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There is a kind of net that is as old as Methuselah, as soft
as a cobweb and as full of holes, yet it has retained its
strength to this day. When a demon wearies of chasing
after yesterdays or of going round in circles on a wind-
mill, he can install himself inside a mirror. There he
waits like a spider in its web, and the fly is certain to be
caught. God has bestowed vanity on the female, particu-
larly on the rich, the pretty, the barren, the young, who
have much time and little company.

1 discovered such a woman in the village of Krashnik.
Her father dealt in timber; her husband floated the logs
to Danzig; grass was growing on her mother’s grave. The
daughter lived in an old house, among oaken cupboards,
leather-lined coffers, and books bound in silk. She had
two servants, an old one that was deaf and a young one
who carried on with a fiddler. The other Krashnik house-
wives wore men's boots, ground buckwheat on mill-
stones, plucked feathers, cooked broths, bore children,
and attended funerals. Needless to say, Zircl, beautiful
and well-educated—she had been brought up in Cracow
—had nothing to talk about with her small-town ncigh-
bors. Aud so she preferred to read her German song book
and embroider Moses and Ziporah, David and Bath-
sheba, Ahasuercus and Queen Esther on canvas. The
pretty «resses her husband brought her hung in the
closet. Her pearls and diamonds lay in her jewel box. No
one cver saw her silk slips, her lace petticoats, nor her red
hair which was hidden under her wig, not even her hus-
band. For when could they be scen? Certainly not during
the day, and at night it is dark.

But Zirel had an attic which she called her boudoir,
and where hung a mirror as blue as water on the point of
freezing. The mirror had a crack in the middie, and it
was set in a golden frame which was decorated with
snakes, knobs, roses, and adders. In front of the mirror
lay a bearskin and close beside it was a chair with arm-
rests of ivory and a cushioned seat. What could be more
pleasant than to sit naked in this chair, and rest one's fect
on the bearskin, and contemplate oncself? Zirel had
much to gaze at. Her skin was whitc as satin, her breasts
as full as wineskins, her hair fcll across her shoulders, and
her legs were as slender as a hind's. She would sit for
hours on end delighting in her beauty. The door lastened
and bolted, she would imagine that it opened to admit
cither a prince or a hunter or a knight or a poct. For
everything hidden must be revealed, each secret longs o
be discloscd, each love yearns to be betrayed, everything
sacred must be desecrated. Heaven and earth conspire
that all good beginnings should come to a bad end.

Well, once I learncd of the existence of this luscious
little tidbit, 1 determined that she would be mine. All
that was required was a little patience. One summer day,
as she sat staring at the nipple on her left breast, she
caught sight of me in the mirror—there 1 was, black as
tar, long as a shovel, with donkey's ears, a ram’s horns, a
frog's mouth, and a goat's beard. My eyes were all pupil.
She was so surprised that she forgot to be frightened. In-
stead of crying, “Flear, O Isracl,” she burst out laughing.

“My, how ugly you arc,” she said.

“My, how beautiful you are,” I replied.

She was pleased with my compliment. “Who are you?”
she asked. ’
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“Fear not,” I said. “I am an imp, not a demon. My
fingers have no nails, my mouth has no teeth, my anns
sticteh like licorice, my horns are as pliable as wax. My
power lics in my tongue; f am a fool by trade, and 1 have
come to cheer yout up because you are alone.”

“Where were you before?”

“In the bedroom behind the stove where the cricket
chirps and the mouse rustles, between a dried wreath and
a faded willow branch.”

“What did you do there?”

“I looked at you.”

“Since when?”

“Since your wedding night.”

“What did you eat?”

““The fragrance of your body, the glow of your hair, the
light of your cyes, the sadness of your face.”

“Oh, you flatterer!” she cried. “Who are you? What are
you doing here? Where do you come from? What is your
errand?”

I made up a story. My father, Isaid, was a goldsmith
and my mother a succubus; they copulated on a bundle
of rotting rope in a cellar and T was their bastard. For
some time I lived in a scttlement of devils on Mount Seir
where 1 inhabited a mole’s hole. But when it was learned
that my father was human 1 was driven out. From then
on I had been homeless. She-devils avoided me because 1
reminded them of the sons of Adam; the daughters of Eve
saw in me Satan. Dogs barked at me, children wept when
they saw me. Why were they afraid? T harmed no one. My
only desirc was to gaze at beautiful women—to gaze and
converse with them.

“Why converse? The beautiful aren’t always wise.”

“In Paradise the wisc are the footstools of the beauti-
ful”

“My teacher taught me otherwise.”

“What did your teacher know? The writers of books
have the brains of a flea; they mercly parrot cach other.
Ask me when you want to know something. Wisdom ex-
tends no further than the first heaven. Trom there on
cverything is lust. Don't you know that angels are head-
less? ‘The Seraphim play in the sand like children: the
Cherubim can't count; the Aralim chew their cud hefore
the throne of Glory. God himself is jovial. T1c spends his
time pulling Leviathan by the tail and being licked by
the Wild Ox: or eclse he tickles the Shekhinah, causing
her to lay myriads of eggs cach day, and cach egg is
star.”

“Now I know you're making [un of me.”

“If that's not the truth may a funny hone grow on my
nosc. 1t's a long time since I squandered my quota ol lics.
I have no alternative but to tell the truth.”

“Can you beget children?”

“No, my dear. Like the mule I am the last of a linc.
But this does not blunt my desire. T lic only with martried
women, for good actions are my sins; my prayeis aic blas-
phemies; spite is my bread; arrogance, my wine: pride,
the marrow of my bones. ‘There is only one other thing 1
can do hesides chatter.”

This made her laugh. Then she said: "My mother
didn’'t bring me up to be a devil's whore. Away with you,
or I'll have you exorcised.”

"“Why bother,” 1 said. “I'll go. 1 don't force mysell on
anyone. Auf wicdersehen.”

1 faded away like mist.
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For seven days Zirel absented hersell from her houdoir. [
dozed inside the mirror. The net had heen spread; the
victim was ready. T knew she was curions, Yawuning. 1 con-
sidered my next step. Should I seduce a rabbi's danghter?
deprive a bridegroom of his manhood? plag up the <yna-
gogue chimney? turn the Sabbath. wine into negin? pive
an clffock to a \’ixgih? enter a ram’s horn on Rosh 1ash-
ana? make a cantor hoarse? An imp never lacks for
things to do, particularly during the Days of Awe when
cven the fish in the water vemble. And then as 1 sat
dreaming of moon juice and turkey seeds. she entered.
She Tooked for me, but could not see me. She stood in
front of the mirror but 1 didn’t show myself.

“I must have been imagining.” she murnmwed. “It
must have heen a daydream.”

She ook off her nightgown and stood there naked. 1
knew that her hushband was in town and that he had been
with her the night before although she had not gone 1o
the ritual bath—but as the Talmud puts it, “a woman
would rather have onc measure of debauchery than ten
of modesty.” Zivel, daughter of Roize Glike, missed ne,
and her cyes were sad. She is mine, mine, | thought. 'T'he
Angel of Death stood ready with his rod; a zealous linle
devil busied himself preparing the cauldron for her in
hell; a sinner, promoted to stoker, coliccred the kindling
woad. Everything was prepared—ithe snow drift and the
live coals, the hook for her tongue and the plicrs for her
breasts, the mouse that would eat her Tiver and the worm
that would gnaw her bladder. Rut my little charmer sus-
pected nothing. She stroked her left breast, and then her
right. She looked at her belly, examined her thighs, scru-
tinized her toes. Would she read her book? trim her nails?
comb her hair? Her husband had brought her perfumes
from Lenczye, and she smelled of rosewater and carna-
tions. He had presented her with a coral necklace which
hung around her neck. But what is Eve without a ser-
pent? And what is God without Lucifa1? Zirel was full of
desire. Like a harlot she summoned me with her eyes.
With quivering lips she uttered a spell:

“Swift is the wind,
Deep the ditch,
Sleck black cat,
Come within reach.
Strong is the lion,
Dumb the fish,
Reach from the silence,
And take your dish.”

As she uttered the last word, I appeared. Ier face lit
up.

“So you're here.”

“1 was away,” I said, “but I have returned.”

“Where have you been?”

““To never-never land. 1 was at Rahab the Harlots pal-
ace in the garden of the golden birds near the castle of
Asmodeus.”

“As far as that?”

“If you don’t believe me, my jewel, come with me. Sit
on my back, and hold on to my horns, and I'll spread my
wings, and we’ll fly together beyond the mountain
peaks.”

“But Tdon't have a thing on.”

“No one dresses there.”

“My husband won’t have any idea where T am.”

“He'll learn soon enough.”

“How long a trip is it?”

“It takes less than a second.”

“When will Treturn?”

“Those who go there don’t want to return.”

“What will I do there?”

“You'll sit on Asmodeus’ lap and plait tresses in his
beard. You'll eat almonds and drink porter; cvenings
you'll dance for him. Bells will be attached to your an-
kles, aud devils will whirl with you.”

“And after thae?”

“I my master is pleased with you, you will be his. If
not, onc of his minions will take care of you.”

“And in the morning?”

“There are no mornings there.”

“Will you stay with me?”

"Because of you I might be given a small bone to lick.”

“Poor little devil, T feel sorry for vou, but I can't go. 1
have a hushand and a father. I have gold and silver and
dresses and furs. My heels are the highest in Krashnik.”
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“Well, then, good-by."”

“Don’t hurry off like that. What do [ have to do?”

“Now you are being reasonable. Make some dough
with the whitest of flour, Add honcy. mensirual blood,
and an egg with a bloodspot, a measure of pork fat, a
thimbleful of suet, a goblet of libatory wine. Light a fire
on the Sabbath and bake the mixture on the coals. Now
call your husband to your bed and make him cat the cake
you have baked. Awaken him with lies and put him o
sleep with profanity. Then when he begins to snoe, cut
off one half of his beard and one earfock, steal his gold,
burn his promissory notes, and tear up the marrage con-
tract. After that throw your jewels under the pig butch-
er's window-=this will be my engagement gitt. Before
leaving your house, throw the prayer hook into the rub-
bish and spit on the mezuzah, at the precise spot where
the word Shadai is written. Then come straight to me. 1l
bear you on my wings from Krashnik to the desert. We'll
fly over ficlds filled with toadstools, over wools inhabited
by wercwolves, over the ruins of Sodom where serpents
are scholars, hyenas are singers, crows ave preachers. and
thicves are entrusted with the money for charity. There
ugliness is heauty, and crooked is straight; torturcs are
amusement, and mockery, the height of exaltation. But
hurry, for our cternity is brief.”

“I'mafvaid, little devil, T'm afraid.’™

“Fveryonce who goes with us is.”

She wished to ask questions, to catch me in contradic-
tions, but I made off. She pressed her lips against the mir-
ror and met the end of my tail.

m

Her father wept; her husband tore his hair: her servants
scarched for her in the woodshed and in the cellar: her
mother-in-law poked with a shovel in the chimney; car-
ters and butchers hunted for her in the woods. At night,
torches were lit and the voices of the searchers echoad
and re-echoed: “Zirel, where are you? Zivel! Zirell” It was
suspected that she had run off to a convent, but the pricst
swore on the crucifix that this was not so. A wonder
worker was sent for, and then a sorceress, an old Gentile
woman who made wax cffigics, and finally a man who
located the dead or missing by means of a black mirror; a
farmer lent them his blood hounds. But when 1 get my
prey, it is repricved by no one. 1 spread my wings and we
were off. Zirel spoke to me, but I did not answer. When
we came to Sodom, T hovered a moment over Fot's wife,
Three oxen were busy licking her nose, Lot lay in a cave
with his daughters, drunk as always.

In the vale of shadow which is known as the woirld
everything is subject to change. But for us time stands
still! Adam remains naked, Fve tusdul, still in the act of
being seduced by the serpent. Cain kills Abel, the flea lies
with the elephant, the flood falls from heaven, the Juws
knead clay in Egypt, Job scratches at his sorecover el
body. He will keep seratching until the end of time. but
he will find no comfort.

‘Shc wished to speak to me, but with a flutter of wings 1
disappeared. T had done my errand. 1 lay like a bat blink-
ing sightless eyes an a steep ¢lill. "Fhe emth was Inown,
the heavens yellow. Devils stood in a circle wiggling their
tails. ‘Two turtles were locked in an embiace, and 2 male
stone mounted a female stone. Shabriti and Barivi ap-
peared. Shabriri had assumed the shape of a squire. e
wore a pointed cap, a curved sword: e had the legs of a
goose and a goat’s heard. On his snout were glasses, and
he spoke in a German dialect. Bariri was ape. parvot, rat,
bat, all at ence. Shabrivi bowed low and began to chant
Tike a jester at a wedding:

“Argin, margin,
Here's a bargain,
A pretty squirvel,
Name of Zirel.
Open the door,
Tolove impure.”
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He was about to take her in his arms when Barivi
screamed, “Don’t let him touch you. He has scabs on his
head, sores on his legs, and what a woman needs he
docsn’t have. He acts the great lover, but a capon is more
amorous. His father was like that also. and so was his
grandfather. Let e be your lover. [ am the grandson of
the Chief Liar. Tn addition T am a man of wealth and
good family. My -grandmother was lady-in-waiting to
Machlath, daughter of Naama. My mother had the honor
to wash Asmodeus’ fect. My father, may he stay in hell
forever, carried Satan's snuffbox.”

Shabriri and Bariri had grasped Zivel by the hair, and
cach time thev pulled they tore nut a tuft. Now Zirel saw
how things were and she cried out, “Pity, pity!”

“What's this we have here?” asked Ketev Mariri,

“A Krashnik coquette.”

“Don’t they have better than that?”

“No, it's the best they've got.”

“Who dragged her in?”

“Alittle imp.”

“Let's begin.”

“Help, help,” Zirel moaned.

“Ilang her,” Wrath, the Son of Anger, screamed. "It
won't help to cry out here. Time and change have been
lelt behind. Do what you are told; vou're ncither young
nor old.”

Zirel broke into lamentations. The sound voused Lilith
from her sleep. She thrust aside Asmodeus’ beard and put
her head out of the cave, each of her hairs, a curling
snake.

“What's wrong with the bitch?” she asked. “Why all
the screaming?”

“They're working on her.”

“Is that all? Add some salt.”

“And skim the fat.”

This fun has heen going on for a thousand years, hut
the black gang does not weary of it. Each devil doces his
bit: cach imp makes his pun. They pull and tear and bite
and pinch. For all that, the masculine devils aren’t so
bad; it's the females who really enjoy themselves, com-
manding: Skim boiling broth with hme handst Plait
braids without using the fingers! Wash the Taundiy with-
out water! Catch fish in hot sand! Stay at home and walk
the strects! Take a bath without getting wetl Make but.
ter from stones! Break the cask without spilling the wine!
And all the while the virtuous women in Paradise gossip;
and the pious men sit on golden chairs, stuffing them-
selves with the meat of Leviathan, as they boast of their
good deeds. .

Is there a God? Is He all merciful? Will Zirel ever find
salvation? Or is creation a snake primeval crawling with
evil> How can T tell? I'm still only a minor devil. Tmps
scldom get promoted. Meanwhile generations come and
go, Zircl follows Zirel, in a myriad of reflections—a myr-
iad of mirrors,

Transilated by Novbert Guterman



