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About the book
Odessa, 1903: grain magnate Ostishin entrusts his confidential agent, the up-and-coming Feivel, with finding new suppliers and markets. Feivel’s passage has been booked on the Martha, a state-of-the-art river steamship about to sail up the Dniester, and he is confident of embarking on a successful business career. But this is Russia at the turn of the century, a country beset by revolutionary tensions and upheavals, and where Jews are increasingly threatened by discrimination and persecution.
From a straightforward commercial venture, Feivel’s voyage on the luxurious riverboat will turn into a series of adventures, some of them absurdly funny, some hair-raising. He will become involved with Tsarist officials, anti-Semitic rabble-rousers, Cossacks and Tatars – and with a great variety of fellow Jews: miserable beggars, sedate bourgeois and underworld kingpins, long-settled ancient Jewish communities with very peculiar customs of their own and Jewish refugees desperately fleeing the recent pogroms.
Some far-seeing people foresee that much worse is still in store for Jews, in this new Twentieth Century – but what to do about it? Agitators and recruiters of the newly-founded Zionist Movement go around, calling upon Jews to drop everything and become pioneers in the faraway Ottoman province which would one day be called Israel. Some of them are sincere idealists, while other persue cynical hidden agendas. But there are those who ponder very different solutions, lending this picaresque novel a science fiction twist.
Gradually, Feivel becomes – to his own surprise – the leader of a great mass of uprooted Jewish refugees wandering the land without a clear destination or aim. The younger among them are full of frustration and pent-up fury, liable to burst out at any moment - against Gentile or Jew alike. What can Feivel offer them, and where would he lead them? And how might Ostishin react to the loss of a great sum of money, with which Feivel was supposed to purchase grain? (That is, if Feivel ever gets back to Odessa at all…)
Feivel must also ponder an increasing series of interlinked mysteries: What happened to Shprintza, Feivel’s beloved, who was suddenly abducted during a lovers’ tryst under a streetlamp on an Odessa street? What is the meaning of the few cryptic letters he received from her, and will he ever see her again? What are the hidden plans of the affable Austrian Count who designed, owns and captains the Martha? Where does he intend to bring the growing crowd of paying and non-paying passengers on her originally immaculate decks?
Also: what is the Count’s hidden link with the shadowy Rabbi Nachman – a great sage, spiritual leader of an isolated Jewish community high in the Carpathians, and also a mathematical genius and the builder of very strange machines and devices? What unearthly vision did Rabbi Nachman have many years ago, over the rooftops of Konigsberg, and how will that vision come to profoundly impact the lives of Feivel and his shipmates? What is Rabbi Nachman’s Casino, where only those who have lost all hope can enter and gamble for stakes much higher than money? And what happens to those who lose – or are they the true winners?
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Chapter I
Nachman (Prologue)
In the small town of Jaworow, in the Lamberg region of eastern Galicia, was a dwindling shtiebel. The shtiebel was led by a thin, modest rabbi, who navigated his life amongst the tempestuous and proud rabbinical courts with wisdom, modesty and awareness. The shtiebel contained rickety seats, a creaking dais and a banister upheld by means of the cloth belt of a kittel robe, that was tied to a pillar, to prevent the elderly from falling. Only the Holy Ark, a work of art dating from the glory days, and mainly the eagles and lions stuck on its top, stood solid in the face of the ravages of time.
The said rabbi was skinny and seemed to be constantly fasting. His gait was lopsided and the kittel that hung from his form was worn yet clean. When he was assaulted by the dry, painful cough, the wart on his forehead turned red, and yet, through the tortured expression, his face radiated a confidence that was beyond despair.
The community was in a state of disintegration. Many had deserted and few returned, yet in the year 1882, in the middle of the Hebrew month of Elul, the withering shtiebel won a new lease on life.
And thus it came about. Out of nowhere, from beyond the Russian border, a sturdy Jew appeared, who had been a soldier in the army of Nikolai, one of the "kidnapped", a man who had been through everything and had come out in one piece; a man who had survived out of hundreds of kidnapped children and who, even 25 years later, had not forgotten his parents, his siblings and his family; yet when he arrived in his childhood town, following a long journey, he did not find any of them. From hazy rumors he learned that they had gone west, and he continued his wandering. It could not be said that he was poor, since he had managed to make his fortune. One day, he arrived in the town of the modest rabbi, was captivated by his charm and remained at his side. He turned Jaworow into the base for his searches. With the help of his donations, the shtiebel started putting on skin and fat: the Holy Ark was dressed with a new velvet curtain, and several silver candlesticks, which had been pawned years before, were returned thanks to the Nikolaivy, polished and given pride of place. The Nikolaivy was given a place and a lectern near the eastern wall, although he barely knew the alphabet.
When the discharged soldier first arrived in town, he took up residence in the most expensive hotel downtown, not far from the small railway station at the end of the line leading to the valley – one more dot on the map of his endless searches. After a morning dip in the river, he prepared himself for a tour of the town, put on his best shirt, which could barely close over his bull's neck and broad shoulders, and the expensive cufflinks that had been given to him, with trembling hands, as a parting gift by a merchant in the Ural, back when he was newly discharged, fresh and violent. Finally, he put on his well-crafted and custom-made coat, in the style of a short military jacket with a pleat in the back. While walking towards the carriage in his short boots, he put on his wide beaver-fur hat. With a march that exuded importance, he appeared to be more like the merchants that he met on his travels west, from whom he had managed to milk funds. His gait was one of awe-inspiring confidence. Yet anyone who had bothered to take a good look at his flushed and solid face, would have noticed the sorrow in his eyes, which were already showing clear signs of bags beneath them.
When the man sat down in the carriage, the latter tilted to the side with a creaking of springs. With his beringed hand, he took out a huge pocket watch, glanced at it and spoke to the driver. "Drive up, to the city of the Jews!" The driver, a thin Ukrainian whose pink face did not yield much hair and whom it was easy to see why he has clean-shaven, except for a sparse and well-groomed moustache – raised his whip.
On the hillside the houses seemed to be piled on top of one another. Wash lines hung between them and women in headscarves were busy with their never-ending laundry. All that seemed to be close by, right on top of them, yet to reach the near yet unattainable sight, they had to pass numerous bends in the road. After a bend and a bridge, they came to a crossroads, where once-important roads converged. To their left stretched a line of round lamps on poles, that stood alongside a gravel road leading to the Catholic church. At the foot of the road stood a tomb-like structure, sprouting a copper faucet from its top. The Ukrainian stopped the carriage. "With your leave, sir, I will drink water here."
"Go, but quickly!" the passenger ordered. The driver stuck the whip in its place, tied the reins and locked the brake crank, to prevent the carriage from slipping backwards, muttering apparently to himself. "I'll drink some water from our holy fountain, desecrated by the Polacks. I'll purify myself a bit, since I'm passing by after so long."
The driver finished drinking, looked around, crossed himself in the Provoslavic fashion and spat in the direction of the church. He had already started walking towards the carriage – but he changed his mind and spat a large gob in the direction of the synagogue that was visible from the spot.
"What's this?" the Nikolaivy asked, watching his actions.
"That's for the Zhids!"
"You don't mark the cross in their direction?"
"Sir doesn't know?"
"No!"
"Because I'm afraid of their holy rabbi!"
The Nikolaivy stepped down too, looked at the faucet and spoke to the driver, who seemed to be amused. "Don't do that to the Jews! Do you know what I'm capable of doing? I could take you and hitch you instead of the horse! That's what I'm capable of doing."
Then he grabbed him by his clothing and lifted him almost as high as his seat. "Drive to the Jews, I am one of them myself."
Choking, and almost tearful with disappointment, the common goy asked: "Then you are not a Provoslavian big brother? That's what I thought… So you're not coming to liberate us, to purify our poor country? And what do I see, a Hebrew Russian master. Well, so be it, I was just thinking…"
The Nikolaivy was somewhat apologetic about his heavy-handedness. "Perhaps we will come, man, perhaps, but if we do, will you like us any more than you like the Polacks and the Austrians, khokhol?
The carriage continued its journey. After the next bend, an impressive wooden structure was revealed in full. Like a giant leaning slightly to one side, with one part seeming about to slide away. The goy turned his head towards his passenger in a manner that would not cause him to go off the road, and with a sort of commiseration, he pointed towards the structure with his whip. "There is a rumor that they want to get rid of the synagogue if it isn't fixed soon. Poor people, poor people!"
"Stop, khokhol, and let me see what there is to see," the Nikolaivy ordered, and the man halted the horse.
All around the tilting wing, desperate-looking Jews ran about, trying to prop up the side roof with beams. Near them stood the rabbi, dispensing comfort, encouragement and hope. The small man captured the heart of the Nikolaivy, who got out and watched for a while, leaning against a tree. Only when they stopped, exhausted by their labors, did the rabbi show any indication of being aware that a stranger was standing there watching them. The rabbi looked at the Nikolaivy, and that one look captivated him forever.
When the Jews resumed their work, the large man took off his coat and immediately joined in, at one with them – as though he had been born for that miserable, crooked synagogue. Yes, he knew at once that the small man was everything he had been looking for: father, mother, brothers, sisters, family. That was it, he would stay here.
At sunset he sent the driver away and went inside with his weary friends for the evening prayers. In between using his whip and his voice to hurry the horse back to the warm stable the driver muttered to himself. "How could a man like that stay here, among the Zhids?"
Indeed, the Nikolaivy spent that night in the synagogue, breathing in the scent of the beams and with a sense of warmth and hominess spreading within him.
On Yom Kippur, shortly before the closing prayer, the Nikolaivy's soul was engulfed by a feeling of self-pity; something opened up. Even earlier, he had shed a few tears, but now he revisited the years in Nikolai's army. Hunger pestered him, and he did what he had been used to doing right under the noses of the tyrants: he tried to eat out of his sleeve. He had perfected the trick, but this time it didn't work.
Little Nachman, who constantly watched the large, towering man with curiosity, the man who had lots of money, saw that after he seemed to wipe his nose on his sleeve, his jaw moved and something fell to the ground with a dull thud. The big man tried to cover it with his foot, but he slipped and fell flat on the floor. A commotion immediately broke out, not without some laughter. Several people became suspicious and there were shouts of gevald! and attempts to attack the man. The eight year-old boy bent over to pick up his yarmulke and quickly hid the piece of chicken under the floorboard, the same loose floorboard through which the synagogue cat used to enter.
The large man, lying on the floorboards amidst the lecterns, surrounded by air thick with farts, his head tilted, looked around him with one eye. That eye – the soldier's murderous eye – saw the threatening crowd surrounding him, a crowd with covered heads. The man saw frightened faces peering out of the prayer shawls, and for a second thought of small, miserable Zhids, and that with a swing of one arm he could turn the whole place into a pile of sticks. Then his other eye caught sight of a well-built boy, staring at him unwaveringly. Suddenly, the large man felt once again like a kidnapped child, tearful, while the child standing before him willed him with his glance to stand up.
When the rabbi pounded his frail fist on the table, order was restored until mad Pinchas shouted. "It wasn't me, it wasn't me, I didn't eat!" All attention was then focused on him, and many hands were raised to hit him until he was silenced and snuck away. Everyone knew instinctively, that the large Jew was not to be provoked and that the rabbi had understood everything. The congregation calmed down and returned to the prayer. At that moment the Nikolaivy, Reb Boruch, knew that the child had saved him and saved them: he knew that a pact had been formed, between himself and wondrous little Nachman.
On a winter night, not long after Chanukah, a few young men and boys remained in the study hall, which was well-lit and heated, thanks to Reb Boruch, the discharged Nikolaivy. Daily, the man progressed in his study of the Pirkei Avot and he was almost ready to tackle the Mishna. He was being taught by little Nachman, the rabbi's son, who at the age of eight was already well-versed in the Talmud. Nachman's older brother, Yisrael, had already begun to doze off and sigh, being sickly. Around him, all the others also dozed in the warmth. Only Nachman and Reb Boruch remained completely awake. After they kissed and closed their books, they sat on either side of the desk in the yellow-red light of the candles. As usual every evening after the lesson, Reb Boruch taught Nachman tricks with string and sleight of hand. This time, Nachman asked with a serious expression, "Tell me again, Reb Boruch, how it was when you were a soldier for ponyeh."
"Nachman, don't you want to play with string today? I want to teach you something new." Reb Boruch took a ball of strong string from his pocket. "I want to teach you how to tie a horse chain. Imagine, Nachman, that you have to cross a river and there are many horses to take across…"
He started forming small horses out of candle wax to demonstrate to Nachman, but Nachman was adamant. "Not today, Reb Boruch. Tell me again how it was when you were a soldier for ponyeh-the-pig."
Reb Boruch gathered the string back into his pocket, took out a bottle of schnapps and took a swig, and then offered little Nachman a sip as small as a thimbleful.
"Children," he addressed everyone present, "you here, in the kingdom of His Majesty the King of Austria, will not believe it, you can't imagine what I've been through. They took us in the winter across vast distances, many children died on the way from hunger, beatings and torture. They wanted us to eat unclean meat and not pray. Some of the children committed suicide in the river. I was a child like you, smaller. I attended cheder, when one day a terrible fear fell on our town. The boys were hidden in basements, in attics, in closets, in chicken coops… Why, you ask? Well, I'll tell you: because in the neighboring city some sons of lords had been ordered to report for duty in the army of Czar Nikolai. The lords wanted to spare their sons, so they sent kidnappers to us, to our small town.
"After they had hidden us for a long time, and they thought that the kidnappers would not come after all, we returned to the cheder. One evening, it was a Thursday, I was on my way home, carrying a lamp – suddenly, as though from under the ground, two black figures sprung up. They gagged me, covered my head with a smelly coat, dragged me into a closed carriage, and like that we sped out of the town. Since then I haven't seen my mother or father, nor my brothers or sisters, I haven't seen anyone."
The wax dripped and formed mounds under the candles, until small puddles were created around the burning wick. More listeners gathered to hear the story and Nachman asked a question. "Who committed that crime against you, goyim?"
"Yes, Nachman, it was the goyim, but the original sin was committed by Jews!"
Nachman sent a doubtful glance from under his furrowed brow. And when Reb Boruch was about to go out into the snow storm, putting on his expensive fur-lined coat, he asked again. "Jews did that to a small, weak Jew? To a Jewish child?"
"Yes, Nachman, that's how it was. Jews did me a great injustice…"
At the same time, while Nachman was awake and the others were half asleep, the sounds of the storm outside grew louder and the creaks and groans of the wood beams increased. The shadows cast by the candles turned into black forms, like huge bats hovering in space, hunting for prey. Nachman started to wake his sickly brother and the other youths, picked up the Talmud and prayer books, hitting them to arouse them.
"Nachman, what's wrong with you?" his frightened brother asked.
"Yisrael, can't you see the hovering figures?" Nachman said, huddling against his brother. They all listened together to the sounds. Yisrael was now fully awake and he tried to recount a ghost story, but Nachman was having none of it and just listened. Suddenly, the door opened and Reb Boruch reappeared in the doorway, covered with snow, and he spoke in a deep calming voice. "Children, have no fear! Although those were Jews, they were forced to do what they did, the voice was the voice of Esau and the hands were the hands of Jacob." Nachman understood very well what he meant.
The large, pagoda-shaped synagogue, of which the shtiebel was part, had wings and halls that were locked most days of the year. One of the halls, the floor of which was made of especially strong boards, was designated for reading the Book of Esther. The members of the community had never sufficed with stamping their feet when the name of Haman the Evil was read; they would jump up and stomp heavily on the floor with their boots.
When the hall was prepared for Purim, the youths had an opportunity to play in the abandoned wings and watch the craftsmen at work.
Nachman discovered on his own that it was possible, with just slight force, to work wonders and unleash a force that was infinitely bigger than himself. For example, if a heavy beam lay on its edge on a stick and a string was tied to the stick, a slight tug on the string could bring down the beam and make use of its inherent force. As Purim approached he decided to make use of the principle that he had discovered, leading to a holiday that remained in memory for years afterwards. Some people even resented him for that.
On the eve of the Purim holiday the congregation gathered to read the Book of Esther. When they came to the part about the hanging of Haman, in a corner of the hall a sort of colorful, lighted stage suddenly appeared, in a recess in the wall, with a figure of Haman hanging from a tree, decorously dressed as a high-ranking officer. When the spectacle appeared, the hall erupted with cries of amazement and admiration. And when the figure moved up and down on the hanging tree, making strange movements, people close to the stage saw that its face was similar to that of the Ukrainian police officer. Many crowded around to check whether it was really he who was hanging there.
When a large crowd had gathered close to the small stage, strange things started to happen: people were lifted up towards the ceiling and remained there for a short while, and when they came back down, those on the other side of the hall rose up. Thus, several minutes passed, between fear and laughter, with people landing on one another, hats flying and streimels getting crushed and dragged, leaving their owners bare-headed. When the commotion reached its peak, Nachman pulled on some strings that released the beams back into their proper places and balance was restored.
Nachman was the immediate suspect, but when he was not found, other children were slapped across their excited faces, bright with sweat and exhilaration, sidelocks were pulled here and there, and Mad Pinchas, who had been of great assistance to Nachman during the preparations, fled and hid in his usual hiding place. But most members of the congregation laughed that night as they hadn't laughed in years, perhaps never before. And that tilted the scales. Even the rabbi, who as a rule did not react immediately to any event, and who attempted to silence the congregation, with a team of enraged and red-faced synagogue officials at his side – even he, upon seeing a Jew, bare-headed and hanging crookedly and flailing from the ceiling, was barely able to conquer the powerful urge to give in to loud, liberating laughter.
It was difficult to imagine what would have happened if the scene had continued for much longer. In any event, the congregation was never the same; from then on years and events would be dated from the time of the "great laughter."
Previously, the urge to laugh had died down over the years in the community, and joy had almost been forgotten. But now, although the events of Purim had started to fade and Passover was approaching, they could still taste that flavor from time to time, still held their bellies and bent over with laughter as they relived the Purim shpiel, even pointing at one another with ridicule as they recalled the scene – and it was as though they had tasted from a Tree of Knowledge that had blossomed once again, the tree of laughter and entertainment for the battered soul.
In contrast, Nachman grew sadder, more introverted. The short, yet solid and muscular child, who was both quick and well-coordinated, felt emptied after his tricks. He was first and foremost in religious studies, far ahead of all the others, but a purpose, something to revive his spirit – that he lacked following his huge show.
At the same time, while Nachman became adept at strings, knots, ties and loops, the Nikolaivy made progress and had already started to pray properly, to read from the Psalms and study the Mishna, and it was wondrous to witness what he was able to accomplish on the strength of his willpower, the extent to which the tiny seed that had been frozen in his mind for a quarter of a century of ignorance, developed.
The Nikolaivy found paths into the hearts of the youths and he also learned from them. Once he had settled into the life of the community he turned to thinking more about his business. Nachman sensed that he no longer held the same place in Reb Boruch's heart, and he would disappear for hours into the field that lay on the land of the felled forest. Sometimes he would go as far as the forest itself, leaving behind in the field friends who were captivated by his charm, some of them even older than himself. There, in the field, they would meet Mad Pinchas, who was entrusted with shepherding the goats and the sole cow. They would also meet the goy shepherd with his flock, and stage fights between the billy goats from both herds.
When Nachman grew bored, he would steal away from the others and walk further, into the forest. There, surrounded by birdsong, with rays of sunlight slinking through the tree branches and forming spots of light, he would see the wood lathers at work. The lather would stick a post between two tree trunks and wind a rope around the post, with one end tied to a supple branch above and the other ending in a loop through which he placed his foot. By stepping down and then releasing, the lather turned the pole in a circular movement. With a sculpting tool he would form legs for chairs, which he would pile up on one side. During the winter, he would stay in his hut and assemble the chairs.
The smooth cylinders, perfect in their rings and coils, which only minutes before had been rough tree branches, were manufactured by means of that simple, ancient lathe. Nachman, who had already seen sewing machines at Beirish the tailor's and a steel lathe at Stipnek the blacksmith's, and even a steam engine downtown – experienced a moment of enlightenment. Suddenly, he understood the line leading thousands of steps from the simple and innocent device to the glorious tangle of wheels that set the steam engine in motion, and from there to thousands more steps, to what would yet develop sometime in the future.
That enlightenment turned into a fire within him, a huge capacity to absorb, a desire to gain knowledge, to find out everything that was made and what would yet be made. Perhaps he would understand how the leap was done, how a kidnapped child could disappear from his kidnappers…
And then he would skip back to his mates in the field, and find them sitting and waiting, sometimes in the midst of a fight with the goy shepherd's boys. Then Nachman would tilt the scales by power of his assertiveness and brute strength, and his power would seep into the minds of the goy boys. "The rabbi's son, the rabbi's son," they would shout. And they would all reconcile, sit together and eat roasted chestnuts from the fire.
In the school, while studying, Nachman would conjure up an imaginary book, the pages of which turned like wings in the breeze and whole worlds passed through them.
Meanwhile, a rumor reached Reb Boruch, that his brother might be in Konigsberg, Prussia. He immediately prepared to set out and also chose some people to help him with his trade in that city.
Out of instinct, Reb Boruch approached the rabbi and proposed to take the child Nachman along with him. The rabbi secretly harbored great apprehension for Nachman. He knew that the boy snuck into the woods, to the goyim's sacred oak tree, and he feared that he would go there to watch the equinox holiday that took place around the time of Lag ba'Omer, when the villagers leaped over bonfires and floated wreaths with burning candles on the river and even – God help us – engaged in adulterous unions.
After sighing and coughing, the rabbi answered Reb Boruch. "I will give you the boy, in any event he's driving us all mad here. Just give me your word and handshake, that you will look after him like your own son, that he will not miss one prayer and that he will not miss one day of studying."
Reb Boruch took the rabbi's small hand in his and stood up straight. The lines of his face hardened. "Not only will I look after him, I will give my life for him; if I could do that for ponyeh, wouldn't I do the same for your crown prince?"
The rabbi left the meeting with a good feeling, although the term 'crown prince' was not to his liking.
When they set off, and the Ukrainian's carriage crossed the Pale and appeared against the background of the monastery's cross, the rebbetzin suddenly called out with regret. "What are you doing with the child, you'll destroy his faith yet!"
Nachman did not even turn his head.
In Konigsberg Nachman saw wondrous things. First of all, he saw the sea – huge, infinite, with seagulls hovering over the harbor. In fact, the whole of that fine city – part of an emerging empire – was a port, its quarters separated by canals and bridges.
And ships with many masts, ropes and ladders traversed the waterways, sometimes seeming to be traveling along the streets. Everything was in motion: the glamorous ladies with feathered hats, the electric street cars rushing around day and night, and the Jews were in motion. And what Jews! Proud, developed, wielding power and money in their hands and with top hats on their heads.
And Reb Boruch did indeed find his brother at the end of a twisted tunnel of fate. When the days of their initial excitement had passed, they talked endlessly with one another. They would meet at a fine hotel, and from time to time they held a proper tish with singing. And they allocated time for bible studies as well, designating a room where several scholars sat with Nachman and studied, with Reb Boruch footing the bill.
There Nachman met a professor, who would come to soak up a bit of the Talmud and for a taste of the world that he had left behind long ago, when he had turned to science.
On one of those days, between the afternoon and evening prayers, when Nachman returned from his foray into the city, the professor of exact sciences asked him jokingly, whether he had crossed all of the bridges. "I have been trying to cross all of the bridges without crossing one twice," Nachman replied.
"Where did you hear that riddle?"
"I was just trying something, I didn't know that it was a riddle…"
Then the professor spoke about the problem posed by the distinguished mathematician Euler, who had proved that it was impossible to follow a path crossing all seven bridges without crossing one twice.
"Euler? Mathematics?" Nachman queried.
"Come, Nachman," the professor said.
The two of them passed through a corridor padded with thick carpets and the scholar opened before Nachman his room, filled with science books, and also containing a small telescope with a globe.
There Nachman would discover new ways to prove arguments without longwinded debates, and would study mathematics and German alongside his religious studies. He passed through those high doorways to and fro like a pendulum swinging between two worlds.
All that did not cause him to forget the lure of the city, and his wanderings in it became a habit.
Near the arched gate of the hotel was a pet shop, with cages of tropical birds hung outside on warm days. For the first time in his life Nachman saw colorful birds and parrots and he asked the shop owner about them. The local children ridiculed and provoked him, but Nachman gave them a sample of his strength and they cowered in awe. Some of them began following him around, accepting his authority.
He crossed the bridges and saw in the large canal a sailboat with three masts covered with white sails, and when those were folded a small steamboat appeared that pulled the passive ship. The smoke and steam rose from among the sails, obscuring them. Nachman's eyes followed the sea birds coming ashore and mixing with the gray cathedral pigeons, which would pull themselves erect out of their crevices in the tall sculptures and pillars. And a group of Jews with thick, unruly beards, arriving on the wood rafts from the deep forests – and in contrast the Jews of the top hats and tailcoats, carrying umbrellas for fear of a summer rain, returning from the bourse, after a day of successful trade in the stocks of the Rathenau copper works and Siemens.
Usually, as one crosses more bridges and more of the areas trapped between them, with everything passing alongside or within everything else, one's head becomes dizzy. Not so for Nachman: he sought a form for all that, and his mind and heart worked to provide one. Thus, the man who accompanied the intrepid Nachman nearly went mad and fell to his bed from exhaustion. Thereafter, Reb Boruch prohibited the walks.
Nachman found an answer: he would take the elevator up to the top floor, carrying the small telescope from the globe. With and without the telescope, his gray-green eyes saw the world from a bird's eye view and everything became clear: gone were the lines and dots and angles of the scholar's sketches; there were no bridges, no towers, no expanses. All of those entities joined together to form circles moving on their axes. Rings moving with one another and against one another, in and out, adjoining and crossing one another. Time lived within time and alongside time.
Nachman came down thrilled. The pages of the book that he had created in his imagination seemed to him to be light and fluttery. Here, everything was big, with volume and space, here the pages became worlds that swirled into one another, set in motion not by the light breeze of the synagogue school back home, but by a great wind such as he had seen at sea during a storm, and perhaps by a wind much more powerful than that. What enchanted and frightened Nachman was the ability that he had developed, to see several of those worlds at the same time, and he had only one big question: where was the opening between them.
The month of Elul arrived and Reb Boruch gathered the group towards returning home. The professor recommended buying Nachman science books, to equip him for the future. And from the time that he returned to his town Jaworow as the holidays approached, on the first anniversary of the arrival of the Nikolaivy, Nachman continued to study secular subjects in addition to religious studies, and also conducted experiments in secret. Once every year or two, generously financed by Reb Boruch, he would travel again to Konigsberg and to other cities in Germany, until the crucial journey that he undertook when he was 18 years old, at the invitation of the elder Rathenau, a journey during which he disappeared from the community for seven years, the journey that changed the direction of his life.
Rathenau senior paved Nachman's way to the Siemens electricity laboratories in Berlin, where research into electromagnetism was being conducted.
Privately, after work hours, he strove to understand mysterious phenomena which, in time, would enable him to reach the things he had dreamed about in his boyhood – that is, the problems of parallel entities and time twists, perhaps the ability to move from one entity to others.
He didn't know if he would have a large space outside the city for his practical experiments, nor did he know how he would find the time or the money to put his plans into action. Nachman also worried about the situation in the shtiebel and the question of who would lead the community. For all those years, Nachman never visited his town as he was, without a beard and sidelocks.
In 1899 he met with his father, the rabbi, in Krakow. His father informed him, that Yisrael would be the next rabbi. "But don't worry, I have a special mission for you, and perhaps all your studies will be of benefit after all…"
The rabbi gave him the task of restoring and rebuilding a congregation in the Carpathians, which had been destroyed by the heidamaks. The site was isolated and was controlled by a major Jewish landowner named Kreshinsky; living in the vicinity were Jewish villagers, ignorant and boorish, on the brink of assimilation.
Twenty-seven year-old Nachman asked for a one-year deferral and returned to Berlin, to his research.
That year, in Vienna, Count Von Feder, an aristocrat and member of a family close to the royal court, resigned from the army. He rejected all offers of government positions (he was offered the post of governor of Galicia). He was not eager to immediately join the state service. He wanted to build his dream ship and travel around the world, and he started construction on the Danube, in Vienna.
The ship that he pictured in his head was very modern and sophisticated. He wanted to put in all sorts of innovations and implement some original ideas that could be implemented only with the very newest use of electricity. The Count's own knowledge in the field of electricity was only basic, so he gathered local experts, excellent men of engineering and science. These men often reached dead ends in the face of his unusual requirements, and they would vent their frustration by slandering Jewish scientists who had made impressive achievements. When the Count proposed to bring in Professor Heinrich Hertz to solve a problem, he was amazed at the depth of the envy and hatred towards the eminent scientist, although he was the son of a converted Jew.
Even a few people in the Count's immediate circle, people who were usually perfect gentlemen, removed their masks in such circumstances and were incapable of holding their tongues. The more moderate among them posed a rhetorical question. "What is it about them, what is it about them?"
The Count came to see the degree to which anti-Semitism was spreading like a cancer in Vienna, the beautiful capital. Soon afterwards, he decided to make a pilgrimage to the Mecca of the electricity industry at the time, the Siemens factory in Berlin. There he took a training course and met Nachman, who was his instructor. He accepted the Jewish instructor, who was several years his junior, without a trace of prejudice. Quite the contrary, the more he learned the scientific material (and from time to time the research had immediate practical implications that benefited the ship), his interest grew in finding out "what was it about them" indeed, breaking the code and understanding how such a young man, from an entirely unscientific background, was capable of such achievements.
So he set about studying that subject as well, and the more Nachman explained about Judaism past and present, the Count dived in deeper and deeper, until he was ultimately captivated; he became a true lover of Judaism.
On the other hand, Nachman did not remain indifferent. He came to know the respectable goy, whose knowledge about Judaism was very limited at first. As far as he was concerned, his concept of nobility had been limited up to then to Polish landowners. And what could be expected from a Polish landowner, when his life experience under them taught him that it was best to keep his distance?
Nachman left Berlin after a year of collaborative work. The Count was sad at the parting, and Nachman explained to him in very general lines where he was going, that it was a mission. "I understand you, noblesse oblige…" the Count said sadly. "You know what," he added, when he found out that the location was southern Galicia, "I might allow noblesse oblige to work for me, as well. Then, when we are close in the mountain country, we can seriously work on the project."
Then, after sailing on his ship, the Martha, around the world, the Count was amenable to accepting the post of governor of Galicia. As governor he took trips along the Danube and the Dniester, sometimes stopping at the port of Odessa. Their friendship continued and deepened, and their research continued and was implemented.
~~~
Chapter 2
The Handshake
1905
The Ostishin house stood on a hill overlooking the Odessa harbor. In a semi-circular room, lit by the rays of the spring sun that entered through the glass wall which had been designed by Reb Mottel Ostishin himself, Ostishin sat down to a second breakfast. The generously proportioned man looked down the street of private homes to the point where they merged with the compound of granaries, which some people considered to be Europe's bread basket.
In the granaries, on the road to and from the port, there was a tumultuous movement of freight carts, the sight of which sent shivers of pleasure along the gentleman's aging back. Opposite him at the round table sat a man in his early twenties, he too, like his companion, sporting the clipped beard and short jacket of Western Jews. They drank milky coffee and ate buttered rolls, a tradition that had taken root in Russia by way of Odessa. The young man had a large body and proportionate limbs and it seemed as though his vitality was in desperate need of constant restraint. Reb Mottel felt that he was dealing with a stallion just before a race.
"You're getting to be more westernized with me, Feivel," said the thickset, self-satisfied man to the man in front of him. "But that's not all; I'm giving you a task that will take you even further west, and will also make you richer. Up to now you've worked in Russia; you've gone up and down the Dneiper and organized shipments of grain for me; good, but for that route I can now send young guys, just like you were five years ago, and who will kiss my hands for the favor."
"I didn't kiss anyone's hands, nor will I do so in the future."
"I know that, Feivel, I know. It was your chutzpa that captivated me, but up to now it's been amusing. You even thought that I couldn't manage without you."
"So tell me what the job is, and don't think that I'll do anything you fancy!"
Reb Mottel lit a fine Havana cigar, and turned towards his favorite sight, as a means of focusing. "Patience, young man, patience! Do you see those carts down there? That is one of my greatest pleasures, watching them in the morning, seeing them – the four-legged horses and the two-legged beasts holding their whips, all working for Ostishin."
Feivel tried to say that he had already heard all that more than once, but he knew well when Reb Mottel was not to be interrupted – moreover, since the latter had already tilted his head backwards, lifted his hand with his finger raised in warning, and went on. "You would do well, young man, to remember how you arrived here, still wearing a capote and with long sidelocks; you were a hungry, muscular wolf, and you jumped at the sound of my voice, because I knew a lot about you – about the pranks, the strikes and about your other 'good deeds', so control yourself when Ostishin is speaking."
They both looked down, towards the ocean. Ostishin pulled at the gold chain that lay in a semi-circle on his belly and drew a pocket watch from the fold of his vest. Gently he pressed a button that sprung open the gold cover. "The time is now twenty-five past nine. In five minutes a small steamboat will enter the harbor. You, Feivel, concentrate on the lighting buoy swinging there, at the entrance to the harbor. Then, against that red background, you'll see how white it is, despite the smoke. That's the Martha. It comes from the estuary of the Dneister and brings passengers from up the river, which starts out in Galicia. And just as you, Feivel, followed our Dneiper upwards, all the way to Lithuania, and you saw how strong Ostishin is in business over there – I have a proposal for you: take that ship on the Dneister as far as it can go, into the new Russia (which used to be Turkey), and breach a road for my grain trade. Then you'll see that Ostishin can be great there, as well. And you, if you are a mensch and set it up for me, you'll be great, too, Feivel."
At exactly nine-thirty, the snow-white ship passed the red buoy. Only then Feivel spoke. "Reb Mottel, you move people around like pieces on a chessboard. I don't know a living soul in that area – neither Jew nor goy. It would be best if I continue with what I know and have experienced."
"Listen, young man! A guy like you should want to advance. And who knows?" Reb Mottel looked around and lowered his voice. "A rich man always has opportunities, like a good match, a large dowry, power, respect. Think about it and come back to me this evening, then we'll hear what you have to say. Just remember, that the Martha leaves tomorrow evening, and waits for no one."
Sometimes, in conversations like that one with Reb Mottel Ostishin, Feivel came close to overstepping the politeness that was required when speaking with such a gentleman. Now he spoke with great restraint. "I won't come back this evening. I've decided to sail up the Dneister."
Ostishin looked at him and a smile spread over his face, and was especially prominent in his eyes – which could change from steel-blue into two pools of light blue, like the eyes of a child who has just received a new toy. "That's the way I like you, Feivel. Let's get on with the arrangements."
The two men got up from the round table and went into the office, where they dealt with the minute details of a commercial plan of action. When the discussion ended, Feivel received a very large sum of money, and they shook hands, saying "good luck and blessing." When they were ready to drink glasses of vodka, Reb Mottel remembered something and brought out a platter of pickled herring with lots of chopped onions, left over from his first breakfast, so that they wouldn't be drinking on empty stomachs.
The heavy door to Ostishin's office closed behind Feivel with greased silence. The inner pocket of his light brown jacket contained the thick bundle of banknotes that Reb Mottel had taken from the safe and given to him and he started walking, proud, down the long corridor. The walls on either side boasted clusters of thick-framed paintings: elliptical, square or round, portraying landscapes, apples on a plate, grandmothers and reddish family photographs. On the floor, against the walls, stood heavy cabinets loaded with crystal tableware, as well as old tea-carts, like in a furniture shop. The corridor was long and Feivel suddenly decided that he was going the wrong way, so he stopped and turned back.
How he longed to pass by the room belonging to Regina, Ostishin's daughter; how he wished for her to hear his footsteps and call to him. He couldn't spend time with her now and tell her about his travels; he wasn't up to it just then, lacking his sense of humor and the ability to poke fun at her father who, although he sometimes seemed to be spineless, managed to manipulate him, Feivel, at will. No, he never discussed her father with her, and now was not the time to start. He had to leave quickly and he knew that she would be hurt when she learned that he had been there, but had not said goodbye to her. Go explain to her, to the delicate girl who, with her innocent eyes, saw you as a tough man, that right now you were capable of crying like a frustrated child.
Feivel also wanted to avoid running into Mrs. Shifra Ostishin just then, since she would immediately and without delay start asking annoying questions such as, "Well, have you found yourself a girl yet?" He could not answer that, but he could not avoid answering either, since the absence of a reply would complicate matters even further. He might even be tempted to release the pressure that was building up inside him, after her 'old man', with little warning, had removed some of the ground out from under him and sent him into a free-fall – with only a small ball of rope, in the form of the bundle of banknotes, coming between him and landing heavily on the bottom of the abyss. Oh, how he wished he could land on the springy sofa at the hotel…
Feivel turned to the corridor that led directly outside, pushed the bronze handle of the modern safety lock that only opened from the inside, to the garden and walked to the hotel. All he wanted was to be alone for a while and think things over by himself. Deep within him he knew, that he was incapable of remaining alone for any length of time; he was not one of those introverted types. He, Feivel, required action, and if not that – at least to be in the company of people who sympathized with him and gave him the feeling that they were with him, like in the old house.
He started thinking about Oyzer and Perla, but he pushed those thoughts away, because along with them came other misgivings, painful ones.
He passed by the reception desk without saying a word, not noticing that Domenola Yanku, the small Romanian who always joked with him, was motioning that lunch was being served. He did not have to take a key from the board since he always had one in his pocket.
In his room he packed all of his belongings into one leather suitcase, thus ending the reprieve, after which he remained alone. He tried to organize the thoughts in his head, unsuccessfully. So he lay down on the springy sofa and closed his eyes – without any results… So he lay, in his clothes and shoes, without even taking his coat off to hang it in the closet. For a while he did not move, until eventually he rolled over on his side. When the bundle of roubles pressed against his ribs, he thought, God in heaven, what am I doing with this package? Has Reb Mottel gone mad, or does he have excess cash? If his wife Shifra ever found out, he would hear about it for the rest of his life; since whatever successes that he, Feivel, was supposed to achieve (and as yet, he hadn't the slightest idea how he was to go about that), that would change nothing as far as she was concerned. In her mind it would always remain luft gesheft, pie in the sky, and he, Feivel, would just eat it up. What did he want to achieve, greatness?
At that point Feivel mimicked Ostishin. "You're not yet familiar with things there, but if you're a mensch – you'll do it," and he went on thinking. What does he want me to set up for him, a kingdom? It's a very serious amount of money and I jumped at the proposal, but inside something keeps bothering me. That always happens after I show what a hero I am. Now I'm afraid that I'll pass out right here on top of this bundle. I have to get up, my whole body is itching, I feel like a rag. Where has my strength gone? The old prick says that I'm a muscular wolf, he says so. I feel as hot as in a sauna. I must get up.
Feivel rose with difficulty, went over to the closet, passed by the alcove that held a mirror without looking at himself, hung up his coat, went to the window and pulled back the curtains. He looked into the garden and saw the old pine tree that had been there even before the house was built. The pine was the place to which Feivel had wanted to return from his journeys to Odessa during the past year. The huge pine tree was now awakening from its winter slumber, its scarred bark so thick that the small scabs peeling off it were sufficient for Feivel to make a fleet of small carved boats, like he used to do at home.
Two or three of the black birds with wings curving backwards flew around the tree in their jerky manner, executing sharp turns, searching for their usual spot at the end of a long journey. The sight of them released the first spring in a whole network of tightly coiled springs within him, and he spoke to himself. "Up to now I've been soft, now I know what to do. I'll show him what I'm capable of doing; I'll teach him to take something that one person created and give it to new people. I'll take this bundle and build my own kingdom, and no one will be able to move me from there. From this fat bundle, which Reb Mottel uses to 'cast his bread upon the waters', I'll create a whole bakery. I'll make so much money from these roubles, that it won't be hard for me to find out what happened to her… I should spend some time with Oyzer and Perla, eat our food with them and hear our talk, as long as I guard this bundle, keep anyone from knowing about it."
There was a knock on the door. "Feivush, are you alone?" Domenola Yanku shouted, and immediately came in, dressed for the road since he had finished his shift. "Aren't you having lunch today?" he asked with surprise.
"No, Yankel. And listen, I have a favor to ask. On your way into town, go by Oyzer and Perla's and tell them that I'll come by this evening. Take two and-a-half roubles and arrange with that little scoundrel Yevtushenko, to pick me up in about one hour. Whatever is left over is yours, Yankel. And if I don't come back tomorrow, you can put someone else in my room. I'll be back in about one month. But woe to you if I don't get this room when I come back; you'll have to throw out whoever is here."
"I don't mind your shouting," Domenola Yanku said on his way out, "just return safely, Feivush. Much success." With that the small man touched his new hat and left.
Feivel felt relieved: the die was cast. He was going to Oyzer.
After a short rest, to avoid appearing angry, he went over to the mirrored alcove in the plywood closet. There, alongside the basin and pitcher, was a pair of scissors. He carefully trimmed his beard, washed his face and upper body, put on a fresh shirt and got into Yevtushenko's carriage, on his way to Oyzer.
The descent down the hill to Oyzer's, was like a descent into a different world, the world of the "two-legged beasts", as Reb Mottel Ostishin called them. Going to Oyzer's was like sailing off to a peaceful island, since he lived on a strip of land that was the only one still remaining in an area scarred by railways, granaries and train depots, all of which led into the Odessa port. Arriving at Oyzer's home, one entered a small house surrounded by a garden and adjacent to it – several similar houses and a small wood, the remnant of a natural forest. Within the peaceful abode lived a master blacksmith – at times more an artist than a craftsman – who, thanks to his marvelous skill, had earned an uncontested position among the Ukrainian and Russian railroad veterans. And thanks to Perla, the blacksmith's wife, Feivel and Shprintza, as well as anyone else from their town, were able to eat their special local dishes and feel at home.
'Why was I so hesitant to go there before? It's my room, after all! We built it with my money, when I started making some; with our own hands we laid every brick and board up to the shingles. I'd always come like a general organizing my plans and my soldiers for the next battle,' Feivel reminisced, sitting in the carriage seat. He planned to arrive shortly after Oyzer returned from work, perhaps they would attend the evening prayer together and meanwhile, Perla would finish preparing the enlarged meal. After all, he had supplied them with plenty of provisions, just so everything could be just like at home. Thinking about the large-scale meal, he felt something grip his chest and rise to his throat; for they would be only three, not four…
As usual, he was received without many questions. This time as well, they dined in their simple and modest apartment, around the square, chunky table, which was nevertheless covered with an expensive tablecloth, sown with blue flowers in diamond-shaped gold flower beds and the tableware upon it was such that only a sophisticated gentleman would place on his table. That was Oyzer's eccentricity, who would take out that tableware only on the Sabbath or for friends from his hometown. His work mates never got to see them.
A bellows-like corridor, similar to the ones that connected railway cars, led from the dining room to a structure on pillars that always served as Shprintza's room, and Feivel's, when he came to see her. For some time he was unable to gather up the courage to get up from the table and pass through the bellows for a visit. Only when Oyzer started to nod off and Perla stopped sending him glances that were half reproving and half pitying, he got up and went in.
Her scent still remained in the air, even though a year had passed. Everything looked exactly like it had been that night – the tidy, clean room, the curtains, the carved closet with the large mirror, the bed with its coverings, the sewing machine, the small toys, the dolls and the dresses in the closet and the drawer with her underclothes. Feivel had never seen such an enchanted place! "What she did here… Those colors, the embroidery, the lace…"
Then he felt a mixture of longing and guilt, rage and a desire for vengeance. Unable to stand it, he returned to the dining room.
"Drink, Feivel, the tea will get cold," Perla's voice came from the bedroom. "Oyzer will wake up and then you'll go to the evening prayer. Drink, Feivush, drink."
He took a small sip, as a gesture. "I'm going to take a walk, to help me digest the food," he said, and walked past the bedroom.
The event that had taken place one year earlier then rose up into his consciousness from out of its permanent place, in the background – where it formed a constant burden, but did not turn into an actual thought. A series of memories opened up: his return from a long and successful journey to the Homel area, with fat contracts in his hand, cash in his pocket and expensive gifts for his Shprintza in his suitcases. She, trying on the kimono from Kiev and the fur from Corsk on her heavenly body, in front of the mirror and before Feivel, but soon ordering him out of the room…
When Shprintza entered the dining room, Feivel and Oyzer were already seated at the table. Perla brought in a bowl of dumplings and Shprintza, dressed in the flowered kimono, tried to help her. When she had been called for dinner she had hurriedly tied the new garment, which had seemed to her to be perfectly modest. But then she felt, that her dress aroused the men. "I shouldn't have been so hasty," she thought, and she also knew how Perla felt. Oyzer said the blessing over the bread and they started to eat; things calmed down somewhat. They drank glasses of wine after the fish; Shprintza and Feivel exchanged quick glances and from time to time she smiled at Perla and Oyzer. Feivel concluded, that she was attempting to conceal her agitation.
The food and the atmosphere were like those in their hometown, in the days before Odessa. And the aunt? Shprintza was happy with her, but she had a feeling – not yet focused – that everything was coming to a head… And Feivel? Constantly exploiting, directing everything according to his wishes. What had happened to that beautiful boy? How well he had learned to push, to smother his girl.
Meanwhile, Feivel and Oyzer got somewhat drunk. Between drinks they conducted a professional conversation. Oyzer took the opportunity to repeat his favorite story (which everyone knew by heart) about the iron hoop and how he had shown the goyim what a Jewish blacksmith could do.
Perla cleared the table and Shprintza stood up to help her – and Feivel, with eyes shining from the drink, looked at the kimono and saw the outline of her glorious breasts underneath it. He remembered her tiny breasts on that cold and distant day, when the river had overflowed.
Shprintza thought, he is looking at me now, measuring, whetting his appetite – but this time it won't be easy for him! He might even get a cold shoulder.
And Oyzer, her uncle, a good man, albeit rough and unpolished, he too, after a few drinks, gave off an air of paganism. The aunt, similar to, but not as beautiful, nor as young and desirable as her niece, despite all the good in her, sometimes gave off unconscious envy, wrapped up in advice. "So, when will you finally get married?"
As they said blessing after the meal, Feivel's passion arose. But Shprintza had a sudden attack of restlessness, announced that she wanted to visit her friend, Rivkele, and got up from the table to change in her room. Disappointed, Feivel, who had been certain that they would soon go to their room to make love, was unable to detain her in the presence of her aunt and uncle and accompanied her outside; she wore an overcoat on top of the flowered kimono.
Outside, the twilight was darkening. The man who lit the gas lights went from one pole to the next. They walked quietly until he went away and she felt that she had overreacted, and sent Feivel an encouraging smile. They stood pressed against each other and his hands grabbed her firmly beneath the coat – and Shprintza, within the mutual embrace, knew that she must not let it gather steam as usual; she had to guide him in her direction. This time – she could not give in. And she freed herself from the embrace and from his lips, which had been drinking her in.
"Let's go back to our lovely room, and forget everything," Feivel said.
"I do want to go to Rivkele."
"How can you? All the time I kept thinking about you. I waited for the moment when we would be alone – and after all the food and drink you're thinking about Rivkele, of all things?"
She grabbed his hand and spoke slowly. "It's not only that, I can't stand this anymore."
Anger rose within him and he raised his voice. "Tell me, are things so bad for you? What can't you stand?"
"I can't stay in this nest for much longer!"
"So what do you want?"
"As if you don't know. I want us to be married in ten days time! That's what I want!"
"God in heaven, Shprintza, what is going on? Why? Have your monthlies stopped, or has someone said something unkind to you? I want to know, I felt earlier that something was wrong!"
"Don't worry, Feivel, it isn't like that! I figure things out on my own, but you? How can you not feel it in the air? I'm in distress, sometimes I feel like I'm being torn into pieces!"
"So, are things bad for you with them?"
"On the contrary, I'm fine with them, but…"
"What? You're fine with them but you also want to leave them? They are your aunt and her husband, and you have everything that anyone who came here with us dreams of having. What do you lack?"
"True, Feivush, Perla is my aunt, but she is also a woman!"
"And why on earth does it have to happen ten days from now?"
"Because that's the time left until Lag Ba'Omer, have you forgotten?"
She spoke with the rich, sad voice that Feivel was helpless to resist. She looked up at him, placed both her hands on his chest and grabbed his coat. All that was missing was for her to start crying – but she didn't come to that.
Feivel held her hands. "It would be wonderful if we could do it now, I have a really great dream about that. What do you think, that I don't want to do it? But how, dear girl? Ten days? Even with the best of intentions, we wouldn't be able to organize the kind of wedding that I plan for us – nor is there enough money, if we also consider the house that I want. Yes, the kind of house that wouldn't embarrass us up there, and for that I have to work a little bit longer. One or two more successful trips, and we'll do it! I can't right now, and you have to understand and wait a little while longer."
Shprintza quickly pushed his hands away. "Everything I've said has simply flown by your ears! I have to continue waiting here, in this neighborhood?"
They had reached the fifth pole from Oyzer's house, where the railway intersected the road. Across the road stood other houses, that had recently formed into a neighborhood. They continued walking for a while, and when Shprintza was a short distance away from Feivel, she asked, "What are you striving for? What status? You already have more than we expected when we arrived here!"
"Shprintza, I don't want us to build one more hovel here!"
"So I have to wait for you while you make your fortune? You run around all over Russia, sleep around and I should dry out here between visits from the lord and master and masturbate?"
The weeping that was stifled inside her threatened to burst out at any second when he said, "Oh, you are so very wrong! I restrain myself for almost the entire journey, I don't touch just anyone!"
She burst out in tears. "Right! And then you have time in between to run after that Regina up there. And I have the clear impression that you're looking for a match over there!"
That was the moment to take her in his arms, and he did just that. Her crying died down and he spoke quietly. "Shprintza'le, why do you invent such speculations? They, the Ostishins, might think that. I don't! I might let them think so, but that's all!"
"But that way you put the idea into their heads, that you're not serious about me, Feive'le, and in the end you'll get used to the idea and start believing it yourself. Enough, release me, let me go! You're looking for someone 'high class', you don't really want to get married!"
"I can't be separated from you, you're more than a sister! You know that I won't leave you all alone in this city, so stop torturing me."
They stood close to each other once again, her wet cheek touching his bearded cheek. When she spoke close to his ear it was again with the tone that he had loved since they had been children. "Let's go back home, you have lots of roubles, Feive'le – so much, more than you ever dreamed of having. In the cheder you used to dream about kopecks, Feive'le, and the teacher would whip you for daydreaming. Now you have so many roubles that you could be a gentleman in the town, and people would respect you. Open a shop, then another one, and… And I could fence in an area in our clear river, that would be only mine, and we could sail there and… And our little children would be with me and no one could send us away and tell us that we had to get out of the water, Feive'le. In the summertime we would swim like fish and in winter you, my hero, would make an opening in the ice for me to bathe. You wouldn't bathe, because you get cold, but I'm not afraid, it does me good, and you know that…"
She continued to daydream and pressed against him, and Feivel ardently wanted the warm and pliant body that was in his arms, and sought a way to convince her to finally go back to the room with him. He was about to lose his patience. He wanted to tear her away from her dream, from the empty street, from the gloomy lamps. "If you only knew how things are now in those small places, like ours, that you want to return to so badly," he said. "I travel there, not you! Remember the goy, the old man, who used to put a kind of inflated sack with a small hole in it into the water, so that the fish would get in but couldn't get out? Just like the fish in that sack, that's how our people look like over there! Sometimes I wrack my brain, trying to discover who did that to us, who put us in the sack. But for me to go back there, after finding the way out? Come on, sweet girl, why did you drag me here?"
And she – still warm, excited by her daydream – was reluctant to be taken away from her vision. She still cuddled like a cat, but she also scratched like one, and she had an answer. "If it's a trap, and if our little brothers and sisters are still running around within it, then I want to be there, and whatever happens to them – let it happen to me, let it be my destiny. And I want you, Feivel, with me, and stop with all the allegories. You're driving me crazy, making a doctorate out of everything!"
The kerchief slid down to her neck and her thick dark hair snaked around it. He wound a lock of it in his fist and didn't know whether to wind it around her neck or his own, or whether to drag her all the way to the room in the house that waited, abandoned, for them.
Suddenly the woman went very quiet, brought his face close and examined it as though it was the first time that she was seeing its contours, and caressed it with her moist lips. His fists opened and let go of her hair and she arranged her kerchief so that only a small lock escaped on her forehead, like a small flame, and he didn't know if it was the flame of a Hanukkah candle or that of a memorial candle.
He wanted to say something to her, but she placed a hand on his lips. "I know, Feivush, I want it too, I also long to be in the room already. I shouldn't have been like this, but since we're here – come with me first to Rivke'le, she is also a little sister who is lost here, and I made a promise to her. I won't let her sink after she managed to escape from the awful job they gave her here, with the community committee."
"Shprintza'le, tomorrow is another day. I can't run after you now, I'm not in the mood for childish games. Come now, woman!"
But she laughingly dropped his hands and quickly walked away. When she was out of the circle of light created by the gas lamp, Feivel became enraged. "Where are you rushing to?" he shouted, "I'm coming!" He began to run, calling after her.
A cry was heard in garbled Russian. "You stand there, pimp, I to shoot!" The cry spurred Feivel to overcome his heaviness and the effect of the drinking and to speed up. A shot rang out and he shouted, "Shprintza, watch out, go into some house!" Running, he reached the railway and his shoe caught on the steel band. When he bent down to release his foot, one more shot was heard and he flattened himself on the ground, from where he saw a carriage pass by swiftly on the road.
He got up and limped to the nearest house, where the inhabitants were afraid to open the door for him for quite a while. When Feivel finally managed to find out where Rivke'le lived and discovered that Shprintza had never arrived there, he was certain that he would find her in Oyzer's house, in their warm room, enjoying the prank she had played…
When Feivel returned to the house from his walk along memory lane, the cup of tea that he had left on the table was cold, and Oyzer was still snoring in the bedroom. He chose to wait on a bench in the small garden and air out the rest of his memories of the evening when Shprintza'le disappeared.
The days were starting to grow longer. Here, near the sea, the seagulls were numerous and the sight of them descending to the water reminded him that tomorrow, he, too, would be a temporary sea-farer on the white ship. He had come here today to gain some balance in advance of the new mission, but a series of painful memories had opened up for him. He should confront them fully during the sleep and awakening thoughts of that formidable man, Oyzer. Just as he knew how to conceal the memory, he was also able to raise it and speed it up. He had created a method. Feivel knew exactly when the phenomenon began, which he called 'the abscess.'
He went on reminiscing. He had limped back from Rivke'le's house, confident that he would find Shprintza at home. When he arrived there, he found everyone worried due to the sound of gunfire and the rumors, and when he was greeted with the question "where is she?" he realized that she hadn't made it and tried to exhibit level-headedness, although alarms had begun sounding in his head.
A sort of swelling formed in his head, hard like a ball of steel. Any attempt to touch it would send drum beats down every nerve in his body. Only later, he gradually learned to control the phenomenon: sometimes by immersing himself in work and travel, other times in the company of the gang of jokers at the coachmen's hostel known as 'at Sheina Sheindel's' – where he had started out as a transporter in the service of Reb Mottel Ostishin.
There, within the group, the swelling would soften somewhat, and would seem to leak some of its fluid, thus diffusing and taking the edge off the dull pain, sending it into the recesses. In its place, 'actors' appeared, in the form of memories. Like now, when he came to Perla and Oyzer to relax from the patronizing of Reb Mottel and his 'missions'.
He wanted to arouse the malicious 'actors' in his head: if they were going to appear, then let them play out the entire script of that night one year ago, but not one second more than that! As soon as they finished, he would bring down the curtain on them – and clear the stage for a pointed debate with Oyzer about what he now faced. And when the 'actors' disappeared, what would remain would be the assertion that he had created for himself for the past year: the girl had played a trick on him! True, a huge prank, but then, she was a big girl, so the troubles, too, were big.
And when he said 'big,' he was compelled to ram the cork back in the bottle that was pouring the agony of desire into his veins. He knew that if he found it impossible to relax from the exhaustion of that long and tumultuous day, in the company of Oyzer and Perla, he would go down to the gang of jokers – and the latter would happily receive him and the roubles in his pocket, and would bear no resentment against him, for having risen to greatness and become one of the 'better offs.'
He returned in his memory to the point in time that had crystallized, and grown even taller than the milestones; the moment when he had limped into the room, and people shouted at him, "Where did you leave her?"
At that moment Perla, of all people, took a wet towel and made a compress for his ankle. Oyzer gave him no respite and pulled him aside, to hear exactly what had happened. Oyzer did not wait to hear all of the details; he went straight down to his workshop beneath Shprintza's room between the pillars, and returned with his 'player,' the well-hidden gun, and shouted to his wife Perla, "Give me the towel!" But he did not wait for her to bring it to him, and grabbed the hem of the snow-white tablecloth with the blue flowers, using it to wipe the oil from the weapon.
As the pretty tablecloth was pulled down, the precious tableware fell to the ground and shattered, after having served proudly just an hour earlier, at the dinner that had moved the special man, and he stuck the pistol into the belt under his shirt. "They took our girl, now I'm going to kill whatever hooligan I can find!" he yelled. "This time I'm going to Siberia – I don't care about anything!"
"Oyzer, Oyzer!" Perla cried, "Don't do anything crazy, take care, don't be rash, she'll come, maybe she was delayed, she's not one to get lost. Oyzerrrr!"
The raging, armed man walked to the door, followed by others, neighbors and friends from work, and they went out to the scene to search. The news reached the coachmen and they, too, started rushing about – yet in all of that no one brought in the police, and Feivel led them to the site, his sprained ankle swelling.
When they returned to the house they were supporting him. When he sat on the sofa and was given a chair to elevate his foot, he couldn't decide which swelling was worse, in his foot or in his head, which was throbbing.
In the smoke-filled room guesses, speculation and misgivings combined. Slowly, Oyzer released most of those who had helped and organized various tasks, as Feivel sat staring, and Perla brewed more tea and more after that, the samovar working like on the eve of Passover, to cleanse the tableware; in between servings of tea, she shed tears and moaned. "What is going on? Where could the girl be?"
The men formed a minyan and performed the evening prayer. Unusually for him, Feivel gave thought to the prayer and quietly spoke to God. "Well, what are you doing to me this time?" He was barely able to stand for the prayer and he waited impatiently for the Aleinu, when a commotion was heard from outside the door. Sheina Sheindel's voice was heard, shouting. "Where is he, the 'jewel,' the loser with the crooked leg? I'll straighten out his soul, not just his leg… Losing my sweet pure girl like that, like you lose a kitten – and then running back to auntie, to drink tea from the samovar and scratch his balls like nothing happened! Is that all? Where is the shliemazel, where?"
"Shhh, shhh… Hush up! The men are praying!"
"Men indeed! That's how we look, that's our face. That's why they take…" and a huge sob burst from within her, a volcanic outburst of genuine emotion, deep, maternal, primal, of a thirty-five year old woman – not pretty, not well-groomed and not pretending to be anything of the kind – towards a young woman who possessed a radiant, royal beauty, stunning people of all ranks, from the lowest and least important to the loftiest. Sheina Sheindel recognized the nature of her feelings for Shprintza without a shadow of a doubt – as Feivel knew, from years of acquaintance with her, that anyone Shprintza loved, Sheina Sheindel was prepared to love as well.
As soon as one of the coachmen started spreading the news of the disappearance, Sheina Sheindel left all her duties at the restaurant and hurried over. A widow, or perhaps an aguna (no one knew for sure) – heavyset, the daughter of a fletsher under whom she had studied and grown hard and learned the skills of cupping, using leeches, massaging muscles, midwifery and other treatments, such as resetting sprained ankles. So devoted was she to her father and to her vocation that she forgot to marry, and when it did finally happen, it was a failure that left a huge void within her. Shprintza became a focus for her admiration, self-deprecation and devotion.
At the conclusion of the Aleinu leshabeach prayer, the minyan stepped back and Feivel hobbled alongside them and spat. Then the door opened wide and Sheina Sheindel burst in. Her sobbing had subsided by then and she approached Feivel and spoke aggressively. "Come with me, I'll take care of your foot," and practically dragged him into the room. In a more pacified tone she added, "Yingele, I understand that there's no use searching around here any longer."
"So where, then?"
She ignored the question and went on. "I had a bit of an outburst, Feivel – I am a woman, after all – but now that's over. I'm a fletsher, so you lay down here and give me your foot, that's what can be done now."
She grabbed his foot, and after feeling the swelling she kept on holding the foot. To prevent him from moving, she moved her left leg over his injured one and sat down on it. With two hands she gave a hugely painful twist – and pulled with all her strength.
Feivel held back a cry and just thought, 'This is what happens when I return from a long trip bearing nice things, the best quality. Instead of making love to my beautiful girl after the meal in this lovely room – I conduct a symposium with her in the street. Then I lose her, and now I find myself on our bed with this beast on my injured leg.' The thought made him laugh, but instead of laughter, a groan escaped from him and his eyes teared up.
He hoped that the woman perched on his leg wouldn't notice, but she had heard him groan, placed her hand on his forehead and fed him a teaspoon of a very sweet concoction, of her own making and invention, and while doing so she saw the tear in the corner of his eye.
"What's going on, man? Did it hurt?"
"No!"
She wiped away the tear with her hand and noticed the scent of Shprintza'le's delicate perfume on his beard; she brought her face close to his and covered it with kisses, and he understood for whom those kisses were really intended…
As soon as the hasty kisses were over, Sheina straightened and moved away from him with a slight panic. Steps were heard from the accordion-like passage. "Well, do you need another compress?" Perla asked. Sheina Sheindel bumped into the aunt and placed a hand on the arm carrying the towel. "Come, Perla, I've fixed his foot," and they both walked away.
Feivel stood up to exit the orphaned nest that had not yet grown cold (to return one year later, hesitantly and with longing). Unsteadily, he passed through the bellows-passage, the remnant of a scrapped train wagon, hitting each fold of the old and impenetrable canvas with his shoulder, recalling how he used to run and flee from the teacher of the cheder, with little Shprintza running after him, playing with a stick on the poles of the fence in the apple orchard that belonged to a wealthy widow, as though it was a xylophone. Feivel knew, that from now on, he would be running after her for a long time.
When he limped into the room, silence fell and all eyes were on him. A shout started forming in his throat, but stopped there. He just imagined it. 'What have you done? You've driven her away from me.' But instead of the arrested shout, he was overcome by a kind of displaced embarrassment and could barely meet their eyes – as though he were guilty.
Oyzer, Perla and a few friends who had come following the rumor, were sitting in the dining room; they sat around the table that had been so festive at the unusual meal – the banquet with his girl, Feivel's girl, who had now suddenly disappeared as though swallowed up by the earth – and the dirtied tablecloth, now brown with gun oil and wrinkled, covering the table. The friends discussed what was to be done now: whether or not to go to the police. How would they react and what would they say about one more Jewish woman disappearing.
In a corner of the room, on the sofa, sat coachmen with their elbows on their spread knees, hands supporting their chins, receiving Sheina Sheindel amongst them. She winked across the room at Feivel, who sat with Oyzer, and her look said, 'Come with us, we'll solve the problems and questions at my inn, what is there for you to do here?' He felt that she was right; how could he now remain sitting around here?
Sheina Sheindel and her regular coachman stood up to leave, and when Feivel left the table to go with them, Oyzer called after him. "Child! Couldn't you have dragged her by her hair? You've turned modern on me? There are zhuliks all around – and you play at being modern! They can't be trusted even when they're six feet under!"
Feivel could not help thinking, even in the split second of that tension-filled time, that half an hour earlier, during the panicked searches, there had been with Oyzer several goyim, including one who knew how to read signs on the ground like, in contrast, a studious Jew could read small print. But he was unable to depict any signs in the chaos and the destruction of footprints.
It was cold in the garden, the planks of the bench dug into him. Feivel was tired.
He knew that he had not yet exhausted all of his memories from the night that Shprintza disappeared; there were more, but… He craved sleep, he knew that the cup of tea on the table was long cold and he wanted to sip hot tea.
He got up from the bench and stretched his limbs against the cold – but then something tapped in his brain and stopped him. He felt that if he was going down memory lane, then he should go all the way. Why not remember Sheina Sheindel and her part in that evening? Why leave her, of all people, out of it? "But enough, I've had it. I'm tired, I don't want to go back to that. Enough for me, no more!"
He prepared to go, but the voices inside him, the 'players' who had not left him since that time, pestered him. "Sheina Sheindel, Sheina Sheindel, Sheina Sheindel, we want Sheinde'le! Why are you leaving her like that, you filth, why?"
"I need to get up early tomorrow to be on time for the white ship, and I still have to talk with Oyzer. And when Oyzer starts to talk – it never ends early. I want to forget, leave me alone, I'm tired! Enough, finished! No one is going to tell me what to think about!"
"Sheinsheindel Sheindel… What are you going to do? Go to sleep and forget what happened afterwards?"
"Of course I remember, but why go into it now?"
He had a powerful urge to push away the 'players' and bring the curtain down on them. But they went wild and started to make speeches. 'Aha, those who do everything for you and your loved ones, with endless, angelic devotion, they get nothing in return? All they want is a little love and attention – a bit of recognition – and you're a miser with those. You only admire the beautiful people, the wealthy and tough, the successful and brilliant; you are like that heavyset wood trader whose feet, from the day he struck it rich, started getting more delicate and he needed smaller shoes. In your case, your heart got smaller, not your feet! That's what money does, or proximity to money and to its servants.'
Unable to fend off the 'players' he said to himself, "It seems that something has happened to me. Since I quit working as a blacksmith and left the coachmen to become a successful agent for Ostishin, I have become more hypocritical and hard-hearted! But if I do want to remember Sheina Sheindel, that's a sign that I am still partly human. I guess that I haven't made enough money if I can't avoid remembering her and including her, that pure soul, in the picture."
From the garden Feivel could see the road that they took in Sheina Sheindel's cart from Oyzer's house to the inn, and from that point he embarked on one more round of reminiscing about that evening and night, and the journey into memory continued…
He recalled how, extricating himself from the support of Sheina Sheindel and one of the coachmen, he had gone out towards the light of the same street lamps that had witnessed the event. The cart started to move and the people who had been delayed inside ran out and jumped on the back of it. They rode quietly, unusual for them, and only a bottle that was produced passed from mouth to mouth – until they reached the inn near the port.
It had been a long time since Feivel had been a regular guest in Sheina Sheindel's kingdom. But from the moment they entered, he was replanted in the same thick air in the large room, and sat at the same table, in the same corner next to the window – like in the days when he had been one transporter among many.
"Come, go upstairs, give your sick foot some rest," Sheina Sheindel urged.
But he was fed up for a minute with her maternal patronage, and he remained seated with several coachmen, standing out amongst them in his fine clothing. The spirits that they had drunk on the way had the effect of fanning the dying embers of a stilted conversation about days gone by, when he had been a coachman – but it quickly petered out. The table emptied and only the coachmen's apprentices, conversing in whispers, remained; they knew about the great Feivel only from rumors, and they hovered around him like moths around a candle.
"I need to change my clothes," she said, following the silence that settled between them, "and also take care of the customers. I'll send over some good food for you." For a second he glimpsed in those big brown eyes an expression of condolence. She went on and corrected herself. "Better if I bring you hot soup and the jellied calf's foot that you like, I have some left over from lunch."
Feivel stared at the white, grooved marble counter, the cracks in which were as familiar to him as the lines in his own palm, and tried to understand what had happened. Where had Shprinza disappeared to without making a sound, without crying out. No, he wasn't able to think about it in full, to give significance to everything he had glimpsed. Something was pressing inside his head, preventing him from reaching conclusions. He tried looking outside, but only saw dim lights through the filthy window that was set high within an angled alcove. The window panes were only cleaned on Passover Eve, when all males were banished from the restaurant, and the girls were not afraid of their behinds being exposed from the alcove above. In that place Feivel had both a sense of home and a sense of strangeness combined together, and they accompanied him whenever he returned from his improved status.
Opposite him, seated as though they were attached to their chairs with only their hands moving swiftly, were Herschel and Yankel, the card sharks. The first was called Herschel Kretzer and the second was known as Yankel Reiser, but no one knew why. Some said that the names originated from their former occupation, which involved sleight of hand… When Feivel arrived, the pair acknowledged him with a mere nod of their heads and returned to their usual state, that of furniture. They reminded him of a crocodile that he had once seen at the botanical gardens, and how he had tried for a long time to see him move, but failed. Nor did he ever seek out their company.
Sheina Sheindel approached, bearing a steaming platter of food. In fact, he was again in need of some personal care. When she saw that the young man was not eager to eat, and that after one or two spoonfuls he ignored the soup, she sat down at the table, urging him to eat and leaning her weight towards him. She glanced at his worried face and turned to the painful subject.
"Did you know, Feive'le, that the last time the sweetie was here, she left me a picture? Do you want to see it?" When he did not reply immediately, she went on. "Well, do you or don't you? Strange man…" And she pulled an envelope from the pocket of her smock and placed it on the table, wiped her meaty palms on her apron and carefully took out a brownish-red hued photograph on thick paper, held it in front of her face and sighed.
Suddenly she grabbed his chin to turn him towards her. "Hear how she is in my heart, listen!" She leaned his head against her matronly chest. And he could indeed hear the heart of the kind soul Sheina Sheindel. Unwillingly, he glimpsed the photograph out of the corner of his eye, and saw the image of Shprintza: sitting straight, one elbow resting on a table on which there was the speaker of a telephone, the receiver in her hand and a very fashionable hat on her head. Something cringed within him, quick and painful. He reached out to grab the photograph and rip it to shreds, but his leaning position made it impossible. And she, this time hiding the photograph, for extra caution, deep inside her blouse, asked, "What's the matter with you, man?"
"Who else did you show that to?" he inquired, withdrawing from her.
"Who do you think I'm capable of showing it to, yinge'le?"
"You'd better not! And stop with the yinge'le." Then he was able to see things that he himself was not yet aware of, and that only a mature and experienced woman like her was capable of seeing as they unfolded.
"Why did you bring me here? Show me what you can do!"
"Do you think it's easy, that I play games? How could you go and lose her like that?"
She stood up and walked over to the skinny Herschel and Yankel, who were called 'scarecrows' behind their backs, one of whom wore a soft cap which, in better days, had been a sailor's cap; on the head of the other sat a sort of billed hat that shadowed his thin face, which was permanently concealed behind cigarette smoke. Both their heads leaned forward and their hands, holding fans of playing cards, almost touched one another's in the middle of the table. When she approached, Herschel moved a chair for her, pulling it close to the table with his long leg, so that she could sit with them. His body made no other movement.
When the seat next to Feivel was vacated, several of the young coachmen swarmed to it and tried to get close to him, eager to hear stories from his travels. Cups of good tea with lemon appeared on the table, followed by glasses of stronger drinks, at the expense of the successful man who paid for 'the guys'. Amid the stories and jokes, Feivel demolished the rest of the jellied calf's foot.
Almost an hour passed since they had come from Oyzer's house and Feivel, who could barely put any pressure on his painful ankle, was finally forced to stand up nonetheless. Since he did not want to use the foul-smelling toilet, he went out into what had once been the fruit orchard of a mansion, into the miserable courtyard that had been created out of what remained after the orchard had been divided over and over into tiny plots by the impoverished, anemic heirs of the original owner of the mansion, one of the occupiers of Odessa.
Feivel leaned against the trunk of a dying cherry tree, which attempted to use its remaining strength to enjoy a ray of sun from above the wall that choked off the environment of its youth, and perhaps grow a shoot that would be planted in virgin ground in a new area, to say kaddish for the urban tree. When Feivel finished urinating, he looked up and could barely see one star through the collection of towels and cloths drying on the ragged lines that were tied to the nearly bare branches of the miserable cherry tree and to the bars of the angled window. And there, in that corner, was a scent similar to that near the back wall of the Beit Midrash. Feivel did not spend long there, seeking a patch of sky, and knowing that he would not lie down in the bed in their room without Shprintza, nor would he sleep at the inn until something happened to the knot tightening within him.
When he returned to the group that was waiting for him at his table, he was urged to continue the story from the point at which he had left off, but this time he remained silent and his face grew dark. He was listening to some internal Jacob's Ladder on which the soft, obliging angel descended, yearning to lie down comfortably, even on a bed of stone, to sleep and forget. In contrast, on the higher rungs flitted a monstrous creature with a burning torch, prepared to happily set everything on fire, from the top of the ladder downwards.
His gaze fell on a cup of strong tea that had been placed on the widest groove among the many grooves in the table. Together with the other, more modest grooves, and the delicate natural veins of the marble, the groove reminded him of a map of the vascular system that had been presented by a learned German Jew, before he was run out of his home town by religious fanatics. Feivel studied that aorta in which, along the years, dirt had collected and hardened due to repeated rubbing with cloths, until it turned into a solid block. Then he lifted his gaze.
Opposite him, above the heads of his fellows, as though against the background of an imaginary horizon, a sort of curved slip of paper hung from the ceiling, sticky as a leech, with an army of flies from numerous summers captured and defeated upon it, stuck in clusters. The cylindrical box that was the housing of that sickening card, hung vertically right over the table of the 'scarecrows.' Feivel rose, bent slightly over the table and with his hands, increased the distance among his companions, as though he were parting a curtain, and what he saw did not cause his heart to sing: messengers hurriedly setting out from the 'scarecrows,' with oral or written instructions, in the form of notes called tseitalach, which were quickly slipped even from within the fan of cards. Sheina Sheindel, surprised by Feivel's strange interest, announced that she had had enough for one day and that tomorrow was the Sabbath eve, and she went up to her room.
The activity continued, and Feivel understood from the movements and winks, that the 'scarecrows' were intervening in his business. He sat back down, head pounding and upsetting images blinding his mind's eye. His companions felt uncomfortable and slipped away from his table to other corners or to the abandoned chessboard, providing him with a degree of privacy.
He sipped the drink, which was exactly what had been missing in order to bring him to a state of muddled senses and loss of focus, and the room started turning on an axis. The 'scarecrows' above – and the sticky paper below. He made an effort to avoid falling prone on the table and capitulating to the harsh circumstances, and got to his feet. In the silence that fell momentarily he shouted. "I've had enough of your help! I don't want it! I'm going to search on my own!"
The 'scarecrows' turned to him and in a manner unusual for them, they spoke disparagingly. "Well and good! Well and good! We aren't forcing anyone's hand."
The sound of their voices seemed to burst his tight springs, and he pushed aside the table and approached them.
"Welcome, welcome, the lord has made some money, and we should dance in his honor, to the tune of his pipe?" And angrily, "Drunkard! Insolent! How long has it been since you bought your first pair of shoes?"
Warnings came from all sides. "Who are you messing with, it will cost you dearly!" But he ignored them. The rage inside him boiled like steam about to explode in a vat, and he roared. "Filthy criminals, what do you think that she…"
And when he came close to them, he clearly sensed that fear was seeping through them and he knew that he had sufficient strength to turn them into a pile of bones wrapped in their ragged suits. "I'll show all of you who controls you," he continued to roar, grabbing Herschel on his right and Yankel on his left – each by his crumpled collar and gasping throat – lifting them from their seats until they were even higher than himself. He held them in that position, rolling his eyes around the room, as though offering merchandise. All remained silent. The shuffle of cards and the click of wooden pieces ceased. Silence.
At that moment a young woman appeared at the restaurant, dark, with necklaces spilling from her neck onto her chest and bangles reaching all the way up her arms. Her eyes widened at the sight of the 'scarecrows' in their state, and her sensuous mouth murmured in a language that sounded to them like Hebrew from a faraway place. "Oh, what a man, what a shater." She switched to Yiddish with a guttural accent. "What is going on here, what are you doing to them?"
Feivel released them, letting each sink and settle in his chair. They were still pale when the swarthy woman came over and straightened their ties. From there she sent a reproving glance at Feivel, who had gone back to his table, intending to moisten his lips with the cup of cold tea. He felt pressured, imprisoned, and he drank the whole cupful in one gulp. Then he stared into the dregs and threw it up into the alcove, shattering the stained window (the shards of which, evidently, scattered at the feet of the cherry tree). A gust of fresh air blew in.
Every gaze accompanied him as he walked out to the street, then the door closed behind him and the wood pieces resumed their march across the checkered board.
Feivel meandered back to the crossroads. The pain in his ankle was somewhat dulled. He kept repeating to himself, "I will find her, she's not the type to get lost, she always extricates herself from any situation. She probably went home to the town by some unusual route. She wouldn't leave me just like that." At that point he kept arriving at a block in his mind, beyond which was only insanity. Then he would begin once more. "She wouldn't just leave like that, I will find her," and over and over again.
He crossed tracks, got covered with coal dust, his good suit was ripped irreparably as he took shortcuts from one obstacle to the next – until he arrived at the crossroads where she had disappeared and sat down to rest on a milestone. The questions hovered around him – who owned the quiet carriage; who had yelled 'You pimp, I to shoot'; who had fired; who had dared to take his Shprintza; who was the man who thus belittled Feivush? He certainly didn't know; whoever he was, what 'treatment' awaited him if he was caught. "Doing such a thing to Feive'le? Funny, it's really funny how people don't know what's in store for them." He laughed as he imagined his revenge after he found her, found his girl, safe just as she was a few hours earlier, before she slipped from his hands.
The bell towers rang nine peals. Each belfry and tower had its singular tone. But he imagined that they were all ringing "why didn't I drag her by her hair, why didn't I agree to the wedding right away, why did I speak about a mansion, I'll lie in the ditch and have a mansion…" The laughter that had overtaken him at the thought of what he would do to whoever might have taken her, turned into moans of frustration. He lay himself down in the ditch, feeling the cold, brought his knees up to his stomach and lay there like a fetus.
Beyond the stalks of grass that grew along the ditch, he could see countless patches of sky exposed among the tatters of cloud that drifted with the sea breeze. Once again he tried to understand what had happened, to tie the parts together, coming to the conclusion that he must get up and check for himself – but his eyes closed.
Shortly after Feivel left the coachmen's inn, and the two bedraggled vultures had returned to their usual positions and indifference, the door opened and two thugs – who only appeared to work as coachmen – returned from the mission to which they had been sent by the 'scarecrows,' bringing an important piece of news regarding the matter of Feivel.
"Where is he?" they demanded to know, and when they saw that he was absent, they look questioningly at the old men. The 'scarecrow' Herschel, who had not yet gathered up his cards, motioned with his palm downwards. "The man is kaput!" he said. "He acted like a phony!"; and Yankel – the second 'scarecrow' – added, "For the information that we have here, he'll pay with the dowries of all his grandmothers, going back ten generations!"
The thugs looked around at everyone present, but the latter shrunk back and each minded his own business. When they went over to one man who seemed to them to be fearful, to grab him by the neck and question him – Herschel indicated that they should stop. "Let it go, guys, let it go. I already said that the loser will pay with interest and he'll also get a lesson in manners, he's still young, the gem!" Once that was said, everything returned to normal.
Around nine o'clock the dark-skinned girl, adorned with necklaces and bracelets and known as the tsiganit, left the ground floor of the coachmen's inn, where she ate her fill after her appearances in the Hovevei Tsion hall (in the advertisements she was called The Nightingale from Palestine). With a proud and lithe gait she walked up to her room, up the stairs whose banister still bore many remnants of carving – a relic from the days when the building had been a mansion.
Meanwhile, in her rooms, Sheina Sheindel had not yet changed her day clothing for her long nightgown. She dozed on the green sofa in her large room, next door to the one in which the tsiganit lived. She had no cause, nor did she have the necessary energy, to prepare the big bed and the pillows and quilts the way she liked. The day's events worried the powerful woman. She was concerned about Shprintza, as well as fearful of Feivel, and half asleep she heard various voices from downstairs, excited and angry, which prevented her from falling asleep.
When she heard the tapping of the tsiganit's steps, Sheina Sheindel called to her in a sleepy, demanding voice. "Come, visit with me, Rachula." And the tsiganit entered. "Come, sit here next to me, and tell me what is going on in the 'holy site' down here. Believe me, Rachula, sometimes I think about buying myself one of those gypsy wagons, leaving everything behind and going back to wandering among the tiny, God-forsaken towns, like my father did, God rest his soul."
"If I tell you what went on there," Rachula the tsiganit replied, "you wouldn't believe me, it wouldn't seem real to you."
"Tell me already, without the commentary," Sheina Sheindel urged her, and the girl, using her hands and her acting skills (for she was an artiste), described the confrontation between Feivel and the 'scarecrows.'
"Very bad, very bad! But it could have been worse. Do me a favor and quickly tell the boy to come to me. From the minute we got here I told him to go upstairs and relax."
Rachel hesitated a bit, and a dreamy tone colored her voice. "I can't help myself, Sheina Sheindel. I must tell you that the guy, Feivel, is a real man – and I see signs that he could develop into something serious if encouraged. I can't go, I'll soon start to cry, because that guy reminds me of the man I left so heartlessly in Jaffa. You are a woman, Sheina Sheindel, and I admit to you without shame, that he arouses me…"
"Ay, ay, ay, what am I hearing," Sheina Sheindel said, raising herself up into a sitting position and moving her large backside to a new location, next to Rachula. "He arouses you?"
Rachula lowered her eyes.
"Well, I'm telling you that he mustn't arouse you, girlie, because right now that man is just beginning a long run, chasing after a woman who could make you melt – and not just you, but me as well, and even bigger and better. The question before us now is this: where is that girl? So do me a favor and call him up here."
"It's no use calling him, I forgot to tell you, that immediately after the commotion, he went outside!"
"What?" Sheina Sheindel said. "Has he gone completely mad?" The large woman swiftly went downstairs, burst into the room that was filled with the odors of tobacco, ale and various other substances, and roared at the late-stayers at the ball (some of whom were already bent over the tables, snoring), "Beasts! Why didn't you stop him?"
Silence descended. She went on in a state of near-madness.
"He's good for your drinking at his expense and getting advice about how to lift yourselves out of this stinking hole! But to help him in a time of trouble? No! That's too much for you! And you let him out to limp away to devil knows where."
"He talked about looking for her at some crossroads," one of the youngsters at the chess board broke the silence, and went back to moving his piece.
"I still don't get why didn't you go out with him, at the very least?"
"You get it very well," the young chess player said, "everyone was afraid to be with him after the stunt that he pulled. What do you want, for us to lose our livelihood? Counter!" he said to his opponent. "Recounter!" the latter replied from across the table, moving a piece on the board.
Sheina Sheindel looked at the board from above and seemed to bite back a comment about it and the two camps that were set out on its squares. "I want some guys, let's go out and look for him. And you, shmendriks, stop being so frightened! They fear for their livelihood. Some livelihood! Kids who'll wet their pants at any minute, that's what you are!"
The eternal 'scarecrows' continued to mind their own business, showing no signs of arousal at her words.
"Now I want to see who is in charge here," she went on with her speech, tilting her head slightly, so that everyone would understand that it was directed at the 'scarecrows'. "For good measure, I just want to remind you that my grandmother on my father's side, Feige Brucha of Libechov, may she rest in peace, struck a Cossack off his horse with the shaft of a carriage."
"Yeah, so what? We've heard that before," said one of the players.
"If so, then I should remind you," she panted, "that I did not fall far from the tree. The next time I talk to you, you will not answer me with 'counter' and 'recounter'." And as she spoke she shoved the board, and with that one gesture, she sent the board and the chess pieces to the floor.
One of the clouds that drifted above the hill at the crossroads sent down a thin summer drizzle, and the ditch where Feivel had made his bed started flowing with water. He awoke with all his limbs cramped, remembered that he had decided to check out the area and search, got up with some difficulty and started to walk towards the houses and the railway.
At the same time, on the other side of the neighborhood, Oyzer also went out to search once again.
Had Feivel known what was going on there, in Oyzer and Perla's small house, where he had so often experienced so much pleasure – perhaps he would not have left so easily with the group, despite the tense atmosphere and the feeling of guilt. Hours after he left their home, many people continued to sit around the square table. Perla had long tired of serving cups of tea, the tablecloth that had slipped to the side had been removed and the light-weight chairs had been replaced with the heavy benches that had served them when they had first arrived in Odessa, and afterwards had been removed and served as work benches. Now the rough furniture enabled all of the friends who had been alerted and had come from various places, to crowd together around the table, to put their heads together, to sit quietly, to fear and fume together.
All of the modest elegance that had been present during the meal had evaporated and a dark mood of poverty took over. Perla had long ago run out of all words of hope – here, in just a bit, Shprintza'le will walk in, and everything will disappear like a bad dream – and she slipped into almost continuous weeping, her girlfriends responding in kind. Further and further the realization took root in the hearts of everyone present, that she had indeed disappeared. The friends were afraid to voice any speculations, because Oyzer's reaction was unpredictable – over the course of the evening he had shifted several times between vocal outrage and dark, depressed silence. At nine o'clock Oyzer went into a sort of interim state, somewhere between rage and despair, the kind that allowed strong yet emotional people to weigh different possibilities in difficult situations.
First, his heart ached at the sight of his wife, Perla; how she tortured and blamed herself! She took the entire burden onto her thin shoulders, poor thing. She had always been like that. First, why had she agreed from the outstart? Why had she encouraged Shprintza to stay there permanently, after she had come with Feivel just for a visit? He glanced at his wife from under the bill of his leather cap, thinking how similar the three of them were: Perla, her sister, and Shprintza, the sister's daughter.
At that difficult moment he could define only two minor characteristics that caused the similarity, the tiny glowing lightning in Shprintza'le's brown-black eyes, and the hair, in which, despite its thickness, each strand could be seen separately, and which seemed to contain electricity. And Oyzer knew, that their life without her would not be worthy of the word life, although they had not known peace since she had come to live with them. At that instant he realized what a change had taken place in the room, it seemed to have lost its spirit since her disappearance. She, they, the couple that was Shprintza and Feivel, had a shining, an inner flame that burned and molded their surroundings, like the heat that turns iron into steel. His gaze fell again on Perla, and he seemed to be bidding her farewell. He was now prepared for any possible outcome from the action that he was determined to take, in light of the conclusion that he had reached in the course of his current silence.
In his opinion, 'the girl' (as he called Shprintza) had to be close by, imprisoned somewhere. Yes; now, after he had built up the willingness to sacrifice everything with no holds barred – he was capable of thinking it through. After all, how many times could a person die? He wouldn't sell his life cheaply! Just as he had shown 'them' his worth as a blacksmith, he would now show them how good he was at stabbing and slaughtering! In his head he counted the weapons that he and his friends possessed: in addition to his revolver and the Colt pistol belonging to a friend, they all had cold weapons – long knives that had been fashioned out of files and razor-sharp shoemaker's knives.
"Yes, we will break into that barn of theirs, where the hooligans have her tied up (we'll get there right on time), we'll rescue her from them, we'll slaughter them, set everything on fire! And afterwards? God is great, we'll find a way out! Like they do, the hooligans always manage. This time we'll do everything quietly: without bragging, without frightening this poor woman. Her girlfriends will take care of her! The movement will take care! The organization! I have done enough for the movement, and I want to see the Poalei Tsion functionaries dare to not act! I, Oyzer, will take care of them – if I am still alive afterwards."
As all that went through Oyzer's mind, he stood up and told those present, who were silent because of him, "Come on, comrades, have you fallen asleep?"
"Oyzer!" Perla cried weakly, "why don't you go to the police already? You must! Stop with all the nonsense. Oh, mother of mine, I'm going to faint…"
"It will be alright," Oyzer said quietly, "that's exactly what we are going to do. We'll be back soon. It will be alright!"
The benches creaked as the men stood up and walked out after him.
Meanwhile, on the opposite side of the neighborhood, near the crossroads, Feivel climbed out of the ditch, dripping fresh, thin mud, and went towards the houses. From here and there came the sound of dogs barking.
"Even the Jews have dogs here. They're starting to be modern," he said to himself. "Where were they during the last pogrom? Asleep, probably! And where were you, 'Samson the Hero', when they did that to you?"
He went to the exact spot where he had last seen her, trying to conjure up a picture of her approximate movements. Where would she have fled when she heard the shots and the voices? He came to the conclusion, that she could only have fled to the north, into the woods! Suddenly, he smacked himself on the forehead. "Perhaps she is still there, hiding out until morning comes? Perhaps all this time she's been expecting me to come and rescue her? That is so like her – turning everything into a game! She played such tricks on me many times when we were children, wanting the big boy, Feive'le, whom she ran after all the time, to run after her and only her – not after other girls, who had real fathers (not like hers – a drunken and hated stepfather)."
Standing there – at the spot which would later become for him a minor quasi-holy place, similar to the status for our cousins of the watering stone from which, it was said, their prophet rose to heaven on his horse – Feivel heard that he was no longer alone outside.
Shouts came from the house on the door of which he had knocked immediately following the shots. "It's starting again!" Someone quickly came out and ran west, in the direction of the bigger block of buildings. The step at the entrance to his home wobbled on its rusted spring, and the man shouted, "Come out, they're running around here again!"
"Madman, where is it? This is the third time this evening that you're driving us crazy!" yelled a disabled neighbor, who rarely left his home and was cared for by his wife. But the man kept running and shouting, like a person who has been whipped countless times, so that even the lightest touch of a fly's leg makes him lose his mind. "There, by the railway, I saw a strange character," he shouted, "Come quickly! I left my whole family over there, at home!"
He ran and yelled, while opposite him a second man ran eastward, shouting, "On our side I can hear a gang of characters advancing!"
"How many?"
"Four or five, but one of them looks big – and especially broad."
"So they're not the ones who were here! Mine were two short and squat ones. They questioned me about what happened early this evening, the shooting and all that!"
"Who were they?"
"Who were they, you ask, some of those 'good guys', that's who they were, the kind who never work but always have cash and the strength to frighten and blackmail Jews like me. Real Yiddishe thieves they were."
"If so, then we are surrounded!" said the man who had come from the west, with a sort of intonation of the joy of discovery.
"Surrounded?" yelled the first man – suddenly adding, "Oy vey," in a voice choked with fear, pointing a trembling finger beyond the shoulder of the other.
"What's the matter with you?"
"It.. it… It's him, the big one, the hooligan, it's the guy from your side!"
"What is this, a wedding? My side, your side, in-laws?"
"Loo… loo… look, for heaven's sake, and don't get smart," the first man shouted, "Loo… look!"
The 'westerner' finally looked behind him, saw Oyzer and immediately recognized him. "You mean him?"
"Yes, yes, him!" the first man replied, frightened.
"Ah, that man is Reb Oyzer, the blacksmith. Who doesn't know Reb Oyzer, eh?" And proud of his familiarity, he added, "Its Reb Oyzer and his comrades."
"Neighbor, stop being a smart aleck now," Oyzer interrupted the second man and said to the first, "Tell me about the two 'good guys', the thugs, whom you spoke about before."
"It's nothing, they just asked me what had happened here earlier this evening."
"Well, then tell it to me, as well," Oyzer said.
"I can't."
"What do you mean, you can't? Has someone cut out your tongue?"
"No! God forbid! But they paid me a whole rouble so that I wouldn't sing the same song for anyone else."
"Okay, then just tell me the words, without the tune," said Oyzer.
"Reb Jew," the first man said to Oyzer, "do me a favor, leave me alone! Before giving me the rouble, they gave me a sort of blessing – and all the places that hurt me now are cursing my head for having opened my mouth and talking to them in the first place, when they started asking questions."
"But you're not afraid of me?" Oyzer asked.
"Oh, you wouldn't do such a thing to a Jew, like they did to me! You wouldn't do that to a Jew, one can tell just from looking at you!"
"And they were not from the People of Israel? Could you tell from looking at them?"
"Reb Jew, why are you conducting research and writing a doctorate about types of Jews? All the time one discovers new types of Jews! See, right now, I just discovered a Jew who looks like a hooligan and is a philosopher, at the same time…"
The companions chuckled and Oyzer was a bit embarrassed. The man complained, "Well, what is to be done about the character who is lurking around my house, come on already!"
They all turned serious and started walking. Oyzer quietly issued orders. It was obvious that his men were not new at this business. The two men who had been pawns at the beginning of this nighttime chess game felt that they were no longer on their own and that there was yet hope for the Children of Israel.
The second man – the one who had come from Oyzer's direction – said to the first man, who walked aside him, "Well, things are alright on my side, let's see what is going on with you!"
"Don't joke with me now, can't you see that it's right next to my house?"
"Maybe a cat or a dog passed by, and Reb Jew simply got scared?"
"Alright, enough already, quiet over there, let us hear! Next they'll be saying that there was a Jewish cat, like the hooligans and thugs…" said one of Oyzer's men.
Oyzer lifted a hand, and they all halted, trying to pierce the darkness with their eyes, since most of the gas lights had gone out.
Sheina Sheindel stood, legs spread, over the chess pieces that were scattered on the floor, a look of victory on her face. The men started picking up the pieces.
"You," she said to the one who had been insolent to her earlier, "go call the old man, we're going!"
The coachman was roused for the nighttime drive from within an ivy-covered cabin. The cabin had previously served as a secret meeting place for lovers in the garden. Now, old Ossip Yevtushenko lived there peacefully – the last remaining peasant on the mansion grounds. On his way to the cabin, the messenger passed through a maze of ugly, patched structures that had sprung up on the grounds of the beautiful garden, which had died off. When he woke the coachman, the latter was still caught up in the web of sleep. "Madam Sheina is good, doesn't bother much at night. So, if Ossip is needed, then davay, right away."
The coach approached the crossroads. Yevtushenko sat straight on the bench. Inside, on the leather seat, sat Sheina Sheindel, wrapped in a long fur coat which she had donned hurriedly over her work smock. On the bench opposite her sat two young men, from the crowd at the inn, their backs to the direction of the driving.
Her determination wavered somewhat when the coachman halted his horses and announced, "We've reached the crossroads, what now?"
Sheina Sheindel peered into the darkness and said to herself, "Well, well, what goings-on in my old age. Soon it will be the Sabbath eve, and I'm playing the role of a countess in pursuit of her young lover. There won't be much time left for sleeping." She immediately went back to being practical and started shouting. "Feivush, Feivush, come quickly, why are you standing around here? I have other things to do, Feivuuuush!"
When her cries went unanswered, she pulled her upper body back into the coach and said to the men sitting there and mocking, "You think you'll leave all the work to me, eh? Kindly get off your behinds and start looking for the meshugener. We will wait here, by the shed, and keep calling him."
Feivel paid no attention to the muffled voices that came from here and there. He was soaked with water. He continued searching there, although the idea of Shprintza fleeing into the woods had started to settle in his mind. When his shoes sunk into the mud, he lifted them out with an effort and moved to a solid road, rubbing and shaking the clods of filth off the soles. As he leaned against a fence, massaging his sore ankle, the voices grew nearer, then figures passed through the patch of light from the only lamp in the area. For an instant he saw one familiar figure. 'Oyzer? No, impossible. Their voices indicated activity. Is it possible that those are the same people from earlier that evening? But this sounds like Yiddish, and those guys were speaking broken Russian. Perhaps they wanted to disguise themselves…?'
The wind changed direction and now Feivel, without a doubt, heard Oyzer saying, "There are shouts, there are people there, men!"
Someone replied. "Those voices sound like my character, the one who was here before, their vanguard, their spy. Do something, already, my God, that's my house…"
"Come out from there, hooligans! I'll show you what a beating is, I'll show you!" Oyzer shouted.
Feivel too, heard the voices behind him, and understood that he was in the middle between two camps. He intended to shout, to make himself known, but the shots a few hours earlier had been enough for him. Here, someone would certainly fail to recognize him and could injure him. And he had to get to the woods, to his Shprintza'le. "What am I doing here? I must run, and I should be lighter, not weighed down like before." He took off his heavy, water-logged coat, hung it on a corner of the fence and slipped through the houses towards the north, yelling. "It's me, Feivel, I'm going to the woods!"
Oyzer aimed his pistol at the place where Feivel had been and prepared to shoot.
"No, no, Oyzer, don't shoot! I heard a shout that sounded like 'Feivel'," shouted the owner of the Colt, grabbing his arm.
But Oyzer shook off his hand and replied, frenzied, "What are you talking about? You take aim, too. It can't be. The boy is lying under a warm quilt now, beneath goose-down. He's not one to be outside on a night like this; a lot he cares about our girl. I'll show the bastards," and Oyzer fired and shot a hole in the coat. Fired, hit, punctured…
Feivel managed to hear the conversation. The words seemed to burn him with a red-hot brand of understanding regarding the network of emotions that was created by the young woman living with her aunt and uncle. Now he was totally convinced, that earlier, when he had heard the shots and yelled at her to take cover, she had slipped away with her catlike ease, into the small forest. Amazing that he hadn't thought of it sooner; after all, everyone who knew her from childhood, knew that she was a nature child.
Then he was relieved. The sprained ankle was banished from memory, and he hurried, practically ran. He was certain that within minutes, he would reach the remnant of natural forest and find her – like after previous tricks that she had played – indifferent to the wet and cold. She was probably sitting on the trunk of a felled tree, talking to the forest creatures, her good friends, large and small: dwarves, magicians like herself (or even more experienced) and forest girls, perhaps even Rabbi Nachman of Breslav, or her own father – who had died young and left behind a sweet little girl…
"You were right, Shprintza'le! We must get out of this city, we must go back home, and I'm coming to get you…"
The men approached. The coat remained silent and they burst into laughter. "We hit their messenger. He isn't moving."
Oyzer didn't laugh when he saw the muddied, perforated coat on the fence. He became angry. "Idiots, not all together, they'll kill us all. This is a trap laid by the hooligans on that side. They are quiet, they're thinking up something to do to us."
And suddenly, one of the 'hooligans from that side' did indeed appear in a quiet coach.
Earlier, when the shots were heard, Yevtushenko crossed himself, took the horses by the reins and drove the coach under the shed. The messengers arrived, pale and serious, and stood next to the coachman – ready to assist if the horses went wild.
The exchanges of shouts and shots convinced Sheina Sheindel to go to the scene. "Drive, drive to there, they might be kidnapping another girl. May they have a black year! Drive, drive!"
"Drive where? There's shooting."
"Are you wetting yourselves again? Drive, Ossip, drive!"
And the coach, with its silent rubber wheels, quickly arrived at the scene and halted behind Oyzer and his companions.
Sheina Sheindel climbed out, pushing aside the people who were gathered there, went over to the coat and began touching and smelling it. When she had ascertained that the coat was Feivel's, she started shouting. "Sinners! Murderers, what have you done to him? Where is the poor boy? Shprintza'le, they've killed your betrothed! Oy vey is mir…"
"It's not what you think, it isn't…"
"What isn't? What, you haven't killed him? What is this, isn't it his coat?" She started raining slaps and punches all around. The men moved away, standing at a safe distance from her and her fists. Then she stuck her fingers into the bullet holes in the coat and examined them in the light of the coach's lamp. She discovered that they had removed mud from the holes…
A circle once again formed around her, of men trying hard not to laugh in her face. One of them, hand clamped to his mouth, even moved aside, hunched over, and started braying with laughter.
Oyzer realized, that he had been in the hold of a terrible compulsion and with all his might he concealed the calamity that he had undergone. Here, faced with the perforated coat and the anxiety of that special woman, he clearly understood something that he should have understood long before then. A wave of concern for the boy arose within him, in addition to his concern for the girl. Sheina Sheindel approached him and pointed a muddied finger at his face. "What is this, Oyzer? What is all of this?"
"This? This is one more of Feivel's mockeries. Don't you know him?"
"This is a mockery?" Sheina Sheindel wondered.
"We are holding maneuvers," cracked one man, who was only carrying a cold weapon and was hoping for an opportunity to use a gun.
"And I say that this kind of mockery makes work for the Chevra Kadisha, that's what it does!"
She stood there rubbing her muddied fingers together, then she distractedly wiped them on her fur coat, as though it were a kitchen apron. When she caught herself, she gathered her wits together and demanded to know where was Feivel.
Yevtushenko climbed off the bench and took a lamp from his coach, turned up the carbide flame and approached the coat. After taking a good look around, he lifted the lamp several times and as though grasping the end of an invisible rope, he started walking in a certain direction. After standing for a moment in the space between the houses, the coachman announced, under his thick, tobacco-stained moustache, in broken Yiddish, "Here went man limping on one short leg. I now go where he go…"
"Go, Ossip, go, I'm right behind you, Ossip," said Sheina Sheindel, and climbed onto the coach bench. She gathered the hem of her coat underneath her, grabbed the reins and skillfully drove the horses behind the peasant who was reading the writing on the ground.
Oyzer needed none of that. He already knew for sure where Feivel could have gone from that spot. As soon as he let his instinct guide him – he understood the message that only someone who had known the couple Feivel and Shprintza from back home could understand. He hurried towards the woods.
Up the road there was less mud, and it was harder for the coachman to find footprints. Then Oyzer resumed the leadership of the group and Yevtushenko took over the reins. They now walked along a partially paved road. At the entrance to the forest were two large trees, like sentries at a gate: one stout tree on the right and on the left, a sharp-headed cypress that grew thicker toward the ground from which it sprung. Under the shadow of the two giants and imprisoned between them, stood a short tree, bereft of leaves. It sent three arms into the space, like tentacles. That tree blocked the coach. Therefore, the entire company continued on foot until, several steps later, they came upon a figure seated on a cut, scarred tree trunk.
In the pale light of the coach lamps, it seemed as though Feivel was not especially moved by the arrival of the people.
Seeing that, Oyzer sought some statement that would motivate the young man to get up immediately and go back; something that would release the distress and worry from within Oyzer himself. If only he could give him one powerful slap, like he had in the days when he had been the blacksmith's apprentice working the bellows… But instead, he emitted only a whispered "Feivush", and without another word he stood over him with a heavy sense of guilt, the whole group peeking from behind his back.
Feivel envisioned the people standing around him as guests surrounding the crib of a newborn. It was one more image in a series of scenes that had passed through his mind over the last few hours; a series of images against which one focused, decisive image stood, of what awaited him in the darkness of the forest up the hill.
He stretched his legs (which had temporarily lost sensation from his sitting cross-legged), straightened his back, and a shudder of awakening passed through him. Then he gathered in his legs and with his hands he pushed away pieces of bark from the fallen tree trunk. When he was halfway up, Oyzer offered his arm without saying a word, and helped him to stand. When he walked, people made way for him, like for a sleepwalker.
Sheina Sheindel dug an elbow into Oyzer's arm. "Do something, hold him, man, do something!" she whispered.
Oyzer watched Feivel walk out of the circle of light and disappear up the overgrown path, and whispered back, "It's alright, don't worry, that's how it was when they were little: she would hide, he would hide… Let's wait, he'll soon be back."
Tree branches twisted along the overgrown path. Feivel pulled at them as his muscular arms pushed his body upwards. He sensed that she had been here, yes, she had sat here, and here is where she walked further. No doubt, he felt it in the air. Now he sniffed the odor of the leaves and moss. "She had a miracle! She had a Kefitzat Haderech miracle! She flew from here straight home, to our town! After all, that was what she spoke about before she disappeared. Yes, yes, that's it, she's at home! All is well…"
When he went back down the wooded incline, the people were already impatiently awaiting the end of the affair. They approached him and hung on his arms, in an attempt to pull him and finally get him out of there.
When they came close to the coach, its lamps illuminated the small tree and he saw three branches reaching out from a single point on the trunk, creating the letter shin, standing on its own in space. "A wonder, a wonder," Feivel said in a voice smothered by the people who held on to him. "Indeed, that is the shin which is formed on the arm by the strap of the teffilin. Is there a better sign than that? You tell me." He easily brushed off the men who held him and went on. "Listen to me and remember this well!" His voice gave off a tone of steel, that special dimension that he had, which had helped him advance in his position in Ostishin's employ as he inspired fear in the weak and authority-hungry. "Now I have clear signs that my girl has returned home, and soon I will take the train to Vinnitsa to meet her there!" His gaze moved from one person to the next. They all remained silent except for Sheina Sheindel, who dared to comment, "But Feivush, there is no train now, and see how you look!"
He ignored her and continued. "No buts! It is final for me, there are no conjectures and no theories. I'm not buying anything. Anyone who tries to sell me some interpretation or a clue to an interpretation – would be like someone trying to sell a pig to a rabbi on Passover eve."
The fierceness of his look intensified the effect of his voice. No one disputed him. Oyzer added, "Yes, Feivel is right. I am of the same opinion," and there was conviction in his statement. Oyzer wanted to add his own validation, so he went over to the tool box under the coachman's bench and opened the small side door. He felt around in the box, and finally removed a horseshoe nail. "I was looking for a whole horseshoe but I couldn't find one, so we'll do with a nail." He walked to the shin tree and pounded the nail into it with two blows of the hammer – one small blow to affix it and one forceful and final blow that rammed the nail all the way in – just as he would do at the fair to win a prize. Ramming the nail into the tree trunk was like an electric switch, a sort of lightning rod that eased the tension between Oyzer and Feivel, putting things in place, the ending of an era and an opening for Oyzer of a new road in life.
Tired, Sheina Sheindel considered the event to be one more piece of proof, that men were overgrown children. And what were all the hymns and declarations if not the means to ease their way? She was afraid that he would seek out with the men one more ceremony that would keep them all there for the rest of the night, and once again it was she who broke the nervous silence. "Well, well, we have seen it, we have heard it, shall we go back now?"
After Feivel had spoken his piece, the people had moved away from him, and he went closer to the shin. The closer he got to the coach, the letter disappeared from his view, a trick of the light. He continued walking down the hill, announcing to all present, "I'm going to the train station, I'm traveling to Vinnitsa, I'm going…"
The wind blew at his wet clothes. He was chilled, the tension within him died down and a great fatigue took hold of him. Sheina Sheindel went after him. "How can you go like that? Get on the coach. After all, I came all this way for you. What are you waiting for? You'll get sick!" And he climbed into the coach and immediately fell onto the rear seat.
"Where are you taking him?" Oyzer asked.
"Where, if not to my inn?"
"He can sleep at our place, in their room."
"Oy, what a crazy man you are, Oyzer! First you shoot and now you want to put salt on his wounds? Leave him to me. You go home quickly to Perla, you hear?"
Oyzer stood on the step, bent his tall form into the coach and said, "Listen, kid, I'll come early in the morning to bring you good clothes, so you don't go out all filthy like you are now. You should arrive with koved, respectably, you hear me? And don't leave before I get there!"
Sheina Sheindel stood on the step on the opposite side of the coach, from where she admonished Oyzer. "Let him sleep, man!"
Feivel lay on the seat, mumbling something unclear from between chattering teeth. Sheina Sheindel removed her fur coat and covered him, but he continued to shiver until the warmth spread within him further along the way.
"Well, are we leaving? Where's the old man? I'm so tired, when will we be home already? Where has the little goy gotten to? He went into the forest, you say? He found a fine time to fertilize the trees, the old coachman. Oyzer, you're to blame for this whole outing! Well, turn the coach around for now, don't waste time."
Oyzer felt that he no longer had full control of the situation, but he didn't care. The knot within him was loosened. He went over to the horse, patted it, whispered in its ear and gave him some sugar from his pocket (a habit that served him when he shod horses), called to the young coachmen – and together with them maneuvered the coach on the narrow road until they managed to turn it around. Then they all awaited the coachman.
In the woods, the old man was busy gathering tender branches, weeds and twigs to fashion a cone-shaped wreath, abundant with knots and symbols, the purpose of which only he knew. He was alone in the forest, in the dark, while here and there noisy night birds violated the silence. For a second he forgot how he had gotten there, not having been back in a long time – since all the companions he'd had then, when the hunting had been plentiful, had gone forever. He breathed in every second and hugged the fragrant wreath to his body, to give him the strength to stay upright on the bench. He was not given a long time for solitude in the forest. The calls "Yevtushenko" rang out and cut short his dream.
Yevtushenko quietly emerged from the tangle of leaves without breaking even one branch unnecessarily. He went to the small side door at the foot of his seat, carefully placed the wreath inside and made sure that it would not be crushed by the movement on the road.
The coach disappeared in the darkness, and Oyzer went off to the roadside for a short deliberation and then started walking – following him, in a line, walked his comrades. They walked in silence and when they reached the crossroads, each one made towards his home.
The air became clearer, and was suddenly filled with the sound of many bells ringing in the towers and turrets of Odessa, ringing twelve times. Oyzer walked, revived, towards his home, to perform a midnight penance and bring hope into the heart and womb of his wife, Perla…
Near a corner – the remnant of a stone wall that concealed the cherry tree's lonely struggle to the death – the horses slowed their pace. Their nostrils trembled as they sensed the good warm scent of the stable and their fellows, the horses that had not gone outdoors.
Most of the clouds had disappeared and the stars glowed in the sky. At that hour a person would not require much imagination in order to get a feel for the area near the corner as it had been in the not-so-distant past, because when the bustle of day died down life awakened, that was hidden and smothered all day long under the cobbled surfaces that covered the ground. Yevtushenko rejoiced in that.
The coach halted at the entrance to the coachmen's inn. The large room was dark; only through the glass of the kitchen window were low flames visible, from inside the oven. Sheina Sheindel shook off the stupor that had overtaken her and with an elbow she nudged the coachman who shared the small folding seat opposite the upholstered seat on which Feivel lay akimbo, deep in a sleep as heavy as lead. In his filthy clothing, Feivel was entangled in Sheina Sheindel's expensive fur coat, whose black-gray color turned into brown. The men went to light the hall, and she stretched her limbs a bit on the narrow seat and spoke to the man in front of her.
"Get up, man, so we can end this evening and still catch a few minutes of relief from you. Why are you sticking to us? Get up already, let me go! I don't care if you go on with the horses and sleep with them in the stable – just give me my poor fur. Look what you've done to it. Get up already!"
She spoke the last words half-sobbing, and pushed him with her fist, in which there was not much strength left. "I need the fur to go to the theater – and he puts on a play in which he's always the star performer. The chutzpa!
Feivel didn't move.
"Get up already, you beast," she growled, shaking his broad, stiff shoulders and pulling on his dusty beard. But he stretched out like a person who felt cozy and warm, stretched his limbs, pushed his head into the corner of the seat and easily shook Sheina Sheindel's heavy hands off himself.
"What should be done with him?" she asked herself. Her whole body yearned for sleep, but she shook herself and got out of the coach to see who was around to help her. She spotted Yevtushenko dozing on his bench. "Ossip," she said, gently shaking his shoulder, "There's work, Ossip! We need to get the man out, the one who walks 'with one crooked leg', remember him?"
"Yes, I remember good, Feivus," the old man said in broken Yiddish. "Remember good, a big hero, Feivus."
The inn keeper and the coachman stood on the steps of the coach, that tilted to one side. Sheina Sheindel had hoped that Feivel would wake up, that he would be embarrassed by the presence of the goy, but he continued to sleep and moreover, dug deeper into the coach and stuck himself inside like a stake. The inn keeper and the old man pulled at him, but despite the angle at which he lay – he remained inside. Yevtushenko, who had extricated many drunks from many coaches in his lifetime, both nobles and plebeians, couldn't recall such a bad case. They stood there in despair, wiping sweat from their faces.
When the delegation headed by Sheina Sheindel had gone out to seek Feivel, they had left behind one gentle soul, who had been unabashedly and openly impressed by Feivel. She had felt that he opened within her a floodgate of memories and excitement from her homeland. His appearance, his treatment of the 'scarecrows', and the rest of his demeanor – played her like a breeze on string, leaving Rachula (the 'tsiganit') tense and unable to sleep.
Meanwhile, the young coachmen entered the inn. One of them lit a gas lamp, his companion went to the kitchen intending to eat – and there he discovered a figure seated on a chair in the weak light. It was a beautiful figure, sad, sleepy, clothed in a nightdress, holding a yellow copper mortar and pestle in her lap. The young man, embarrassed by the hot, unexpected meeting, stood there silently.
"Did you find the guy?" she asked, "I thought that you'd be back right away, so I started to grind beans (because I want to tell his future in the coffee grounds), and I fell asleep here, in the middle of the grinding…"
The young man replied, "We're here, and everyone is outside and not going to sleep because they can't get him out. He's sleeping so heavily, like I've never seen anyone sleep before!"
"Then it would be good for the man to drink coffee, and we'll show him that the future will be better, so that he doesn't vent his rage on those old men again! Mercy on him, taking on those two? Heaven help him! They have lots of power, those two. Now, let's go help. Take the mortar and pestle from me. Take them, don't be afraid."
The young man leaned over her to take the utensils and she grabbed his shoulder to stand up. Her scent intoxicated him, the hem of her nightdress trailed behind her and he trailed behind the hem, embarrassed by the proximity of the lovely creature, who in regular times did not make much contact with the simple coachmen.
Rachula left the inn and saw Sheina Sheindel standing flushed and sweating, pulling Feivel's legs together with the second young man, while the old coachman pushed at his shoulders on the other side. They almost managed to roll him onto the floor to make it easier to pull him out, but the coat hindered them.
Rachula approached the scene of the commotion, and burst out laughing.
"What is this frivolity? And what are you doing here in the middle of the night?" Sheina Sheindel asked.
"If I tell you, will you get angry?"
"No, Rachula. I'm done being angry for today, can't you see how good I feel?"
"Alright, well, you remind me of our barn in Rishon Letzion and how hard it was to get a calf out of a cow. Oh, the way the poor beast bellowed and the size of that calf! But here's what's really funny: this coach is worse off. How come? Because you're taking a bull out of it, not a calf!" Rachula started chanting a play on words in Israeli Hebrew: "The cow begat a calf, the coach begat a bull…" But she soon turned serious."I have an idea for getting him out," she anounced. "This coffee here is strong enough to wake the dead. This is Bedouin coffee."
"And how will you get him to drink it?" Sheina Sheindel asked, "through a tube?"
"You won't need anything. I'll just put a bit of these grounds into his mouth, he'll swallow them and wake up right away – because here, in Russia, you don't drink coffee this strong, just tea all day long…"
"Fine, girlie, I can hardly wait. You go to him, and if that doesn't help, we'll put him in the stable for the night."
The tsiganit leaned into the malodorous darkness and felt around for Feivel's mouth. Suddenly, she bent down further and kissed him on his lips, and when they softened slightly, she pushed in some coffee grounds.
"What are you cooking in there so long? Punch him, maybe that will wake him up," Sheina Sheindel cried from outside. "I'm dead on my feet!"
But in the darkness of the coach Rachula kissed Feivel a second and third time, and he murmured something that sounded like "Sprinssssaaa'le" and spat out coffee grounds and saliva that stuck to his beard, and which Rachula put back into his mouth, pinching his nose. "Good," she said when he swallowed, "what a good boy you are, my bull."
The others stood in the empty street, where no light was to be seen except for the glow of the street lamp, and every sound echoed; but they were not overly aware of what was going on around them, they were waiting for the results of the 'treatment'.
When they had nearly despaired of getting any sleep that night, the tsiganit appeared and with a hint of victorious glee she made an announcement to the crowd.
"He swallowed the grounds, and gave some signs of awakening. What signs, you ask? Well, he made a slight belch, and there were other signs…" she said, and gathering the folds of her nightdress, she stepped down with the grace of an actress at the end of her performance and joined the gathering.
Together they all watched expectantly for 'the man' to appear at the coach door and release them to bed for the night. "Can you hear anything?" they asked over and over, listening intently, until from inside the coach there indeed came muffled sounds and the creaking of springs. "He turned over," they said, disappointed.
Measured steps on the cobblestones echoed along the street. "That's all I need, policemen," Sheina Sheindel grumbled. "Why didn't we put the coach along with the 'jewel' inside? Now it's too late, they'll be suspicious…"
The policemen drew closer and Sheina Sheindel prepared herself for their questions. "It's best if I say that there's a drunk here. That's how I'll fool them. What other explanation can there be for such sleep? Shh, shh, don't talk now, I'm thinking." Suddenly she grabbed her head. "Crazy woman, what drunk smells of coffee? Quick, hurry, go get a bottle of vodka and spill it on him so that he reeks! Ossip, I know that you have some, get it out!"
The coachman quickly took a flask from the cubbyhole in the bench and climbed up to sprinkle Feivel with the 'perfume' of spirits. While doing so, he said, "It just be medicine, Madame Sheina, old Ossip no drunk, Ossip knows how make it…"
As soon as he finished the 'perfuming', the policemen arrived.
"Is there anything wrong, madam? Why are you gathered here? And who is up there?"
"Oh, it's a Jew who drank one glass too many of vodka together with beer, and maybe an extra glass of cognac with the Sabbath wine."
One of the policemen asked, "Madame, do you want us to throw him out?"
"Thank you, thanks, I don't want to hold you up. Thanks, there's no need."
The policeman tried to pull him and wake him up, but he soon stopped and commented, "That's a drunk from one glass too many? It smells like a whole distillery in there! March forward, into the stable."
For a minute Sheina Sheindel felt relief and even giggled. A minute later her heart beat fast with panic. "I completely forgot about his jacket with the holes in it – the one from the fence. If they had asked about that, I'd have had a stroke."
The policemen resumed their patrol and their conversation echoed in the empty street. "Now the Jews have drunks in coaches, they'll be ruining our people yet…"
The tired group burst out laughing, and the second policeman responded, "It won't take much for them to carry out a pogrom against the Provoslavs. They have weapons, the Zhids do. When I got to the station, I was told that there had been a war between two gangs of Jews near the forest."
"Shush, shush, stop laughing," Sheina Sheindel whispered. "My heart is beating something terrible. Did you hear what they said? Oh, mother of mine, they'll soon be back, and it will be a miracle if they don't ask about the coat. How will we explain the bullet holes? They've already heard about the 'celebration'. They'll take Feivel and arrest him. Terrible! It's not enough that she disappeared, but he'll disappear too? They're capable of that, and fooling them won't help me!"
"What are you afraid of? How can they see the holes in the dark, don't they have anything else to do?"
"Shut up, smart aleck, this isn't a game of chess. My heart is racing and I don't know those policemen very well. So quick-quick now, drive it inside and don't waste a minute, you hear? I'm going to sit on the coat. After all, they won't make me stand up…"
The young man who had been so aroused by the proximity of the tsiganit, needed no further encouragement; the innkeeper was afraid and that offered the opportunity for some rowdiness. He spoke to Rachula. "Come quick, get on the bench," and he allowed himself to drape his arm around her shoulders.
Yevtushenko the coachman didn't protest when they took his place on the bench and before the coach moved, he presented to the girl in the pink nightdress, with the elegance of a modest bridegroom, the conical wreath that he had made. "Here, Madam Tsiganka, this Ossip made in woods for madam." He was still holding the flask, in which a bit of drink still remained, looked into the eyes of the young woman who thanked him – and having no other choice, chose the bottle. Then he patted the second man on the shoulder and quietly urged him to join them on the bench. He trusted them; they were both already skilled coachmen. "And now Ossip take some medicine…" he said with the resignation of an old man, and turned towards the inn.
Sheina Sheindel climbed heavily into the carriage. She was scared, tired and heavy. She immediately lay down on the seat and on the jacket like a hen on her eggs. "I must protect Shprintza'le and not let her betrothed be taken – I'm doing a huge mitzva by sitting on his damn coat. I'm helping out like a big sister, but why do I deserve this, having my poor coat ruined in the stable and turned into a rag? Enough, I'm not going to give up everything I have so easily! You there, why are you standing around? Move, move!" she yelled from inside.
When they started moving, she hurriedly attempted to save her fur coat from under the heavy body of 'that guy' and in her desperate war of salvation, she didn't notice, that they were passing the stable.
The coachmen quickly maneuvered between the buildings of the divided estate, in search of the other exit from the yard. Rachula, in her nightdress, shivered, partly from the cold and partly out of fear, as she sat between the two youths on the bench and held on to their waists. She placed the wreath on her head and held the pestle and mortar clenched between her thighs. The mansion quickly disappeared and the danger posed by the policemen dissipated.
On the short incline leading to the sea they still drove leisurely, but on level ground the coach shot forward with stretched reins and the galloping began.
Between pulling and gathering her energy, Sheina Sheindel began thinking up a new slew of tricks for extracting her coat, but in vain – until, with a sudden spurt of speed, she fell on top of the inert Feivel and the coat was freed. Sweating and exhausted, she wanted some breeze, so she opened the door a crack, and only then she discovered that they were hurtling along the beach. "What is the matter with you guys up there? Where are we going?" she protested wearily, with the last of her strength.
But the men on the bench paid no attention to her. They were eagerly exhibiting to the beautiful and frightened woman who was pressed between them, what they could do with a good coach and a pair of well-groomed horses. The pace increased and they traversed the beach, the wind whipping their faces.
Sheina Sheindel's protests died down, and she no longer wondered where she was being driven or why. She, too, was possessed by a demon. Her mood changed dramatically; the fatigue was gone, together with the thoughts about the inn and the full day of work that awaited her. While trying to put on her coat in the cramped space, she was seized by lengthy outbursts of laughter, recalling scenes from magazines that borrowed 'gems' from great novels, which she used to read avidly on Saturdays, following the cholent in her father's house; the magazines described the kidnapping of beautiful Natasha by Kuragin, or the middle-aged countess who kidnapped a young lover and imprisoned him in her castle.
The race continued and Sheina Sheindel went from feeling emotionally and physically drained, to an elation that increased along with the pace. Shivers and longing passed through her, opening up things that she did not encounter in her normal, busy and steady routine – things that she had almost been weaned from and forgotten about. She yearned for the galloping to go on and on.
"Yes, yes, run, my naughties! Run, run!" She moaned with dry lips, the first signs of her climax passing through her body. "Oh, mother of mine, what is happening to me? They'll drive me completely mad."
She tried to button her fur coat, but her enormous breasts trembled and refused to be imprisoned. As she worked with fumbling fingers, the vibrations increased, the seat creaked, the backrest bent and Feivel stretched in the process of awakening.
Somewhat abashedly, she said, "I've been wanting to go to the theater for some time, and here, now I'm going. I wanted to take Shprintza'le to the theater, I did! You know, Feive'le, what good friends we are? Here, I even wore my fur coat, the one I bought just for the theater. So let's go now! Sit up straight, let me sit down too – and we'll drive! Just drive? We'll fly! Can't you see that we're flying. Feive'le?"
The horses were covered with foam and the coachmen, feeling guilty for having tired them out so, slowed the pace and gave them time for the white foam on their backs to dry.
From time to time huge waves broke on the beach, the sea was alternately stormy and calm. In the sands between the railroad and the shore, a fisherman and his son could be seen, lowering a boat into the water and lighting a kerosene lamp for fishing by light. The tsiganit on the bench sighed deeply.
"What's wrong?" the pair beside her asked, "Wasn't that good?"
"Yes, it was good! It was lovely, it was fun, but you are boys. Don't you understand that a woman like me has desires that she hides and here is the place where they surface? This beach reminds me of Jaffa, the place where I left behind someone dear to me, and I was thinking how good it would be if we could have a leap in space and land in the sands of Jaffa." She bit her finger as though remembering something. "In fact, it would be better for the miracle to happen just for me. Because that guy, he's really jealous, God in heaven, how jealous…" Then her gaiety returned and she began chattering, looking out to the sea and at the star of dawn that had risen. "That star, nijmat a-subukh is what we call it."
It had gotten warm inside the coach. The refreshing breeze that had entered while they rode was gone and Sheina Sheindel's dreamy web started to rip apart, and she held on to the dream to keep it from disappearing. "Why have you stopped running, yingelach, what's wrong?" she complained to the men on the bench, pushing her head out of the coach door, which did not close all the way because Feivel's feet were blocking it.
But there, on the bench, the conversation continued and she got no response. Sheina Sheindel became angry, and threads of jealousy now ran through her words. "I said keep running, that's what I said!"
"And you, what bit you and suddenly made you such a racer?" came the impudent retort, which they wouldn't have dared to utter at any other time.
"Already this evening, at the table, I told you not to give me any counters and recounters and not to get cheeky with me! So now I'm coming up to throw you off the coach and you can walk back."
"Fine, if that's your regard for animals, then we'll kill the old man's horses for you."
"Tsk, tsk, tsk… Now you've gone all merciful. She just looked at you – and you started running like madmen with pepper up their asses. But when I want a bit more, you turn into saints?"
Meanwhile, Feivel slowly awoke in the dark, wobbling space. From the left door of the coach a slim line of light could be seen, curving in the shape of Sheina Sheindel – who was leaning out and talking. "Who is she talking to now?" Feivel asked himself. He was still under the impression left by the heated words that had woken him – the talk about the theater. "What theater is she going on about? Who is she talking to? She just spoke about going there with Shprintza'le! The poor woman is delusional. She wants to go with her? Doesn't she know where Shprintza'le is right now?"
Suddenly, everything came back to him – everything that had happened in the forest. "I know that Shprintza'le is alright, and that's it. That poor woman, she doesn't believe it? The main thing is that I know, and that's enough! Would I have slept like that if I didn't know? I'll just get the first train to Vinnitsa, that's what I need to do! That, and a good night's sleep at some hotel, so I can get up early, because Shprintza'le is there, that's for sure… Wait, what am I doing here? Is this a hotel?"
He pulled in his outstretched legs and leaned aside. When he opened the door on his right he saw the shimmering of the sea. "What is going on here? Why are we at the beach? Why did you drag me here? What were you thinking?"
She was still arguing outside, the flaps of her coat waving. Her broad, glorious backside was right in front of him, moving in tune to the argument.
"Sheina Sheindel, perhaps you could tell me what is going on here and what are all these games?" he cried, but she continued to discuss resuming the race.
Anger rose inside him. He grabbed her hips, sat her down beside him and roared, "What is going on? Why don't you tell me what really happened? Where are we going? Where are we?"
"Welcome! You've finally returned to us. Here's one more who's come back to make trouble. Come back? It's all because of you that we're here in the first place!"
"Because of me? I need to leave early in the morning! What are these games? What have you done this night? Are you children? I need to make it to Vinnitsa!"
"Now you're in a hurry? And what about my Sabbath? Will you prepare it for me while I make up for the sleep I lost on your account, well, smart aleck?"
"Who kept you from sleeping?"
"Just you, because you got stuck in your deep sleep! Don't you realize that you slept like a bear?"
"So, since when is it impossible to wake a person who sleeps like a bear?"
"Oy, Feive'le, what didn't we try? All that was left was to tie you to a horse and have it drag you heide hochneim!"
"Well, then why not? Did the horse kick, or did the bear bite?"
"Because… Because… We ran away from the police, so they wouldn't ask questions. I wanted to put you in the stable, so you could sleep there – but these wild beasts started galloping like madmen."
"Police?"
"Yes, real policemen! What did you think, policemen in an opera? They would have carried you away like a sack of flour."
"Police, police, but you were talking about… What was it you were talking about?"
"What talking, when? What difference does it make… They would have dragged you off for a beating and asked questions later. So we ran and ran. And since we are here, why don't we go to the theater?"
The light came in and he saw Sheina Sheindel's face in a way he had never seen before, marked with suffering, longing, yearning and concern for her friend. He realized, that she may have reacted differently than he did, but she was suffering just the same; on the contrary, he knew where Shprintza'le was and had built up a wall of self-control around the painful subject. Something had crystallized within him as he slept so deeply; something that had been sealed in the woods. He realized that he could afford to be kind and soft with this woman here. In fact, not only could he, he had to – because she was unfortunate, talking about the theater now, at this time…
"What time is it anyway?" He tried to take out his pocket watch and his hand slipped on the mud that remained moist between the links of the chain, making it difficult to grasp. Once again he examined the moonlight that streamed in through the door into the coach, and his face grew dark. He didn't want to see it, but there was no escape: he saw the mud smeared everywhere, like in the chicken cages on the way to the market; he saw the damage that he had caused to that good woman… It was his fault, he had brought all this filth on her! "What have I done to her, poor thing?" While he consoled her, he spoke quietly and very gently. "I will pay for everything, Sheina Sheindel, to the last kopeck," and he pulled out his wallet.
"Not now, man! This isn't the time, not now," she said in pain, trying desperately to hold the pieces of illusion together.
"And do me a favor, Feive'le, don't speak now. I'll clean you up a bit because we're going to pass by the theater building."
"Now?" he wondered. He knew that the audience had long gone, but he was prepared to go along with her folly. He didn't want her in despair.
When she dragged out the perforated coat, he wondered what she was getting at by her actions, and curious, he watched her open the coach door wide and, holding the coat by its collar, beat it against the side of the coach, shaking it in the air, with every shake making a thumping sound. "Now put it on," she instructed, and he did so without complaint, although the coat remained wet and muddy. In order to appease her, he even combed his beard, and his fingers found a hard kernel that smelled of coffee. "What is this?" he asked, showing her the moist bean. "It doesn't look like a forest berry…"
"Are you conducting research now? Clean yourself up already!" she begged.
"So tell me how this bean got here. Just tell me, Sheina Sheindel!"
"It's very simple, it came out of your mouth and got stuck in your filthy beard, that's what happened!"
"And how did it get to my mouth, may I ask?"
"That's easy, because we put it there, or actually, she did."
"Who did?"
"The tsiganit did! The one sitting with the coachmen!"
"The tsiganit with the coffee? Another woman? Well and good. One disappears, the other puts grounds into my mouth and the third drags me to the theater in the middle of the night, so I can't sleep properly at a hotel. Ha ha…" He kept on laughing until he saw the miserable look on Sheina Sheindel's face and decided to humor her. He'd had enough trouble today due to the anger he had felt towards another woman. "Today? Yesterday? I'll play her game, poor thing, whatever she wants – goes." He continued to groom himself, refastening his suspenders, and before putting on the heavy coat he remembered, that he wanted to know the time. When he tried again to take out his pocket watch, his finger got caught in one of the holes, then another, and another. Then he remembered the game of 'nighttime chess' and remarked in wonder, "Nice, Oyzer's Poalei Tsion are good shots."
Sheina Sheindel revived the embers of her dream and asked him, "Well, Feive'le, how do I look to you, eh?"
The horses started to move slowly up the gentle slope at the end of which stood the theater building. A cold wind blew. Rachula wrapped herself in a gray blanket over her pink nightdress and pounded coffee beans with the mortar and pestle; the sound of the pounding was like the ringing of bells.
The sound of pounding was prominent until it suddenly combined with the sound of a crowd of people. Words were carried in the air, but did not form any whole, intelligible sentence. The people in the coach listened to the broken cries, which became clearer with each clack of the horses' hoofs. "Roel, roel, Eretz Yisroel, tine, Palestine, Argentine…"
"Do you hear that, Feivel?"
"I hear."
"Well?"
"Well, what?"
"Listen, it's the theater, or haven't we reached it yet?"
The calls got more coherent as they approached the crowd. "Hebraish, Yiddish, Hebrew, Jewish… Zionism, the Land of Israel, Zion, Uganda… No! No! Only revolution! ...Not war, class war…"
"Poalei Tsion know what to do, but the Land of Israel is the solution."
"What about Uganda for the time being?"
"No, certainly not. And the main issue is Hebrew!"
"What, everyone should speak Hebrew? But people speak Yiddish, the entire nation speaks Yiddish!"
"Yiddish isn't a language, it's jargon."
"I'll give you a jargon right in your face! Your father is jargon, and your grandfather and his grandfather…"
"Bundist, go change your clothes. Is that how you come to a meeting? This isn't a factory…"
"Maybe you're right, I think we've arrived," Feivel said, "it sounds like some kind of theater, outdoors."
The time was half past one in the morning. The play in the hall had ended long ago. Usually, there was not a soul about at that time, but it was bad luck for the group in the coach, since there was a crowd of people there following an explosive meeting.
A large audience had gathered between the columns at the front of the theater hall and in the street itself, all heatedly debating various ideas for a national solution. Gifted orators among the crowd in the street tried from time to time to clear a path to the elevated area between the columns, and thus to improve their ability to speak and influence.
Some people pushed their way out of the theater gate and went into the café opposite, which remained open even after midnight. Others moved between both centers, arguing as they walked. They were certainly thrashing out all of the issues that had brokenly flown about earlier around the coach. The latter passed like a wandering theater troupe in front of the lit entrance to the theater, slowing until it was surrounded by the crowd and halted.
"I think it's some sort of theater," Sheina Sheindel said , "what do you say, Feivel?"
The coachmen gave up on their attempt to find a path through the crowd, and the people surrounding them showed an interest in the coach and its occupants, listened to the bell-like clangs of the mortar and pestle (three muffled and one clear, three muffled and one clear) and stared in surprise and askance at the odd threesome on the driver's bench. Those who stood close to the coach suspended their arguing, peeked inside and saw therein a full-bodied woman dressed in an elegant fur coat, next to a young man, solid and masculine, in a coat with holes in it.
"They look like a band of gypsies, don't you think, Sasha?"
And Sasha replied, "Yes, Marila! I think that the gypsies will start performing now."
Once the people had accepted the coach among them and became used to its presence, they resumed their heated argument. The calls resumed of Uganda and self-defense; of solutions in the land of the forefathers and establishing an autonomy in the diaspora; emigration to America or to Argentina as opposed to immigration to Palestine; Hebrew or Yiddish. Those in need of a sweet scent, good taste and color, went over to the small flower vendor who stood in her spot next to the café, and bought flowers.
Young men and their dates, walking with linked arms, found it difficult to argue since their hands were thus occupied. Around them stood pairs of friends who argued while gesturing with their hands and sometimes the hands became entangled with those of the dates – who were arguing no less heatedly… When those who had purchased flowers returned with their bouquets, the latter passed from hand to hand; the man handing it to the woman to be free to speak and gesture, the woman handing it back to him when she found it difficult to express her position, and with the commotion being as it was, it happened that they couldn't find their arms or legs in the arguments.
Meanwhile, the woman in the fur coat inside the coach recalled, that in one of the magazines that she used to read after the cholent, there were men who presented flowers to the countess in the story, and kissed her hand. She sat on the side of the coach that faced the café, and saw the little flower vendor, cramped with cold and fatigue.
"Feivel, do you know that ladies are given flowers?" Sheina Sheindel asked.
"And where are there flowers around here?" he asked, as he sat on the right side.
"Don't you see that girl over there? See how cold she is! Go get flowers from her!"
Feivel leaned over her to the left, and she pointed for him. "There's the little girl, poor kitten!" And she added, "Fine, get me dirty, Feive'le, get me dirty, good for you."
"Who told you to dress me in this, who?"
"Fine, fine, go already! Go buy from her!"
Feivel opened the door on the right and easily walked around the coach and passed through the dense crowd, because a path was immediately created for him. People stuck elbows into one another, remarking, "Look, isn't that a soldier back from the front lines?"
The girl, the flower vendor with huge blue eyes, longed for sleep. Exhaustion was evident throughout her body. Feivel gave her a coin for flowers, but she opened his fist which was closed around his coins and took one, and another – folding back one finger and another with her cold hand – and after he took the flowers she hung on his arm.
When he passed with a slight limp through the crowd, once again people cleared a path for him and once again he appeared to them to be one just returned from the battlefield. One man stuck an elbow in his companion's ribs. "Well, what did I tell you? Straight from the front, from the Japs!"
When Feivel reached the coach with the flowers, a young man jokingly opened the door for him with a bow, and the man with the coat with bullet holes presented the bouquet to "countess" Sheina Sheindel and kissed her hand. When he bent over, and twigs stuck out of the holes in his coat, the people nearby applauded the bonus show that they had witnessed. Some indeed believed that it was street theater, and several even threw coins onto the bench.
Feivel rejoined the occupants of the coach and the coachmen took advantage of the small space that had opened in the crowd and moved forward. However, just steps ahead a blockage was again created in front of the café, where they encountered the late-coming Hebraists.
They were a group of fanatics for the reborn Hebrew language, who waged an all-out war against the language of the people.
The head of the group, Volodya Butinin, wearing spectacles with thin silver frames like those of athletes (although he was no athlete), was an influential leader thanks to his strong personality and his talents, and he managed to gather around him numerous 'sattelites' who were his attendants, although they did not think of themselves as such. On the contrary, they eagerly carried out his well-hidden intentions.
Among the members of the hardcore Hebraists, who had gathered there without paying any attention to the mini-show taking place between the coach and the audience, were two who insisted on speaking Hebrew: one was Volodya himself, with his rich bass voice, and the other – a stocky man, hoarse with excitement. Volodya and his companion Ziama attempted to converse in a language that had just been resurrected and which still lacked modern terms that had not existed in its previous incarnation; the language was cumbersome and inadequate for expressing newer concepts. It was a sleeping beauty that issued from their lips, hesitant and twisted, nearly breaking their teeth in the process.
A delicate woman – one of the mothers who huddled there, who were accustomed to accompanying their sons everywhere (although they were over twenty years old), even to political events - spoke to her grown son. "Ziama, why are you and Volodya speaking Hebrew now, in the middle of the street, in the middle of the night? Whoever heard of such a thing?"
"My esteemed mother," her son replied in the revived language which she did not understand, " would you please be so kind as to allow me to converse with my friend Volodya in our ancient tongue, and I shall say to him, come, my friend, to the house of tea, if your spirit cries out for refreshment with the drink of old…"
"Enough, Ziama!" the mother begged, but her darling son was enticed by one more expression, one more good deed, and he continued. "Here is the house of tea, just a rainbow's throw across the railroad, perfectly appointed."
The small, black-haired woman stood behind her son's bulky back. "That's enough, Ziama, stop fooling around, please stop, and come with me now. I don't have all night, you know!"
Ziama reassured his mother in fluent Russian and tried to convince her of the importance of reviving the language, choking on his words now and again in his excitement and swallowing some of the words he had wanted to cram into his speech. He then resumed speaking to his friend Volodya, with the deep and amused voice, whose eyes smiled behind his spectacles. "Come and I shall quench your thirst with the finest concoction of leaves, magnificently aromatic, ambrosia" – meaning tea; or "kindly take notice of the illumination" – meaning the neon lights.
"Ziama, come home already!" his mother cried hysterically.
"My dear mother, I hear and obey…"
That strange talk registered in Feivel's mind as good material for a grotesque impersonation, but the coach moved on.
At the entrance to the inn the tsiganit broke the silence. "I'm done grinding the coffee, I pounded it all the way."
"We heard it, we heard your music. But why do you need coffee now?" Sheina Sheindel asked.
"I need to predict the future in the coffee! Too many things are happening, and we need to know what is going to be."
"And where do you have coffee now, where?"
"Here," Rachula showed her the mortar with the coffee in it. "Smell this coffee. And in addition, we have the bouquet that Yevtushenko brought. That will be very helpful, the old man knows a thing or two! I only asked for a few weeds from the place where the woman disappeared, and see what he brought! Where is he? We've forgotten about him, poor thing."
The edges of the mortar's funnel in her hand gave off golden flashes. Then they all saw the old coachman, sitting on a chair that he had dragged over, leaning his back against the column at the foot of the carved banister, dozing peacefully. The tsiganit thanked him warmly, approaching and touching him. "Why? Why?" he asked. "I bring that because Tsiganka asked, that we do when we ask for marrying."
"Oh, let it go already, why did you ask him? What do you need weeds for? Who are you going to give the weeds to, do you have a horse in your room?"
"I might have a horse, perhaps a bull, who knows?" Rachula said, sneaking a glance at Feivel's back. "I just wanted to predict one man's fortune in the coffee. Where I come from, we need something that grows in the place where a person has disappeared, like weeds, twigs, even feathers, if there is anything like that, then it works better!"
"As you wish, but I say he doesn't need it. He said that she's alright, that he believes that she's alright, that she made it home and that he had signs of that in the forest!"
"What do men know about such things? I say that everyone should have their fortune told in the coffee. You need it too, Sheina Sheindel." After a short pause she went on. "I need it too!"
"Okay, let's go upstairs, my prince," Sheina Sheindel said, putting her arm through Feivel's. He gave her an amused glance and they walked upstairs with exaggerated grandeur. The tsiganit followed them, the hem of her nightdress trailing behind her and on its tail came the two coachmen. When they stood on the landing to catch their breath, a sliver of reality pierced through the act, as the 'countess' turned back into the innkeeper, looked around the hall in which the incident between Feivel and the 'scarecrows' had taken place, and said with a yawn, "It's time to change the flypaper for next summer."
The old coachman continued to sit in the hall, enjoying the fresh air that entered through the broken window, thanks to Feivel, taking in the faint remnants of the scent of cherries, like the last drops of a fine perfume that remain in a bottle that is discovered after laying in a forgotten drawer for years.
Rachula retrieved an alcohol lamp and a copper coffee pot. They all gathered around the round table, observing the repeated boiling of the coffee. At each boiling the tsiganit removed it from the flame and knocked on the pot until the dark foam sunk.
"What tradition is this? Is it Jewish, Rachula?"
"Of course it's Jewish! Our people in Yemen, I was told, used to do it this way."
She placed tiny cups on a tray and they all sat down. Sheina Sheindel looked around at the group and the situation seemed strange to her. Her tired eyes roamed around the room, searching for a focal point, until she noticed a painting of a bewigged grandmother staring at them from the wall. Sheina Sheindel brought her gaze back to the table, on which 'things' were being done, went to the armoire and took out an ironed embroidered tablecloth, and carefully covered the gaze of the grandmother – who had once managed to fell a Cossack from his horse, it was said.
"After you drink, turn the cups over on the table," Rachula said, as she poured the coffee into the tiny cups, and started to sip the coffee with a noisy slurping.
"What, turn over the cups on the table? Certainly not! Such a thing should be done to my enemies!" Sheina Sheindel protested, quickly removing the tablecloth that usually covered the table, replacing it with pages from The Dawn newspaper. "Pour the filth on that. Some Hebraist left it here. Newspapers he leaves me… If not for wrapping fish, then it can serve for your hocus pocus! I can barely understand what is written there, so use that! Maybe it will be good for that."
"Everyone has drunk; you must drink, too," Rachula said, offering her a cup.
"Well, so be it, give it to me!"
With the first sip of the bitter coffee she exclaimed, "Oy, this is as bitter as gall! I wish it on all enemies of Israel." With her mouth and face twisted, she got up, ran to the cupboard and took out a lump of rock candy, which she broke and offered around to the group.
The coffee was sipped and the cups overturned on the pages of The Dawn, on which rivulets of coffee and grounds ran, combining with one another and forming on the newspaper rivers, maps and borders of imaginary countries. At that point Rachula went around the seated gathering, leaning over each person to interpret their coffee grounds.
First she read the future of the two young men, and was quickly done with them. "You are young and strong. You will go to Palestine because they are in need of many coachmen. Yours is a respected profession among us."
To Sheina Sheindel she said, "You will certainly join us, because we need such an inn in Jaffa and the whole settlement needs you, Sheinde'le. You will be everyone's mother there."
Then she stood behind Feivel's back and sensed him, the heat of her body rose and she spoke in a slightly hoarse voice. "You! Only good luck you have, because the one that you seek is alive! And you will surely reach her and you will be united. Don't worry about it, yes, you are one of the fortunate."
Rachula sat down in her chair, close to tears. Her gaiety was gone and she could barely 'diagnose' herself. "And I, Rachula the Gypsy, what will become of me? I am afraid to look into my cup." She broke down and wept. Sheina Sheindel brought her over and tried to comfort her. She stood her up and led her to her room, sat on her bed and her maternal instinct overcame her fatigue.
Feivel and the two young men remained seated at the table, until one of them took a small bottle from the pantry. They used their fingers to wipe the dregs of coffee from their cups and poured themselves syrupy liqueur. Feivel was feeling fine; everything would be alright, for he now had additional confirmation, and he was absolutely certain. For a moment he felt alert, as though he were back in the hall, before attacking the 'scarecrows'. He wanted to tell anecdotes from his travels and he came up with new ideas for impersonations – but the spurt of gaiety was short-lived and with the first act that he tried to put on, the dam burst on his exhaustion. His head felt heavy and was drawn to the tabletop. He smiled, stretched out his arms and looked for a place to lay down.
The two young men decided to play a trick. They led him away and helped him into the high, wide and cushioned bed of Sheina Sheindel. In less than a minute Feivel drifted into oblivion.
In Rachula's room, Sheina Sheindel sat next to her bed, hand in hand, putting her to sleep like one would a little girl. When she heard the sound of footsteps and the bubbling-stifled giggling of the young men as they ran down the stairs, she shook herself and let go of Rachula's hand. "I completely forgot who I left there, who knows what they've gotten up to!" she said, hurrying to her rooms and spotting the messy table. "I knew it, they're savages!"
She started putting things in order, but it was too much even for her, who never left an unwashed dish overnight. "I can't go on anymore, I'll tidy up in the morning, tomorrow is another day! The important thing is to get some sleep in the time that's left." And right there she started undressing, first removing her robe.
"Oh, that feels good," Sheina Sheindel sighed with relief as she remained in her underclothes. Only then did she hear the sound of snoring coming from her bedroom. "God in heaven! What is that? What else awaits me this night? What have I done to deserve this?" She ran over to see what was going on.
In her bed, the 'prince of the holey coat' changing his position, and it seemed as though he had lifted anchors and sailed into sleep. Sheina Sheindel stopped undressing. She was cold; the exhaustion of the day came down upon her all at once, but she came to her senses and went to sit on the green sofa, where the light blanket still remained from the nap she had taken before setting out on the search for the ungrateful creature who was now robbing her of her bed. "Oy, mother of mine, why am I like this," she grumbled, while trying to arrange herself on the sofa and fall asleep. The clock on the wall sounded three o'clock in the morning.
Anger caused her to twist and turn and kept sleep away. From the bedroom came the snoring of infinite exhaustion; of a person in the process of sinking into the well of oblivion. But she could not enjoy sleeping on the sofa. Soon it would be dawn, and she had not one ounce of strength left for the Sabbath preparations. The hard sofa finally made her get up and face the intruder. She stood there, her eyes glaring at the man who lay in her bed, and her strength gave out.
With an effort she raised her head to gaze at the picture of Grandmother Feiga, to check if it was still properly covered, then she sat at the foot of the large bed, which was a source of comfort for her, after the strenuous work at the inn. She had covered it with quilts and fine down pillows – and here, that creature was wallowing and burrowing in it, leaving not a corner of a quilt for her.
She gathered her strength and pushed him away in rage. Perhaps he would wake up and go to sleep on the sofa (for she wouldn't send him out now)? But the man showed no sign of waking. From her bitter experience in the coach she knew that she would fail, moreover since now she herself was more exhausted than she had been, while the fellow seemed to be enjoying his slumber in the sea of pillows even more. She had an idea: perhaps she would sleep beside him? Perhaps? But she was soon put off by the idea, once again she glanced at the picture of her grandmother, and said – to herself or to the painting – "After all, this Jew won't wake up for hours, not even for the Resurrection, so what is there to fear, eh, grandma? I'm dead on my feet and the Sabbath is approaching – right, grandma?"
She stumbled towards the sofa, took the blanket from there and pushed Feivel. "Move over a little. You're a big guy, but now you're sleeping like a little boy, like a tate'le. So it's as safe as a pure gold rouble. Don't get any ideas – like giving me a little Feive'le, for example. (Like I don't have trouble enough without that…)."
And so, on the small section of the bed that was left to her, Sheina Sheindel squeezed in and covered herself with the thin blanket, as though she had finally found the perfect rest.
The spot of light in the center of the room emphasized the object that woke Feivel when it banged on the floor. It was his suitcase, which Oyzer had dropped off and then left. If not for the bang, he might have slept deeply long into the morning.
In the befuddlement of waking he thought that he was in a hotel, one of those lining the Dneiper along the grain route. Out of the corner of his eye he spied a half-open wardrobe, the door of which was caught in the ends of clothing, shoes and belts were in a tangle and jutted out of the drawers in the lower part of the expensive piece of furniture. Someone had been in a big hurry this morning; he saw a fur coat hanging haphazardly. At once everything came back to him and he remembered that he had decided to get on the first train, and had declared his intention in public! What had happened? He took out his pocket watch and saw that he wouldn't be in time for the train. Why, why hadn't she woken him? And when he saw that she was sleeping there in the bed with him, he was alarmed: what had she been plotting when she brought him like a prince to her rooms? He looked at the bed and at himself and realized that nothing had happened. "That's all I need. One needs to beware of these ripe and lonely women!"
Then he determinedly walked over to the jug and bowl of water, and after relieving himself in the chamber pot under the big bed, he ritually washed his hands and made to change his clothes with clothes from the suitcase. When he opened it on the table, which had been cleaned of the remnants of coffee grounds, he found the bag with his teffilin, purple velvet with letters in gold, which recently he had not used on a regular basis. The feel of the velvet and the memories relating to the woman who had embroidered it for him motivated him to put on the teffilin for prayers. Such a hurried version of the dawn prayer even Feivel had never performed before.
When he went downstairs, he looked to the side, towards the corridor that led to the kitchen, and saw Sheina Sheindel through the steam from the pots, wiping her hands on her smock and taking a step – perhaps a wish to get closer. So he hesitated for a minute. Inside, he was overwhelmed with things to say to her, to that angelic creature whose moist and tired eyes said so much, and he was about to fall on her neck despite the smell of onions that emanated from her and from her moist hands, but he went on to the train station, to get the last train to Vinnitsa that he was able to board, without violating the Sabbath.
Feivel cut short the chain of memories that he had indulged in for so long, as a gesture to Sheina Sheindel who had helped him cross the abyss safely. Those memories returned and rose in his mind time and again over the year, forged together with what he had heard from his companions on that night – and became a single entity.
Outside it was twilight. A flock of black-and-white seagulls flew in circles that grew smaller until they landed one by one on the grass. When they took flight again, they flapped their white wings energetically – in the manner of sea birds, which don't run on the water before taking off.
Light and the noise of wheels emanated from Oyzer's workshop. Feivel, who had left a cup of tea on the table earlier – before he departed on the voyage of memories – considered whether to go upstairs to the house before checking in on Oyzer, to have another cup of tea and warm himself after sitting in the garden for so long – or to continue reminiscing about the trip to Vinnitsa and his hometown that Friday, after which he had returned here defeated and in mourning, with no answer and no woman, and the clicks of the train wheels kept echoing in his head.
Now he wanted to end the torturous play of the 'actors' in his head and bring down the curtain. The main thing was that she was alive! He knew that, because when he had come to Oyzer and Perla, they had a letter from Shprintza, in a fancy blue envelope. He also learned from Oyzer, that it was possible to obtain news that would lead to her – but now it would cost a fortune, which he did not possess; he regretted the 'treatment' he had given the two aging criminals who were holding a grudge.
Now, one year later, he had the respectable amount that Reb Mottel had entrusted him with, and perhaps it could be used for that purpose. "Who cares about details in such situations? What about the handshake? Who's taking? I'm just borrowing…"
The need to speak with Oyzer intensified, but he put it off for a while and went up to the house first. "Where have you been for a whole hour?" Perla asked. "Your tea has grown cold, I'm going to make you a hot cup!"
While he sipped the tea he was, for a moment, less self-involved, and he noticed that Perla had changed quite a lot in the preceding months: he was not yet able to point out a single element, but she was softer and had less of the angularity that had characterized her when Shprintza last stayed at the house. Her hair was richer and more luxurious as well.
As though to put an end to his scrutinizing her image, Perla said, "Oyzer has already performed the evening prayer and he went downstairs to do some work. Go to him, see what lovely things he's been making."
He went downstairs and opened the iron door. Oyzer was working under the light of an electric bulb – which "Edison recently invented" – and it illuminated the rust-brown or steel-blue hues that were prevalent there.
Oyzer greeted him with "Welcome, so you finally arrived?" and continued to work at the lathe. Making a gesture that indicated that he had completed some job he said, "Come closer, see what I'm working on now." He showed him a cylindrical machine that emitted sounds. "You're probably familiar with this, and I want to make a more sophisticated model, to play for Perla some real cantor singing like we had at home, in die heim…"
Feivel, who had seen sophisticated phonographs – and knew that a flat disk had been invented which played music better than Edison's cylinder, and had even danced to its notes – did not say so. "When Oyzer is working on an 'invention' you can't take it out of his head," he thought.
"And another thing," Oyzer added. "Do you see that device – over in the corner? Yes, yes, the one with wings! I'm making myself a kind of windmill on the roof, to give me electricity, so I'll have it constantly! And maybe I can operate the lathe with electricity. Come, Feivel, you work the lathe pedal a bit, I'll just take a sliver off this axis and then we'll go home. I understand that you haven't come after so long for no reason. I'm certain that next time, God willing, I'll have an electric motor… And perhaps you, Feivel, want to take off one more sliver? Go ahead! So you don't forget the profession altogether," and he moved aside to make room for Feivel.
The two of them had been immersed in the work for several minutes when Oyzer, still laboring over the part that was held in the table vice asked, "What happened? Explain it to me, how come after such a long time you remembered and graced us with your presence?"
Feivel, enjoying the cool touch of the wheels on his hands, felt slightly uncomfortable before he replied. "Oyzer, I need to consult you, I want you to know what I'm about to do."
"Well, spit it out already!"
"I'm going to violate a handshake!"
"What are you going to violate?"
"I want you to know, Oyzer, that I have the sum of five thousands roubles, and I want to ask you: how is it possible, here, near the port, to increase that amount? I don't care about the means! I also want you to tell me from whom I can obtain reliable information about Shprintza'le, because now I can pay."
As he spoke, Feivel finished the piece, without lifting his gaze, but he also did not closely examine his work, because he had not yet reached the accurate and final stage. Now he made an instinctive adjustment and continued to shave off another sliver, as though he had said something of no consequence.
Oyzer did not reply immediately to what he had heard, and which had astonished him. He changed the direction of the filing. "You come here after months. And when you go down to the town you dilly there, at Sheina Sheindel's, with the tsiganit. And when you finally do us the favor of coming here you go off for a walk – and then, like a puff on a cheap cigarette, you announce that you intend to violate a handshake of good-luck-and-blessings? And I should suggest some business with money that isn't yours? Let me finish and don't interrupt, Feivush! More than once it was said about you, even when you were little, that there's something wrong with you and people need to beware because no one knows what craziness you have in you – with all your talents."
There was silence. Oyzer looked at his work and tightened the clamp. Finally Feivel said, with bitter irony, "You're talking about 'something wrong', Oyzer? After turning my coat into a net? What was that, back then? Something sensible? I didn't want to talk about it all this time, but as confused as I was at the time, I heard quite well that they shouted to you, that it could be Feivush out there in the dark. They shouted, and you fired…"
Oyzer remained silent, breathed heavily, and continued to file with exaggerated attention until he recovered somewhat. It was obvious that he had no better escape from the embarrassment. Feivel, too, had reached the crucial stage in his work on the lathe and didn't want to botch the job, especially in light of the fact that he had not touched a lathe in a long time. The feel of that work had always balanced the forces and pressures within him and given him spiritual and physical harmony. How happy he had been then, as a youth, when Oyzer had agreed to teach him lathe work, and how happy he would be now if he would frequently let him do such jobs, and afterwards to climb up the few stairs and there, in the room, find his girl – but forever! And without any 'favors' from Reb Mottel.
Oyzer calmed down, let go of the file and with both huge hands he grabbed the edge of the work table and the thick plank on it. He leaned slightly forward and said, in a manner of explanation or apology, "I was crazy then, Feivush, you know that! And truthfully – it's best if we get it all out now. I was crazy, and I didn't imagine that you'd go to the same place where we'd searched earlier, moreover after you sprained your ankle."
"And why did you go with the whole group – while you too had been there earlier?"
"We had to go! Whether we found her or not – we had to show everyone that we had power."
"Are you telling me that you exploited what happened to us just to hold some kind of exercise, 'for the guys', Oyzer?
"Don't interrogate me now, Feivel! But I can promise you, that even if that's what I thought at first, something terrible went through my mind when I saw your coat on the fence! And after your mad announcement, that she 'went home' and she had a kfitsat haderech, it calmed my spirit and I believed it too. And since the first letter came, we started believing that everything would be alright; the letters come, but she doesn't say where she is – but she is alive! And now you, Feivush, suddenly come to me with such statements!"
"Because I want her here, my feter, not in a letter!"
"Then I'll answer all your questions, and stop interrupting me," and it was obvious that Oyzer's moments of embarrassment had passed. The small confession of his feelings (or the little he had revealed) went beyond what that introverted man was prepared to give of himself. He continued to speak, still forming the part in the vice. "How could you imagine, Feivel, that I would agree to your breaking a handshake agreement? What kind of Jew do you think I am?"
"And what kind of Jew is Reb Mottel, who takes a person who is already working on a good and solid commercial line, and just like that – as you say, Oyzer – like a puff on a cheap cigarette, takes a person like me, who does good work, and sends him to another place to start a new line! Why should I abide by a handshake ceremony with someone who has that kind of power? After everything he's done? Where is their integrity, those rich men?"
"Wait, Feivel; stop interrupting me all the time. First of all, I want to tell you, that if you had any thought that perhaps I, Oyzer, of the Poalei Tsion and holding certain views about the rich, and because we organized strikes against Reb Mottel back when we worked at his cigarette factory – if that made you think that I would agree to violating a 'good luck and blessings', then you are sorely mistaken, Feivush! That is what I have to say about a handshake!
"And regarding some kind of business, that you asked about: then I'm surprised at someone like you, having advanced and become a commercial agent as fast as a bullet, yet you haven't understood that I have no business sense, and the satisfaction of the blacksmith, lathe worker or mechanic is not based on money! You must have heard already that in our profession, only a good woman can save a blacksmith from starving to death while he, the blacksmith, spends his time and talent building his professional reputation. So what business could I possibly propose to you?"
Feivel finished lathing the part of the phonograph that was meant to play cantor singing for Perla, 'like at home', and spoke to Oyzer. "Do you know, you've started talking to me like to a child again, and I've stopped getting angry about it? But the time has come for you to stop! I won't be like one of those guys who, when they are adults, can no longer speak to their teachers. I grow together with you, and that's what is special about us. So the quicker you stop that, the better! When I spoke about business, I meant that the 'movement' has business, that's what I meant!"
Oyzer cut him short, gravely. "Don't you talk about that, Feivel, never! Not even to yourself. You hear me? I can only tell you, that 'over there', I'm not such a commercial wizard, not at all!"
"Well, that's what I meant, Oyzer."
"Don't you mean anything! I'm already regretting that I responded to that matter, so let it go – forget about it – erase it from your memory, until the day when we may need you!"
After a short pause, Oyzer said, "That's it," as though nothing had happened. "In a minute or two we'll go upstairs." He glanced at the large clock with the glowing numbers that he had made for himself, saw that the time was eight o'clock and said, "It's late! I need a lot of sleep and Perla, lately, well… well…" When he saw Feivel arranging and tidying the workplace, he commented happily, "Oh, you haven't forgotten the lessons of childhood, you're cleaning the lathe. Perhaps it's a pity that you didn't stay on working for me." Then he added, seriously, "So you tell me, Feivel: if it is so upsetting that they're transferring you, why did you agree with the old man?"
"Oyzer, with all due respect, now you're asking too many questions. I can't explain why I agreed; I'm telling you, sometimes I'm two people! You say that your spirit was calmed by the announcement that I made next to the tree that night, and that's all! For me, it's not 'all' and it never will be! I walked around earlier, in the neighborhood and in front of your house, like a mechanical doll that can't stop moving until the spring has fully unwound. I have a whole 'theater' in my head, and each time that I don't succeed to halt it with superhuman force, 'plays' erupt in my mind! That's what I deal with.
"And you won't even grant me the tsiganit, old uncle? Why? A poor girl who fled from Eretz Yisroel because of a man, a Jewish muzhik from the colonies over there, and I remind her of him and she comes to cry on my shoulder. So what are you imagining, old uncle? And as far as concerns Reb Mottel – that really is a riddle: the power they have, those guys, to convince… I made an agreement with him, and we even drank vodka with herring and onion over it, and he even belched to seal it…"
"Oho," Oyzer interrupted him, "I don't like that style of yours one bit. If you talk like that often, then everyone will have noticed – and it's certain to have gotten back to the old man and you 'wobbled' at work."
"Is that why he gave me such a bundle of roubles? A person who wobbles like a bad tooth, for any reason, gets kicked in the ass by the lords and he is grateful if it's just a kick – and not also signing a note for damages that he seemingly caused. Do you need me need to tell you that, Oyzer?"
"I'm surprised as well; it doesn't seem right to me either, Feive'le. So let's close up and go upstairs already, and we'll have a good, hot drink. This is not just talk, there is a paradox here, and it requires analysis." As he spoke he worked for a while near the electrical switch with a wrench, to disconnect the Edison lamp from the electric battery.
"Don't you do any analysis," Feivel said, "because I'm tired already!"
"Alright, so what have you decided?" Oyzer asked as they walked up the few steps under the pillars of the bellows.
"That tomorrow morning I'm going to him instead of to that ship, and I'll put the bundle of roubles on his desk and then I'll come right back here – on foot, running, not with Yevtushenko! Like that, free as a bird. I'll come back to work here in the workshop, this is what I love. And if Shprintza'le wants me, as she always said that she loved me, she can come back here, to her righteous uncle. We will build us a cabin and little Feive'lach will work during the day in the workshops of Father Tsar, and in the evenings they will each reinvent the wheel…"
"Hey, boy," Oyzer interrupted, "Let's go upstairs. I like it when you start making fun of Oyzer! Remember, that at my place you made a fool of everyone – except for me! Remember? So, are you coming?"
When they entered the large room – the sitting room – Feivel was in a state of pleasant limpness; there, he had put all the cards on the table, he was ready to start over again; he was prepared to let go of everything he had achieved in the world of commerce, all of the tension and aspirations, and return to the modest, fully satisfying life of manual labor. He looked around, and seemed to be seeing the room for the first time. There was a splendid chandelier which he hadn't noticed today, when he arrived from the hotel, and which let off a pleasant and precious light in the sitting room – which he had remembered as being much more modest. The scent of baking came from the kitchen. There was an atmosphere here of which Feivel had sensed only a fraction before going to the workshop. An atmosphere of 'homeowner's comfort' which he had not recognized previously.
The homeowner came in from the kitchen, carrying a basket of puffy, warm buns called bulkelach – like the ones they had longed for back in the day, when they were children, after playing in the cold street.
Oyzer sat comfortably, his elbows on the table, and split open a warm bun. While chewing and swallowing he asked, "Do you really mean it, simply going to the old man and putting the roubles on the table? Just like that?"
Feivel felt the urge to give up fading, but on the surface he maintained his decisive mood. It was similar to relaxing one's muscles just before a race. He replied with a question. "Why not? I've seen enough roubles, the sound that they make in my pocket, coming and going, no longer excites me!"
Oyzer chewed in silence for a moment, and glanced at his wife – to see if she had heard, to see if she had any sign that Feivel was going out of his mind, or perhaps was just joking. And perhaps he, Oyzer, was simply not getting it? He brought his gaze back to the center of the table, until he was taken by the mood he used to be in – when the boy Feivel would play the fool, or play him for a fool. The same smile came over his face as he would have just before the storm broke which would end, at best, only with shouting. Meanwhile, Feivel continued to buffer his argument. "I like those developments of yours, the 'patents'. My hands are itching to make such things, and I've seen things that are even more sophisticated. The world races forward and we can run together…"
Oyzer lifted his gaze from the tablecloth and remembered that sitting there in front of him was a man suffering from torments that burst out in various and strange ways – and the mood which previously always preceded his dealing a blow or slap to the apprentice boy – now ended in hearty laughter that was appropriate for the relaxed Oyzer. "Good, good, you learn witty jokes over there, among the 'fine people', Feivush, only I don't have time to sit here all evening listening…"
Feivel, who was given to the opposite mood to that which he had described – that is, he was not emotionally ready to let go of even one kopeck, and he was imagining the factory that he could build together with Oyzer using Ostishin's money – continued to pretend that he was prepared to part with the bundle. "What is so bad about a Jew wanting to practice a craft? After all, that is what you constantly preach in the movement: go to work, 'be productive, there are too many merchants'…"
"Wait just a minute, you are making a mess of things. Now you really are in need of an analysis." Oyzer filled his china pipe, the one he smoked at home, and resumed his speech. "When those who speak, and those who write, speak and write about productivity – they refer to the simple people, the poor, those who are neither here nor there, the small agents who conduct 'business' of barely half a rouble and invest all their 'spice' in that; they mean, that where there used to be one merchant, there are now one hundred. Those are the people, nebech, that they talk about! Not about us, who were born craftsmen. You grew out of the profession, the craft. You can't go back even if you wanted to! Especially not you, Feivush. You are made of such material, that you have no choice. You must take what you have achieved and move forward. You can't go backwards and be a failure.
"And know this: people don't like failures! You can't return now even to the point from which you started to advance: they'll do anything to take you all the way down. Because for them – for 'the guys' – you're like a student who fled from his studies and succeeded in business. But if he goes back, he will find that the students, his peers, have progressed in their studies, so he won't understand what they're talking about in class. And that's only part of the mess. Because the gentlemen high up will never allow you to raise your head; money is the lever with which you have to lift cargo for them. You're not doing any favors for the master by returning the lever, the money, to him. The handshake is like an oath for mercenaries. Imagine a soldier returning his rifle in the midst of a war… You're a good student of Ostishin's, he invested a lot of 'rabbi's fees' in you. He relied on you, and he's waiting to get something in return!"
Oyzer fiddled with his pipe, and Feivel exploited the pause in his speech. "You claim that I am 'wobbling' at work and that I speak impolitely about him? So why should a grand Jew like himself hand me such a bundle and send me to a new area where, heaven knows, there are masses of simple folks who fight over every gnawed bone?"
"That's true. It seems that it was some kind of forced move, like in chess – a forced move by Reb Mottel."
"Just a minute, how are you so knowledgeable about what is in Reb Mottel's pocket? Since when do you have time for that, and for work, and for the 'patents' and the movement and shooting at coats – and who knows what else?"
"Who knows indeed?" Oyzer smiled briefly and immediately grew serious. "Before I answer about Reb Mottel, I want you to swear not to talk about the patents!" Contemplative, he continued. "It's for the soul. If a professional doesn't play sometimes, his brain rots, like in the Polish proverb, a woman's liver rots if she isn't beaten from time to time."
"That's your forced move, perhaps, not Reb Mottel's."
"Don't interrupt me, Feivel; let me get a word in. As you know well, this year we had a war in Japan and we had a revolution. Many soldiers are returning, and in the railway workshops it's starting to get crowded and suffocating. So Oyzer got a job to do in the good, old fashioned way – practically pure blacksmith's work; something I've always dreamed of doing, like a 'master work' in the great days of the profession, which is dying out."
"Who these days has a head for such decorative 'doctorates', Oyzer?"
"I'll tell you, Feivush, who does, just let me get a word in edgewise and don't interrupt all the time; it's the Chevra Kadisha of the sacred community of Odessa, that's who! And there is someone to provide funding – Shifra Ostishin wants to build a memorial for her grandfather, in the form of a gate for the cemetery. She wants to commemorate the old child snatcher. What's best about all this is, that I've already received a small bundle in advance."
"So where is the forced move? Does Reb Mottel, the lord, care if she spends a few roubles on that? Why would he take leave of his senses and gamble such sums on a crazy horse like me?"
Oyzer raised his hand as though to halt the flow of Feivel's words. "First of all, it's much, much more than 'a few' roubles, don't make light of it. Second, you're not seeing the whole picture. You don't know, and perhaps it's best if you don't find out, the size of the cemetery. It's the cemetery, and the community offices and a whole 'wedding party' of functionaries and machers. Shifra is a major player there. Didn't you know that the old bandit, her grandfather, made his fortune from the kidnappings back in the days of Nikolai the First, and from other such 'good deeds'? And her father didn't fall far from the tree – and he increased the fortune. In short, she, Shifra, does public works and she doesn't want this place to look like the small towns. Believe me, Feivel, it isn't some pittance that has fallen into my lap. I can make some serious money. And it came right on time. So the patents will have to wait…"
"If so, what is forcing Reb Mottel to add living money to the money that she is burying?"
"Oh," Oyzer thundered, "we've reached the forced move!"
"If we've finally reached it, then I have a burning question for you, Oyzer, something else before I forget."
"You're not just a crazy horse, Feivel, you're a race horse that breaks away. You constantly interrupt me: where is the forced move, where is the forced move. And when I reach it – you have questions… Well, hurry up! I want to sleep tonight."
"Why didn't you want me to come back to work here? That way, the Ostishins would save money, and you'll get more…"
"Once again I have to reply to something you're thinking out of a boy's rage. It has nothing to do with that money: you can't turn the wheel of your life backwards! It's a ratchet wheel, it only turns forward – like a cargo crane; if you release the brake, the entire cargo falls. And you – after you make a fortune, God willing, then you'll really have the time to practice the profession for its own sake, like Prince Bulkonsky did, out of love for the lathe, or when you happen to visit me."
"You read romance novels, too, like Sheina Sheindel who plays with princes?"
"It's not a romance novel, Feivush, it's a novel by Lev Tolstoy!"
"When do you have time to read, Oyzer?"
Oyzer ignored the remark and Feivel said, "Alright, so where is the forced move?"
"You ask about Ostishin's motives. It's hard to say; I can only speculate and try to draw conclusions: first, why on earth should he gamble on you? A good question indeed! Reb Mottel knows her family and their greed, and he knows that what starts out as a donation, will very quickly turn into a business of burial plots, headstones, and the like. So while it's true that you are a crazy horse and what's he's doing is a gamble, in my opinion Reb Mottel is prepared to gamble on a crazy, healthy and angry horse like yourself, who has proven himself in another arena – as long as he can pull as much as possible of the blanket in his own direction, instead of Shifra betting on dead Jews."
"So why transfer me to a new place?"
"Here the classic economic reason comes in," Oyzer growled.
"What is that? Something you learned from the 'rabbi' of Poalei Tsion?"
"That's right," Oyzer said, "Borochov, our 'rabbi', deals with the living. But I wanted to tell you, even before you started interrupting me with the romance novels, the reason that Reb Mottel is sending you."
Oyzer's fatigue was gone, and his desire to continue the 'analysis' was evident. He cleared his throat, in the manner of someone about to embark on a long speech. (Like the enthusiastic lecturers at the Poalei Tsion gatherings, who employed learned phrases from the theory of political economics, from which Oyzer constructed his own 'theories'). "So thus it is, with Reb Mottel: although he is pulling in as much of the blanket as he can, that isn't all of it. There is a pure economic cause here, called 'risk diversification'. I don't need to tell you what happened last year with the pogroms. Since Reb Mottel is a major merchant from a primary guild, he can (so he hopes) shield you from a distance, and you can succeed where less important Jews are shoved aside like broken twigs in a flood."
"I don't think so," Feivel said. "Since you are talking about a merchant from a primary guild, why wouldn't he stay on the Dneiper? What does he have to fear? As for pogroms, we all know what happened in Kishiniev, which is on my new line."
"There is something else," Oyzer continued, "it is possible that Reb Mottel wants to create something that will be exclusively his – from top to bottom. We know that most of their money, at the outstart, came from the dowry. The Dneiper commercial line also started from 'way up' – from Lithuania, Belarus – and continued down the river to Odessa with the wood and grain barges. Her thieving father, son of the old thief, still lives up there in Pinsk, and together with his sons, Shifra's brothers, he continues to uproot entire forests in the Pripyat area and expel the poor people from there. The talented Reb Mottel has turned it into an empire. But his heart burns with the urge to build something from the ground up, that will be his alone, so people won't say that the old swindler started everything for him. He wants his own commercial line into the center of Europe!
"But here, Perla is bringing another batch of excellent cakes, you haven't had such rogalach in a long time. I wanted to stop a while ago, but you keep snatching. So here, snatch yourself some cakes, 'always keep taking', as the saying goes, then we'll finish thinking about Reb Mottel's reasons and we'll go to sleep. I'm sure that tomorrow you'll board the ship, with no tricks or shticks. I just want to help you understand the why, so you don't go away like an ignoramus, so you understand…"
Feivel had started smiling slightly as he heard the speech. "I don't get it, Oyzer. Where do you get the time and energy on top of what we mentioned? How does a Jewish craftsman as yourself find the time to study all kinds of Borochovs and analyses?"
"Ay, Feivush, don't get on your high horse, you scoundrel. Just so you know: our generation knows how to work! Not like you lot, lazy… Here, have a rogaleh and drink some tea with citron jam that Perla made. Over there, in Dneister country, you won't have such things."
They sipped the tea and ate a whole platter of cakes and Feivel asked, "Well, are you through with the causes for the forced move?"
"Why, do you need more?"
"No, no, I have enough."
Perla wore a flowered apron, her hair was gathered up and held with a shell comb, and had the same radiant sheen as her niece's, and Feivel wondered why it had faded somewhat in the period since Shprintza disappearance. She placed a small vase with flowers in the center of the table. "I have a surprise, for when your debates come to a close."
His rebellious mood had nearly disappeared and in the pause in Oyzer's speech, Feivel started examining his analysis with interest. Deep inside himself he already knew, that he would undertake Reb Mottel's mission, but he would do it his way!
"Stop, enough, it's late! You won't be able to wake up," said Perla, who returned from the bellows room, holding a small box tied with a pink ribbon, and sat down at the table.
It seemed as though the uninterrupted chain of causes had led the conversation towards something that had not yet been stated, but was about to burst out at any moment. Perhaps that was why Oyzer had spoken at such length. Tension was in the air. Perla sensed it and several times she tried to redirect the conversation.
Oyzer ceased chewing. He wet his mouth with sips of tea and remained silent for a while. He gathered up all of his gentleness before opening his mouth again, but nevertheless, Feivel jumped out of his chair when he said, "There is something else: perhaps he wants to test you?"
"What test!" Feivel exclaimed, and the humorous air that had come over him during Oyzer's 'analyses' left him at once.
"A test after which, if you pass it, he'll give you his daughter to be your wife!"
The tension in the room, which had started to lessen somewhat, immediately increased by several degrees. It appeared as though all of the speculations concerning Reb Mottel's motives had of necessity led to this issue, and that all of them had expected it.
There was silence in the room. Perla wanted to say something, but remained silent. Finally, Feivel spoke, with anger and pain. "What are you talking about? Do you want to reopen my wounds? Don't you know who I want? Didn't I tell you earlier, that I would pay the entire sum to be able to find her?"
"And didn't I tell you that they would pay an even higher sum to find you if you dared to do that, and destroy you – in every sense of the word?"
"Why did you even have to mention that, uncle, why?"
"We said that we would evaluate the situation, so stop jumping up at every word!"
Perla quickly intervened. "Sometimes you don't know when to stop, Oyzer; sometimes you don't understand how painful it is! Enough, be quiet, don't talk about it anymore!"
Feivel, who was encouraged by Perla to feel self-pity, added, "Don't you know that Shifra would never agree to the match – even if everything else you said, except for that, fits?"
"What are you talking about? Reb Mottel makes the decision!"
"Not on that matter."
"I can't take any more; you are like two bulls, constantly locking horns. And over what? Here, in this box, there may be an answer for you."
Perla placed the small box on the able and untied the pink ribbon. When the two men fell silent, she looked into their eyes – and Feivel saw in the aunt's eyes a hint of the same sparkles, like small diamonds, that were constantly present in Shprintza's eyes.
Feivel was already familiar with the long blue envelopes of the highest quality that Perla regularly received. The stamps and the postmark showed that they had been posted from Odessa, but it was obvious that the letters had reached the city by some unknown route. He knew that they came from far away, but who brought them, and where was she?
After the letter was read out loud, a sense of peacefulness fell over them. Oyzer yawned hugely and went to the water closet at the end of the corridor, from where his enormous farts echoed. Perla gathered the letters into the box and tied the ribbon, and Feivel once again noticed her renewed femininity. Then she asked about Shprintza's room. "Would you mind if now and then we went into your room? Just from time to time, after all, I have to clean it sometimes!"
"As much as you want, Perla, our room isn't the holiest of holies!"
"I made up the bed in there for you to sleep."
"No, Perla, I'd rather sleep here on the sofa!"
"Alright, I'll bring the bedding here."
Oyzer tried to give the evening a happy ending, to pad the harsh emotions that had been exposed, but there was no need. Feivel felt at peace with what he faced. He started to feel like a pupil toward a vacation: if everyone was so convinced that he should accept the mission – then he would; if Ostishin needed to diversify his risks – then he shouldn't be surprised if he, Feivel, took some initiative! No, he wouldn't do anything that wasn't kosher, but he would use his own spice, and no one would be able to fault him.
Oyzer then started talking about the qualities of the ship. "It is a huge advantage, Feivush. You'll be traveling under the auspices of Emperor Franz-Joseph's flag, with the papers of a merchant from a primary guild. Do you know what that means, in these times?"
Perla made up Feivel's bed on the sofa. With skilled hands she smoothed the spotless sheets, her back straight as she leaned forward, like the body of a peasant.
After an early morning prayer with Oyzer, they set off. Perla stood at the entrance, neat and coiffed, her pretty light apron around her waist. She held Feivel's hand, and with a somewhat shy smile she asked for confirmation of her request, made the previous night. He hugged her shoulders and felt her belly, and she confirmed with her gaze that indeed, she was pregnant. The beloved sparkles appeared in her eyes and he seemed to read in them, 'We are happy now, and may you two be happy as well, but that is impossible here! Not here! Not here, for heaven's sake!' And the words combined with what he had understood back on the night of the shooting.
~~~
Chapter 3
Off to Sea
The road twisted amidst debris, in piles that reached up to half the height of the few trees that survived along it. Oyzer and Feivel walked some distance together early in the day; the first, to work at the railroad workshops and the second, to the offices of the Dniester Development Company.
The road was fenced in on both sides by railway tracks crossed with old railway sleepers made of wood and rusted iron, which failed as a fence to create a border between worlds, so that here and there train wrecks and ship wrecks mixed together. Parts of broken anchors stuck out of the pile, tied by means of their sole eye (with double and heavy links of steel chains that twisted fascinatingly) to old steam boilers with wheels on their crooked axes – and the whole lot thickly bound with ropes. They passed among those exhibits, which stood at the sides of the road, like generals passing between rows of soldiers standing at attention.
Here and there were openings in the fence, closed off with narrow gates, from which paths were formed to tin shacks constructed of materials that were found at the site. There, in the shacks, the pitiful creatures who ekked a living from the wreckage somehow kept a roof over their heads – they and their daughters, who worked as prostitutes and who at that hour were coming home to the shacks after a night of practicing their profession; they used the same road as Oyzer and Feivel, but they walked in the opposite direction, towards the gates.
The two men walked in silence, ignoring the scenery. Oyzer started to whistle and pointed at a small bird, the size of a warbler, that launched itself with drawn wings into an old chimney that stood at an angle, and glided out of the other end. Feivel was anxious to leave that place and felt increasingly, that the ship would finally grant him some form of release.
Oyzer stopped whistling and started to speak about the ship, with good cause. "I heard that it's very expensive, sailing on that ship. Not like on the Dnieper, with the Russian Steamboat Company, that you usually take, but I wonder," he added with a laugh, "why take the Dniester at all, since it is known to be more shallow and harder to sail? Why not send you by train?"
Feivel had no answer just then, and Oyzer himself dismissed the technical question. "Since he's sending you, grab it with both hands, and don't say again that you're giving it all up after settling in so well with us. Don't make light of it! Get a 'second breath', believe me, you'll have time for that, I'm certain!"
"Why do I need so much time, Oyzer?"
"In order to study the ship. It contains all sorts of peculiarities. Stories abound in the workshops and docks about it and about the crew. It has novelties that haven't yet been seen in any sea craft, it's said. I'd like to see it for myself some day. So promise me, Feivel, that when you get back you'll tell me everything! It interests me, and not me alone: I'm asking you to keep your eyes open! We'll find use for that yet! You hear me, one day I'll leave this place, but you probably understand that right now it's impossible."
He spoke like a man carrying a heavy load, but one pleased with the burden, and he went on in a higher tone. "I'd love to go along – so succeed, Feivush, succeed, and take care of yourself!" And he turned to go on his way.
His voice sounded strange to Feivel. The sadness in it struck chords beneath the surface. With his big hand he grabbed Oyzer's forearm, but there was no way he could encircle it. "Come with me to the ship, Oyzer, at least we'll see it together."
Oyzer signed like a boy who was invited to play but whose parents wouldn't let him go. "I can't be late for work again, Feivel, for any reason! That's why I set out so early. Like I told you yesterday, things are not at all certain for me these days. We, the few of our people who work in the workshops, mustn't confirm what they keep saying about us: that Jews don't like to work and aren't capable of working steadily in such factories."
Then Feivel knew that Oyzer was not the same man he used to be, and that all of the changes that had taken place in him could be traced back to the pounding of the nail into the tree – the night when Feivel lost his woman and Oyzer discovered his own wife.
The monstrous steam-powered sledgehammers of the railway factories drowned out Oyzer's voice, as he stood at the entrance to the department where the wheels were assembled. He, coachman and son of a coachman, and second-generation blacksmith from a small town near Vinnitsa, had succeeded in gaining a foothold there as a craftsman and became the manager of the team of blacksmiths. The touch of Feivel's hand left Oyzer with a mark like that formed when fitting a steel wheel on steel.
Feivel turned and walked along the harbor road towards the travel agency, and saw that he was early. The place was closed. He was not upset, and since the port gate was not far from there he thought, "I'll go over and take a look at the ship." He had not walked far along the dock when he saw, near the gate and tied to the dock, in splendid solitude, a sea craft that stood out in its difference from all the other vessels that were anchored around it. Few river boats anchored there, because it was difficult for them to navigate the sea between the estuary and the harbor.
Feivel also noticed the large number of structures on the deck. The structures, with numerous round hatches (similar to cruise ships), seemed to be separate from one another and it looked as though, if a huge hand were to appear, it could lift all of the structures right off the deck. In the center of the ship stood a round tower, relatively thick, quite tall in relation to the circumference of the ship. Feivel suddenly realized, that it was the tower that gave the viewer a sense of oddity. Because of it, the ship seemed about to topple over.
The shortage of masts and booms also drew the attention of professionals, and even amateurs: where are the masts? Where are the booms? Compared with the sea of masts on the other steam boats and sailboats in the harbor – the absence thereof was both ridiculous and amazing. The stern deck was practically clear except for two boats: one was very large, the second, tiny. The larger one was beautiful and its parts matched; it was the smaller of the two that appeared somewhat grotesque. There was above it a barred propeller like a gigantic fan, and it could be guessed, that its purpose was to facilitate trips in shallow waters, or in areas that were rocky or profuse with water plants. Feivel could not understand how the two secondary crafts on the deck of the mother ship could be lowered into the water in the absence of any visible cranes.
Along the sides he saw cylinders similar to long cannon barrels, attached parallel to the ship. The cylinders' circumference decreased, like the tube of a telescope. He suddenly realized, that they replaced the masts and booms. But even with his rich imagination, he could not at that moment grasp their power and performance. That he would see only in the course of the journey.
He was again disturbed by its height, and imagined the terrible rocking of a ship that was so tall in relation to its size. At high winds, even the Dnieper became choppy, and people got seasick while sailing on the river. What could be expected of this craft – which, judging by its structure, was a river boat – when it left here on its way to the mouth of the Dnieper and sailed into the open, wavy sea? Why, even the esteemed captain would be puking his guts out…
One thing about the Martha was beyond dispute: maintenance. There were many ships made of iron in the port. Some had returned from battles with the Japanese, and their bodies were riddled with rust in the form of brown bite-wounds. In contrast, the Martha was well-maintained and perfectly cared-for, without a speck of rust on its gleaming body.
Feivel's technical approach differed from Oyzer's, who actually built machines and their parts and was capable of sticking to an idea until he saw results. It also differed from the approach of Reb Mottel Ostishin, who held a diploma in mechanic engineering and played around with designing installations and granaries when the mood took him in his hexagon-shaped room.
On his numerous journeys on the great rivers in the course of performing his mission, trading in grain, Feivel would happily examine every installation, structure and mechanism, considering and comparing the function and performance of each and registering his findings in his memory, to make use of them in the future, and perhaps to sell the idea. The same thing was done by the great merchants of the past – like Marco Polo, who brought asbestos and other inventions back from China. Feivel was drawn to the subject and had a natural curiosity, that was nurtured by Oyzer since he was a child.
Now he sensed that curiosity once again. Generally, the Martha – with its numerous hatches framed with shiny gilded metal, which peeked like a thousand twinkling eyes back at the world that viewed it with intrigue – gave him the refreshing feeling of a fine passenger ship, which afforded each passenger aboard it every luxury. An overwhelming feeling started building up inside Feivel, of setting out into open space. At long last he was forging into the open sea.
On the dock, near the Martha, a group of port workers gathered, longshoremen and crane operators, customs agents and fishermen, who had nothing better to do right then, but to discuss the ship.
Others joined them by the minute, crowding together and trying to climb the ship's ramp, touch parts of it, feel and pull at its ropes – and were repeatedly repelled by the strict guards. Some of them held debates and wagers, from time to time bursting into wild laughter when some oddball saw the need to stand up for the ship in the face of those who ridiculed anything unusual. Like any herd, the crowd did not require much effort to find common ground amongst themselves, because every person wanted to impress upon another what he meant by saying "that ship is something insane." They pointed at the 'strange contraption' and placed bets: when would it overturn – while in port, or soon after departing?
Among those who were more original or professional, who had seen or heard something about the novelties, was one man who declared, "You shouldn't laugh, because it has something below the watershed– a sort of additional keel that keeps it stable in the rocking sea."
One of the mockers answered him. "Idiot! If it really had something that big and heavy below, that goes so deep into the water, it would tickle the bottom of the river, the Dniester, which, as is commonly known, has numerous sandbanks and shallow areas. How can it sail there, with that part hitting one sandbank after another?"
Each demonstrated his "expertise". Laughter broke out again, when a short man with a freckled pug nose like that of a child and a cap falling on his broad forehead demonstrated, by means of a series of limping skips on the dock, the anticipated movement, singing, "The kazachok she'll dance on the seabed, the kazachok she'll dance…"
The first man, an out-of-work mechanic who possessed great knowledge but not the power of persuasion, made another attempt to win over minds and asked, "Could it be that in the sea it is lowered, and in the river it is brought back up?"
That conjecture led to extraordinary outbursts of laughter and to anatomical allegories. "So the ship isn't a 'she', it's a 'he'? Then it's a male whale, right? Ha ha ha, a male whale…"
The betting continued.
Within the crowd, Feivel attempted to reach the ship's ramp and board it. From his experience on many river boats belonging to the Dnieper and Tributaries Steamboat Company, he assumed that he would be able to purchase a ticket on board, but a large, square German man appeared, without an ounce of fat on his body, accompanied by a shepherd dog (also German), and pointed to a handsome sign indicating the location of the office. The man spoke Austrian German with rolling r's interspersed with a few words in Russian. He embodied a combination of uncompromising stiffness and a sincere desire to serve – provided that the crowd did not cross the boundary that he had set. When he found that everyone, like trained animals, no longer moved towards the ship, he became pleasant. He produced brochures printed on shiny paper with colored prints of travel routes, and distributed them among the miserable workers, who obviously stood no chance of ever sailing on the ship.
Feivel glanced at the brochure in his hands and chuckled to himself. "What are these papers for? With us you buy a ticket on board – and you sail… Yesterday Reb Mottel said 'I'll make a Westerner out of you.' With these papers that the yekke gave me, Reb Mottel's already made me one…"
He walked away, shiny brochure in hand, as though clutching at the mere suggestion of an entity other than what he was used to.
The traffic along the harbor road had gotten heavy. He passed by several gates of familiar grain export businesses. Signs with the trademarks of Italian and Greek companies hung above elegant entrances and doormen looking like generals in their uniforms and sparkling buttons stood in front of them. Until recently those merchants had been recognized as the top grain merchants in Odessa, but lately they had started to make way for new stars in the field; the veteran merchants were forced into a rivalry with new competitors like Reb Mottel Ostishin. Feivel knew that these were powerful and dangerous competitors, who would stop at nothing in order to repel the infiltrators from their monopoly. According to stubborn rumors, they had been active behind the scenes of the pogrom that had taken place several months earlier. "Who knows what bastards I'll have to deal with over there, on the Dniester…"
Meanwhile, he arrived at an area of calm within the chaos: a building surrounded by an exquisite garden, out of which the colors and scents of flowers burst. It was obvious that an attempt had been made to tone down the German appearance, and yet Teutonic characteristics were evident, especially in the gate and fence, which were pieces of Western metalwork with joints in the form of lilies. In contrast to the meticulous appearance of the fence, the entire path from the gate and the stairway were bordered with potted roses.
He walked upstairs in the company of wealthy-looking people and entered a reception hall strewn with easy chairs that were covered in fine soft leather. It had the atmosphere of a Viennese coffee shop. Feivel clearly sensed the atmosphere of Russia fading away; it was as though he had been instantly transported into Central European comfort. Those were the offices of the Dniester Development Company, under the auspices of the Austria-Russia Friendship Association. Its founder and leader was an important personage, close to the Austrian royal court, who later became known as Count von Feder.
Feivel stretched out in an armchair. The serving of coffee and cakes by lovely, full-bodied waitresses was underway. A man walked by holding a list; he politely asked his name and found him on the list.
After the first coffee it was brought to the passengers' attention, that in the course of the journey they would stop at several locations, because the ship also had tasks relating to improving sailing on the river. "Excellent," the passengers said, "We can tour those places."
"Excellent!" Feivel thought, "I'll be able to buy a lot of grain – and cheaper – while they are touring."
Then came a supplement: "The company announces, that each person is liable for himself, despite the insurance, because this is a time of upheaval and the area is wild."
The passengers were an odd gallery of wealthy individuals, who could easily afford such an expensive trip without fear of going bankrupt afterwards.
'What are these people looking for, if it's so unsafe? But what do I care? Ostishin recommended, Ostishin will pay!' After examining the map of the route and the river, Feivel purchased a ticket to the city of Kamenets-Podolsk, with the option of going on to Khochin, within the Austrian Empire. He told himself that it was impossible to know how far upriver he would have to travel in order to purchase all the grain he needed. Khochin was the highest point on the river that the ship claimed to reach – but he was not impressed. After all, "his" river, the Dnieper, was twice as long as the Dniester.
A small group gathered next to the map, people who looked wealthy and respectable, among them a man with a monk's hairstyle who laughed heartily in a gentle, thin voice, and every time he tried to get his breath back, he was overcome with coughing.
"Just look at that map! How can it be? A passenger ship? I'm familiar with it, how can it be?"
"What can't be?" people asked, surprised but not angrily. "What can't be?"
"Oh, what are you talking about," he answered with the impatience of a real expert, grasping his silver-headed cane and accompanying his speech with quick gestures back and forth, like a swordsman trying to insert the tip into a certain spot, nearly stabbing the map. "Yampol," he coughed and laughed alternately. "The falls of Yampol, waterfalls! Don't you see?" And again he choked with laughter and coughing.
"I don't understand anything," one of the women said.
"You purchased tickets to Kamenets-Podolsk, but don't you know that there are waterfalls on the way? How will you get there, hooowww? Can't you read a map? Look."
One of the ladies nearby announced, "Well, that's interesting! Maybe it'll fly, the ship? After all, it's said about the Count…" and she batted her eyelashes while people laughed with appreciation. "What difference does it make? As long as it's interesting."
And Feivel? What did he care about these Germans, or Germanized Russians, or Germanized Russian Jews? They liked to travel and that was all. He was familiar with their custom of casual travel, without any business purpose. So be it! He himself had no intention of touring. He was not a 'casual tourist', he was there to make money. But on second thought, as he sat comfortably, "Perhaps it would be good to take a tour in order to forget the one for whom it is worthwhile to make money?"
A red-faced man passed by, clean-shaven to the point of bluishness – except for the Austrian moustache of a rigid clerk, reaching down from his nostrils and vertically dividing his upper lip. His appearance seemed to signify, that even this haven was invaded by various administrators. He was the ship's secretary.
He asked Feivel what papers he had on him, and Feivel answered and produced documents: obviously, he was an approved merchant and he had everything necessary, and he wanted to tour as well as conduct business. Following several procedures he was left with a bundle of papers which they called a 'ticket'. "Those Germans, they turn everything into a wedding."
When everyone had a bundle of their own, they were all invited upstairs. If up to now the place was a relaxed Viennese coffee shop, it then turned into an exclusive club for aficionados – though aficionados of what, it was hard to say at first… From the walls that were covered with oil paintings it appeared at first glance to be a club for aficionados of emperors. Hanging there were paintings of Emperor Franz-Joseph and Czar Nikolai, both together and separate, in royal and not so royal poses. Feivel didn't care. "So be it."
There was also a wall featuring pictures and models of waterways and digging machinery. Prominent among them was the image of Thomas Telford, the Scot who had raised large ships by means of flotation cells and navigated them in the Scotland mountains and through its meadows from sea to sea, through the monster's lake. As for digging, there were pictures of Jewish cart drivers and digging contractors working on the Pripyat-Bug Canal, which connected the Dnieper and the Wisla, thus connecting the Black Sea and the Baltic Sea.
The interior of the lovely hall bestowed on the group of wealthy people an atmosphere of enthusiasm about novelties and adoration of the 'race of progress', and the impression was that here, against the background of the development of the waterways, the two empires would coexist idyllically.
The crowd gathered around the ship had not diminished. Feivel walked up the ramp. He was shown to his place, quickly settled into his cabin, and ten minutes later he went out to the deck. Then he had access to the bow deck, which was relatively small and which he had seen earlier from the shore. He walked passed it and then walked through the other decks, observing the preparations for sailing. There was none of the familiar emissions of steam and the chaos of the river boats that he was used to, rather, the low-key and rhythmic sound of an unfamiliar motor.
The squeaking of the anchor chain was heard, as it was dragged through its opening in the bow, and the thick ropes with their woven 'eye' were gathered from the pier cleats – and preparations were made to raise the ramp. The betting intensified and people raised the stakes, while the 'experts' stood and pointed at various areas of the ship. A varied and vocal crowd stood there.
And there, in the midst of the shouts and noise, came an almost hysterical shout, and pleading-admonishing words were heard. "Come back, Ziama, why do you need to do it? You can still return your ticket!"
The clumsy man who answered to the name Ziama, sweating and panting due to his lateness, continued upwards, and a member of the staff went over to assist him – as he was having trouble dragging a heavy suitcase up the ramp. Then the voice of a man was heard, in Russian mixed with Yiddish. "Let him go, this will make him a man!" A female voice replied with a question. "A man? So he isn't one already?"
And on the deck: "Mother, don't delay me, I have an important mission…"
Feivel recalled that he had heard Ziama's voice and his mother's admonishing one back at the 'theater', one year earlier.
The Martha slowly left the port. Near the red buoy there was rocking due to waves, but it decreased immediately. The reason was not that the sea had suddenly become calmer, rather that the tall round structure in the center of the ship descended and disappeared within the ship. There was an immediate decrease in the rocking and the ship's speed increased. Gusts of wind hit the ship repeatedly and the leaping 'swans' that landed on the bow sprayed tall waterspouts. The ship, which should have been rocking wildly, sailed much more softly than many of the boats it left behind, including a motorboat loaded with gamblers. The Martha neatly parted the waves. People on boats that it passed stood astonished and gaping at the sight of the strange gleaming creature that passed them by with such ease. The rhythm of the Martha played within Feivel; his chest expanded and his lungs joyfully inhaled the clean air and the particles of water, filling him with a sense of embarking towards a new world.
For the first time in a long time he was certain that everything would work out and he would come out victorious. He pressed against the bow's rail in damp clothes and paid no attention to the fact that most of the passengers, even those who had been initially enthusiastic, had disappeared when the waves of spray increased as the ship increased its speed.
One man stood next to the rail, gaunt and handsome, with a sharp and alert face and a strong jaw line, shaved in Western fashion. The man seemed to read Feivel's mind, saying, "There are fish that swim for a few years in the salt water of the great sea, but ultimately they return and enter the same river where they were spawned and from which they came. They struggle through every obstacle and waterfall, and their sole purpose is to return to the source where they hatched and from there to launch their offspring on a new journey."
That man left as well, and Feivel remained alone and was the last to enter the dining room. There he saw a table on which a sign stood, reading "kosher". Already seated around the table were the gaunt man and the thickset man who had been late boarding the ship. The thickset man immediately introduced himself. "Ziama, gentlemen, Ziama, Zalman Shveid, journalist, reporter for The Dawn in Odessa, and also a Zionist and a Hebraist, and… and…"
They listened to him until it appeared that he had completed his list of 'credentials', but he went on. "And from now, yes, yes, now we have discovered the sea – and Ziama will become a sailor! 'Ah, thalassa, thalassa'," he quoted the cry of Xenophon's soldiers upon sighting the sea following their lengthy journey – and he continued to quote with learned enthusiasm, eyes bulging, sweat pouring off his face, and he fussed with producing a handkerchief from his jacket pocket and found it difficult to speak. The gaunt man seized at the break in Ziama's flow of speech. "It is not a great sea journey that we are on; perhaps thirty-five nautical miles in all."
"Correct," Ziama Shveid replied with the diction of a teacher, "but please note and do not forget: soon we will all set out on a very long sea journey to Palestine!"
The gaunt man suppressed an almost invisible smile and went on. "Up to now millions of Jews have crossed the huge ocean, and continue to do so, towards the new world…"
"Look," Ziama gleefully displayed the newspaper and tapped on it with his finger. "Note the new emigration restrictions of America and England. And that is good! Believe me, sir, believe me that this is nothing but good for the Jews, because then they will be forced to travel to Palestine, I say, and when Ziama speaks, he knows what he is talking about!"
The conversation flowed in excellent Russian, in which Ziama, the "Hebrew Zionist", was especially fluent, and whose language was quite polished. But despite Shveid's garrulousness, by means of some hidden and somewhat unknown path, the leadership of the conversation transferred to the gaunt man. Ziama Shveid introduced additional meaningless subjects and issues, and the gaunt man replied with patience and immense knowledge – as one answers a pestering child.
Feivel enjoyed the meal, the dining room and the furnishings, and Ziama amused him. He recalled the 'theater' and the evening that ended in Sheina Sheindel's bed. Even his wet clothing and the puddle that formed on his chair amused him, and he postponed returning to his cabin. He made an effort to avoid bursting out in unrestrained and impolite laughter. The mimic within him recalled the Hebrew phrases, such as "please be so kind…" and he said, "This man wants to teach the Jews Russian and after that, Hebrew, ha ha ha, what a laughingstock…"
There was a fourth man at their table, a wealthy textile manufacturer from Lodz whose name was Reb Melech Shiransky, but who was known as Kerolak I("little king"). He had a tendency when speaking to substitute 'w' for r's and l's, and called himself Kewowak. He was broad-shouldered and had large and heavy limbs, and he ate with an enormous appetite.
Kewowak listened to the conversation, which was conducted in fluent Russian, following the contributions of each participant with sincere wonder and appreciation, without saying one word. But as soon as he noticed Feivel's amused mood, he felt encouraged to express himself in his own manner, and asked Feivel in Yiddish, "What is so funny, Web Jew?"
Feivel replied, "I wanted to say that there are people like Sir Ziama Shveid, who want us all to speak Russian."
"What's wong with Wussian?" (What's wrong with Russian).
"Very simple: after we all know Russian very well, he wants us to start speaking Hebrew."
"So we won't speak Yiddish any mow? I can hawdwy speak at all, and he wants me to speak thwee wanguages?"
"Only two! Yiddish, they say, isn't necessary."
"How's that? Here, aw awound us people awe speaking Yiddish."
"But the people speaking Yiddish aren't Zionists."
The gaunt man remarked, "There are also Zionists who speak Yiddish, like the Poalei Tsion."
"I am a Hebrew Zionist!" Ziama exclaimed – in Russian.
Well-dressed men and women sat at the tables around them. Many of the men wore cylinder hats and some, of the Jewish faith, sat at other kosher tables. At the end of the hall, next to a dais on which there was a small piano, sat the senior staff, among them an individual who immediately attracted attention – even when seated far away.
Kewowak exhibited his knowledge. "Thew awe Jews hee who no wongew keep koshew." (There are Jews here who no longer keep kosher). Then he remarked about the aforementioned individual, "And they awe awistocwatic goyim wike Count von Fedew, and he wiw make a speech, when we entew the wivew!" (Aristocrats like Count von Feder, and he will make a speech, when we enter the river).
"How do you know all that?" Shveid asked, thinking that a reporter for The Dawn should always be at the center of events.
Kewowak, slightly taken aback at the perfect Russian spoken by Shveid and the indications of his education, managed, with great effort, to speak with hardly any mistakes. "I will tell Master Shveid, it's simply because I often saiw on the Mawtha (sail on the Martha). I know much about the ship, very much, because I also work here. I show them what a Jew can do. Not just sitting around on his backside! I simply work. You'll see."
"You don't have to apologize, Reb Jew, not to anyone," Feivel said in Yiddish. He already liked the bear-like man from Lodz, in the Russian part of Poland.
When Kewowak spoke, Feivel noticed that he had black sediment under his fingernails, like mechanics might have. It was obvious to him, that the man sometimes handled machinery. Then he looked at his own hands, and saw that his fingernails too, were black from his work the day before. It made him laugh.
Ziama asked, somewhat surprised, "What, he performs manual labor? But he is a wealthy industrialist, so I heard."
"And I am a wealthy merchant, who sometimes performs manual labor," Feivel gave him one of his looks.
"It would be wonderful if you came to Palestine," Ziama remarked in the manner of a proprietor.
"But we would speak Yiddish there," Feivel "threatened".
"No, no, we will speak Hebrew there," Shveid said, embarrassed. He looked out of the window and changed the subject. "What is that?" he indicated a Russian navy destroyer, rocking near them, with its canons and tall masts.
"I'm starting to feel unwell," said the gaunt man, turning pale. He forced a smile. "For your information, I often travel by sea, but like Admiral Nelson, I tend to get seasick," and after delivering the cliché, he went out to the rail; he didn't want to use one of the bags that were provided for that purpose.
Like many fat people, Shveid did not suffer from seasickness, and he continued to chatter and stuff himself, sometimes forgetting etiquette and placing food on his fork with his fingers.
"Who is Admiwal Newson?" Kewowak asked, and Shveid self- importantly replied, "What? Who doesn't know about the famous English Admiral Nelson who defeated Napoleon! Eh, who hasn't heard of him?"
"Oh, an Englishman, you say? God be merciful," and Kewowak glanced around him, concerned. "English? God protect us, for we, Russia, are at war with Japan, and the English, I've heard, are not with us now."
"Have no worry," Shveid said, "I am one of the Jews who are close to Mother Russia, third generation, perhaps more. We are those who are close to the royal court."
"I know, I know, Sir Journalist, but nevertheless, one must beware, anything is possible… A gentleman like yourself, who is not just any kind of journalist, but one who writes in the holy language, might get away with things. The gentleman has everything: relations with Mother Russia, good Russian, journalism, a Hebrew education, everything. But the gentleman must understand that among the Russians, one must be constantly cautious! There's no knowing what ponyeh might do!"
"Which Russians? What Russians?" Shveid shouted.
"Hush, sha," Kewowak, the bear-like Jew hushed him.
"We are not even in Russia now," Shveid continued. "We are on an Austrian ship and this is the territory of Emperor Franz-Joseph!"
"It makes no difference," said the modest man, "I know that, but it doesn't matter. Master Shveid must understand: the Austrian's emperor is now with our Czar Nikolai on the matter of Japan. He's with us – the English are not! I heard that it's even the opposite: there, far away, near the Chinese, the English placed obstacles before our Russian navy, and by doing so they helped the Japs, nebekh, break our bones, the Japs did! So one should beware, Sir journawist, because he's angry, the Russian is."
The gaunt man returned to the table with a sense of relief, but he was still noticeably pale. After saying grace his good mood returned, and he said offhandedly, "A wasted blessing, a wasted blessing."
"What is a wasted blessing?" Kewowak asked. "Grace after a meal is a wasted blessing? How can that be?"
Feivel explained. "Very simple, the fish that ate the meal stay silent, they can't speak and pray. So he is their mouthpiece and performed the mitzva!"
"Oh, so that's how it is?" the bear-like man understood, laughing thunderously and poking Ziama Shveid with his elbow to include him in the laughter. But the fellow barely related to the folksy joke, and after a stingy laugh he added, "Why speak Yiddish, speak like human beings…"
Feivel, although he did not know the name of the gaunt man or anything else about him, gave himself permission to joke and the man took it in good spirit. It seemed as though the minutes that they had spent together on the misty deck had created a bond between them, wordlessly.
Then Feivel left his new friends and went to his cabin, drifting into a deep sleep. The bothersome "players" in his head had disappeared behind the screen. Perhaps the wind had driven them away; perhaps they were creatures of compact land; and perhaps the foam on the waves repelled them, like the scent of garlic repelled vampires, or (vive la difference) the explicit name of God repelled the devil. Who knows?
The gaunt man dearly wanted to take a nap before the Count's speech, but from his experience he knew, that if he lay down now, the nausea might return, so he decided to stay awake by means of drinking several cups of tea in succession.
Shveid returned to debating the issues of emigration that they had discussed earlier. With a self-important expression, he produced a copy of The Dawn and handed it to the man, who had no problem reading Hebrew. "Sir, would be so kind as to tell me what you think? Was there no good in what I said earlier? Does Ziama not know what is best for the Jews?"
The gaunt man willingly immersed himself in an article about the anti-emigration laws that had been passed in Britain which were, perhaps not explicitly, directed against the emigration of Jews from Eastern Europe, who were flooding into Western Europe. After reading it, his thoughts took a different tack, much deeper: 'Well, earlier we were joking. But this really is a wasted blessing – this multitude of Jews who were raised in a warm home and who are now thrown out (or perhaps expelled) into a hostile world!" He did not express out loud the thoughts that had suddenly come into his mind, and just recalled an incident that had lodged in his memory – how his grandfather, the esteemed rabbi from a dilapidated and diminishing shtiebel, had once dared to complain against the Lord.
And what was the rabbi's complaint? It concerned the tremendous phenomenon of "go forth and multiply" among the People of Israel in recent generations. 'Wonder of wonders,' the boy had thought at the time; 'exactly the opposite of what is usually preached.' And when the grandfather was asked for the reason, he did not reply, and just sighed. Only he and his young uncle Nachman had been present. And where was Nachman now?
The gaunt man sipped his cup of tea and did not notice that Shveid had also left, taking the newspaper with him.
The ship turned north, and the low sun in the southwest shined directly into Feivel's cabin. Outside, the sounds of commotion and a ringing bell were heard. He woke from the brief, good sleep, wondering whether to continue it. His nap seemed to have projected him into a new world, creating a divide between the complicated thoughts he'd had before the journey and the new and fresh page that was now about to open up before him.
He lay on his back and stared at the ceiling of the cabin; what lovely cabins they had here, what novelties: electric light above the bed and above the desk, pictures, linen, a mattress, soothing colors and above all – a hot shower. He noticed that the rocking of the ship had almost ceased, and the ship was sailing on calm waters. He looked at the program that was written in German. It contained many terms that he didn't understand; there were also funny symbols where mealtimes were noted, and he realized that now there was a four o'clock meal consisting of coffee and cakes and the opening speech of Count von Feder. For a moment he considered skipping it – he was prepared to sacrifice a good meal for the sake of a good slumber – but the commotion on the deck increased and he decided to go. After he had heard the speech – he did not regret his decision.
On the way there, as people politely filed into the dining room, many commented to one another, that it was worthwhile listening to the words of Count von Feder, of whom Feivel had so far only managed to see an elongated head and silver sideburns.
The Count reviewed his audience with piercing gray eyes, and began speaking in German. Upon hearing the first words Shveid, the Hebrew Zionist, complained. "Speaking German in Russia? At an official event? How can it be?"
His companions at the tabled hushed him, since they had started to understand his nature and realized that they were dealing with an imbecile. Kewowak wanted to remark, that earlier, that very same Ziama had told him that they were not in Russia, but in "Austrian territory", but he was afraid that if he voiced his opinion now, he would stutter with emotion, so he said nothing. He flushed with two-fold embarrassment and raised his hand, as if to block the faux pas.
The Count continued. "At these very moments we are entering the Dniester river, we have been in the wide delta for some time already – at the liman, by which it pours into the Black Sea after making a long way (of twelve hundred kilometers) from the feet of the Carpathians through mountains, waterfalls and a vast wilderness. Not in every area is it fit for sailing, there are many places where it is full of obstacles, twists, shoals and whirlpools. But the day will come when it will be a fine travel route of European grade, by means of cooperation between the countries through which it flows: Austria (Galicia) and Russia.
"Here, on the right," he indicated a structure that was illuminated by the last rays of sun, "in those ruins, stood a fortress that restrained the Asiatic invaders who ventured into Europe by way of this route. The population here, around the estuary, is a mixture of the survivors of those invasions. Ladies and gentlemen, the element that stands out among that multitude of Romanians, Ukrainians, Bulgarians and Greeks is the Tataric element, settled here by the Turks. The estuary area is Asia's outreach into Europe!" It seemed that he spoke those words like a domesticated cat speaking about mice.
The Count paused and permitted questions. One of the men in cylinder hats asked anxiously, "What? Haven't the Tatars disappeared? There are horror stories about them and they might attack…"
"No, no need to exaggerate," the Count said. "It's true that the journey will not always seem like a fine ladies' tea party. But do not forget that this ship was not designed solely for pleasure. It has tasks that are elaborated upon in the material that you received in the office. What I mean to say is, that you need to keep your eyes open, since this area is not yet really Europe. I intend to turn it into an orderly sailing route, like in the rest of the developed areas of Europe."
There were more questions, but gradually the Count moved on to what was to him a sort of private joke, passing among the tables and imitating, in a manner that left no place for ridicule or contempt, the role of a tour guide with an over-inflated sense of self-importance. When he did so, all of his cronies and the experienced passengers knew, that it was time for coffee and cakes.
A young woman, good-looking and well-groomed, whose heavy jaw did not detract from her beauty, sat at the piano. She played a passage from Bach's toccata and fugue. When the piece was finished, after the applause, she expressed a wish to play a piece by Wagner, but the Count objected. He made the excuse that "it wasn't written for the piano." Miss Gudrun responded with a shrug of her shoulders and an inflection of her head, covered with strawberry blond hair, but beneath the wide forehead two large blue eyes gazed at him with sadness and acceptance.
At the kosher table Ziama Shveid was poised for the first opportunity to say what his companions had prevented him from saying out of politeness. "What does the Count have against the Asiatic Turks?" the Hebraist of the group started grumbling again. "After all, we Jews ourselves are of Asian descent, and we intend to return to Asia, right?" He glanced from one person to the next, seeking signs of agreement, but he found none and grumbled. "So what is he going on about?"
Feivel looked at him with amazement: at the enthusiasm, at those eyes, the color of which was now unclear, and at the owner thereof, who, even at his age, was obviously going to suffer from high blood pressure, and who at any given moment found a reason for winding himself up.
"You must understand, Shveid," said the gaunt man, "that the Count speaks as a man of the Austrian Empire, which was formed centuries ago, with the blessing of the Catholic Church, in order to defend Europe from the invading Turks, and like you say, the Jews are originally Asians. And yet, to him, who knows, they might be worse, since they have penetrated Europe from every direction."
"If that is what you think of him, how can you travel with someone like that?" Shveid asked, in a slightly surprised and somewhat childish tone.
"That really is a very clever question, if we examine it directly. But if we have to draw away from every person who does not wholeheartedly like us, we'll have to fly away from this world or escape into the depths of the earth. 'Among us' that question wouldn't be asked, even by very simple Jews. And on our new road let us not intentionally forget the hardship of the old road. We must not construct simplistic and callous ways of thinking in an artificial manner, and discard everything by the roadside."
"But what does that have to do with it?" Shveid asked. "The Turks rule the country now and we should be with them. Well, we want to be on good terms, after all, you see…" and there he sought for a word and said in Hebrew. "For everything to be alright," and he blushed.
"True, but the Count faces the Turkish problem from his side, his heritage, please don't forget that, comrade Ziama." Shveid did not contest the use of "comrade" by the gaunt man – whose name he did not yet know.
And they went out to the deck. Here the river was quite wide and divided into small streams that were separated by long mounds – some of them visible, some hidden under the cover of water. When they were invisible they were dangerous, and only the trained eyes of the Tatar river people who ruled the area could see them. Here and there in the expanse of water, some blocks of ice still twinkled, stubbornly refusing to melt until they reached the sea.
The local people were familiar with the small streams and their twists. In order to avoid hitting the mounds, structures were brought onto the ship, whose lower parts were beneath sea level. Afterwards, two navigators came out of the boat that was earlier attached to the side of the huge vessel, and climbed onto the deck of the Martha to navigate it; until they passed the problematic area safely – they would stand at the bow and direct the helmsman.
Ziama Shveid observed the sturdy Tatars. "So what if they are Asiatic?" he asked, pointing at the back of the stocky, muscular Tatar. "We will get to the Land of Israel, and there as well, there are 'Arab Asiatics', one needs to get used to it."
"What do you know about the Land of Israel?" asked the gaunt man, obviously knowing more than he revealed.
"What kind of question is that?" Shveid responded, "We constantly read about it in the Hovevei Tsion circles, and I even have a relative in a colony – Zichron Yakov it's called."
"And why, for example, don't you go there yourself to help your cousin?" Shveid was asked a seemingly innocent question.
"How can I leave my journalistic work and go over there, while there is nothing there, while it is all still sand and rocks and jackals? After all, I am a journalist – and what would I write over there?" Shveid said, glancing at everyone around him with a look that seemed to say: Well, it's obvious.
"Why don't you write about how good it is to be an 'Asiatic', for instance?" the man continued to press Shveid. Shveid did not have an immediate response to that, and he looked down, towards the backward-flowing water and the seaweed and leaves that brushed against the side of the ship and disappeared towards the stern, and came up with no answer.
Feivel did not take part in that conversation. Like the previous conversations, it contained nothing of interest to him. He had heard enough conversation before he boarded the Martha, and now he wanted to enjoy the passage. In addition, his knowledge about Zionism was extremely limited, and there was something about Ziama that annoyed him. The more he thought about the subject, the very idea of leaving everything behind and going somewhere else, somewhere new – seemed odd. After all, he himself had been ejected from the world he had inhabited thus far, into an unfamiliar world.
Following a brief silence, Shveid suddenly found something to say. "Oh, I forgot my notebook." And he went to fetch it.
When Feivel and the gaunt man remained alone, the latter turned to Feivel. "Well, and where are you heading, Reb Jew?" he asked.
Feivel did not reply immediately.
Along the routes that he had previously taken he was already well known, and he was not used to people not recognizing him as a senior agent for Reb Mottel Ostishin. He examined the face of his companion: delicate, elongated and very masculine, with a deep cleft in the center of his square chin, very light skin, reddish hair, intelligent brown eyes. The man's appearance inspired trust. 'Even a person who did not know where he was going, where he came from or what business he's in, would immediately confide in him,' Feivel thought.
"I am in the grain business in the entire Dnieper area, and I have come to see what can be done here, in this area," he said.
"Where is the sense in that?" the gaunt man asked. "Here, from Bessarabia and Moldova to Podolia, there are grain merchants like mushrooms after the rain, so why should you come here, especially at this time? It is doubtful that you'll meet with any success."
Feivel decided that he did not want the man to continue to address him formally, so he introduced himself.
"Feivush."
"Getzel, Getzel Fireberg," the gaunt man introduced himself in turn, holding out his hand in the modern manner.
After a brief respite to take some of the edge off of his previous words, Fireberg continued. "But don't worry! Where there are one hundred Jews, there is room for one more, especially…" here he gave a hint of a wink, "especially when, as I seem to understand, one has cash."
Feivel did not reply. Instead, he asked, "And you – where are you headed, since we are talking? You do not look like a merchant to me, at least, not an active one. What business are you in?"
"I travel among the Jewish communities here," Fireberg replied, and Feivel concealed his first smile since the conversation had begun. "But in addition to that, I am also a licensed merchant in the field of wood. It's our family business – on my father's side."
"And you make a living from that?" Feivel asked. "Aren't you familiar with the life of the Jews? What reason is there to travel among them? And we both know that traveling by ship is not a mere journey. It is very expensive! So what kind of tours are those? Please elaborate, Reb Getzel," and he continued to smile.
"The tours are not for the sake of mere curiosity. Don't I know how Jews live? Think about the current situation, especially after what happened, and what refuge will they have from their desperate situation."
"Oh, ah," Feivel thought; he had heard such statements before. "If so, it's clear: you, Reb Getzel, are some sort of preacher or Zionist. And who, may I ask, is your financier? Your Reb Mottel Ostishin? A preacher or prophet you are not – you're not the type, even without your complicated sentences; besides, where does one see a clean-shaven preacher? Therefore, if you are a preacher, you certainly preach for the Zionists, not what regular preachers preach about." Feivel mimicked a typical preacher and Getzel laughed appreciatively.
"No, that's not what I am," he said, as though they were playing a round of the game known as "hot-cold". "You're close to the answer," and when he smiled dimples appeared in his cheeks, inspiring even greater confidence in his listeners. "You are very close to guessing, but I can't say any more. Please understand, that I trust you completely: I am here with the documentation of a licensed merchant, and that makes it easier for me to get about."
Feivel nodded and stood straight. "You and I are the same. I am also a licensed merchant."
"I really am a wood merchant from back home," Fireberg said, but I haven't worked in that field for a long time now. In two or three weeks we'll start to see barges with wood coming from the Carpathians, and then you can see for yourself that I am familiar with the subject. Sometimes a person longs for the trade he learned at home."
"You don't have to explain," Feivel said. "I, too, have an old love for a home-learned trade: machines, carts, boats – anything that moves. But I can't work in that field now. What is important to me now is to get into the grain business here, quickly and without delay."
They proceeded deeper into the dangerous area. The Tatar navigator now stood right on the rail of the bow, clutching a rope and peering downward, into the water. His co-worker stood beside him and translated his instructions into direction gestures that he signaled by hand to the Martha's helmsman, and thus the ship maneuvered through the invisible mounds. Fishing boats belonging to the Tatar river tribe passed in front of the bow from time to time, straining to avoid being hit by the ship. The navigator was obviously experienced. After all, the Count wanted the best and quickest service: he wanted to reach Bendery that night – a distance which a regular ship would take two days to cover – so he paid for, and received, the best service.
When the navigators descended to their boat, which was tied to the ship, and moved away from the large vessel – the ship's speed increased, and the entire group that stood on the bow went in search of shelter from the wind.
Shveid returned to the deck carrying his notebook. He was busy with his writing and the change in speed made no impression on him. He took it for granted. Not so Feivel and Fireberg, who wondered at the changes on the deck and at the speed of the ship. They did not yet know, that even that speed would not satisfy the Count that night.
Then, in the nearly smooth water of the river, the ship created a huge wave that spread outward. Feivel confirmed in his mind, that the Martha was indeed an unusual ship.
Outside it was turning dark, and everyone went inside for hot drinks. They were joined a few minutes later by Shveid, who ordered weak tea with lemon, and who excitedly announced, "You have no idea what a wonderful sunset I saw, gentlemen! Just like the description in Anna Karenina, when Levin is harvesting the field…"
They smiled at him – they had also seen the sunset – but no matter, they thought, let him express himself, the 'salon Zionist'. Feeling that they sympathized with his mood, Shveid produced his notebook and was about to quote something that was written therein – but ultimately he changed his mind and said, "I wanted to share a Zionist activity with you. I wrote a description of the manner in which those sturdy Tatars work, I observed their muscled backs, how they sail their boats – and I ask you: now, really, when will we Jews have such workers? When I publish my article in The Dawn, I am certain that it will create a stir among the entire Hebrew nation."
Feivel did not respond, and merely chuckled, while Fireberg nodded curtly at their companion, who seemed to have no life experience.
Later, in the evening, Fireberg was restless. He suddenly became aware of an unusual occurrence, something essential that impacted his immediate surroundings. Excited, he went outside, to the deck.
Everyone was in their cabins – tired at the end of the first day of sailing or busy at the card table. There was a sense of transition… Perhaps from one place to another. Perhaps in time. He went out to the deck, in an attempt to discover the source of the strange excitement that would not leave him, and there he saw the glow of phosphorus in the water; when he looked towards the points of light on the shore – he realized the incredible speed of the ship. All he could hope for was, that they were sailing in deep water. Then he missed the noise of the motors, which had been present all day. He did not know that, in addition to the regular motors, there were other motors, thrusting at the water without having to depend on the whims of the wind or the propeller. Later, they would be known as "jet engines".
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