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SCENES FROM LIMBO  (18y0)
Y. L. PERETZ

THE GEM ARRIVES

THE rRUMOR that the heretic, the son of the government-appointed
rabbi; had returned, took wing, and flew from house to house, from
shop to shop, until it alighted in the studyhouse, raising a great
ruckus between afternoon and evening prayers.

Everyone knew the “Gem” as a downright troublemaker for all
Jews, a person given to dissoluteness, and so they were all astonished
at this sudden change of heart—that he should have returned home
to live, even temporarily, in this small town. Many conjectured that
there was more here than met the eye. Who knows, it was even
possible that he was traveling as a representative of the Lovers of
Zion, to make speeches for the new settlers in Palestine and to take
food out of the mouths of our religious leaders. . . . And who knows
if he wasn’t coming to open a secular school, or a reformed heder,?
which was even worse than a secular school? Who could tell?

"1 But just when everyone was imagining mortal danger in this

arfival, Yokhanan the Schoolmaster—or, as he was called in town,
the Stubborn Ox—denied the whole business, claiming it was pure
fabrication. Stuff and nonsense! he argued. Our Gem, who had

be¢n his pupil, was sitting in Warsaw, strolling through the parks

and public gardens, skirt-chasing and writing news reports {rom the\/ .
four corners of the carth—for who could tell him what he might. |

not: do? Thc Stubborn Ox insisted, “He has not come, and hg
definitely will not come. I know him. As Proverbs says, ‘By his deeds

? 2

shall the lad be known.”’,
Yekhiel the Matchmaker stared down the schoolmaster as
though he intended to attack him. “You stubborn-headed Stubborn

Ox,” he shouted angrily. “I tell you he has come, and that’s as

clear as daylight.”

“Clear as daylight just before evening prayers!” the Stubborn
Ox rejoined. .

“Idiot! He has come!”

“Where’s your proof? Who told you?”

“Who told me? Haven’t you heard, Stubborn Ox, that Mikhailko
told me, Mikhailko. Do you know Mikhailko? Mikhailko himself

 brought him, I mean, with his horses {from the statien. Do you hear?”

“And where did you sece Mikhailko?” the schoolmaster coun-
‘tered.

“Where, you ask me, where? And where could I have seen
Mikhailko if not at Yekhiel the Matchmaker’s tavern. If you are
a man of understanding, just go to Yekhiel’s and you'll see him with
your own eyes.” :

“But—a matchmaker and a second-hand witness!”

“Forget about the Stubborn Ox!” several people entreated the .. .

matchmaker. “Tell us what Mikhailko said.”

The matchmaker, having won out, was exultant: “What more
do I have to tell you? I've already said the main thing. Mikhailko
swore to me, it's five years now that he's made the trip twice a:
day to the station to bring back passengers, but this is the very '

first time he’s brought back a disfigured Jew like this one.”

The schoolmaster leaped up as though he had been bitten by
a mule: “It's a lie, a lie, After all, he was my pupil. I say to you,

gentlemen, that the boy was handsome, and my wife will agree.
Now the lie is out!” .
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“Idiot,” the matchmaker answered and spat in the direction
of the schoolmaster. “That’s all past history, and now Mikhailko
says he is absolutely disfigured. A complete goy! His earlocks are
entirely chopped off, his beard is shaven, and on his head, according
to Mikhailko, he wears a big hat, black and pressed like a lady’s

shoe. Mikhailko swore that he spat at him, just as I spat now at
the Stubborn Ox.”

The schoolmaster, ignoring the matchmaker’s anger, persisted:
“If the boy is so changed, how could Mikhailko have recognized
him? Mikhailko must have seen some German and got mixed up.”

The matchmaker retorted almost in disgust: “Mikhailko got
mixed up! Idiot, Mikhailko never makes a mistake, he’s known
for his sharp eye.”

At that very moment, the door clattered open and Yossil the
Bastard burst into the room shouting, “I saw him, I saw him.”

" In an instant the debaters and listeners crowded round Yossil
the Bastard to hear what he had to say, but he was panting heav11y
from running, and unul he gets his wind and is able to speak; I//
have the time to assu1e you that our Yossil was conceived and born
in holy wedlock but that he was a “diligent” sort, this lad (a lad
with a wife and five daughters)—“fire won’t burn him nor water
drown him!”, “he’s both a fiery flame and unstill water!” All
matters of material support Yossil left to his wife the shopkeeper,
while he was the animating spirit in the wheels of the community.
He had a hawkeye to see everything done secretly and in the inner-
most privacy, an ear like a funnel to catch the confidential whispers
of the deepest night . . . besides which Yossil had a honeyed tongue
to tell the tale as it should be told, and swift hands to provide un-
answerable demonstration for whatever his tongue pronounced.
If an itinerant preacher came to town, Yossil was the first to stop
up his mouth with a rotten apple. If the eruv? fell, Yossil ran
through the streets announcing it on the Sabbath day before prayers,
stopping the householders in their tracks, prayershawls in hand, like
dumb statues in the open square. If a government inspector came

~ to examine trade permits, Yossil was the one who had knowledge

of his every whereabouts, and before you knew it he was on the
synagogue roof warning people with a rooster’s call. Who was it
arranged an official marriage ceremony between.Shmaryahu the
Drifter and Yekhezkel the Ascetic? Yossill :

But Yossil has now caught his breath, and he reports: “So,

I've scen him in the flesh. This is how it was. I, too, saw Mikhailko

and I said to myself—Is it possible? Can the Gem come into our
midst without a reception from Yossil the Bastard?”
“I should say not,” his audience encouraged him.

* “No sooner said than done. So off I go to the German's house.

B' t the government rabbi wasn’t born yesterday either. He comes__

:t to greet me in the sitting room while the Gem is hidden within,
in Lhe next room.

“Ai-yai-yai,” many of the studyhouse crowd expressed their
astonishment.

“But Yossil the Bastard won’t take no for an answer, As our
Sages said, ‘he who is performing a divine precept is enjoined. . '

“*“To finish!" " the schoolmaster chimed in.

“And I had made up my mind to speak with this German of
ours till the light of day, to speak, to taunt, to provoke him, if need
be, to curse him and pull his beard, until that good-for-nothing
would rush in to his father’s aid.”

“Water won't burn him!"” mumbled one of the listeners in hasty
confusion. “And fire won't drown him,” another tumbled after the

_ first.
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Reb Yossil?’ The damned scoundre] addresses me with fine languagel
In everybody’s book I'm Yossil the Bastard, and he calls me Reb
Yossill Tit for tat, I will call you ‘rabbi’! So I answer him innocently:
‘I’'ve come to you to request a special talisman.’

““What kind of a talisman?’

“‘For a child.’ : :

“‘For you, Reb Yossil?” he asks with a fuendly smile, extending
his hand, which I let dangle while I answer coolly: “There’s time
enough for that, my wife hasn’t yet given birth.

““Then why do you need a talisman?’ the old fool wonders.

- ““But she has a big bellyl’ I tell him.

“The old sinner sees I'm making a fool out of him, twists
his face around, and laughing, too, he asks: ‘So what's all the
fuss about?’

““What's all the fuss?’ I answer, niy blood beginning to boil.
‘Do you think I too am a rabbi with bed and board all free and
clear? Do you think I toc shear the newborns, the newlyweds, and
the dearly departed to stuff my own gullet? I have to earn my bread|
by the sweat of my brow.” His f'xce, let me tell you, turned the:
color of sour mustard. And I say to him: ‘Yes, “Rabbi”, I have to.
make a trip to the Count’s to buy a timber tract. I'll have to stay.
there a week or more, and I want to leave the talisman with my
wife, Heaven protect her.’

" “He all the while restraining himself with all his might, and
| trying to force a laugh again. ‘But Reb Yossil,” he says, you your- -
| self are versed in the Law. How can I give you a talisman when
there is a double doubt involved?’

““What double doubt?’

“‘First, that she may not give birth.’

“*Is this some sort of joke?’ I ask bitterly. ‘Didn’t I tell you
she has a bulging belly?’

“‘Second, if she does give bn'th, it may be to mere wind.’

“Now I was the one who couldn’t restrain myself. This filthy
old man says my wife will give birth to mere wind. ‘May a withering
wind seize your father’s father!” I tell him and I also raise my
hand, but at that moment the door opens and there is the good-
for-nothing in the doorway. Just what I wanted, so I've run here
to tell you and now I'm off to sick Reb Yisrael to tell him.”

“Blessed be the Lordl” the prayer leader’s voice rang out with
the call to prayer, and the worshipers scattered to their places, except
for Yekhiel the Matchmaker and Yokhanan the Schoolmaster, who
as Hasidim did not join this prayer quorum and so withdrew to
the area behind the stove where they continued to talk.

“And what do you say now, Stubborn Ox?” asked the match-
maker. :
“What do I say now? Now I say ‘that if I were in the Countess’s
place, I would not have allowed the Gem to enter the city. I can
tell you, he will turn this town upside downl”

The matchmaker 51ghed “No doubt about-it. A sinner like
him!"™ :
“He will of course hold public meetings, make speeches . . .
But what's to be done?”

. “And whose fault is it? It's the 1abb1 s fault. From the day the
rabbi came we have become like Sodom, even like unto Gomorrah.
The real rabbi is afraid to open his mouth, doesn’t dare protest. .
The householders are concerned only with their own proﬁts, every
‘i one of them.”

“Do you know, Yokhanan?” the matchmaker interrupted.
“"°sterday I saw something new at the house of Raphael Kotzker.
" Just imagine, a huge box half as high as.a man, wide on one side

-and marrow on the other, a really lovely box. I ask: What's this? 3

“Meanwhile, he humbly asks me: ‘What can I do for yéﬁI E
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: And they tell me: A musical instrument, Reb Raphael’s-daughter
. plays this instrument!” ' -

“And 1,” says the schoolmaster, “two days ago I was at Shimon’s ~

house, the one that used to be a shoemaker, and I called the son to
his studies, for I tutor there, but he refused to come because they
were having a ceremonial feast.” ,
- “A ceremonial feast at the shoemaker's? Were they celebrating
because someone had completed a round of study of the Talmud?”
“God forbid! His big sister was eighteen years old, and her

birthday is a family holiday, a regular Jewish holiday. Can you,

understand a thing like that?” : .

But the matchmaker was already lost in calculations. Then
suddenly he snapped to attention. “My dear friend, Reb Yokhanan,”
he asked hastily, “did I say anything at all against the rabbi’s son,
or against his father?”

“You? It seems to me you called the son a sinner.”

“It's a lie, a lie!”” the matchmaker denied.

“Now I remember very well. You also said ‘good-for-nothing’.”

“Also ‘good-for-nothing’?” repeated the matchmaker fearfully.

“And also ‘mongrel’.” _

*“ ‘Mongrel?” Oh, no, no! Reb Yokhanan, my friend, swear to me
that you will reveal to no one what I have said.” v

“Why? What’s happened to you? Have you found a match for
him?” ' :

 “Yes, yes, L admit.”

“Hurry, hurry. Clean out this contamination from our city.”

“I can’t, Reb Yokhanan, I can’t. It's the hand of God. Yesterday
Raphael’s wife complained to me that there’s no properly culti-
vated young man for her daughter. Just this morning she cursed me
up and down because I could not provide for her house, and now
this evening a cultivated young man comes to town.”

|
|
!
|
¥
|

At that point Yokbanan was stirred to open anger. “What are

you saying?- Do you mean to leave this source of infection in our
midst?” : =
“What can I do, Reb Yokhanan, it's God’s hand. Passover

will scon be here, and a Jew needs to earn a living. Why, this
is personal Providencel”
' “A Jew necds to earn a living . . . true, true,” the Stubborn
Ox murmured reflectively on his part. Then he added, “So be it.
I won't say a word, but what percentage will you give me? After
all, I'm practically a member of the household there.”

o i 1'

A GATHERING OF INTELLECTUALS v e B

Dusk. On the sand by the river three boys are stretched out. ,
- LI am a simple storyteller, and I shall conceal nothing from
you, so let me tell you at oncé) that the little one is Blond Shmuel,
with the golden hair and tHe fine skin, who is full of feeling and
freckles. The tall skinny one lying in the middle, with the deep
black eyes that are always moist, with the chalk-white melancholy
countenance, is Michael the Poet, who sings of the four seasons
and of Israel and its redemption. The third one, whose ears are like
a donkey’s, whose nose is like an eagle’s, whose eyes are like a
deer’s darting back and forth, and whose swift hands are like a
windmill—he is Tongue-Tied Gabriel, called that ironically for his
special gift of piling question upon question, particularly on the
subject of the disgraceful state of education among Jews.
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But I forget the main point: Blond Shmuel plans to be a writer.

The three friends have gathered and are waiting for a fourth,
Aharon the son of Shimon (the one who used to be a tailor).

If Aharon were only with them, we could see in one view the
four wheels of the wagon of Enlightenment in limbo city. They
are all secret adherents of the Enlightenment: that is to say, after
midnight in the rainy season, in the studyhouse, and on summer
evenings, under the starry skies, when the mist spirals up from
the damp meadows and moves out to ‘cover the town stretched
along the edge of the forest. '

And the forest murmurs and whispers gravely from afar, as
though it, too, were solving lofty questions . . . between the tangled
growth of trees flows the pure river, its waters welling tranquilly,
silently, while up above the silvery mist glides, its coral borders fol-

. lowing the sun in stately progress to the sea . . . the sun on its part

ignores the adherents of Enlightenment, pays them no heed. It makes

its way quietly, bathing in crimson splendor and pouring streams

-1 of beaten gold down on the mountain and on the flock of sheep on
‘I the banks. A fresh evening breeze plays with the whispers of the
| forest and the murmur of the flowing water, with the sound of
the grave questions that the enlightened young men were preparing

to propose to the rabbi’s son, who had come from Warsaw and set
them all into a fine state of pleasant commotion.

They had already decided to go and welcome him, even if the

“whole town went beserk because of it . . . but why hadn’t Aharon
come? C

“He never keeps his word!” Blond Shmuel complained.

“I'm sure he couldn’t make it,” the Poet defended him. “And
why should you make such a fuss?”

“Why should I make a fuss? You would too if ‘you were as
hungry as I am! I haven’t had a bite of food since this morning, and
he was supposed to bring bread and cheese.” "

“Glutton!” Tongue-Tied Gabriel called out, while the Poet
added, “In my righthand pocket wrapped in paper are apple sceds
I collected Saturday. Put your hand in and you'll find them.”

The Blond follows his advice while the Tongue-Tied One goes:

through all sorts of questions till he comes to the tenth question—
the issue of the people in Argentina now complaining.

“Absolute nonsense!” insisted the Poet, “We have no connec-
tion with Argentina. Hasn’t the Baron Hirsch read FEisenstadt's
Hebrew article which clearly demonstrates that the Argentine coloni-
zation scheme will never work?” v

“But the Baron has already purchased the land!”

“If that's the case,” the Poet went on, “he’s thrown his money
out the window. Why did he make such a decision all on his own?
Why didn’t he consult the literary world?”

“But, any way you look at it,” the Blond said after eating
the seeds, “our brothers are settling there and we have to help them.”

“You're right about that,” answered the Poet. '

“Afterward, one can deal with the question of literature, I
mean, the question of nature and the imagination, for even if our
blond friend inclines to the imagination and divorces himself from
nature, we still have to hear what they say about this in Warsawl!”

“That's all right with me,” said the Blond. “I won’t swerve
from my own path even if every chief-cook-and-bottle-washer in the
world decides to contradict me, but it would be nice to hear from
the Poet himself that imagination is finer than nature and superior
toit.” '

“In poetry,” responded the Poct, “but not in prose.”

“And I say, even morc so in prose. For in poetry, sound can
make up for the dcficiencies of imagination. As for e, if I car’
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ride on an angel’s back, I will not soar, and if I don’t soar, I will
flop on my face. But enough questions. Aharon isn’'t coming and
I am very hungry—those sceds were only oil to the fire. I'm afraid

that an unworthy thought may be occurring to me, that the mate riaI szl

T n "
.

and cconomic question takes precedence over all others .
~ “But Aharon will come!” the Tonoue-Txed One tued to re-
assure his ravenous companion.

“And I do not believe it,” said the Blond. “And let me tell
you this besides—if it is Aharon’s fate to be the first of us to marry,
he will not keep his word, he will not fulfill the pledge we all madel
One of two things will happen—either he’ll back out of the match

. and run away, or he'll obey his parents and take a wife but he
won’t turn over the dowry to the benefit of the group. Can’t you see?”

“No, but we can hear,” his friends answered. And in fact they
could make out footsteps—it was Aharon leaping over the hillocks

.of the meadow. In a moment he stood before them.
“Bread -and cheese!” called the Blond.
“I didn’t bring any. When we get back to town I'll give you

change to buy somethmg But I have br ought the strangest and most
| wonderful news.’

“What happened? What happened? Tell us"'

! “Yekhiel the Matchmaker is proposing a match between
- Raphael Kotzker’s daughter and the rabbi’s sonl” *

' “Are you serious?”

“I swear! My mother told me!”

' BIRDS OF A FEATHER

in the city tower is alclock] its columns are stone, its sinews, wagon

“vope; its members, iron and copper. But the giant is lazy, and from
' time to time it goes slack and moves heavily. Then suddenly it
loses its voice, and it stops.

The clock tower is the only one of its kind-in town, and the
only, lonely one of his kind is Nahum the Watchmaker, its constant
physician who knows how to treat its complaints, to cure it again
and again, and to set it right once more. Nahum is in his seventies

an:d his hair is white, but he holds himsclf erect, and when he raises
his heavy eyebrows, a steady light illuminates his face, a tranquil,
confident light. Nahum is devoted to the clock. He says: one day
be and I will both stop working—and he knows what he is talking

about—without Nahum the clock will stop, and if the clock stops’

the one bond connecting Nahum with life will be severed, for who
or what else is there for him here?

It is ten years since he came all alone to the town, and he
lives all alone till this day. At first he was pestered with questions:
“Where is a fellow like you from?” “Where is your wife, my good
man?” “What's your story?” And so forth. But he would anfwer
with another question: “Do you have a clock to repair?” If not,
he would turn himself around and move on.

So he had very little to say. He made himself scarce in the
townsmen’s homes; he did not go around looking for jobs. When
someone came to him and showed him a broken watch, he looked
it over, then set a fee without yielding a penny from the amount he
announced. He never did work on credit, and if one of the pros-
perous householders insulted him because of it while. taking the

repaired timepiece from him, he paid no attention but went on -

with his work, and when the customer had finished his tirade, he
would answer quietly, “all that is neither money nor the equivalent
of money.”
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When lhe first came to town he was a target of opprobrium.
The women were afraid of his “evil eye”, for, they claimed, “that’s
why his brows are so heavy, to hide his evil eye.”

The artisans resented his pride because he had nothmor to
do with them. The studyhouse worshipers viewed him with scorn
and disdain. He was neither a tailor nor a leather-worker, yet he
went out of the studyhouse right after the service without so much
as looking into a copy of Ein Yaakouv,? and the householders con-
sidered him a wild man.

With the passage of time, however, people got used to him,
to his silence and his deliberate movements, and they came to
ignore him.

Now before the son of the governmentappointed rabbi came
back, the rabbi, too, was lonely and neglected in the town. His
wife had died some time before and he remained in a mourner’s

3. A popular collection of rabbinic legends in Yiddish translation.

deep melancholy. He was short, thin, an excitable man, His move-
ments were rapid and impetuous, but his eyes revealed a gloomy,
exhausted spirit, Nevertheless, there were still fiery sparks in this
pile of ashes. Sometimes his eyes would kindle. From his lips would
flow a burning incandescent stream, then, all at once, the flame
would go out. His eyes would lose their luster, his lips turn pale,
and the old man would seem to shrink and become still smaller.
But this lonely person, instead of a clock, had a hbrary from
the 'Gos, and that was the solace of his existence.
Once the sleeping town was roused from its slumber, and the

| drifters, the shopkeepers, the women, and the young boys pointed

up at the railing around the clock in the middle of the tower—
where the rabbi and the watchmaker could be seen standing to-
gether, and afterward coming down the stairs together. On the
bottom step they parted with a handshake—a thmg for all to
puzzle over.

. The enigma deepened when it became known that the watch-
maker, on his daily trip to visit his patient in the tower, stops at
the rabbi’s house to wish him well. It is said that he rarely crosses
the threshold. For the most part, he stands in the doorway, says

“good mornmg” to the rabbi, listens for the response—"and a good
year to you '—then turns around and retraces his steps. :

»C;“,@ﬁ {*\ng f? {d/ .
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THE WAY IT'S SUPPOSI‘D TO BE

The rabbi’s son, despite the Lcstunony of his former teacher, did
not have beautiful eyes, his eyes were dull and tired; at the age
of twenty-four, he had already lost the sap of youth, and there was
a small bald spot on his head. But he was also not disfigured as
Mikhailko had pretended, or as the matchmaker had reported in
the wagon-driver’s name. Perhaps his eyes were dull and tired from
too much work, and his forehead was encroaching on his scalp from
too much thinking—who knows? But when he came dressed in a
suit and white collar to visit Raphael Kotzker’s daughter, he was
splendidly attived, and that is how he looked to her, too. _

The mecting that was aicanged in advance in all its minute
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details by the cultivated young lady, had bcen accepted by her

mother (who because of an optic disorder had been over the border
to Lemberg and had seen there proper “Germans” and even Jewish
army officers). The meeting was supported ‘without reservation by
Raphael, who realized that if a treacherous inclination had led him
to give his daughter a modern education, he now had to drain the
cup to the dregs, to introduce “the distinguished author” to his
“Leloved wife, Madame . . .,” to his accomphshed daughter,
Mademoiselle . . .,”" then to sit a few minutes conversing in a clear,
broadminded manner, and afterward—to follow his wife out of
the room, when she gave the sign, to leave the young people alone
to talk to their hearts’ content. -

Neither hide nor hair of the matchmaker was to be seen, for
it was forbidden to appear publicly with the matchmaker, but
Raphael was attending to things as though driven by a demon,
every moment<wiping the sweat from his forehead with a red
handkcrchmf}Yet his trembling eyelids bore witness to the fact
that his heart was not tranquil, and at the last moment he was
stirred with a spirit of rebellion against the Shulhan Arukh* of the
Enlightenment, and as he went out after his wife to the next room
he did not close the door all the way . . . and thus he put an atten-
tive ear to the open crack, his wife standmg behind him, clmgmg to
his coattails for fear he mxght burst into the room and “ruin the
business.”

The rabbi’s son needs only a single moment to pass silent
judgment on the woman who was intended to be his bride: Her
dress hangs from her like a sack, her eyes are large, black, and pretty,
but she ﬁutters her eyelids tastelessly . . . her nose isn’t too long.
Well, for six thousand rubles . . ..

'And in a pleasant voice, he says out loud:

“The sky’s a bit cloudy.”

“Cloudy,” answers Raphael’s daughter indistinctly, with a little
sigh that also had been prepared well in advance.

There is a short silence. The rabbi’s son picks up the book
that is lying on the table—the poetry of Schiller.

" “And you, Mademoiselle, do you like Schiller?”
“Do I like him?” she asks with a heavy sigh. “Do I like himl

And who clse would I like heve? Schiller is the one consolation of

my life, my sole and solitary joy . ..”
“Her voice,” thinks the rabbxs son, “is like that of a blrd

and she speaks well . . . if it weren't for that fluttering of the eyes.”

“I like him very, very muchl!” she concludes, tipping her head

back a little and fluttering her eyelids toward the ceiling.
“At least that's one flutter at the appropriate moment,”

all skin and bones?”

And behind the door Raphael rages “Who does she like, damn
her? Who does she like? Who is this Schiller?”

While his wife, hanging on to his coattails with all her might,
breathing heavily from fear and excitement, tries to calm him:
“Idiot, Schiller is a book and not a person. The book lying on the
table is Schiller.”

“Then why is she talkmg nonsense?”’

“Be’ quiet, idiot, that's the way it's supposed to be. After all,
I was the one who went to Lemberg, not you!”

“And I am absolutely amazed,” says the rabbi’s son audibly,
“that you, Mademoiselle, you, a truly cultivated young woman—"

A delicate blush appears on the young woman’s face, “But,
Sir...”

“No, Mademoiselle, I am not a man to make empty compli-
ments . . . how can you live here in this world of primitives and
obscurantists?”

thinks
the rabbi’s son, “but why is her mother coarse and fat while she is -
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Behind the d001 Raphael rages: “What is he saying, Lhe do ?"
To which his wife responds: “Wild man, that’s the way it’s « upposed
to be. Didn’t I tell you that’s how it’s supposed to be?”

The rabbi’s son looks around him and continues to be amazed:
“Schiller and unstained wooden furniture! Schiller and an un-
varnished floor! Schiller,” he adds turning to the girl, “and a city
the size of your palm, with houses like nutshells.”

“And 1,” she answers with a sigh, “have spent all twenty
of my years here. Twenty years! If only I had a friend, a com-
panion with a semsitive heart like mine—that’s how I imagine the
line from Schiller: ‘For two happy lovers one shepherd’s hut is

enough.””

“A shepherd’s hut, yes, but not in a benighted city on a dung-

heap! Schiller speaks of a shepherd’s hut . . . a pitched tent . . . a
forest . . . a pasture . . . a flock of sheep in the pasturc . .. a
brook . .. a garden .. .”

“Why, you, Sir, are a poet,” the young woman cries out joyfully.

“No, Mademoiselle,” the rabbi’s son answers with gracious
modesty. “If I were inspired with poetry, you would be its sourcel
For your eyes alone are poetry, sublime poctry . . .”

And carried away by the sweep of his own language, he adds,
“I can imagine you there in the great world, in Warsaw.”

The girl’s chest swells with joy and pleasure—but suddenly the
door is noisily flung open and Raphael appears on the threshold.
His face is livid, his eyes burning coals.

“Young man!” he shouts in a voice not his own.

The rabb1 s son gets up calmly from where he sits" and comes
over to Raphael.

“Young man,” Raphael goes on, “I told the matchmaker from
the beginning, and I didn’t mince words . . . from the beginning
I told him that I would not let my daughter go off to Warsaw. The
six thousand rubles you asked for, you crook, I'm prepared to give,

let my daughter go off to Warsaw.”

“But Sir,” the rabbi’s son answers in a whisper, “I realize what
you're saying. I will fulfill every single article that we agreed on.”

“Then why did you say what you said?”

“Why did I say that?” the rabbi’s son answers with an engaging
smile. “Don’t you understand yet, Sir? That’s the way these meetings
work, that’s how it’s supposed to be . . .”

At that moment Raphael’s wife summons the last of her
strength. and pulls him backward, as he cries out: “Go ahead and
talk, but remember that I am listening.”

The rabbi’s son returns laughing to the girl, who stands motion-
less by the window like a marble column, pale, but cyes flashing.

- They had betrayed her, utterly betrayed her! The meeting was
ﬁmshcd it was absolutely worthless!

But at that moment the rabbi’s son finds lnmself liking her

|

very much. A warm surge of blood suddenly fills his heart which
pounds very hard . . . drawing near, he seizes both her hands.
compassion. “Forgive me for my sake and for the sake . . . of my
love for you.” :

The marble column trembles A fine, delicate tmge of crimson
slowly appears in her cheeks; her eyelids tremble and in her lashes
there are twin tears, twin pearls.

“Mademoisellel” cries the rabbi's son with great feelmg and
trepidation, “Mademoiselle, allow me, as a sign that I have found
favor, to wipe away the precious tears from your dovelike eyes. Let
me drink of thy tears, for the heart within me is warm, I am
consumed by an inner fire.”
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And slowly the girl leans her head on his shoulder . . .
Once more the door opens. Into the room bursts Raphael. His
wife, still clinging to his coattails, drags after him.
“Mazel tou, mazel tov!” Raphael thunders in a great-voice.

£
5]

“Wild! A wild man!” his wife exclaims in anger and consterna- '

tion, while he replies emphatically:
“Quiet, idiot. I say—that’s the way it’s supposed to be.”

WHOSE FAULT IS IT?

The watchmaker pursued his work by the window, and the rabbi
paced up and down the room complaining to him about his bitter
lot. His face was pinched and troubled, his voice like that of a
arying child: one moment it was choked with sorrow and the next
it was like an angry shout. A

“Do you realize,” he turned to the watchmaker, gripping his
shoulder, “why the boy returned? He came back to claim his moth-
er’s legacy from me. He didn't ask ‘a thing about her illness or
her last moments, but he conducted a thorough investigation of

every last dress, kerchief, and pair of shoes . . .
literary intellectuals came to present questions to him, he had one
answer for them: Everything is vanity of vanities! Then he asked
them to tell him if there were any good-looking girls in town.”

“He seems to be a connoisseur,” the watchmaker guessed.’

© “And he also showed them a poem with three different titles:
Love of Zion, City of Moses, To My Beloved. The poem was full
of love and panegyrics, and he told them that he had sent one copy
with the title Love of Zion to the ‘well-known philanthropist, an-
other copy with the title To My Beloved—to some girl on her
birthday. Do you hear?”

“I am not deaf.”

“When I asked him if he liked Raphael’s daughter, he held up
_six fingers, in other words, six thousand rubles! And when I asked
him whether the money might have been earned through usury, he
answered me, ‘so much the better, a sinner will be parted from his
ill-gotten gains'l” '

The rabbi stood once more by the watchmaker and, gripping
his shoulder, demanded: “Tell me, whose fault is it?”

The watchmaker laid down his little hammer, took the jewel-
er’s glass out of his eye, then said, “Wait, and then you can ask. I
myself would like to tell you something, a thing that really hap-
pened, and then we can both ask. But sit down, and don’t interrupt
me.” .

The rabbi, obeying him, sat, and the watchmaker began his
story: _ : ‘

“I had an aéquaintance, an artisan, a worker in . . . but what
difference does it make whether he happened to work with wood,
stone, or leather? This man was an enlightened person, quite well-
read, and he also enjoyed the fruits of his own labor, so he lived
a gratifying, pleasant life. Things were good for him, for his beloved
wife, to whom he was devoted, for his three small children, for his
workers, and the poor were not turned away empty-handed from
his door . . . then suddenly everything was overturned. The be-
loved wife died. The children were orphaned . . . the father could
not take his own life even though existence had become a loathe-
some burden to him . . . afterward the youngest son contracted
diphtheria, choked, and died. Then the oldest caught the disease
and he, too, died, so only a little girl remained. She was so beautiful
that she amazed whoever saw her, and she delighted everyone. She
was her father’s great consolation.
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“In all the troubles, when his wife and two sons died, the man
lost his little wealth, his workers left him, and he had to ply his
trade alone, but he was not altogether downcast—Dby the sweat of
his brow he earned his own keep and that of his little daughter . . .
the girl grew, and as she grew she became still more beautiful and
intelligent; her voice was as swect as music, her eyes bright as
evening stars, flowers bloomed in her checks like the light of dawn

. . a thousand times each day her father raised his eyes from his

voxk to looL at her, and late at night he would sit by her bed,
basking in her presence. &

“The girl grew up, and the father deprived himself in 01der
to send her to school, to give her piano lessons, and so a long time
passcd—a good time, a time of quiet, tranquility, and pleasule
until . . . until the pitcher was shattered.” .

"lhe rabbi looked up at his. friend, drawing back in surprise.
The watchmaker’s face had turned almost green and his eyes glared
strangcly.

“D1d she die, too?” the rabbi asked fearfully

“No,” answered the watchmaker bitterly, “she’s still alive, but
her father has no idea where she is. He left the place where he used
to live and became a wanderer.” -

“Poor fellow. You're a poor fellow!” the rabbi exclaimed com-
passionately. But at that moment an uproar {rom outside could be
heard and, mingled with the hubbub, were the footsteps of men
running, asking, falking, screaming, and cursing.

- “It’s a fire,” the rabbi said anxiously, sticking his head out
through the open window. When he pulled his head back into the
room, the watchmaker had already returned to himself. The strange
glare had gone from his eyes, and he had managed to resume his
habitual appearance of quiet and calm. '

“Did you hear?” said the rabbi, “the son of Yerukham the
Schoolmaster has been sent to jail.” ' '

“I've heard. I happen to know him. He’s my next-door neigh-
bor. No doubt Yerukham is also now standing and asking: Whose
fault is it?”

“And whose fault is it?” the rabbi pursued.

“Ours,” answered the watchmaker. “We who have built (,abtleb

‘in the air without foundations. You and I stuffed our children with

Enlightenment and modern knowledge, geography, biology, botany,
music. And Yerukham, who wanted his son to become a great rab-
binical scholar, stuffed him with the commentaries to the Talmud

. but the heart, mmahty, the foundations of human character,
we all neglected. If only we had worried about the moral upbringing
of the young, Reb Yerukham’s son would now be a great rabbi,
indifferent to monetary concerns, my daughter would be a loving
child, a modest wife, a good, educated mother, and your son would

be a true proponent of Enlightenment, a writer serving the public -

interest faithfully. But since we built on sand, the wind has swept

away the whole structure of our hopes . . for my daughter beauty
and charm have become a snare, your son turns his knowledge into
a shovel to dig worms with, and Yerukham's son has lear ned through
his sharp Talmudu: casuistry merely how to cheat people. Yes, the

fault is ours.”
Translated by Robert Alter
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