn you.” I unbolted the door.

A woman appeared. Impression—a beggar. This was no novelty. In
the interval between death and death, when hunger reigns in full
skeletal glory, hordes of beggars emerge like swollen locusts. But this
beggarwoman was surprisingly dressed: a straw summer hat, a kind of
panama, adorned with withered berries; a long old-fashioned
crinoline—a rainbow of rags; at her side a beggar’s pouch; suspended
from her neck on a thin necklace of black glass beads, a lorgnette of
ivory; and the points of her patent leather shoes—two glossy ravens
with open, blood-red beaks.

Without asking, I handed her a crust of bread, moldy at the edges.

She moved a few steps forward, took the bread, laid it down on the
table, and then—with the voice of a cuckoo:

“If I'm not mistaken, you're the fellow, and in that case I won’t accept
the bread.” :

“You can sit down, so you'll be more comfortable. The bread? Yes,
it’s moldy all right, but you have my word, I have no other. We'll live to
eat challah some day.”

I point the woman to the solitary stool and seat myself on the table,
facing her.

“Oh, that’s not it, believe me.” She lifts the crinoline so as not to
crease it, like a dancer, and perches on the stool.

“May I ask you a question?”

“Ask me your question, go ahead. You don’t need any kid gloves
with me.”

“Here are sheets of paper. The ink is still fresh. Who did the
writing?” ' '

“did...”

“Are you a writer?”

“Yes, a writer.”

Not just from the corners of her eyes—tears begin to trickle from
all her wrinkles. A rosy smiling freshness, like mist after a May shower,
blossoms forth.

“Then it’s all right. Now let me pour out my heart. For these min-
utes God will repay you with years.”

She pulls from her sleeve a small pink handkerchief with silver
embroidery and touches it to her lips. From the handkerchief—the
dying breath of an old perfume. And she says:

“My name is Felicia Poznanski. The writer, 1. ]. Singer, immortal-
ized me in a novel. Once upon a time I looked different. But that’s not
important.”

From the second sleeve she draws another handkerchief of a bright
peacock color, with a different perfume scent, and wipes away the
moisture under her eyes:

“So this Felicia, let’s pretend it’s someone else, not the beggar sit-
ting here beside you, was once a wealthy woman. That is to say—her
husband Ignace was a millionaire. Nine factories, hundreds of looms. In
one of his mansions lived the mayor of the city. He was also Honorary
Consul of Portugal—"

The sunset illumines her wrinkles with a light of green glow-
worms. She grows thinner, more shriveled, resembling the mummy of
an ancient Egyptian princess.

“No one liked Ignace, not even his family. He was considered a
misanthrope. Well, maybe. One shouldn’t judge so lightly. There was
reason for his malevolence. When he was still a child he broke his nose
like an earthen pot and the greatest surgeons in the world couldn’t
piece it together. He had to wear a false nose, of rubber. As a result, he
lost the voice of a man, and spoke in a thin, pipey voice, much too thin,
like a newborn kitten.”
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But Felicia had loved him. Not for his wealth or his position either,
but for his writing. He had written a long poem in Polish on the subject
of Job.

At night, in his study, he.would remove the rubber nose so that he
might breathe more freely, and write until dawn. Felicia was then the
happiest woman in the world. This wasn’t Poznanski the manufacturer,
it was Heine, Byron! What if Byron was missing part of his foot—didn’t
he become the greatest poet of his century? The same was true of
Poznanski with the missing patt of his nose . ..

The sunset outside fires the copper bell over my attic. The cry of a
concealed child drifts to its creator. And the woman in the straw
panama continues:

“On the first day of the war the wheel of fortune turned. A bomb
fragment struck Ignace on the head. Before his death he extracted an
oath: Felicia, dearest, see that you save my work; it contains my whole
life, my life in this world and in the one to come.”

Felicia fled from the city with a single valise. In it—the poem about
Job, a packet of diamonds, and the costume she was wearing at the
masquerade ball the first time she had met her husband. While she was
crossing the Lithuanian border in a river by boat, the boat capsized and
the valise fell into the water. By some miracle, Felicia reached shore and
when she told the border guide about her diamonds, he dived several
times and retrieved the valise. He was an honest peasant; as they had
prearranged, so they divided: he took the diamonds, and she—her hus-
band’s immortality and the costume she had worn to the masquerade
ball. This was it, Felicia was wearing it even now . . . she wants to wear
it dancing at the masked ball of death . ..

The woman in the straw panama suddenly rose to her feet and
curtsied as she had done once upon a time, at that heavenly masquerade
ball. But what’s this? She can't straighten up again. Her face darkens,
changes shades like singed paper, and on the rim of her straw panama
the berries bleed.

“I don’t need any water, it isn’t necessary. A twinge below the
heart, it’s nothing. Where were we? Yes, Il make it brief.”

From where she stood she studied me through her lorgnette and
the sound of her voice was as if a vein had burst inside her:

“Now I'm a beggar. Almost a year now. For a time | taught two girls
Portuguese and charged two potatoes for each lesson. But since the
girls disappeared I have no students for Portuguese. I go from house to
house, not just for the piece of bread. I wanted to find someone like
you, a writer, and pass on to him the masterpiece of my beloved hus-
band. I, my dear man, will not last much longer, I'm on my way to the
two girls. Promise me that you'll safeguard the poem about Job as
though it were one of your own, and after the war—you understand
without being told . . . Give me your hand! .. .”

When her emaciated right hand with its delicate piano fingers
closed into mine, her left hand drew from the pouch a pocketsized
copybook and placed it on the table beside the moldy bread.

As the woman descended—the bell began to peal. It could no longer
endure the silence. The silence of old people being rounded up in the

streets. - Ruth £, Wisse
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WA YT A CHILD'S HANDS

BYT IR SYOPP ¥ PR 3P YITTMOIE IPUIIN I — — A SINGLE, FROZEN PANE in a cellar. Over the pineforest upon the

q¥bLIPN YRIWIPP TME NB MTTEE WT — 3w 1B TounebTe pane—the imprint of two childish hands as though raised in the priestly

YT EbLINT T TWT vpEhELIE TR ¥T RN ov3 N benediction. Through the small hands the forest exposes the out-of-
A8 PR P 8 M T T 12K DB WYY PR K N1 doors and the sun falls into the cellar like a corpse into a grave.

¥ PR M [IWEEHI PR PID T DB BMTE T DI 0T The walls are covered with hairy snow and they glisten as in a

7' OYDRAD YIPEWMIT — SPIM ¥ PR TWIT P AR saltmine.
“Lnga DM TIPIM I3 FAFTA N ST 10N PR Warhys 8 In a corner, on the ground—the scattered rags of a bed, and from

~29p IFEEMDTD AVPYT ¥ — DFDERY T M 0P Y390 among them wink hidden straws, like gold teeth.
DY DN MK D15 AN On the rags—a thick, tear-stained prayerbook, from the Publishing
-p_s';; L% PIPOPRN HITLAIRS & — TORT BEL & PR I House of the Widow and Brothers Rom . ..
baRID oMY K LM PRET OXT 1B T DORN 2B ¥ .
q¥5LITR YOIIPP *T 1D PITTE OFT NS AFIFP B PR IRy Nearby, in a pail of sand—a congealed wax candle, as though a bird
— 9papbY3 N8 DYURAY ¥ MK INIBTIP DY IR I WT W were pecking at its heart with a dead beak. o .
& M pyYh DyIwaT § ©B TIE ¥ NB IWIVTIROI ¥ B¥P ¥ And in the middle of the cellar, between the imprint of the child’s

k on the bed of rags—the bronze
SOPANRIRS YEORD DR TIWOD 1K YRop hands on the pane and the prayerboo ;
TN T T 35 * ’ SRR head of a horse with a silver stain like a dagger on its forehead, and cold,

: : D Y7 7T OF IR immortal eyes of black marble.
390 76 TR SR ] " The small hands speak from the pane:

1 To 0 e Tpwash N6 M ¥ 2K kil " Dear head, forgive us. We were not the ones that lopped you off
— U X o8By 1 WIS FUNSY JUISH °7 N OIS your living neck. After the last of the survivors had crumbled into
TTEID DI? & WONK NS K NS FPOL ¥ TR T ashes, we found you in a butcher shop, and slowly, under someone’s
P18 PPDYT TR — T V0 I9YYp PR DBYoTr oKD abandoned coat, dragged you into this cellar. Wanted to use you to still
5pIM P T AIPY YT YOI PR TIW PN I NN w3y the hunger of an old woman. Lonely as you are now, she lay here in the
LR LD — DFSBE W3 LY FPTRINNI B — 0B8N orper By her head—a burning candle. But suddenly—dogs. Dogs.
oy 1oRBE3 w™YB TTVISIED 127 NPT *7 RBEI M MDA They attacked the old woman, your frozen flesh. They attacked the boy
DR THENFA TR PR N MK LWAEE P 1PYIM X YO whose we were. How we wanted to help him ... we reached out
M TR 5N RIS DX IR TH W WT W LY toward the pane, toward the snowy forest, and where are we, where
1D IFIVE M LR I are we now? . ..
When the hands on the pane tell their story—the icicles on the
»7 1 JSbYBY — PRI 3w N6 TYYLIR YWD YT M bronze head begin to melt. Its skin grows shiny, animate. The left ear
PPN PUTOYDY OSIRY BRP DYIPITINND DYND DIDRX PPUIUR droops like a lock of hair. And the eyes of black marble show tears.
PR DR PSP & N WOIIR LYRE MR WprL W T
JOPI0 T IONRI MDD XWNY 15 IR T

The Woman Job
YOITR T

Frem cruzbled nests of clay, from lattice-windows and twisted doors, burning

“Mayx 1y5ﬂw3;yﬁ‘mmp 18 ooy ypvnwb y;y';;sﬁyg nb pages of holy writ strecch out to the sunset - &hildren with outstretched hands)>- as
thouzh the sun bad borne them in the s ogue courtyard and they now flutter bagk
SPIIP — DY FPITIVITVND AIKIRONT DT P IT TV PIA oy toeir mocher. ynagogue courtya 7 HeRer bas

o y » "7 Ny —
187K 1Maya ™ D'?B“ neTn 1!50.1!” FOPYWTIIONK U When the sun hides her children behind a cloud, they leave their black tears -
JYDRD T IR PINR MY 'nwt_:‘;s 73R PR I'Pm'nw charred smudges - on the balcony of the main synagogue.

QPR M Y LIPYEN & LN WP PR vdRIRA 17 YT IR The double-tiered balcony, raised in a pyramid over dangling ruins of streets
T IR — FUIRD YOURARIOMT — WD PIWNY YN and alleyways, is not the same as it always was.

.hWbBDW W Nd Y"l"?& The balcoay has become transformed into an eagle above an eagle:
WK TOETD § PRI rY"i"?lSJ PINTME 7 The higher eagle, with the head of an-ani.maiA,l and a blue breast between scarlet

Yp‘n'ﬂn "7 DY I ,urp‘:!mgr R 1y$oy; R A5k YPYTIVAINT wings, like a spring among roses, is clamped by the claws of his four bronze feet
into th below.
SPBR VIO DRI T oM o e one e che head/

My WK WY by, v y y And the lower eagle, whose head is like of an angel, with a glittering snake
L T8 PR I T D‘,-m'uﬁ@ PR Irsg avourd his neck, and his wings - two opposing cliffs above a chasm - stands huached

b2 R IR N R NS BEP § LRI OXN ,17'713 IPOTIVIAYR WT over the synagogue. His ten feet - pillars chiseled out of .salt ~ totter under the

PR AP JEONE SRMP & M L»Y5 yameme wemg wowa  hedVY vines.

DYPR 0°5 YVIVITIRNA M yavr 16 byyl 97 v 109392 IVR Up above, near the bronze feet of the higher eagle, against the bagkground of
his blue breast, I see a man in hiding.

JURVIPUIR
Y3 BYP WT M PR EXP 1P OXN IPVIR IPDTIVUIR T IR -Lictle man, who are you?
YIBT PR ATORT O 33850 wpyrbedta g o R X ) ~I'a the painter Yankl Sher, the painter of the streets...
DYDY — DNMBY W WSK M990 FPUTIPVRIFP PN — Ea ] in his green velvet jacket he stands facing a canvas. The jacket was a bargain
gym’,gp — 05 9% YI¥ .'71W08DW YT WIR WA X he had once bought in Paris. It was unique in our city. People used to stop im the

. street to adaire its beauty. He fastened it with a large copper clasp at his throat.
S1b5 yapnw *7 WOAR PrWHPEN — pHET N LPRIYIONK Its creases changed colour like the feathers of a peacock. It had some ten various

YT MR YDTR PTIYALR oYND 06 PIVITIRND T VA LJaNR pockets filled with brushes, pencils, and sketchpads.
Yhyooavn 1oORIRD K PR 91,0012 I9KP3 10 N BNMIWHIN Now the jacket hangs on him, swollen, covered with mould, as though wora mot
2700°2 WM LYEYRLIND — ) by a man, but bga Tooster. Q\nd the brush that he holds in his teeth looks like a
’

slaughter kaife.
Y5093 ¥ 1B ¥bEn 9T YT Ypape awben v -
1 n ¥ ! pap ' ran Hs watery crossed eyes bulge out over his nose and two brozherly tears link

them together.

§ DYPLIX W VVOY FPINIIED WITOYRED PPN T2 PR The painter looks now at the twisted sireets, then at the canvas, and can't
JMIRD PR DYTIRIVAIVN '787) ® 9P DRI IPIRINND T K3 3 k] believe his eyes. Since going into hiding on the balcony, he sees today, for the

TT YV UDIFE LEDY WK PR I T PR PUIPR fizat tize, bow his world has changeds
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Who blew away a church across the streat? And how did the town hall get here,
where the non-kosher butcher shop used to be?

Weo lighted the lamps in the dead Ssynagogue courtyard?

Wnerelove, dear father, doas the Gaon of Vilna's stud

y deserve death by stoning
Axd for.what: reason-does tha sapling on e R

the gate deserve death By fire? .
Only the gutters haven't changed.

They tos! They shine wizh blood...

Yankl Sher wants to smear up the canvas. Where is the tructh, inside him or our :ae:
ol -t

- And pethaps 1t's his palette that's at fauls, eh?

He once saw a violin in the hands of a master, While playing it lost its sounds.
The audience is stunned and its astonishmeat continues. The master is pale, like the
r0sin dust under the strings. But then he puts his ear to the ianstrument and says:

guished audience, the violin has just breathed its last, I ask you to rise and pay
your respects...

Disti:

He puts his ear to the palette. It's~alive, aliva.

Q\ Droppings of soot from the burning holy pages fall on his hair, fall oa the canvas.

Suddenly ha snatches the brush from his teeth,
the hunger of the artist, swallows,
disappear. Mut of the young, fresh,
clearly, an olé woman.

The brush, as though séized by
swallows the colours. The snowspots of the canvas
springtime earth there blooms, more and more

That's what she looked like, the eighty-year-old. Here she is alive again,
alive azain! A black Sabbath dress with rhinestone buttons., Her hair white, dazzling
white, like frozen milk. Her face - a gnarl of silver wrinkles, quivering with veraal

Tivulets. S3lash. Splash. In the rivulets dances the sun, casting reflections against
cold bayonets. And the old woman, a bit hunched, carries a blond little girl piggy-
back. - ~

Behind the old woman - faces, faces.
one knee a window kneels in the air.
woman is moving, has a black erack.

A chimney with a slaughtered throat. On
And the gate over the street, under which the

Yankl Sher takes a step backwards.

Yes, that's how she looked,
old, only it's aissing.

the eighty-year-
..well, missing what?
His watery eyes protrude still more,

spilling over onto the palette. A moist,
flickering Zsinass covers his face.

The old woman was walking...with a philactery on her forehead...she had picked
up the philactery from the ground, out of the gutter... .

-Yankl, you're an artist, paiat the philactery!

He dips the brush into cthe fallea tears, in a blob of red;
woman with the dlond litztle girl piggy-back walks under
the bayonets, with a litcle hur on her forehead,

and www the old
the cracked gate, between
wherein lives God.

-The weman Job, that's what the painting will be called...
The balcony is shakea by a tremor. 3oth eagles rise.

ogether with the Woman Job, with the kneeling window, wi
scape ia a lighzaiag-flashing cloud.

Two pairs of stomy wings.
th the s:ireet, the eagles

e or)




yva ¥og ND yussh o7

1ary »r qeopbg Y2 M ¥ U1 pOYSEID I IR TR
AYbyI: FTUDYRED M — DUB I K PR PINIDK
T08p ADEY TR DT NS gprayba 1T IYbYTYI 0T oY
K TS P18 T SPYP T DR RN JWW YpUIBRP M
Jqoa%ow 113

@ SFTT TR USF3 TN M DRV T YT 13K »
Ap3D PROTIIONIR LY Pl

poR3 P32 LILYYP HYY PR W ¥ 1D OB ¥ vm Y IR PR
AR Dy3raba R 15IRNBRIR OOK byt 1339 7 M WK
PHIE & DR SPEE T Py 11 MR Y DBY
obY: PR UFT SBYTI PR ST IK Jmb yrbard pa R R0
Jmabp yrm 6 YpY oYK

FMPI

MR BRI YOTRD FIMD § DIPIINR L3 T ay vya YEn PR
S¥7 PR 129K BOEN DUPIPYI X T N — T TR Loy oyt
19y 1ha

STOLYBED 1 JURT T D FIOINPD T JORD 1 vERY
L3 B3 DR I EhYTI

1D R PR TYOYR ¥ DPRAVAIR LXR YYDY

oyT WIR TP — PRI YPUITNVE I — W YR
D% 0N M BITIIFAIWR PR vEYS 7 M Hon 1prmYT™a
tayOoYNY O —

TIOR3 § YOIPRI 7RI § IYVOIND PPITIYYT $IVp PR
~yw NS oMg BREMP YT YIVER 1M wbpy3 M LY
DI PR yoyenyy ¥ v Hprn T

P DTILYY 03 DEn TP I TR AL R PD WY —
Japb PR o3 bR

® MK WAYR barha — M TR DD YN0 R — benyb oN7
g YT JR38D QMK 1P01P3 YRS TP PR K IWOIR yphya

vp bpbrh MITIMYIWE WT M prbIxaD  IFOOINY
Jmb yehams

D3 0% 19T M PR U To gD TR S0 PINT 8 —
Ayba & eR

AFT R B9 OP3 BOYI € N SBYTI DET TNT DOYI WS ¥
pruyonwt 1 benyh o3 phge vavaya ¥Irba 0T TR
VY YR POKIPP 100 TSFIND MUBEP OFT BXIE 13T WIPH
Ay tn PrbB & UID MK DFMD T PX Sbp TR

1.0 — 9ppoma 1B 1 oM boya WK

oM BONB PR DT YRR PR M 3T SOTVIRTI ™
MY OYT D1 EM

TIPPARE APERNS PIFTINKD M PR ISUOREVYE JODIVD
J3KD TR 1B 1PUBR PO BYT 22 TN TY

18 DIPY PR IPITIED PR OVNMT 103 7 bR T IR
¥ JE DTPE DROD 0T R DIX ;oS T PIRD PR OB
1opbEm

99D OB 12 O¥3 DY 19D 709 Wwes —

pIyoMp YME UM

»7 93 m3b 7 PoOOKT DMWY aoYie e 1B PRI WT M
DIYEMD "M TOMI YAV parba PR O3 LN ¥ NB WM
TIMD M JIWTE IPR nb oMK RNP DIWRY IPUITT £ ity
SN2 3 ST UK 3oYREYE PR TIWE VYNNI g 18 b3
gt g o AsEMp 8 N8 TT ppyYELIX TLID ¥ ITIT T
myoxn TPYPID ¥ B YPYOEP
LYYy —
DMK DIP OR3 BT TR W K Jqynmp oynd
1yp—brs —
Jay® pm Mw Soyre —
10150Mp T PR TR WPYT W TR oY a3gY M IphEs W —
1 999Tanw LYRP T IR sm3h oot 1 e Amh v —
) YDIEO T TB ANR OMR DM powbRa MY T I8 b8P —
ag3 by v XM PP DI x agn vhyp K8 opbwab &
nb T WX 19PN DIKT TR JEVITK B3 M PR PAR
Janp
O3 IWEINY YT PR VI OPM Wy —
) Jwow yprIIn INNT
oo — pn T MK whRp 19T TV IpYEE A3 —
Syopveys o & 83 TR M st ¢

Pat -2 B

1yt PNk ¥ X

THE LAST OF THE BLIND

HER EYES ARE FLESHED not like everyone else’s. They live in a
separate face inside her—two magnetic needles.

The needles attract blossoming branches, sun and shade, colors like
pulsating veins, faces, and above all, the face of her blind lover.

They met one another like two nights and their stony blindness
struck up sparks.

When he, whose face is like a windowpane in the rain, climbs over
the houses at night, waiting for the moon to throw him a silver herring,
he plays on his long, inherited flute. He plays a haunting melody, a kind
of birdlike elegy, and she, in the attic, sees her beloved in the mirror of
his sounds.

Once he failed to return. A deaf soot covered the mirror. For her—
it was as though she had been struck by another blindness.

She groped for his shadow, for the forelock of his shadow. The
magnetic needles no longer brought him . ..

Someone had thrust a knife into a corpse!

Her fingers, ten buzzing bees, circled the attic emptiness where the
air was charred, Yike white ash.

“Come here , sister!”

Her younger, clear-eyed, sister, half naked, a book under her arm,
two braids like open scissors, emerged from the shimmering corner
with « tamn in her heand

“Teach me to dance. I've never danced; never in my life.”

The lamp—an owl with one eye—is hung over a beam. Beneath it,
in the light of its bloody eye, the two sisters dance. They are accom-
panied by the vanished flute, the birdlike elegy. ’

“Thank you, my dearest. Now leave me alone. I want to see
whether God is blind.”

A tremor passed through the attic, like a nest when it senses the
saw.

The blind woman slowly approached the lamp, her buzzing fingers
unscrewed the glass, wet her braids and her dress with kerosene, and
the owl’s eye flooded her with fire.

Through narrow streets like caves of ghosts—Sun.

Sun through bandaged panes. Sun in faces. Sun for the dead that
cannot find death. People, split into two separate profiles, are grafted
together in the crimson glow of her dance.

She herself, the blind woman, immersed in eyes of fire, kindles the
streets, the city, the clouds, with her dance:

“If you are blind, my God, here, take my fire!”

BETWEEN CHIMNEYS

LIKE THE MEMORY of the Angel of Death the moon moves quickly to
the ruins of a black street and remains hanging between two chimneys.

Long, simmering shadows gush from its veins, like black blood
from a slaughtered horse, and melt the snow beneath through to the
pavement.

lA human form appears from a chimney, like a wild duck in a dark
pool:

“Sheyn-de-le!”

From the chimney across the street, another emerges:

“Tsal-ke!”

“Sheyndele, we have to live.”

“Of course. How long have we been lying, or standing, in these
chimneys?”

“Not so long. This is only the third moon. Are you cold?”

“Cold? When the moon shines, this soot covering me looks like a
silver fox. I'm not afraid of the cold. As long as they don't light a fire in
the house below. I think sparks are coming out of the chimney ...”

“No one lives on this black street. The sparks are stars, lucky stars.”

“No Tsalke, stars are cold and these sparks are hot, like needles.
Hot as kisses, really, but much more dangerous.”
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“Who' are_‘*’you thmkmg “of,* Sheyndele; !’letfs‘be‘lhéné%t ’i?saw you
‘rrtyself ’ LAY vk e sl by w‘ﬁﬁﬁ,&ﬂj‘fﬁf ad T

'When you're kissing;i‘you can’t’ see,’ *so~how§d|d=yéﬁ See?"*f«

“By the pit . 1ust§‘before~ ‘we"esca Sutsmileda
What-a smile. Who is: he?"‘ S T Fﬂ;"’% ?ﬂ‘*“v@?{at somne‘

I ’ ‘\' s J

e Into both chnmneys, orne Facmg'the othex"aé’t’oss 't ;
faces dnsappeared B ARAARE shisnes] Shie Mi:"‘:?““?et th?

sl pre cdloay i

THE PEASANT WHO SAW GOD 5
Lroads s seen SRt i det

“'IN'A SEMICIRCLE hke a'taut' bow, the firing’ sqhad stands ‘around
the ditch with rolled up 'sleeves’ armmg at the whell of fortune—a plle
of prisoners. itk e S L

The glow from a brass pyre in the nearby woods ‘with logs of
half-rotted skeletons, casts®a shimmer of burmng-lshadow over ‘the
bones of the living deadthat:look'like a single corpse—the earth looks
like this when it is sliced and overturned by the plough.

Only the grandmother, with both grandchildren at her side—an old
grey eagle with outstretched wings—only she retains the immortality
of her face.

The grandmother has remained among;the last

Both! children kiss her hands with faint lips: ;

" ““Grandma, why are 'so_many ‘people 'f: lhng?”

The grandmother raises her head. The sky is, hlue and “clear. One
gigantic moon. From the spring of her eyes falls a ‘tear that she had kept
hidden for many years. The tear spreads, trickles, and floods the moon.

" It begins to cloud over, to rain, with warm. grandmotherly tears.
The tears quench the pyre and fill the ditch. . .. e

‘The grandmother closes her eyes, blindly sn'atches up one of the
children, and begins to run. '

Has .she saved Khane.or Mirele? She dare not thmk The child
sleeps .and the grandmother whnspers Khane-MJele, I(hane-
Mirele .

. She makes her way through the soaklng dark Khane-erele is
asleep on her shoulders. She reaches a \nllage A hght ﬂrckers behind
the pane of a peasant hut.”

"The grandmother sloshes through the water She stumbles, prcks
herself up, and Knocks at the door of the hut as at the heart of an angel.

Itho?ll

“Good man, let us in .

\

(AJ ?i

'1rgmMgomslowly, and a,peasant, half naked, with alamp.in

on :hand.and a whip in the other, appeared on the porch.

He .raised ;hisiwhip over the old woman.;
oeT A voicelikea whitewing sounded from:thé old woman’s lips: ”What
are. you doing?, :Agesyou:blind? Can't-you- seecGod s presence in the
rain?”. | 41 botaise £

,ii-The long wl\xp,u) the peasant s hand, whlcrh was almed at the grand-
mother, bites him, lnke a snakea He can nelther raise his hand nor lower
it ot (s athn i ;

By the light, of_theJamp he sees: an old woman with long white; harr,
as. though .drenched;with lime; her eyelashes are trimmed with tiny
droplets, like. pincushions stuck with needles. On her shoulders she
carries a child—a blue» lamb.

And behind, her,»_;among ithe strands of rain, beaded with qulvermg
pearls,, floats, a figure, stretchmg its long lrghtnmg finger out toward
him.. T rEb TR T A T 4 {

The peasant’s knees buckle The lamp falls from his hand. The blue
lamb around the.grandmother’s neck wakes with a sudden bleat:

., “Granny!”:. -
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THE RING ...

A HANDFUL oéjpanting shadows drew me at night over the half frozen
swamps, where. the. thin, deceptive moon-ice cracked every so often
with the howl of.a wolf beneath our tired, bruised feet.

The waters—old,and pungent, with all kinds of weeds and.roots,
sunken birds and Junatic animals that the moon had lured out of their
warm caves and entangled in the swampnets—gave off a sharp sour
smell like a cherry brandy that someone had set to age thousands of
years :ago. - -

-+ The handful.of shadows penetrated ever deeper into the swamps.
Although one, person,gave little thought to the next, everyone’s needs
were bound together in a secret eye-language, and all of us, drunk with
exhaustion,. tumbled.onto a: mossy hill and sank into a marshy sleep.

Only.our breaths, rings in a pool, bored softly into the echoing
resounding emptiness, and filled it with floating circles.

No one gave the order to rise. Our lips, like dismembered fingers,
couldn’t. move.

Mist rose from the damp warmth of our bodies, and our clothes,
with icy prickly, bristles, stuck to the skin.

I resolved not;to.fall asleep. Someone has to stand guard, like the
moon above.. It-too:is, tired after wandering through the skyswamp.
There too, up in the skyswamp, there is a mossy hill, the divan of the

swampking. But the moon is cleverer than we, and doesn't fall under

My feet drifted into a sweet frozenness. I couldnt move them.

As my body pressed against the bloated hilltop, swollen with icy
water, the water slowly rose from below and welded my skull into a
thin, glassy mold.

But then the tips of my toes began to feel a gentle, heavenly
warmth. And in the air directly in front of me there smiled a pair of
silver-green eyes, flecked with the glitter of the moon.

This can’t be a wolf, I thought. A wolf is the enemy of every smile.

In fact it soon became clear that the smiling silver-green eyes were
part of a female face and that the girl herself was warming my icy feet
with the silken sunniness of her body. She had pulled off my heavy
tattered boots and enticed my feet into her warm nest.

“You, you,” the girl whispered, her breath nestling against mine,
her face like blue marble in motion: It’s been more than three years
since | sent my glances, migrant tears, out looking for you. When the
carth locked itself over me, I sprouted like a tree, and when a whip
drove me to the stake, I swallowed the fire and made it submit to me.
With whose power—but yours? That time in the garden, when we
parted, you gave me a ring as a gift, your mother’s gold ring with a
gleaming ruby. Admit it: you cast 2 spell on the ring so that my love
would never stop shining like the ruby. It has been my protective angel,
warding off all the deaths, and melting them away like mites under
light.

She pulled off the ring, held it forward for me to recognize, and
carved sweet words with it into the air as into the bark of a tree. Only
then did 1 feel the reality that often disguises itself in dreams.

A machine gun opened fire like a sewing machine and raised from
the swamp a root like an elephant’s trunk.

The handful of shadows rose from the moss and set out once more
ever further into the swamps.

Among the thin bare trees, the rotted treehulks, the day smoldered
like yellow sulphur.

A stork, with long red legs, stood in the shimmering swamp with its
beak frozen in the ice.

Behind me people were falling. The eyes in front didn’t see it but
those in the back of our heads did.

Suddenly the girl stopped short:

“I have to rtin back to the hill. I've lost the ring.”

And before I could stop her, her hand fluttered away from mine like
a white dove.

I was left alone. Alone as the stork with its beak frozen in the ice.
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Some of my friends had fallen and others had escaped into the
wilderness.

I shouted Ahoo! sniffing after her breath like a wolf, running bare-
foot back and forth until plop!—I sank up to my neck in a waterhole.

The day went out like a match. The charred matchstick continued
to light the horizon for a while with a thin reddish flicker. Then night
slunk down like a lizard.

The next day, maddeningly lost, I finally stumbled on the hill. But
of the girl there remained even less than a dream.

I managed to free myself of the waternet and got as far as a thicket,
inhabited solely by birchtrees.

Drunk with despair and faith, I tore a rock from the ground and
began pounding it against a hollow birch, the oldest in the forest. One
bang with the rock, another, and another, until the blows, dull like
gathering thunder, shattered into echoes.

The rock crumbled with my last thoughts.

And then a figure appeared. It appeared among the tall skinned
birch trees like a birch transformed into a human being. First pupils of
the eyes formed—salty amber fresh from the sea. A moment later—a
disheveled head in a crown of thorns. A snake around its neck. The
clothes over the body—frayed, shredded into dangling tatters. Among
them an uncovered body in poppy-red stains.

“Hey, who are you, the bride of the swampking?”

The snake around the neck shook its head. No.

The figure drew closer.

And suddenly—from its left hand there sparkled the ring with the
blood drop of the ruby.

From that time on, in my dreams, where sounds stroll about like
people, when a poem reveals itself to me, a poem I longed for and love,
that vanishes when I wake like the beloved girl in those swamps—I
begin to pound my heart with a rock of words, to pound until the rock
crumbles and I fall to the ground with my last breath. Sometimes, at
such moments, the vanished poem comes back to me in all reality,
naked and bloodied, but with a gold ring of love, smiling through tears.

IN MEMORY OF A FUR

IN BECOMING A FUR you remained a lamb.

When my mother ransomed you from a hundred-year-old Kirgizian
for a pouch of salt and surprised me with the gift on my seventh
birthday—it was as if my mother’s breath had entered my bones, as
though I had donned a living piece of the sun. ..

Slanteyed and slashed by daggers the days marched past in snow.

Inside you I created my first poem—a snowman.

I was a spirit in your wings. Invisible even to myself. Seven radiant
doves transported me home.

You accompanied me through time, through countries, with the
melody of childhood, a warm small fiddle.

You saw how the north star gave me a scratch . ..

When I outgrew you, you gave me your hands, the sleeves, to
prolong our friendship.

To you, my fur, I entrusted my moonstruck scraps of writing with
their blind, hoppity lines, like the dance of a drunkard in snow.

And later, when my dove nest vanished with the clouds, only you
and a pack of wounds accompanied me.

When my face had been transformed into a dried up finger, you
kept the purple ice from freezing my smile.

Once, at night, in a forest, over snakes embalmed in ice, a woman
was seized by pains . . . and into you, your warm nest, the infant was
placed—blue, like you.

Another time, naked, with only you on my shoulders, I rode toward
the morning sun across a battlefield. The snow—a clear night sky. My
horse—a hymn over the snow. From the cut in its veiny neck fell little
golden fish. My ribs were stretched along those of the horse. Skin was
unnecessary. Did you become unnecessary too, or did you feel my
struggle and, like a glance of blue intelligence, drop into the snow?

The horse reared. His rider saw—a blue lamb lost in eternity:—
maaa-maaa ... ma-ma. ..

And a wolf, carved out against the snow, an unsheathed fourfooted
knife, cut through the countryside.
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THE DEATH OF AN OX

WITH BURNING HORNS, two twisted wax candles under a radiant

yel!ow h?lo, an ox lunges from the flaming stable with a hoarse bellow
as if a 'glld.ed slaughter-knife had remained stuck in its throat. Purple'
:-;‘ngsf X‘IST like sn}oke from the dried manure on its backside, and along
e forelegs as far up as the jaw the ike ki

e j very flesh blazes like kindled

The first snowfall—as if someone had chased

‘ : a great flock of l-
white baby dovgs from their heavencoop, forcing them to sinfull:arlt.h
from out of th'enr warm sleep—the snow cannot quench the fire. When
.the sparks, flying red needles, wake the falling doves with a thin prick—
it !asts less than a sigh—the doves are swallowed up by the greedy fire.
With the power of the swallowed snowdoves the fire rages ever wilder

more joyously around the victim, chaining the ox in copper ribs, sitting
on its back like a naked satyr and lashing it with pyreal whips.
Its ears catch the sound of a distant mooing, a terrible yearning
mooo, a thunderclap with severed wings. ’
It cannot answer. Its mouth is o i '
It pen, but it has truly lost its tongue.
Its momentum drives the ox forward, the fire rising fromgthe
ground, from the dark' sunken swamps that reach all the way to a lake.
. Only then: w'hen it storms into the lake up to its knees, and when
ltfs reflected elliptical eyes, like molten glass of many colors, catch sight
go. at.sec?ind ox lr:‘l the water, upside-down, with its burning horns
inting downward, int — i i i i
poin o the sky—a human smile begins to wrinkle its
Its copper ribs burst.
The snow falls and falls.
Whe':'el\e olx turnsditskhe;d to the left, in the direction of its home village
only one i i i
moﬁonlesz ark chimney remains, like a dead hand, and remains

Its horns flicker for a while, lik ;
extinguished with the day. ike candles beside a dead man, and are

BEHIND THE GOLDEN VEIL

THE SUN, in green stains, a suspended swamp, has apparently decided
never to set.

The steps of glistening spring lie frozen in their tracks. Its breath in
the deep forest—a damp mirror.

At the edge of the forest walk two men. Yoachim, the blacksmith of
Zosle, in front. A rope around his jacket. On his back the stitchmarks of
a yellow star that vanished here in the forest. On his shoulder he
carries an axe—a naked skeleton of a wolf with its flattened head
hanging down behind, a wolf that had torn itself apart ...

I walk behind him. A saw, a toothy shield, protects my ribs. This is
how Yoachim taught me to wear it: it’s handier and you can laugh off
the bullets.

Like hunters stalking an animal, we track our prey. We are after a
tree, the kind whose bark falls apart like the bones of a leper, whose
roots have become veins of ash, and whose naked, cracked body is light
blue, like burning alcohol. We are stalking a tree so dry that its wood
will kindle with the first match.

The ox that strayed into the forest, with whose blood Yoachim had
quenched his axe, has been lying frozen for a long time beside our home
in the ground, and there is no decent wood for a tasty meal.

The dead ox lies on its side in the snow, its cherry-colored fur half
skinned, from the neck to the fat stomach, no further. It seems to be
lying on the white bed, under a silk blanket.
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llHey!l' . 3

' “What's the matter, Yoachim? _ )
“Hush. In front of us there ... our tree...

3 ”
“You're imagining things.

“No. You can recognize this tree at night. See—there’s a golden veil

arou‘;\‘l‘: lat|;>proacl'\ it and Yoachim is right: a thick, gnarled and rotting

i f life.
oak tree, without a trace o . 5
”lt’ll’be enough for roasting a herd of oxen, it's

i ings the axe into the tree. ' ‘
Yoagl:\r:e sa‘;aif 1 consider our prey and the saw flies from my body with

as dry as pitch.”

wo steel wings. . iy
t “Yoachim, this tree is enveloped in smoke. My eyes are tearing

i 1

“Why, he can't tell the difference between mist .am"l s:ln;)ket. lt;tt::

springtim,e mists wander around like people, anc'l”thelr tired feet re
. Let’s have the saw and get moving!

the ';'l::ssal;: bites into the oak and the snow underneath becomes

inkled with purple sawdust. L
sPrl?b;achim, cgn a mist be bitter? A heart, perhaps, but not :;(ns.tn “

Yoachim wipes his eyes with his sleeve, and the saw sticks i

tree like a ship between icefloes.

We step away from the oak and wash our stinging eyes out with

snov’y\.Nhat do you say now, Yoachim? In the springtime mists wander

i ople . . .” . ) o

arouB“:;lt lt‘l'l:: Is:cll:smith of Zosle insists: “Bitter mls!. Let s.keepfsawmti
We keep sawing and sawing and suddenly, incredibly, from the

—a live melody. . '
deadAt;::v a:pears under the dangling bark in a prayer shawl, and his
smile is the same bilious green as the sun that refuses to set. he
“We've been living in this tree, my fellow Jews, for twent%r mon h 1
Yes, my wife and I. She bakes potatoes in ; fox(l;z? clk;\::n h ;\lﬂa,sz;:ep
it Ims up here. Thanks to you, dear , 1didn .
rAe::\tierat:;:. ll)z ? l?;dn"t, been reciting the psalms I would have fallen asleep,

H ”
and your saw would have cut me in two.

A FUNERAL IN THE RAIN

A MAN with a heavy sack on his back approached a darkened city in the
pouring rain. Lightning—the blood from a cracked mirror—illumined
thekstreaming pillars of rain. Among them--the man with the heavy
sack.

He looked like a black half moon trimmed with glowing edges.

His tongue had never tasted such rain before. It wasn’t rain—a
heavenly magician had melted down time! Yesterday, today, tomorrow,
were gone. The springtime of the first human being and the winter of

When the cauldron burst, molten time flooded brutally over the earth
and would soon overtake the traveler with his heavy load.

He could not deny that his feet were moving. His feet continue and
the rain continues. It’s a sure sign, buddy, that space is still in its place
that a splinter of the time-soul persists somewhere. Not just anywhere,’

A grey undulating wall, as though wolves were drowning within it,
drifted out from behind the pillars of rain.

The Monastery of Saint Paul.

Here, in the monastery, in the vaulted, red-brick chamber of Sister
Ursula, people of the forest came to meet. Sometimes a man con-
demned to death escapes here with bullets in hjs body that suffered
regret in mid-flight . . . Sometimes—a typhus victim in a tattered sol-
dier’s cloak like a shot-up flag, with only the eagle on his one rem
button carrying him along on its sunny wings.

Here, in the monastery, Ursula had saved his life. Later she became

his liaison with the forest, and he, the man with the sack, would come
here for news.

aining
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He remembers that to the left, near the neglected grove, there was
a culvert under the wall, full of stinging nettles. That was the entrance
to the yard.

Right now he longed to be stung and burned by those nettles, his
feet, his hands, his memory—anything to feel some pain. As if in spite,
the glassy needles are hidden from the rain . .. Oh, buddy, how we
sometimes long for pain, for real, savory pain! Only a paralytic could
understand that, someone whose fingernails had grown to cover his
entire body.

The seventh window. Six. Seven. Knock seven times for Sister

Ursula.

Slowly a lead door swung open.

A yellow frightened candle with a waxen flame—bees resurrected
from their buzzing wax—faltered in the thin, delicate fingers of a sur-
prised woman, and traced a twisted, watery path along the red square
bricks of the corridor.

The young woman, his savior, in a flowing nightdress, moving
backward in the corridor with her eyes on her visitor, looked like a
mermaid of pearl, diving, swimming, and luring him from the dark
burning waves. He, the man with the sack on his back—a fisherman

with a net.

He left the sack in a niche of the corridor and the narrow door of
Ursula’s chamber, the cover of an oak coffin, shut behind them.

“Kolya, what’s happened? You look like your own grandfather.”

Kolya, or Kopl as he was called at home, stretched out on the floor
in a corner, with his hairy hands over his head lest it run away.

“You're right, Ursula. I look like my grandfather because eternal
youth is yours.” -

She brought him a towel and a bundle of clothes.

“Change into these. They're your clothes. You left them here a year
ago.”

“Ursula, what time is it?”

“Two.”

“Then there’s no need to change, thanks. In an hour I'll have to
move on. Now, a glass of milk ...”

When Ursula returned with the milk, Kopl was already asleep, a
captive in sweet chains. She folded his lifeless hands around her neck
and dragged him, as if half-drowned, to the island of her bed.

Her lips, warm and pursed, skipped over his bony face like birds
that cannot yet fly—over thorns.

The nightgown fell from her like a mist. Her sunny body dried the
rain from his bones.

“Kolya, I saw you before in my dream. Are there one or two of you?
No, only one. There are two of you only when you're not here.”

The flame of the candle—a midget with a burning hump—sunk
ever deeper into its waxen grave.

“There are two of you only when you're not here . . .

”

The rain punched against the windowpane with leaden fists.

It struck Kopl. His eyelids burst open.

Someone was caressing him. Someone was sucking the poison from
his limbs. Hey, he might' be late!

Kopl freed himself from her sunny magic, jumped off the bed,
brought in the sack that he had left in the corridor, and quickly hoisted
it upon the cot.

Ursula fell at his feet with a cry: “My bag of sins! My bag of sins!”

“Ursula, they’re not your sins. See for yourself.”

The young woman in the ancient-grey smokey gold of the sput-
tering candle, against the background of red brick, choking back her
tears, untied the earth-encrusted sack on the bed. All at once it sent her
reeling like an electric current—and a smell of corpses filled the room.
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A dead boy—a broken sculpture in transparent blue marble, his hair
a wreath of thorns around his forehead, and his lower lip a reclining
question mark, looked out at the two figures with a sepulchral stare.

“Kolya, who is this boy? Who is this dead angel?”

He pulled the sack back over the broken sculpture and told her:

“This dead angel is Yulek, my ten year-old friend. On an oak tree,
inside a snowy nest, near lake Narocz, I caught sight of the boy covered
with snow. His wounds shone through the snow like the lightning
through the pane in this room. At the foot of the oak lurked a wolf with
a gnawed shadow. As soon as I drew near, the wolf, with the shadow in
his teeth, withdrew.

“I took the boy down from the tree. He looked like a frozen owl.
Just imagine, Ursula, we knew each other. The girl who used to swim
around in my body like a needle was his sister. And do you know who
saved him in the city, before he came to the forest? Incredible—a dog-
catcher! When a horde of two-legged fire was chasing my young friend,
a dogcatcher caught him with a lasso and hid him among the captive
dogs in his wagon.

“From the moment I found the boy in the tree, he became the apple
of my eye.

“A month ago, when the first purple storks teased a springtime
smile over the forest, the enemy trapped our unit in a horseshoe. It
looked as if there were only one way out: to join the partisans under
Commander Czarnohuz on the other side of the Narocz.

“It was a phosphorous moonlit night. In a long line, like ants, we
made our way over the ice of the lake.

“I carried Yulek on my shoulders. A living prayer. He had frozen
both legs up in the oak. Primitive remedies did little to help. His breath
and mine became one. No, we exchanged breaths.

“In the middle of the lake, from behind drifts of snow, the enemy
suddenly loomed. The night, purple fire, kindled our faces in the ice. 1
washed out my eyes in blood so that the keenness of snow and fire
shouldn’t be blunted, and with the living prayer on my shoulders, with
legs that had become animals, I ran between the bullets, ever closer to
the fir trees on the other shore. Once there—a wolf, a green spark
shooting wolf, with his shadow in his teeth, began chasing us, leapt
upon the boy clinging to my neck. But jn that split second—it sounds
like a story from the Bible—when the wolf hung in mid-air, the enemy’s
bullets pierced its skull.

“A few days after the battle, which remained inscribed in the icy
scroll, Yulek disappeared. How? When he could scarcely stand on his
feet? I don’t know. I searched for him a long time, and finally found him
beside the dead wolf. -

“Yulek was mourning his savior. I couldn’t tear him away from the
dead wolf.

“‘It’s not a wolf,” he insisted, ‘but a dog.” A dog! The same star had
guarded them both when the dogcatcher took pity on the boy and hid
him in his wagon. Later, with the freed dog, he had come to the forest.

“At night, when Yulek was asleep on the lake, curled up against the
icy fur, I took the creature away from him and buried it somewhere.
But the boy never stopped sobbing:

“‘l want to go with him, who went up into the moon ...

“From then on, he didn’t eat. He would only swallow ice. He turned
himself to ice. A frozen melody. )

“Tell me yourself: should I bury Yulek in a swamp? Abandon his
remains to rot? I've been carrying my dead little brother for a month
now on my back. I want to bury him in the city where he was born.
Ursula, what time is it?”

“Three.”

“There’s still time. I'll manage everything by sunrise.”

“Kolya, the city is full of soldiers. There are comrades hanging over
the green bridge.”

“Rain is a good shield. The heavenly armies will drive off the
earthly ones. Do you have a small shovel here?”

Ursula dressed herself in Kopl’s ciothes that he had left in the
monastery a year before. She brought a shovel and stood by the bed.

“The shield will protect us both!”

Kopl pulled the sack over his back. Once again in his stooped posi-
tion he looked like a black half moon embroidered with glowing edges.

Ursula unbolted the door. Before they slipped out of the room, she
put the sheet from her bed under her coat.

The candle—a midget with a burning hump—with its final wax tear
escorted the funeral into the rain.
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gent human smile stared at him in the ruins and said not a word . . .

couldn’t contain himself and dashed it to the ground, as Moses had done
with the Tablets . ..

spilled into the holes of the skull. Kissing it, he felt a comfortable
warmth. A warm melody began playing through his veins.

howled:

THE BOX OF GOPHERWOOD

HE HIMSELF no longer remembers who let him in on the secret.

It may have been a dream. A dream-midget on feet of mercury had
stolen into his soul through a tiny window, one that he had forgotten to
lock from the inside, and told him the secret.

Or it may have been the old man who went into hiding in a tomb in
the cemetery, waiting for his long scarlet beard, like a branch of rowan-
berries, to grow into the earth and root him to the dead, who told it to
him with his stammering lips.

And maybe—he can’t swear to the contrary—a cuckoo clucked him
the secret in mother-tongue.

He can’t remember who, but someone during that period had whis-
pered to him thatin such and such a place, on Tatar Street inside a well,
lay a hidden box of gopherwood filled with the most precious diamonds,
utterly unique.

The fiery tail of war still dragged through the dead city like a
gigantic prehistoric creature.

The black spaces of burnt-out walls were besieged by clay clouds, as
though the clouds had come down to rebuild the city.

One night, the man, dressed in paper clothes that he had sewn for
himself out of pages torn from the holy books, set out from the grave-
yard to Tatar Street to find the well. Because although he was lonely as
a finger, the story of the gopherwood box warmed his bones.

He didn’t have to search long for the well. The moon was lapping its
sides with flashes of mold and beside it lay the wellbeam, like gallows
kneeling before a hanged man.

The man looked inside and saw nothing because his face was
covered with sticky spiderwebs when he bent over the mouth of the
well.

So he tore the blind spiderweb-net from his face and threw a stone
down the well to measure the depth according to the length of its fall.

The stone answered.

Then he untangled a rope from his bosom, knotted it around a
hook, and like a chimneysweep in a chimney, lowered himself into the
well.

The water was tepid like the heart of one who has just died.

It was only when the moon, like a pearly turtledove, fluttered from
the well with a sigh, that the man finally located the gopherwood box
under the water and hid it in his bosom, his bones singing as he drew
himself up.

The morning star hung over the region like a drop of blood.

The man ran over glowing embers until he reached the old
cemetery.

There, his heart pounding, his eyes like wild poppies, he took the
treasure into both hands and held it before him.

What he saw was—a skull.

A skull like old parchment, with two astonished holes and an intelli-

“Skull, what is your name?”
When the clenched teeth of the skull refused to answer, the man

But then it occurred to him that the skull had resembled his father.
So he covered the human smile with kisses, and his burning tears

All at once he was struck by a desolate thought:
No, this wasn’t his father, this is not what he looked like.
And again he seized the skull in both hands, and like a whipped dog,

“What—is—your—name?”
A Then the man heard his own name.
And he felt that the head he had been wearing on his shoulders for

so many years was not his own.

He placed the skull over his head, and holding it fast with both

hands, in the paper clothes he had sewn for himself out of pages from
the holy books, set out across the dead city to greet the Deliverance . . .
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BOMKE

WHEN BOMKE, after a year in darkness, emerged from the sewers
into the liberated city, he brought to mind a citizen of Pompey whom
the lava had coated with melted diamonds.

His thin, transparent legs, living parts of a dead spider, came to a
stop in a narrow lane—a black coffin.

The sun attacked him like a locust.

Walls on either side of the lane—the playthings of his childhood.

Rose and rose in a world of rosiness.

Someone tugged at his shoulder. He turned his head to see a
mouse.

“Oh, it’s you! Were you lonesome for Bomke? | guess there’s noone
left to sing you a song in the sewer. Well then, we'll stay good friends
here too. Just look at how rosy the walls are! Where does all this rosi-
ness come from?”

Bomke patted the little grey creature on his shoulder and remem-
bered how he used to caress his little Blossom in just the same way.

At the sound of “Blossom” the rosiness disappears. The walls are no
longer playthings but skeletons of clay under a drifting cloud—an angel
with sooty wings.

“Bombke,” the mouse nudges him, “what now?”

His memory—a path among stalks. The stalks are being cut down
and as they fall away the path disappears.

“Bombke, you're a mouse like me. The liberated city isn’t meant for
you. Where’s your revenge?”

The angel with sooty wings carries off the lane—the black coffin.

Facing him, like the trough of a dried-up riverbed, with the sandy
silver of dead fish, lies too broad a street, without a single house at its
edges. Down the length of it the new soldiers are marching, with a band
that gives off a tinny music, as though thunder were dancing at a
wedding.

When the band and the soliders are out of sight, only the sounds
remain—dustpillars of chipped coal.

Barefoot boys with short smoking rifles in their hands lead a fet-
tered prisoner between the pillars.

“Who is that lucky guy?” Bomke stops an onlooker.

“A bird with pockets. The former executioner of the city. They’re
going to hang him.”

“Really? The hangman? My hangman?”

Bomke races across the pavement and overtakes the ‘bird with
pockets.’

But one of those in charge of the prisoner, a boy in a lambskin
jacket, with a face of freckled green as though the sun were shining on
it through a net, points his rifle at Bomke.

“Citizen, where are you going?”

“To see the hangman.”

“Not here. In the Bernadine Garden . . .”

His memory, an artist, mixes its colors inside Bomke, mixes them
like souls on a palette, and with a long lightning bolt dips into them and
paints:

A March night. In the farmer’s hut where he and Blossom are
hiding, a fire breaks out. Cats meow with maddening sweetness. With
the child in his bosom, like a kangaroo, Bomke leaps from the attic into
a snowdrift. Their quicksilver shadows want to overtake another
world. The other world is on the other side of the lake. But tonight the
devil reigns. The ice cover of the familiar lake cracks. Cracks with
laughter. Like oxen smelling blood, the icefloes bellow, and over them—
Bomke and Blossom, their steps measured and weighed like treasures.
An icefloe cries out with an infant’s cry. But thank the devil!

make it to the other side.

Their shadow on the shore—has someone cast a spell over their
shadow? It is a shadow with leech’s eyes, a shadow with a lamp!

From a cherry tree like a chandelier—two nooses. The one who is
now being led prisoner hangs Blossom first. Like a vernal blossom she
quivers in the festive blue. Over her—swallows, twittering swallows.

When he hangs Bomke—the rope tears, and a razor falls from his
pocket.

—they
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“How did you hide this razor?” the hangman asks.
“That’s my secret.”

“Can you use it?”

“Yes . ..”

“Then you stay alive. | need a barber.”

And soon he was soaping the hangman’s face, scraping it with his
razor. When he came to the gooselike neck, his hand trembled.

“You'd like to cut right through, eh?”

“I won't deny it.”

“Well then? Scared? Are you scared?”

“No. That sort of revenge would be no revenge at all. It’s too puny.”

And so he continued as the hangman’s barber until, once, when the
other was carousing at a party, Bomke managed to escape into the
secret city of the sewers.

v In the Bernadine Garden, among the acacia trees, Bomke hesitates.
Beside a maple with a rope around its branches—the condemned
hangman. '

“Bomke,” the mouse asks him, “what did you mean when you said
that sort of revenge was too puny?”

“I meant . . . what | meant was ... "

The devil! He can’t answer.

But suddenly a strange notion, a thought like a falling star: he will
run over to the boy in the lambskin jacket, tell him about his association
with the hangman, and get his permission to shave him here and now
one last time with the same razor. And now let’s hear that triumphant'
voice say:

“You'd like to cut right through, eh?”

But when Bomke acted out this revenge in his mind, the mouse
began to laugh.

He left the Bernadine Garden, went to the house where Blossom
was born, and left one kiss on its crumbling red clay.

HONEY OF A WILD BEE

THE NIGHT will stay as it is: an old maid, grey to the tip of her braid.

The moon, having left all her near ones behind on earth and seeing
no one, is making her last confession on her marble deathbed in the
presence of the sole creature in the city, the gravedigger Leyme, who
lies shriveled down below, on Rudnicki Street, in a heap of sighing
leaves.

Leyme, who has been a gravedigger since he can remember his face,
who sowed half the graveyard with the children of men, will never bury
anyone again.

Children, old folk, all born here, have all entered the kingdom of
the stars. First—they became flaming pyres. Bony winds, in tattered
shirts with stars of David, scattered and hung their sparks around the
skull of the world in a bloody crown.

His graveyard has been shamed.

The ‘tombstones shamed.

That’s why they sink with bowed heads, like insulted parents of the
groom when the bride has disappeared from under the canopy.

Leyme has been shamed.

“Spade, where are you, we must bury the moon . ..

Now he sees the moon with his glass eye. The other is overhung
with a lock whose silver key is no longer in this world.

Once, half a century ago, a wild bee stung out his left eye.
The story of the wild bee was recorded in a chronicle:

”

One lovely summer’s day, when Leyme was lowering a corpse into
the grave, the soul of the dead man flew with him into the pit, disguised
as a wild bee. It had to tell him a secret before parting with him forever.
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Leyme, a simple soul, failed to understand the sporting of spirits.
He didn't care for the whole hocus-pocus, and whacked the bee with his
muddy shovel.

The bee gave a childish cry. Its polished, sunny face took on the
dead man’s expression. A second later a screech was heard. Leyme
clutched his left eye, where the wild bee had entered, as into a beehive.
The eye soon leaked out in a red oozing wax under the gravedigger’s
hairy paw.

The whole city buzzed. His gravediggership hung in the balance.
He wasn’t allowed near any prominent corpse. But Leyme did not
submit, and eventually the buzzing fell still. A doctor named Barber
inserted a glass eye, as blue and almost as large as a chicken’s gizzard.
And along with the lumps of earth on the Zarecz graveyard, Leyme

buried the story of the bee.

Winds, like mating cats, meow at his head.

There is no redeemer. The dead are far away. If someone were to
bring him a beaker of water . ..

“Hey, spade, where are you, we have to bury the moon!”

But the spade, his graveyard wife, is out of reach.

Wait. There is the spade, roaming above him, roaming alone among
the suspended sparks. His spade is digging into echoing eternity.

Leyme stretches out a long hand to the moon. He holds a star to its

nostrils.
The silver feather does not stir.

Then—1I saw it myself—the wild bee flew from his glass eye and
injected its last fiery honey into my heart.
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