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The Wife Killer
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A FOLK TALE
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I am from Turbin, and there we had a wife killer. Pelte
was his name, Pelte the Wife Killer. He had four wives
and, may it not be held against him, he sent them all off
to the other side. What women saw in him, I don’t know.
He was a little man, thickset, gray, with a scraggly beard
and bulging bloodshot eyes. Merely to look at him was
frightful. And as for his stinginess—you never saw any-
thing like it. Summer and winter he went about in .the
same padded caftan and rawhide boots. Yet he was rlc.h.
He had a sizeable brick house, a storeroom full of grain,
‘and property in town. He had an oak chest which I re-
member to this day. It was covered with leather and
bound with copper hoops, for protection in case of fire.
To keep it safe from thieves, he had it nailed to the floor.
It was said that he kept a fortune in it. All the same, I
cannot understand how a woman could go to the bridal
canopy with such a man. The first two wives at least had
the excuse that they came from poor homes. The first one

—poor soul may you live long—was an orphan, and he
took her just as she was, without any dowry. The second
one, on the other hand—may she rest in peace—was a
widow without a cent to her name. She didn’t have even
an undershirt, if youwll pardon the expression. Today
people talk of love. They think that once upon a time
men were angels. Nonsense. Clumsy creature that he was,
he fell head over heels in love with her, so that all Tur-
bin snickered. He was already a man in his forties and
she was a mere child, eighteen years or even less. In short,
kind souls intervened, relatives took a hand in the mat-
ter, and things came to a head.

Right after the wedding the young wife began to com-
plain that he wasn’t acting right. Strange tales were told
—may God not punish me for my words. He was spiteful
all the time. Before he went to pray in the morning, she
would ask him. “What do you want for lunch? Soup or
borscht?” “Soup,” he might say. So she’d make him soup.
He'd return later and complain, “Didn’t T tell you to
make borscht?” She’d argue, “You said yourself that you
wanted soup.” And he would say, “So now I am a liar!”
And before you could turn around he was already in a
rage, and would grab a slice of bread and a head of gar-
lic, and run back to the synagogue to eat there. She
would run after him and shout, “I'll cook you a borscht!
Don’t shame me before people!” But he wouldn’t even
look back. In the synagogue young men sat studying.
“What happened that you eat here?” they would ask him.
“My wife chased me out,” he would say. To make a long

_ story short, he drove her to the grave with his tantrums.

When people advised her to divorce him, he threatened
to run off and abandon her. Once he did run away and
was caught on the Yanov road, near the turnpike. The
woman saw that she was lost, so she simply lay down in
bed and died. “I am dying because of him,” she said.
“May it not be held against him.” The entire town was
aroused. Some butchers and young bloods wanted to
teach him a lesson, because she was ot their class, but the
community would not allow it—after all, he was a well-to-
do man. The dead are buried, as people say, and what
the earth swallows is soon forgotten.

Some years passed and he didn’t remarry. Perhaps he
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didn’t want to, perhaps there was no suitable opportu-
nity; anyway, he remained a widower. Women gloated
over this. He became even stingier than before, and so
unkempt that it was positively disgusting. He ate a bit of
meat only on Saturday: scraps or derma. All week he ate .
dry food. He baked his own bread of corn and bran. He
didn’t buy wood. Instead, he went out at night with a
sack, to pick up the chips near the bakery. He had two
deep pockets and whatever he saw, he put into them:
bones, bark, string, shards. He hid all these in his attic.
He piled heaps of stuff as high as the roof. “Every little
thing comes in handy,” he used to say. He was a scholar
in the bargain, and could quote Scripture on every occa-
sion, though as a rule he talked little.

Everybody thought he would remain alone the rest of
his life. Suddenly the terrible news spread that he was
engaged to Reb Falik’s Finkl. How should I describe
Finkl to you! She was the most beautiful woman in town,
and of the very best family. Her father, Reb Falik, was a
magnate. It was said that he bound his books in silk.
Whenever a bride was led to the mikveh, the musicians.
would stop before his windows and play a tune. Finkl
was his only child. There had been seven and she alone
survived. Reb Falik married her off to a rich young man
from Brod, one in a million, learned and wise, a real aris-
tocrat. I saw him only once as he went by, with curly
peios and a flowered caftan and fine shoes and white
socks. Blood and milk. But it was fated otherwise. Right
after the Seven Blessings he collapsed. Zishe the Healer
was called, and he put leeches on him and bled him, but
what can you do against fate? Reb Falik rushed a car-
riage to Lublin to bring a doctor, but Lublin is far, and
before you knew it, it was all over with him. The entire
town wept, as on Yom Kippur at Kol Nidre. The old
rabbi—may he rest in peace—delivered the eulogy. I am
only a sinful woman and I don’t know much of learned
matters, but I remember to this day what the rabbi said.
Everybody memorized the eulogy. “He ordered black and
got white . . .” the rabbi began. In the Gemorra this is
about a man ordering pigeons, but the rabbi—peace be
on him—made it mean wedding garments and burial
shrouds. Even enemies mourned. We girls soaked our pil-
lows at night. Finkl, delicate pampered Finkl, lost her
speech in her great grief. Her mother was no longer liv-
ing and Reb Falik, too, didn’t survive long. Finkl inher-
ited all his wealth, but what use was money? She refused
to hear of anyone.

Suddenly we heard that Finkl was going to marry
Pelte. The news came on a wintry Thursday evening, and
a chill went through everyone. “The man is of the devil!”
my mother cried out. “Such a one should be ridden out
of town.” We youngsters were petrified. I used to sleep by
myself but that night I crawled into bed with my sister. 1
was in a fever. Later we learned that the match had been
arranged by a man who was a bit of this and a bit of that
and a general nuisance. It was said that he had borrowed
a Gemorra from Pelte and found a hundred-ruble note
among its pages. Pelte had a habit of hiding paper money
in books. What one thing had to do with the other I
didn’t know—I was still a child then. But what difference
does it make? Finkl consented. When God wants to pun-
ish someone, He deprives him of reason. People ran to
her, they tore their hair trying to dissuade her, but she
wouldn’t change her mind. The wedding was on the Sab-
bath after Shevuoth. The canopy was set up before the
synagogue, as is the custom when a virgin gets married,
but it seemed to all of us that we were attending a fu-
neral. I was in one of the two rows of girls who stand
holding candles in their hands. It was a summer evening
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and the air was still, but when the groom was led past,
the flames began to flicker. I shook with fear. The fiddles
started to play a wedding tune, but it was a wail, not
music that they made. The bass viol mourned. I wouldn’t
wish anyone ever to hear the like. To tell you the truth,
I'd rather not go on with the story. It might give you
nightmares, and I myself don’t feel up to it. What? You
do want to hear more. Very well. You will have to take
me home. Tonight I won’t walk home alone.

1

Where was I? Yes, Finkl got married. She looked more
like a corpse than a bride. The bridesmaids had to sup-
port her. Who knows? Maybe she had changed her mind.
But was it her fault? It was all from Above. I once heard
of a bride who ran away from under the canopy. But not
Finkl. She would rather be burned alive than humiliate
anyone.

Need I tell you how it all ended? Can’t you guess your-
selves? May all the enemies of Israel come to such an end.
I must say that this time he didn’t pull his usual tricks.
On the contrary, he tried to comfort her. But he gave off
a black melancholy. She tried to lose herself in household
duties. And young women came to visit her. There was a
constant going back and forth, as with a woman in con-
finement. They told stories, they knitted, they sewed and
asked riddles, anything to distract Finkl. Some even be-
gan to hint that perhaps it wasn’t such an impossible
match. He was rich, and a scholar too. Mightn’t he be-
come human living with her? It was reckoned that Finkl
would become pregnant and have a baby and get used to
her lot. Aren’t there many unsuitable marriages in the
world! But it wasn't fated that way. Finkl miscarried and
had a hemorrhage. They had to bring a doctor from
Zamoscz. He advised her to keep herself occupied. She
did not become pregnant again, and then her troubles

began. He tormented her, everybody knew that. But
when she was asked: “What is he doing to you?” she
would only say, “Nothing.” “If he does nothing to you,
why do you have such brown and blue rings around your
eyes? And why do you go about like a lost soul?”” But she
would only say: “I don’t know why myself.”

How long did this go on? Longer than anyone ex-
pected. We all thought she wouldn’t last more than a
year, but she suffered for three and a half years. She faded
like a light. Relatives tried to send her to the hot baths,
but she refused to go. Things reached such a pass that
people began to pray for her end. One mustn’t say it, but
death is preferable to such a life. She, too, cursed herself.
Before she died, she sent for the rabbi to have him write
her will. She probably wanted to leave her wealth for
charitable purposes. What else? Leave it to her murderer?
But again fate intervened. Some girl suddenly cried
“Firel” and everyone ran to look after his own things. It
turned out that there had been no fire. “Why did you cry
‘fire’?” the girl was asked. And she explained that it
wasn’t she who had shouted, but that something inside
her had cried out. Meanwhile Finkl died, and Pelte in-
herited her property. Now he was the richest man in
town, but he haggled over the cost of the grave till he got
it for half-price.

Until then he hadn’t been called Wife Killer. A man is
twice widowed—such things happen. But after this he
was always called Pelte the Wife Killer. Cheder boys
pointed at him: “Here comes the Wife Killer.” After the
Seven Days of Mourning, the rabbi sent for him. “Reb
Pelte,” he said, “you are now the richest man in Turbin.
Half the stores in the market place belong to you. With-
God’s help you have become great. It is time you changed
your ways. How long will you live apart from everyone
else?” But no words impressed him. Talk of one thing to
him, and he answers something entirely different; or he
bites his lips and says nothing—you might as well talk to

the wall. When the rabbi saw that it was a waste of time,
he let him go.
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- For a time he was silent. He began to bake his own
bread again, and to collect chips and cones and dung for
fuel. He was shunned like the plague. He seldom came to
the synagogue. Everybody was glad not to see him. On
Thursdays he went around with his book to collect debts
or interest. He had everything written down and never
forgot a thing. If a storekeeper said that he hadn’t the
money to pay him and asked him to come some other
time, he wouldn’t go but stayed right there, staring with
his bulging eyes, till the storekeeper got tired of it and
gave him his last cent. The rest of the week he hid away
somewhere in his kitchen. At least ten years passed this
way, perhaps eleven; I don’t remember any more. He
must have been in his late fifties, or perhaps in his sixties.
Nobody tried to arrange a match for him.

And then something happened, and this is what I want
to tell you about. As I live, one could write a book about
it; but I will make it short. In Turbin there lived a
woman who was called Zlateh the Bitch. Some called her
Zlateh the Cossack. From her nicknames you can guess for
yourselves what sort of a person she was. It is not right to
gossip about the dead, but the truth must be told—she
was the lowest and meanest sort. She was a fishwife and
her husband had been a fisherman. It’s shameful to tell
what she did in her youth. She was a slut—everyone knew
that. She had a bastard somewhere. Her husband used to
work in the poorhouse. There he beat and robbed the
sick. How he suddenly got to be a fisherman I don’t
know, but that makes no difference. Fridays they used to
stand in the market place with a basket of fish and curse
everyone, whether they bought or not. Curses tumbled
from her mouth as from a torn sack. If someone com-
plained that she cheated on the weight, she would grab a
fish by the tail and strike out. She tore the wig from the
head of more than one woman. Once she was accused of

stealing, so she went to the rabbi and falsely swore before
black candles and the board on which the dead are
‘washed that she was innocent. Her husband was named
Eber, a strange name; he came from far off in Poland. He
died and she became a widow. She was so wicked that all
through the funeral she howled, “Eber, don’t forget to
take along all troubles.” After the Seven Days of Mourn-
ing, she again sold fish in the market place. Since she was
a shrew and abused everyone, people taunted her. One
woman said to her, “Aren’t you going to remarry,
Zlateh?” And she answered, “Why not? I'm still a tasty
«dish.” Yet she was already an old hag. “Whom will you
marry, Zlateh?” people asked her, and she thought a mo-
ment and said, “Pelte.”

The women thought she was joking and they laughed.
But it was no joke, as you will soon hear.

I

One woman said to her, “But he is a Wife Killer!” And
Zlateh answered, “If he is a Wife Killer, I am a worse
Husband Killer. Eber wasn’t my first husband.” Who
could tell how many she had before him? She wasn’t a
native of Turbin—the devil brought her from somewhere
on the other side of the Vistula. Nobody paid any atten-
tion to what she said, but hardly a week passed before
everybody heard that Zlateh hadn’t been talking at ran-
dom. Nobody knew whether she sent a matchmaker or
arranged the match herself, but the marriage was going
through. The whole town laughed—a fitting pair, false-
hood and wickedness. Everybody said the same, “If Finkl
were alive and saw who was inheriting her place, she
would die of grief.” Tailors’ apprentices and seamstresses
at once began to wager who would outlast whom. The
apprentices said that nobody was a match for Pelte the
Wife Killer, and the seamstresses argued that Zlateh was
younger by some years and that not even Pelte had a
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From that time on the town had no rest. It was fright-
ening to pass by their house. The shutters were always
closed, even in the day time. Zlateh stopped selling fish,
and all they did was fight. Zlateh was a giant of a woman.
She used to go to the landowners’ ponds and help spread

_ the nets. She would get up in the middle of the night in

winter, and in the worst frosts she never used a fire-pot.
“The devil won’t take me,” she’d say. “I'm never cold.”
And now she suddenly aged. Her face blackened and was
wrinkled like that of a woman of seventy. She started
coming to strangers’ houses to ask for advice. Once she
came to my mother—peace be on her—and begged to be
allowed to stay overnight. My mother looked at her as
one demented. “What happened?” she asked. “I'm afraid
of him,” Zlateh said. “He wants to get rid of me. He
makes winds in the house.” She said that though the win-
dows were sealed outside with clay and inside with straw,
strong winds blew in her bedroom. She also swore that
her bed would rise beneath her, and that Pelte spent half
the nights in the outhouse—if you’ll pardon the expres-
sion. “What does he do there so long?” my mother asked.
“He has a mistress there,” Zlateh said. I happened to be
in the alcove and heard all this. Pelte must have had
dealings with the Unclean Ones. My mother shuddered.
“Listen to me, Zlateh,” she said, “give him the ‘dozen
lines” and run for your life. If they were to give me my
weight in gold, I wouldn’t live under the same roof with
anyone like that.” But a Cossack never changes. “He
won’t get rid of me just like that,” Zlateh said. “Let him
give me a settlement.” In the end, my mother made up a
bed for her on the bench. We didn’t shut an eye that
night. Before dawn she got up and left. Mother couldn’t
fall asleep again and lit a taper in the kitchen. “You
know,” she said to me, “I have a feeling that she won’t
get out of his hands alive. Well, it won’t be a big loss.”
But Zlateh wasn’t Finkl. She didn’t give up so easily, as
you will soon hear.

v

What did she do? I don’t know. People told all sorts of
stories, but you can’t believe everything. We had an old
peasant woman in town, Cunegunde. She must have been

a hundred years old, maybe older. Everybody knew that
she was a witch. Her whole face was covered with warts,
and she walked almost on all fours. Her hut was at the
end of town, on the sand, and it was full of all kinds of
animals: rabbits and guinea pigs, cats and dogs, and all
kinds of vermin. Birds flew in and out of the windows.
The place stank. But Zlateh became a frequent visitor
and spent whole days there. The woman knew how to
pour wax. If a peasant was sick, he would come to her,
and she’d pour molten wax which formed all sorts of
strange figures and showed what the sickness came from
—though it did little good.
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As T was saying, people in town said this Cunevunde
taught Zlateh a charm. Anyway, Pelte became a changed
man, soft as butter. She wanted him to transfer the house
to her name, so he hired a team of horses and went to
town to register the transfer. Then she started meddling
in his stores. Now it was she who went about on Thurs-
days with the interest and rent book. She asked for in-
creases right away. The storekeepers cried that they were
losing their shirts, so she said, “In that case you can go
begging.” A meeting was held, and Pelte was called. He
was so weak that he could barely walk. He was com-
pletely deaf. “There is nothing I can do,” he said.
“Everything belongs to her. If she wants to, she can drive
me out of the house.” She would have, too, but he hadn’t
transferred everything to her yet. He was still bargaining
with her. Neighbors said that she was starving him. He
used to go into houses and beg for a piece of bread. His
hands shook. Everybody saw that Zlateh was having her
way. Some were glad—he was being punished for Finkl.
Others argued that Zlateh would ruin the town. It’s not a
small matter when so much property gets into the hands
of such a beast. She began to build and to dig. She
brought craftsmen from Yanov and they started measur-
ing the streets. She put on a wig, with silver combs, and
she carried a purse and a parasol, like a real aristocrat.

She burst into homes early in the morning , before the
beds were made, and she pounded on tables and shouted,
“I'll throw you out with your junk. I'll have you locked
up in the Yanov jail! I'll make beggars out of you!” Poor
people tried to fawn on her, but she wouldn’t even listen.
Then people realized that it isn’t wise to wish for a new
king.

One afternoon the door of the poorhouse opened, and
Pelte came in, dressed like a beggar. The man in charge
of the poorhouse turned pale as a ghost. “Reb Pelte,” he
exclaimed, “what are you doing here?” “I came to stay
here,” Pelte answered. “My wife has thrown me out.” To
make a long story short, Pelte had transferred all his pos-
sessions to Zlateh, everything, down to the last thread,
and then she chased him out. “But how does one do a
thing like that?” he was asked. “Don’t even ask,” he an-
swered. “She fixed me! I barely came out alive.” The
poorhouse was in an uproar. Some cursed Pelte. “As if
the rich don’t have enough as it is—now they come to eat
the food of the poor,” they cried. Others pretended sym-
pathy. In short, Pelte was given a bundle of straw to
spread in the corner, and he lay down. The whole town
came running to see the sight. I, too, was curious and ran
to see. He sat on the floor like a mourner and stared at
everybody with his bulging eyes. People asked him, “Why
do you sit here, Reb Pelte, what happened to all your
power?” At first he didn’t answer at all, as if they weren’t
talking to him, and later he said, “She isn’t finished with
me yet.” “What will you do to her?” the beggars jecred.
They made a laughing-stock of him. But don’t jump at
conclusions. You know the old saying: He laughs best
who laughs last.

For several weeks Zlateh was a regular demon. She
turned the whole town upside down. Right in the middle
of the matket place, near the stores, she had a pit dug
and hired men to mix lime. Logs were brought and heaps
of brick were piled up so that no one could pass. Roofs

were torn down and a notary came from Yanov to make a
list of all her tenants’ belongings. Zlateh bought a carriage
and a team 'of fiery horses, and she went riding every
afternoon. She started wearing shoes with pointed tips
and let her hair grow. She also began to pal around with
the goyim of the Christian streets. She bought two vicious
dogs, regular killers, so that it was dangerous to pass by
her house. She stopped selling fish. What did she need it
for? But out of habit, she had to have fish around, so she
filled bathtubs in her house and stocked them with carp
and pike. She even kept a big tub full of treif fish, and
lobsters and frogs and eels. It was rumored in town that
she would become an apostate any day. Some said that on
Pesach the priest had come to her house to sprinkle it
with holy water. People feared that she might inform on
the community—someone like that is capable of any-

thing.
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Suddenly, she cam ping to the tabbl, “Boiiis o
said, “sendyforePCeaIItI:;E ;uvr;:rllrtlgat(()ﬁ?oe rat’)’b‘l“ e e
twamt a divorce for?” the rabbj askedrilec.r “‘Il)vélaytos ow):::
0 remarry?” “I don’t know,” she sajd. “
maybe no. But I don’t want to be tie vI\\f/I{?eYIZ)ef ):SV\‘;?fg
Killer. I m willing to compensate him with something.”
The {abbl sent for Pelte and he came crawling. Eveg'-

body in town stood outside the rabbi’s house. Poor Pelz
he consepted to everything. His hands shook as in a fever’
Reb Moishe the Scribe sat down to write out the divorce‘
I remember him as if this happened yesterday. He was a
small man and had a tic. He ruled the paper with his
penknife, and then he wiped the goose quill on his skull
cap. The witnesses were instructed how to sign divorce

My husband, peace be on him, was one of the witnesses'
becau§e he wrote a good hand. Zlateh sat comfortably on
a chair and sucked candy. And, yes, I forgot to mention
it, she put down two hundred rubles. Pelte recognized
tllem—he had had a habit of marking his money. The
rabbi ordered silence, but Zlateh boasted to the women

that she was considering marrying a “possessor,” but that
“as long as the Wife Killer is my husband, I am not sure
of staying alive.” When she said this she laughed so that
everybody outside heard her.

When everything was ready, the rabbi began question-
ing the couple. I still remember his words. “Hear me,
Paltiel, son of Schneour Zalman”—that was the name by
which Pelte was called up to the reading of the Torah—
“do you want to divorce your wife?” He said something
more, from the Gemorra, but I can’t say it as he did. “Say
‘yes,” he ordered Pelte. “Say ‘yes’ once, not twice.” Pelte
said “yes.” We could hardly hear him. “Hear me, Zlateh
Golde, daughter of Yehuda Treitel, do you want to di-
vorce your husband, Paltiel?” “Yes!” Zlateh shouted, and
as she said this she swayed and fell to the floor in a faint.
I saw this myself, and I tell you the truth; I felt my brain
bursting in my head. I thought I'd collapse too. There
was a great outcry and commotion. Everybody rushed to
revive her. They poured water on her and stuck pins into
her and rubbed her with vinegar and pulled her hair.
Azriel the Healer came running and cupped her then
and there. She still breathed, but it wasn’t the same
Zlateh. May God preserve us. Her mouth was twisted to
one side and the spittle ran out of it; her eyes were rolled
up and her nose was white, like that of a corpse. The
women who stood near, heard her mumble, “The Wife
Killer! He overcame me!” These were her last words.

At the funeral there was almost a riot. Now Pelte was
again on his high horse. Beside his own property he now
also had her wealth. Her jewelry alone was worth a for-
tune. The burial society wanted a big sum, but Pelte
wouldn’t budge. They shouted, they warned, they abused
him. They threatened him with excommunication.
Might as well talk to the wall! “I won’t give a penny, let
her rot,” he said. They would have left her lying around,
too, but it was summertime and there was a heat wave
just then, and people feared an epidemic. In short, some
women performed the rites—what other choice was
there? The pall-bearers refused to carry her, so a wagon
was hired. She was buried right near the fence, among
the stillbirths. All the same, Pelte said kaddish after her
—this he did.

From then on the Wife Killer remained alone. People
were so afraid of him, they avoided passing by his house.
Mothers of pregnant young women did not allow his
name to be mentioned, unless they first put on two
aprons. Gheder boys fingered their fringes before pro-
nouncing his name. And nothing came of all the con-
struction and remodelling. The bricks were carried off,
the lime was stolen. The carriage and its team of horses
disappeared—he must have sold them. The water in the
bathtubs dried up, and the fish died. There was a cage
with a parrot in the house. It squawked, “I'm hungry”—
it could talk Yiddish—until at last it starved to death.
Pelte had the shutters nailed tight and never opened
them again. He didn’t even go out to collect the pennies
from the storekeepers. All day he lay on his bench and
snored, or simply dozed. At night he’'d go out to collect
chips. Once each week, they sent him two loaves of bread
from the bakery, and the baker’s wife would buy him
some onions, garlic, radishes and, on occasion, a piece of
dry cheese. He never ate meat. He never came to the syn-
agogue on Saturdays. There was no broom in his house
and the dirt gathered in heaps. Mice ran about even dur-
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ing the day and spider webs hung from the rafters. The
roof leaked and wasn’t repaired. The walls rotted and
caved in. Every few weeks it was rumored that things
were not well with the Wife Killer, that he was sick, or
d'ymg. The burial society rubbed its-hands in anticipa-
tion. But nothing happened. He outlived everyone. He
h\_fed so long that people in Turbin began to hint that he
might live forever. Why not? Maybe he had some special
kind of blessing, or the Angel of Death forgot him. Any-
thing can happen.

Rest assured that he was not forgotten by the Angel of
Death. But when that happened I was no longer in Tur-
bin. He must have been a hundred years old, maybe
older. After the funeral his entire house was turned up-
side down, but nothing of value was found. The chests
had rotted away. The gold and silver were gone. The
money and notes turned to dust the minute a brecze
touched them. All the digging in the heaps of rubbish
was wasted. The Wife Killer had outlived everything: his
wives, his enemies, his money, his property, his genera-
tion. All that was left after him—may God forgive me for
saving so—was a heap of dust.

Translated by Shlomo Katz:

T hree Tales

WV vrvy

1

There were three in the circle: Zalman the glazier, Meyer
the eunuch, and Isaac Armshinover. Their meeting place
was the Radzyminer study house where. they visited daily
to tell each other stories. Meyer was only present two
weeks out of every month; being one of those whom the
Talmud calls periodic madmen, he was out ol his mind
the other two. On nights when the full moon shone,
Meyer paced up and down in the study house, rubbing
his hands together, and muttering to himself. Though
tall, his shoulders were so stooped he looked like a
hunchback. His bony face was as smooth, or perhaps even
smoother than a woman’s. He had a long chin, high fore-
head, crooked nose. His eyes were those of a scholar. It
was said that he knew the Talmud by heart. When he
was not deranged, he peppered his talk with Hassidic
proverbs and quotations from learned books. He had
known the old rabbi of Kotsk and remembered him well.
Joth summer and winter, he dressed in an alpaca gabar-
dine that reached to his ankles, wore mules and white
stockings on his feet, and two skullcaps, one in the front
and one in the back on his head; on top ol them he put
his silk hat. Though already an old man, Meyer had
straight-hanging earlocks and a head of black hair. When
he was in his sick periods, he apparently didn’t eat, but
the other half of the month fed on oatmeal porridge and
chicken soup brought to the study house by pious
women. He slept in a dark alcove at the house of a
teacher.

It being the end of the month and a moonless night,
Meyer the eunuch was rational. Opening a bone
snuffbox, he took a pinch of tobacco mixed with ether
and alcohol. He then offered pinches to Zalman the gla-
zier and Isaac Amshinover, even though they had their
own snuffboxes. So absorbed was he in his own thoughts
that he scarcely heard what Zalman was saying. Wrin-
kling his brow, he pulled with his thumb and index finger
at his beardless chin.
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Isaac Amshinover’s hair had not turned entirely gray;
here and there traces of red were still to be seen in his
eyebrows, earlocks and beard. Reb Isaac suffered from
trachoma and wore dark glasses; he supported himself on
a cane that had once belonged to Rabbi Chazkele of
Kuzmir. Reb Isaac swore that he had been offered a large
sum of money for the cane. But who would think of sell-
ing a stick that had known the hand of so saintly a rabbi?
Reb Isaac earned his living with that cane. Women who
were having difficult pregnancies borrowed it; it was also
used to cure children suffering from scarlet fever, whoop-
ing cough, and croup, and was reputed to be helpful in
exorcising dybbuks, stopping hiccups, and locating bur-
ied treasures. Reb Isaac did not lay the cane down even
when praying. Saturdays and holidays, however, he
locked it in the lectern. At the moment it was firmly
clasped in his hairy, blue-veined hands. Reb Isaac had a
weak heart, bad lungs, and defective kidneys. The Hasi-

dim remarked that he would have been dead if he hadn’t
had Reb Chazkele's cane.

Zalman the glazier, a tall, broad-shouldered man, had
a hushy beard the color of pepper and eyebrows as thick
as brushes. Though eighty years old, he still drank two
tumblers of vodka daily. For breakfast he had an onion, a
radish, a two pound loaf of bread, and a pitcher of water.
Zalman’s wife, born crippled, was half mute, and could
use neither her arms nor her legs. In her youth, Zalman
had transported her to the ritual bath in a wheelbarrow.
This broken shell of a woman had borne him eight sons
and daughters. Zalman no longer worked at his craflt be-
cause he received a pension of twelve rubles a month
from his oldest son, a wealthy man. He and his wife lived
in a small room which had a balcony that was reached by
a ladder. Zalman did his own cooking and fed his wife
like a baby. He even emptied the chamber pots.

Tonight he was telling of the time when he had lived
in Radoshitz and traveled from village to village bearing
a wooden {rame loaded with glass on his back.

“Are there any real frosts today?” he inquired. “I
wouldn’t give you two kopeks for what they consider a
freeze now. They think it's winter when there’s ice on the
Vistula. In my day the cold began just alter the Feast of
Tabernacles and at Passover you could still cross the river
on foot. It was so cold then the trunks of oak trees burst.
Wolves used to steal into Radoshitz at night and run oft
with chickens. Their eyes shone like candles. Their howl-
ing would drive you crazy. Once it hailed stones as big as
goose eggs. They broke the shingles on the rools. Some of
the hail fell through the chimmeys into the pots. 1 re-
member a storm when living fish and little animals fell
from the sky. You could sce them crawling in the gut-
ters.”

“How come there was fish in the sky?” Isaac Amshin-
over asked.

“Don’t the clouds drink from the rivers? In one of the

villages near Radoshitz a snake dropped down. The fall
killed it, but before it died it crawled into a well. The
peasants were afraid to touch it; the rotting carcass made
the most awful stink.”

“There are many similar occurrences mentioned in the
Midrash Talpioth,” interrupted Meyer the cunuch.

“What do I need the Midrash Talpioth for? I've seen it
all with my own eyes. Nowadays there aren’t many high-
waymen. But in ny time the forests were inlested with
them. They lived in caves. My father remembered seeing
the king of them all, the notorious bandit Dobosh. Every-
one was scared stifl of him. But he was only a figurchead;
his mother was the power behind the throne. She was
ninety years old, and she planned out everything, told
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them where and how to rob, how to hide the loot and
where to get rid of it. She was also a witch and that’s why
everyone was frightened of her. She'd see someone, nium-
ble a few words and down he fell with a burning fever.
You probably never heard what happened between her
and Rabbi Leib Saras. She was still young and lusty at
the time, a shameless harlot. Well, the rabbi liked to go
into the woods and immerse himself in a pool there be-
fore saying his prayers. One morning he looked up and
saw the Dobosh woman standing naked before him with
her unloosened hair falling down her back. When he
cried out the Holy Name, a whirlwind caught hold of her
and carried her to the top ol a tree. ‘Rabbi, marry me,’
she called out from the branch from which she was sit-
ting, ‘and we’ll rule the world together.” ™

“What a brazen female,” Isaac Amshinover said.

“There’s no mention of the story in the Community of
the Hasidim,” Meyer the eunuch remarked.

“The Community of the Hasidim doesn't contain
everything. I had an encounter with a warlock myself. It
happened in a forest just outside one of the villages near
Radoshitz. Tt was a clear day and I'd been toting glass as
usual. The night before I'd slept in a granary. But I al-

ways went home for the Sabbath. I was walking along
deep in thought when suddenly I saw the tiniest man; he
was even smaller than a dwarf. I swear he wasn’t any big-
ger than my arm. I looked at him and I couldn’t figure
out what he was. He was dressed like the gentry in a
green coat, feathered hat, and red boots. In his hand he
carried a hunter’s leather bag. It seems to me that he was
also bearing a rifle—you know the small kind boys carry
on the Feast of Omer. I just stood and gawked. Even if he
was a midget or a freak what was he doing walking by
himself? I stopped to let him pass by, but he stopped, too.
When T started to walk, he walked beside me. How could
he take such long steps with such short legs, I asked my-
self. Well, it was clear enough that he was one of the
devil’s people. I recited, ‘Hear, O Israel,” and ‘Shaddai,
destroy Satan,” but it didn’t do any good. Laughing, he
aimed his rifle at me. Things looked bad, and so when I

. caught sight of a stone, I picked it up and heaved it at

him. The guffaw he let loose made me shiver. Then he
stuck out his tongue. You know how long it was? Right
down to his navel.”

“Didn’t he hurt you?”

“No, he ran away.”

“Were you wearing a charm?”

“I had a bag around my neck in which there was the
tooth of a wolf and a talisman blessed by the saintly
rabbi of Kozhenitz. I started wearing it when I was a
child.”

“Well, that must have been helpful.”

“How do you know that it was a warlock?” Meyer the
eunuch asked. “It could have been an imp or a mock de-
mon.”

“I found out his story later. His father, a rich land-
owner, left him his manor, but the boy got interested in
witchcraft. He knew how to make himself small or large,
could change himsell into a cat or dog or whatever he
pleased. He lived with an old servant who was deaf as a

wall and did his cooking for him. He had more money
than he knew what to do with. It was his wife’s death that
drove him to magic. Sometimes he used his sorcery to
help people. But not often. He preferred to make fun of
the villagers and frighten them.”

“What happened to him?” Isaac Amshinover asked.

“I don’t know. He was still alive when I moved away
from Radoshitz. You know what happens to such people.
In the end they fall into the bottomless pit.”
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There was silence when Zalman the glazier finished
speaking. Then Isaac Amshinover, having taken out his
pipe and lit it, inquired: “What's so amazing about a
Gentile sorcerer? There were sorcerers even in Egypt.
Didn’t the Egyptian magicians vie with Moses? But 1
knew of a Jewish one. Well, maybe not really a sorcerer,
but someone who did business with the evil ones. His fa-
ther-in-law was an acquaintance of mine, Mordecai Lis-
kover. A very wealthy man and learned, too. He had five
sons and a daughter. The girl was named Pesha and he
was crazy about her. His sons all married well. Half the
town belonged to them. He had a watermill that was al-
ways busy. The peasants came there for miles around to
line up with their carts. They thought that flour ground
in his mill was blessed. Mordecai wanted to find Pesha—
she was his youngest—the finest possible husband. He
gave her a large dowry and promised to support her hus-
band and her for the rest of their lives. So he went to a
yeshiva and asked the principal to show him his smartest
student. “That’s him,” the principal said, indicating a not
very large boy. ‘His name is Zeinvele. He may look small
but he has more brains than all the scholars ol Poland
put together.” What more could one want? The boy was
an orphan and was supported by the town. He was taken
to Reb Mordecai’s house, dressed up like a king, and

given the betrothal papers to sign. Then Zeinvele was
put up at an inn because it is forbidden for a man to live
in the same house as his fiancée. He fed on squabs and
marzipan. When he came to the study house, all the other
boys tried to engage him in learned conversation, but he
didn’t say much. He was the sort of person to whom a
word is like a gold coin. But what he did say was worth
hearing. 1 can still see him as he was then, small, light-
skinned, and beardless; standing in the study house reel-
ing off an entire page of the Commentaries from memory.
Reb Mordecai gave him clothes a size too large for him
expecting him to grow into them. His gabardine dragged
along the floor. Actually he never did get any bigger, but
that's another story. When he discussed learned matters,
he spoke very softly; he didn’t speak about worldly mat-
ters at all, merely said yes or no when he was asked somne-
thing. Sometimes he just nodded his head. He always sat
by himself in some remote corner of the study house. The
boys complained that he wasn’t friendly. When he
prayed, he stood looking out the window and didn’t turn
his head until he was finished. The window faced Syna-
gogue Street and overlooked the cemetery.

“Well, so he wasn't intcrested in the world. The town
respected him. Why shouldn’t they have? He was to be
Reb Mordecai's son-inlaw. Then an odd thing hap-
pened. One night a boy walked into the study house
looking as white as chalk. ‘What's happened to you?" the
others asked. ‘Who scared you?' At first the fellow refused
to answer. Then he took three of his friends aside, and
after swearing them to secrecy, told them the following:
While he was walking in the synagogue yard, he'd caught
sight of Zeinvele standing near the poorhouse making cu-
rious motions with his hands. He knew that Zeinvele
never studied at night. And anyway what was he doing
near the poorhouse? Everyone knew the poorhouse was a
dangerous place; the cleansing board on which the
corpses were washed was kept leaning against its door.

Two paths led to it; one from the town’s outskirts and
the other from the cemetery. The boy thought that per-
haps Zcinvele being a stranger had lost his way, and
called out, ‘Zeinvele, what are you doing there?’ No
sooner did he say this than Zeinvele began to shrink until
he became so small there was nothing left of him but a
puff of smoke. Finally, even the smoke disappeared. The
amazing thing was that the boy hadn't died of fright.
‘Are you sure the tassels on your ritual garment are all
there?’ the other fellows asked. ‘Maybe one of the letters
in your mezuzah is missing?’ It was clear to all of them
that it was really one of the evil ones in disguise as Zein-
vele. The incident was kept a secret. The town would
have been saved a lot of trouble had it not been.
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“The wedding was a noisy one. Musicians were
brought from Lublin, Yukele the jester [rom far away
Kovle. But Zeinvele didn’t participate in the usual dis-
cussion of the Torah with his fellow students, nor pass
around the cookies and drinks. He just sat at the head of
the table as if he weren’t there. He had such thick eye-
brows it was difficult to tell whether he was meditating or
asleep. There were those who even thought he was deaf.
But all things pass away quickly. Zeinvele was married
and moved in with his father-in-law. Now he sat in his
corner of the study house reading the Tractate on Ablu-
tions prescribed for newly married men. It wasn’t very
long, however, before Pesha started complaining that he
didn’t act like a young husband should. Though he did
come to her bed after she had been to the ritual bath, he
acted as cold as ice. Early one morning Pesha ran weep-
ing into her mother's bedroom. ‘What's happened,
daughter?” Well, according to Pesha, she’'d been to the
ritual bath the evening before and Zeinvele had gotten
in bed with her. But when she'd glanced over at his bed
expecting to find it empty, she’d found a second Zeinvele
lying there. She’d become so frightened that she'd
crawled under the featherbed and refused to come out.

As soon as it was light, Zeinvele had gotten up and gone
to his study. ‘Daughter, you're imagining things,’ her
mother told her. But Pesha solemnly swore that she was
telling the truth. ‘Mother, I'm terrified,” she screamed.
And her anxiety was so great that she fainted.

“How long can such matters be concealed? There
really were two Zeinveles. Everybody realized it. Grabo-
vitz did have a few sceptics who as usual with that sort
made light of the matter. You know their sort of explana-
tion: it was a hallucination, a fantasy, a morbid tend-
ency, but for all of that, they were just as scared as every-
one else. Zeinvele would be locked in his room lying
asleep in his bed, but also he'd be wandering around the
synagogue yard, or the market place. Sometimes he’'d ap-
pear in the antechamber of the study house and stand
there motionless near the wash basin until somebody
realized that he was only the false Zeinvele. When that
happened, he floated off and disintegrated like a cobweb.

“For some time no one said anything about this to
Zeinvele. He may have had no idea himself of what was
going on. But finally his wife Pesha refused to be quiet
any longer. She announced that she would not sleep in
the same room with him. They had to hirc a night watch-
man. His father-in-law, thinking that Zeinvele would be-
come alarmed and deny everything, confronted him with
the facts, but he just stood there like a statue, not saying
a word. So Reb Mordecai took him to the rabbi of Turisk
who completely covered Zeinvele’s body with talismans.
But when Zeinvele returned home, nothing had changed.
At night his mother-in-law locked the bedroom door from
the outside and propped a heavy chair against it, but in
spite of this Zeinvele continued to wander. At the sight of
him dogs growled and horses reared in terror. The
women didn’t dare go out at night without putting on
two aprons—one in the {front and one in the rear. One
evening a young townswoman went to the ritual bath
and, alter being washed down by the attendant in the

anteroom, entered the bath chamber itself. As she de-
scended the steps, she saw someone splashing around in
the water. The candle in the room was flickering so badly
she couldn’t make out who it was. When she came closer
and saw it was Zeinvele, she screamed and fainted. If the
attendant hadn’t been nearby, she would have drowned.
The real Zeinvele happened to be in the study house at
the moment. I was there myself and saw him. But actu-
ally it had become impossible to know which was the real
Zeinvele and which the phantom. The townsboys now
began to say that Zeinvele visited the ritual bath to peck
at the naked women. Pesha said that she would no longer
live with him. If he had had parents they would have
shipped him home, but where can you send an orphan?
His father-in-law took him to the rabbi and gave him a
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hundred gulden to divorce Pesha. I was one of the wit-
nesses to the divorce papers. Pesha couldn’t stop crying
but Zeinvele sat quietly on the bench as if none of this
concerned him. He seemed to be sleeping. The rabbi
looked at the wall to make sure that Zeinvele was casting
a shadow. Demons don't, you know. After the divorce
Zeinvele was put in a cart Reb Mordecai had hired and
taken to a yeshiva. The cart was driven by a Gentile, no
Jew being willing to accept the job. When the coachman
returned he claimed the Jews had bewitched him. His
horses, though he had kept on whipping them, had re-
fused to pull the wagon. He pointed to his team. They
had left the marketplace healthy and had returned sick
and wasted. Mordecai Liskover had to pay him damages.
I was told that both horses died soon after.

“Lven though Zcinvele was gone, people still contin-
ued to see him, They met him after dark at the flour mill,
at the river where the women washed their linens, near
the outhouse. Several times he was seen in the middle of
the night standing like a chimney sweep on top of a roof.
Students stopped studying in the evening knowing that
Zeinvele liked to wander in the synagogue yard. Then
when Pesha remarried, he disappeared. No one knows
what happened to him. Somebody who visited the
yeshiva he was supposed to have been taken to, said he
never got there.”

“Do you mean to imply by your story that the talis-
mans of the rabbi of Turisk are ineffective?” Zalman the
glazier asked.

“Not every talisman works.”

“All of the rabbi of Kozhenitz's talismans do.”

“How many such rabbis are there?”

mn

Meyer the eunuch pulled at his naked chin. His left eye
shut tightly and his right eye stared. Though he was now
in his good period, he laughed insanely.

“What's so terribly novel about all that? We all know
sorcerers exist. Maybe Zeinvele was innocent. He could
have been bewitched. He might have been a mooncalf or
a freak. Besides when a man sleeps, his spirit leaves him.
Usually you can’t see the spirit leaving the body, but
sometimes it’s visible. There was a woman in Krasnotstav
who emitted a green light when she slept. When they put
out the lamp, the wall near her bed lit up. I also know of
a cat which after it had been drowned by a coachman
came back to bite his nose. Everyone recognized the crea-
ture. Tt started to spit and mew and would have clawed
out his cyes if he hadn't covered his face with his h:m.d.’s.
The body dies but the spirit Jives on. I speak of the spirit
not the soul. Not everything has a soul. One has to have a
certain merit to be worthy of having a soul. But cven
animals possess a spirit.

“Let me tell you about the Jenukah. You may not
know it, Reb Zalman, but Jenukah means child in Ara-
maic. The Jenukah, as he was called, was the sixth child
of Zekele, an ordinary water carrier. There didn’t seem to
be anything unusual about him when he was born. He

was circamcised just like his brothers. His real name was
Zaddock, after his grandfather. However his mother
began to complain that the baby was growing too fast.
But who listens to such talk from a woman? Every mother
thinks her child is the most wonderful. But three months
later, the whole town was gossiping about Zekele’s amaz-
ing child. At five months the boy was talking; at six
months he walked. When he was a year old, they
wrapped him in a prayer shawl and took him to school.
We have newspapers nowadays; in those times the Jews
didn’t. The boy was written up in one of the Gentile
papers. The governor sent a delegation to interview him
and make a report. The town doctor sent copies of his
findings to Warsaw and Petersburg. All kinds of univer-
sity professors and experts visited the town. They didn’t
believe that little Zaddock was only fifteen months old,
but there were plenty of witnesses. The birth had been
registered at the town hall and the midwife had kept her
own record. The man who performed the circumcision,
the rabbi who held the baby at the ceremony, and the
woman who had handed the child to the latter, gave cor-
roborating evidence. Zaddock had to be taken out of
school. To begin with, all of the furor interrupted the
classroom routine, and in the second place he was just too
bright for the other children. He took one look at the
alphabet and knew it by heart. When he was eighteen
months old, he was deep in the study ol the Pentateuch
and the Commentaries of Rashi. At two, he began his
study of the Gemara.
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[ “I know it’s hard to believe but I mysell can attest to

its truth. Zekele, who was our water carrier, used to bring
the boy to our house to show him off. At three, Zaddock
preached in the synagogue. He opened his mouth and
out spouted the Torah. Anyone who wasn’t present on
that great Sabbath belore Passover doesn’t know what a
miracle is. Even a blind man could see that the child
must be the reincarnation of some ancient saint. At four

he was as tall as an adolescent and hegan to sprout a
beard. That was when they started calling him the Jenu-
kah after the holy child in the vohar. But we'd sit here all
night, if I told you everything about him. Why elabo-
rate? At five Zaddock had a long beard. It was time for
him to have a wife but who would marry his daughter to
a five-year-old boy? Anyway, Zaddock was completely im-
mersed in the Cabala. The community gave him a room
and Zaddock spent his time there studying the ohar, the
Tree of Life, the Book of Creation, and the Book of the
Esoterics. People offered to give him money to pray for
them, but he refused. There are unbelievers everywhere,
but whoever looked at Zaddock no longer doubted. On
the Sabbath he sat at the head of the table presiding like
a rabbi, and only a few select people were allowed to be
with him. Even these learned men found it difficult to
understand his profound exegesis. He had a special
genius for translating the alphabet into numbers and
creating acrostics. Sometimes, when he was in a forgetful
mood, he would speak entirely in Aramaic. His hand-
writing was such that what he wrote had to be read in a
mirror.

“Then suddenly the news came that the Jenukah was
engaged. It seemed that in the neighboring town there
was a rich man, seven of whose children had died before
they were three. His only surviving child was a girl whom
he dressed in white linen and called Altele, Little Old
One, to fool the Angel of Death. I don’t remember the
man'’s name but he was advised by some rabbi to marry
his daughter to the Jenukah. The girl was fourteen. The
Jenukah at five looked like a man of forty. They didn’t
think he would consent, but he did. I went to the engage-
ment party myself. The girl looked as if she were marry-
ing her father. They signed the contract and broke plates
for good luck. Throughout the ceremony, the Jenukah
kept mumbling to himself. He was probably receiving in-
structions from Heaven. I don’t know why, but both sides

were anxious to get the wedding over with quickly. The
engagement took place on Chanukah and the wedding
was set for the Sabbath after Pentecost. It took place not
in the bride’s town, as was the custom, but in the bride-
groom’s, because it was feared that the sight of the Jenu-
kah would be too much for people not accustomed to
him. Eighty rabbis, all specialists in miracles, were in-
vited. They came not only from Poland proper, but also
from Volhynia and Galicia. Many freethinkers, doctors,
and philosophers also attended. Among the guests were
the governor of Lublin and I think the vice governor,
too. Barren women came, hoping that their presence
there would cure them. Someone brought a girl whose
hiccups sounded like the barking of a dog. She recited
whole chapters from the Mishnah and when she sang
from the prayer book, her voice was deep as a cantor’s.
The inns were packcd, word having got about that who-
ever attended the wedding would never be condemned to
the fires of Gehenna. Many visitors had to sleep in the
streets. The stores were emptied so quickly of food that
wagons had to be sent to Lublin for more provisions.
“Now listen to this. Three days before the wedding the

" Jenukah’s mother entered his room to bring him a cup of

tea. She took one look and saw that his beard was as
white as snow. His face was yellow and as lined as parch-
ment. She called the rest of the family. Though a child
not yet six-years-old, he had turned into a hoary sage. A
crowd gathered, but was not Iet into the house. Someone
informed the bride’s parents of what had happened. But
they didn’t dare break the engagement.

“The day of his wedding at the feast for the young
men, the Jenukah divulged mystery upon mystery. When
the time came to lift the veil from the bride, the crowd
surged forward wildly. The groom'’s attendants did not
escort, but carried him. He secmed to be completely de-
bilitated. When the bride saw that the Jenukah was an
old man, she began to weep and protest, but finally was
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quieted. T was there myself and saw everything. When
the bride and groom were served the golden soup, they
scarcely touched it, though both had fasted. The musi-
cians were afraid to play. The jester didn’t open his
mouth. The Jenukah sat at the head of the table, holding
his hands over his eyesAI don’t remember whether he
danced with the bride or not. He lived only three months
more. Each day he became whiter and more shrunken.
He drooped and melted like a wax candle. The last few
days of his life no strangers were allowed in his room, not
even the doctor. The Jenukah, dressed in a white robe,
and wearing his prayer shawl and phylacteries, sat like an
ancient saint not of this world. He stopped eating. When
they gave him a spoonful of soup, he couldn’t swallow it.
I happened to be out of town when the Jenukah died,
but T was told that at the moment of death his face shone
like the sun. You couldn’t pass near the house without
feeling the heat of his saintly radiance. An apothecary
who came to ridicule him became a believer and put peas
in his boots as penance. A priest was converted. Those
who were at the deathbed heard the beating of an angel’s
wings. The Jenukah had ordered that his shroud be
made while he was still living. He died with the finishing
of the last stitch.

“When the men from the Burial Socicty came, they
found almost no body left to wash. With such saints, even
matter turns into spirit. The pallbearers said that the
corpse was lighter than a bird’s. The eulogies took three
days to complete. Afterwards, the community raised
money to build a chapel on the grave in which was to
burn an eternal light. Zekele was provided with a pen-
sion. One should receive something for being the father
of such a son.”

“What happened to the widow?” Zalman the glazier
asked.

“She never remarried.”

“Was there a child?”

“Ridiculous.” ;

“Did she live long?” g

“She’s still alive.” ”

“Who was the Jenukah really?” Isaac Amshinover
wanted to know. .

“How can you tell? Sometimes a soul is sent down from
Heaven which has to fulfill its mission in a hurry. Why
are some babies born who live only one day? Every soul
descends to earth to correct some error. It’s the same with
souls as with manuscripts; there may be few or many er-
rors. Everything that’s wrong on this earth has to be cor-
rected. The world of evil is the world of correction. This
is the answer to all questions.” Al

Translated by Ruth Whitman *'
and Cecil Hemley ~°

Stories from Behind
the Stove

Outside, a heavy snow was falling. Toward evening, frost set in.
An icy wind blew from the Vistula, but in the study house the
clay oven was burning hot. Beggars roasted potatoes on the coals.
Boys who studied at night marked their places by laying their
sashes on their open books, and listened to stories. There was talk
about people and things vanishing, and Zalman the glazier lifted
up his tobacco-stained index finger as a sign that he had some-
thing to tell. He had a thick beard that looked like dirty cotton,
and bushy eyebrows over eyes that were small and dark like those
of a hedgehog. Before he began to talk, he murmured and
grunted like a clock getting ready to strike.
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“People do vanish,” he said. “Not everyone is like the Prophet
E!ijgh, who was taken to heaven in a fiery chariot. In the village
of Palkes, not far from Radoshitz, a peasant was plowing with an
ox. Behind him walked his son, sowing barley from a bag. The
boy looked up and the ox was there but his father had gone. He
began to call, to scream, but there was no answer. His father had
disappeared in the middle of the field. He was never heard from
again.”

“Perhaps there was a hole in the earth and he fell in?” Levi
Yitzchock suggested.

“There was no hole to be seen—and if there had been a hole,
why didn’t the ox fall in first? He was in the lead.”

Do you mean that the demons carried him away?”’

“I don’t know.”

“Perhaps he ran away with some woman,” Meir the eunuch
suggested.

“Nonsense, an old man of seventy—maybe more. A peasant
does not run away from his earth, his hut. If he wants a woman,
he goes with her into the granary.”

“In that case, the Evil Ones took him,” Levi Yitzchock said
judiciously.

“Why just him?” Zalman the glazier asked. “A quiet man,
Wojciech Kucek—that was his name. Before the Feast of the
Tabernacle, he used to bring branches for covering the Sukkoth.
My own father bought from him. These things do happen. Near
Blonia there lived a man, Reb Zelig the bailiff. He had a store and
a shed where he kept kindling wood, flax, potatoes, old ropes. He
had a sleigh there too. He got up one morning and the shed was
gone. He could not believe his eyes. If during the night there had
been a wind, a storm, a flood! But it happened after Pentecost—
calm days, quiet nights. At first he thought he had lost his mind.
He called his wife, his children. They ran out. "Where is the
shed?’ There was no shed. Where it had been, everything was
smooth—high grass, no beams, shingles, no sign of a founda-
tion. Nothing. Well, if the night creatures seize a man, they may

have some claim. but what would they want with a shed? And
how can grass grow up overnight? When they heard about this in

Blonia, they ran as though to a fire. Even cheder children came
running. Everybody knew Zelig the bailiff. Saturday, after the
pudding, when the tailor boys and shoemaker apprentices went
for a walk they always passed the shed. If it happened to rain,
they used to wait there, inside, to keep dry. Zelig did not have a
lock on the door. He just bolted it from outside. There were no
thieves in Blonia. At that time I was boarding with my father-in-
law. Since the whole town was running, I ran too. Squire
Jablowski came, and even the Russian officials. They stood and
stared at each other like graven images. People pinched their
cheeks to make sure they were not dreaming. Jablowski hollered,
‘Either I am crazy or the Jews trick me!” In a small place, every-
body knows each house, each alley, each store. “Witchcraft in the
middle of the day!" he yelled. He waved his whip. He had a huge
dog that barked ferociously. 'If the shed does not stand where it
has always stood, and at once, I will whip you all to death.” He
had forgotten that the serfs had been freed. Zelig defended him-
self. *Your Excellency, is this my fault?” The chief of police stood
near the squire, gaping. He had long mustaches almost to his
shoulders. A Dr. Chalczynski had his practice in Blonia. He was
there with the others. A strange man. Even though he was a
Gentile, he could speak Yiddish. He never went to church. He
was a friend of the enlightened Jews—Falik the druggist, Baruch
the petition writer, Bentze Kaminer. Each night they used to sit
until one o’clock around the samovar, mocking everybody and
playing cards. Their wives did not cover their hair. That morning
Falik stood behind the counter, weighing some herbs. A young
man came in and told him what had happened, and Falik
tidiculed him: 'If you have lost your mind, go to a madhouse.’
But soon others came—all witnesses. They swore holy oaths that
it was true. Falik said to them, "What other tall tales will you
invent? Perhaps the rabbi became pregnant and gave birth to a
calf?” Nevertheless, he locked the drugstore and went to have a
look for himself. The other skeptics were already there. Falik
said to the Gentiles, "My good people, a shed has no legs and
cannot walk. There must be some reason. Let's go and find it.” So
they all went off to look for the shed. They walked around for
half a day, but there was no sign of anything. A heavy shed built
of logs had burst like a bubble.
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“How long can one stand around and wonder? Merchants have
to do their business. Mothers must feed their children. The squire
went to the tavern and got drunk; he only needed an excuse to
begin. He ranted against the Jews. 'It's all a Jewish trick,’ he
said. But Dr. Chalczynski would not leave Zelig's place. He kept
on investigating, measuring, sniffing. He stayed around Zelig's
house until night. At first he joked, then he became sad. He said
to Falik, ‘If a thing like this is possible, what sort of a doctor am
I? And what kind of druggist are you?" “There is some swindle
here,’ the druggist replied. He stretched out on the grass and
examined the earth, He asked for a spade. He wanted to dig. But
Zelig said, 'I kept the spade in the shed. It's gone.’ The next day
the whole lot of enlightened ones arrived with spades. They dug
a ditch six feet deep. The earth was full of roots and stones. The
shed could not have sunk in.

“Two weeks passed. The simple people had other things to
worry about. We young men in the study house did discuss the
matter, but for all our pondeting we came to the same conclu-
sion: it was done by mocking demons. Doesn't the Bible tell us
that even a house can become leprous? The Evil Ones are capable
of anything. But Dr. Chalczynski, Falik the druggist, and the
other doubters kept on searching and inquiring. Dr. Chalczynski
had a phaeton with two horses. Falik had a britska. They drove
for miles, trying to locate the lost shed. They asked the peasants,
but no one had heard or seen anything. At night the enlightened
ones no longer played cards; they brooded. If a shed can dissolve
like snow, perhaps there is a God. Dr. Chalczynski went to the
rabbi. He wouldn't go to the priest, because he had maligned the
Church and evil tongues informed the priest. They had become
enemies. The doctor stayed in the rabbi's study for hours. ‘Is
anything like this mentioned in the Torah?" he asked. 'Is it a
punishment for some sin?" The rabbi did not know what to
answer. 'With God everything is possible,” he said.

“Well, two weeks passed. Then eatly one morning Zelig came
out of his house and saw the shed. He went wild—screamed and
knocked his head. The whole household came out, barefoot, half
naked. There stood the shed as if nothing had happened. Some-
one carried the news to Blonia town. Again there was a commo-
tion. They came running from all sides—some laughed, others
cried. Squire Jablowski galloped up on a horse. The shed stood
where it always had. They went inside; everything was as before.
The only change was that the potatoes had started to sprout as
they always do late in the summer.

““What new prank is this?" Jablowski shouted. I will knock
your heads in. I will hound you out of here to the ends of the
earth!” He had already had one too many. He pounded the shed
and kicked it. Dr. Chalczynski was as white as chalk. Falik the
druggist scratched his head. His wife was moaning as if at a
funeral. "Why do you lament? It's not Yom Kippur,” he scolded
her. ‘For me today is Yom Kippur,’ she answered.

“Why should I go on? The druggist’s wife turned pious—she
began to bless the candles on the Sabbath eve; she cut off her hair,
put on a wig; she came to the rabbi with questions. As for Falik,
he remained stubborn. He said, ‘Just because a shed plays hide-
and-seck, I am not going to become a Hasid.” He looked up at the
sky and blasphemed. 'If there is a God, let him punish me right
here on the spot. Let him send lightning to strike me.” He and his
wife started to quarrel. She baked a Sabbath pudding, and
he wanted her to fry potk chops for him. Dr. Chalczynski lost his
head completely. They called him to a sick man and he barely
examined him. He prescribed a medicine, but the sick man grew
worse. The chief of police ordered that the floor of the shed be
torn up. Underneath, there was no sign of grass or that any ditch
had been dug. The earth was bare, dusty, full of worms. The
whole thing must have been an illusion. But how can a whole
town be deluded? The news of the event spread over half of
Poland. They came from Gombin and Lowicz to look at the freak
shed. The peasants said that Zelig was a sorcerer and his wife a
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witch. I happened to be back in Radoshitz at the time. Later I was
told that Falik and his wife were divorced. She martied an elder
from Sochaczew. Falik moved to Warsaw and converted to
Christianity. One night Dr. Chalczynski left town. He didn't say
goodbye to anybody—Ieft behind all his books and instruments.

“I forgot the main thing. The shed burned down. On the night
of the Feast of the Rejoicing of the Law, when Zelig and his
family were sleeping, the maid saw that it was as light outside as
day. The shed was flaming like a torch. Zelig and his sons tried to
put it out, but you cannot put out a fire from Gehenna. In a half
hour, only coals and ashes remained. There was no lightning that
night and there was nothing in the shed that could have ignited
by itself.”

“Does this mean that it was all done by the Powers of Dark-
ness?”’ Levi Yitzchock asked.

“What did they have against the shed?”” Zalman asked back.

2,

Levi Yitzchock took off the blue glasses that he wore even at
night. Although he was an old man, his beard was streaked with

. yellow. There was a deep scar on the bridge of his nose. Under

his inflamed eyes with their swollen, lashless lids, hung double
bags of withered flesh. He wiped his glasses with a dirty handker-
chief and groaned. "Nowadays God conceals His face,” he said.
“If a miracle does happen, it is explained as natural. In my time
we could find miracles everywhere, My father—peace be with
him—was a Hasid of the rabbi of Kapelnitza. In olden days,
Rabbi Dan had quite a large following. Even so, each Hasid was
a chosen man, a person known for worthy deeds. But Rabbi
Dan’s children died during his lifetime and there was nobody to
take his place. His wife choked to death at the Sabbath meal; a
daughter drowned in a well; his son, Levi Yitzchock, after whom
I was named, collapsed while he was making the benediction of
the palm branch and lemon fruit. His whole life, Rabbi Dan
waged war with the demons. They did not have the power to
destroy him, so they took revenge on his family. The old Hasidim
slowly died off. The young men defected to Kotzk ot to Gur. The
study house turned into a ruin. The oven of the ritual bath broke
and there was nobody to mend it. The rabbi's courtyard crawled
with polecats, rats, hedgehogs. Moles made their little hills,
weeds and thorns grew everywhere. Once, the rabbi had four
beadles. In my time, only one was left—Izie, an old man in his
eighties, blind in one eye and a drunk to boot. Rabbi Dan used to
fast even in his youth, but in his old age he almost stopped
eating. He ate just enough bread to be able to bless the food. His
hangers-on were all tottering old men. On the Days of Awe a
few score Hasidim made their pilgrimage to the rabbi, but at
other times of the year it was difficult to get even a quorum for
prayer. The rabbi stopped reciting Torah. My father was one of
the inner circle, and he took me to Kapelnitza when 1 was a boy.
When I saw the rabbi for the first time, I was terrified. He was
small, bent, shrunken, with a beard that reached to his loins. You
couldn’t see his eyes. When the rabbi wanted to look at someone,
he had to lift an eyebrow out of the way with his index finger
and thumb. My father introduced me. The rabbi stretched out a
hand that was as dry as parchment and as hot as fire. All he said
was ‘Nu,” and this #« I will never forget. It was a voice from the
very depths—not of this world.

“They expected the rabbi's demise every day. But years passed
and still he lived on. The walls of the study house grew black as a
chimney. The books were nibbled away by mice. An owl settled
on the roof and hooted in the night. For a time there were a good
many deaths in Kapelnitza, then the Angel of Death seemed to
forget the place. The hangers-on crept around like shadows. An
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old woman cooked soup for them in a caldron and patched their

linen. When I went with my father to Kapelnitza for the last

Rosh Hashana, there was not even a small crowd present. The old

men were sitting in torn prayer shawls, their robes riddled with

holes. One was praying, another was dozing. The rabbi stood in a

corner and did not utter a sound. The man who blew the ram’s

horn was short of breath. Instead of a blast, there was a groan
that might have come from a slaughtered animal. I said to my
father, ‘Don’t bring me to this place again.’

“As a rule, my father stayed for the Ten Days of Repentance
and Yom Kippur. But this time we left the day after Rosh
Hashana. On the wagon my father said to me, ‘I doubt if the
Saint will last past the Feast of the Tabernacle. Already he is
more there than here.” Nevertheless, he lived until Hanukkah. At
Hanukkah we got a telegram announcing his death. I did not
want to travel to the funeral, but my father argued that the
passing away of saints should not be ignored—there wouldn’t be
another Rabbi Dan until the Resurrection of the Dead. We ex-
pected a large gathering, because it is the nature of people to
forget a saint while he is alive and give him all honors at his
death. But a deep snow had fallen, and Kapelnitza could not be
reached by cart or sleigh. We got there with the greatest diffi-
culty. I was present when the rabbi was buried. The earth was
frozen. A moribund man recited Kaddish. Heavy snow was still
falling, and the mourners all turned white. The burial took place
Friday, and so it was impossible to go back home. We had to
remain in Kapelnitza over the Sabbath.

"I thought that there would be no Sabbath meal in the study
house, but someone prepared food. For the first time in sixty
years, the rabbi’s chair stood empty. The old men tried to sing;
what came out was a gasp. One of them recited some of the

rabbi's sayings, but they hardly heard him; most of them were
deaf. So it went during Friday's supper and Saturday’s midday
meal. In Kapelnitza the most revered repast was the third one,
which began at dusk. The people of the town had long since
lighted their candles, said the Valedictory prayer and the chapter
that is read Saturday evening, but in the study house it was still
dark and the ‘Sons of the Mansion’ was being sung. The rabbi
used to reveal mysteries of mysteries at this hour.

“What can a boy do on the Sabbath after dark, especially in
winter? I remained in the study house. Night fell quickly. The
hangers-on munched their dry bread with herring and chanted in
mournful voices, all eyes fastened on the rabbi's chair at the head
of the table. I sat in the darkness and a strange yearning seized
me. I kept on thinking of the rabbi. His holy body is already in
the grave, but where is his soul? Most probably in Paradise at the
Throne of Glory, in the Mansion of the Messiah. For the first
time, it occurred to me that I too would not be young forever.
Outside, the sky cleared and I saw the new moon of the month of
Taveth. The stars glittered. It was dark in the study house; only a
faint glow entered. The singing of the hangers-on cannot be
conveyed by words. With hoarse voices they intoned the varia-
tions of one theme. Each sigh, each accent carried you up to the
highest spheres. Bodies cannot sing that way. It was the hum-
ming of souls pleading with the Lord of the Universe: How
long, God, will the darkness of Egypt last? How long will the
sacred sparks remain imprisoned in the morass of darkness? Let
there be an end to the suffering, to pettiness, to material vanities.
I was still a youngster, but I was transfixed. I looked toward the
door and the rabbi entered. I was so astonished that I forgot to be
afraid. T recognized him—the same image, beard, shape. He
scemed to float over to the empty chair and sit down. For a Jong
time there was an awesome silence—such a silence T have never
experienced before or since. Then the singing resumed, quietly at
first and then louder. It was as it is written, 'All my bones shall

speak.” In the song there was joy to make the soul expire. Those
who haven't heard this singing will never know what Jews are
and what spirit is. I feared that I might faint from exaltation and
I called out, ‘Father!” If I hadn't done this, I wouldn't be sitting
here today.”

“You got frightened, huh?" Zalman the glazier said.
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“The rabbi vanished immediately. The old men seemed to
wake up. Izie lit 2 candle. My father took me outside and rubbed
my temples with snow. He was as white as a corpse. When I
could talk, I asked, 'Daddy, did you see?” And he answered,
‘Keep quiet.’ I was afraid to go back into the study house and my
father took me to the inn. He half carried me. He recited the
Havdalah, bathed my eyelids with wine, and made me sniff
spices. I think that I missed the night prayer. I soon fell asleep.

“That night three of the hangers-on died. By Passover, the
whole group had gone. My father was never willing to talk to me
about that Sabbath evening. Not until the day of my marriage,
before I was led to the ceremony, did he admit to me that he, too,
had seen the rabbi.”

Meir the eunuch clutched his naked chin where a beard should
have grown. “What's so unusual about it?”" he asked. "The same
thing happened with Rabbi Jehudah. After his demise he came
home every Friday night to recite the benediction over the wine.
You'll find it in the Talmud.”

“Still, in our times—"

“What are our times? The Lord is the same. No change occurs
in Him. If fewer miracles happen, the fault is ours—not His.”

"What happened to the rabbi’s court?”” Zalman asked.

“It fell to dust,” Levi Yitzchock answered. "It seems that the
rabbi kept it together with his spirit. The moment he was sum-
moned to the Yeshiva on High, the walls began to crumble, the
roof disintegrated. The whole court became one ruin.”

“"What keeps all the world together?” Meir the eunuch asked.
“It’s all by 2 word of the Almighty. If He takes His word back,
the whole creation returns to primeval chaos.”

3.

Meir the eunuch rose and began to pace back and forth. Even
though he had a hunchback, he was tall, and although his cheeks
were smooth he looked masculine, with a high forehead, an
aquiline nose, and the sharp eyes of a scholar. He touched the
stove and he must have burned himself because he blew on the
palm of his hand. Meir the eunuch belonged to those the Talmud
describes as “'sometimes sane, sometimes insane.” When the
moon was full, he acted like a madman. He talked to himself,
rubbed his hands together, laughed and grimaced. When the
moon diminished, his thoughts became more ordered again. Now
he sat down and began to talk:

“There is nothing strange about seeing a ghost. My mother
died when I was five years old, but whenever I am in danger I
hear her voice. She warns me, She calls, ‘Meir!” and I know that I
must be on guard. There is no death. How can there be death if
everything is part of the Godhead? The soul never dies and the
body is never really alive. Well, but there is something between
—not completely matter, not completely form. Perhaps T should
not talk about it, but while we are on the subject I want you to
know the truth. As I said, I lost my mother when I was five. My
father never remarried. He was a forester and was more in the
woods than at home. We had a servant, Shifrah, and she had a
sister with children in town. When my father traveled, she spent
almost all her time with her sister. Nobody took care of me.
When I wanted to study I studied, and when I wanted to be idle
there was no one to reproach me. We had a library. Its four walls
had shelves up to the ceiling filled with books. I always had a
pocketful of money and I used to order books from Lublin and
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even from Warsaw. I bought from the book peddlers, too. By the
time I was sixteen, I had gone through the thirty-six tracts of the
Talmud. T became attracted to the cabala. T knew very well the
law that one should not delve into these mysteries before reach-
ing the age of thirty. But I found extenuating circumstances. 1
began to look into the Zohar, the 'inyard, the Tree of Life, the
Tracts of the Hasidim. From the intellectual cabala there is only
one step to the magic cabala. And from the latter, one can casily
fall into sorcery. However, 1 learned somewhere that the San-
hedrin were required to study witchcraft. I had the desire to
become an unseen one, to make seven-mile steps, to tap wine
from the wall. An old man came to our town. He was born in
Babylon and journeyed all over the world working miracles. If
someone placed his finger between the pages of a book, he could
tell what was written there. He said the letters appcared before
his vision. He also cured the sick. In our town he healed an
epileptic. He asked for a live rooster to be brought to him. He
uttered an incantation and the rooster was scized by epilepsy.
Those who have not seen this rooster shaking and having a fit
will never know the power of spells. However, there are holy
spells and unholy oncs. The power of darkness is like a monkey;
it mimics the power of light. The rabbis in Poland hrought an
injunction against anyone having anything to do with the black
magician. But if you have an only son who cvery few days is
taken with a scizure in the middle of the street, foaming at the
mouth and knocking his head against the curbstone, you forget
all about injunctions. That Jew from Babylon cured only the rich.
He asked to be paid with golden coins. What did he need so
much money for? He ate less than a fly. His wife had divorced
him. Such people don't have children. He possessed a house
somewhere in Lublin and the demons danced in it cven in the
middle of the day. He stands before my cyes——tall, emaciated,
wearing a fez like a Turk, a long coat striped in red and white,
and sandals on his bare feet. His face was peeling like a leper’s,
his cheeks were sunken. He had a sparse white beard and it was
always awry as though a wind blew through it. His eyes were set
unevenly and Samael looked out from them. He spoke half
Aramaic, half Yiddish.

“When the Jew of Babylon came to our town I immediately
went to the inn where he was staying. I spoke simple words to
him: 'I want to be your pupil.” He said to me, "Young man, why
go into the sickroom when you are in good health? Look at me. I
am one of those who have gazed into the abyss and been
damaged. The Evil Ones never give me any rest, either waking or
sleeping.’” As the Jew of Babylon was talking, 1 heard a strange
knocking. It came neither from outside nor from inside. It was as
if a woodpecker had entered the chair where he sat—or perhaps
the creature with a copper beak who pecked the brain of Titus the
Wicked. “What is that noise?’ T asked. And the Jew of Babylon
answered, 'Space is full of naked souls and they all have their
illusions and claims. At the same time 1 am conversing with you,
I can see Alexander of Macedonia and his legions. The dead
don't know that they are dead,” he said, ‘just as the living don't
know that they are alive. Napoleon is still waving his sword.’

“I sat with him for three hours. I have never met a greater
sage. He admitted to me that he was the reincarnation of King
Solomon. When he had convinced himself that he couldn’t get
rid of me, he said, "Meir, 1 have warned you, but if you insist,
here is a pamphlet written on parchment and from it you will be
able to create your own teacher. He quoted to me from the
Mishnah, ‘Make your master.’ The next day he left. He got lost
somewhere in the Forty-nine Gates of Defilement. He had most
probably married a Lilith.
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“I began to study the pamphlet and it was filled with holy
names—or so it seemed to me. It would take me a year to tell you
all that pamphlet contained. First I had to fast seven days and
seven nights. Then there was a long list of charms, incantations,
meditations, and all kinds of magic doings. The combination of
Jetters is not something to fool around with. An error in one
letter or one vowel accent could destroy the earth. You light a
wax candle, you burn incense, you utter a sacred name, and a
creature begins to grow before your very eyes like an embryo in
its mother's womb. The uttering of the name is not enough. In
the cabala, thoughts are objects. The slightest imperfection can
turn everything upside down. The Evil Powers try to get hold of
sacred things all the time. What happened in Egypt? Everything
that Moses did, the magicians imitated. But Moses was Moses,
and Meir was a boy not yet eighteen years old. Every day some
mishap occurred. It was midnight, the world was asleep. I stood
at the window of my attic room ready to read the Shema and to
go to sleep. Suddenly there was a commotion, a whistling, a
wind, a confusion. The table began to dance, there was a howling
as of a thousand female voices, the walls trembled, the whole
building shook like a ship at sea. I said a word to quiet the storm.
Just as suddenly there emerged freaks, monsters, grimacing,
laughing, crying, struggling—to make it short, 1 had omitted the
stem of the letter ‘jud,” and instead of an angel as was created by
the holy Joseph Karu, I had conjured up a misbegotten creature,
goblin. One moment I saw a head without a body and then a
body without a head. Legs walked by themselves and entered the
wall. A muzzle with the beard of a he-goat was delivering a
sermon. It spoke like a cabalist but suddenly it started to babble
in thymes like a wedding jester, peppering its talk with obsceni-
ties and blasphemy. I myself spoke in a strange language. Later
on when I wrote, my handwriting could only be read in a mirror.
My father happened to be at a fair in Leipzig and the maid lay sick
at her sister’s. 1 was alone. But how long would I be able to hide
all these goings on? It is true that the pamphlet gave directions
for destroying unwanted entities, but in the magical cabala it is
more difficult to erase than to create. My goblin began long
debates with me—a lot of nonsense, all for spite. I wanted to
sleep and he woke me. He twisted my sidelocks. He tickled the

soles of my feet; he licked me with his tongue and begged me to
find a spouse for him.

“One night when I was half asleep he came to my bed and
tried to persuade me to have sexual relations with him. I was on
the verge of falling into the trap but my God-fearing ancestors
must have interceded for me. I jumped out of bed and drove him
away. I got dressed, packed my phylacteries, the Book of Crea-
tion, and ran out of town. My father was a follower of the rabbi
of Partzev and I found a wagon to take me there. It wasn't the
rabbi who is residing there today, but his grandfather, Rabbi
Kathriel. All along the way the fiend I had created tried to pull
me into his net with good and bad words. But besides the Book
of Creation, 1 had with me a bag full of charms that hung around
my neck. I managed to reach the rabbi’s yeshiva and there I
remained for twenty years, until the evil spirit perished.”

Meir the eunuch was silent.

Zalman the glazier shook his head. "Didn’t he bother you in
Partzev?”

“In Partzev the Evil Host did not hold sway.”

“What do they want?”’

“The small ones just make fools of themselves. The big ones
attempt to take over the rule of heaven.”

*And God will let them?”

“It's a war.”

“Why did He create them?”

“In order that there be free choice.”

It became quict and the clock struck twelve. Through the half-
frozen window a three-quarter moon shone in. Meir the eunuch
began to pinch his naked chin with the tips of two fingers, as if
to pull out a hair. He said, “The Jew of Babylon told me some-
thing that day which I won't forget to my last hour.”

Levi Yitzchock took off his glasses. *“What did he say?”

“The moment the Infinite Light shrank and grew dim, and
Creation began, insanity was born. The demons are all crazy.
Even the angels are not completely sane. The world of matter and
deeds is an insane asylum.”

“"How about a stone?”” Zalman the glazier asked.

Meir the eunuch uttered a laugh that began in a masculine !
voice and ended in a feminine falsetto. "'Really, a good question.
With the exception of God and a stone, everything is mad.”

Translated by the author and Dorothea Straus




