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MOST days Kagan was relaxed as he circled endlessly around Ninety-fourth Street searching for a parking space. Yes, he might eat pistachio nuts, or he might fiddle with the radio to pick up the race results, or he might even engage in an absurd, repetitious debate with Ozzie, his angel; still, compared to everyone else, who developed ulcers, suffered heart attacks, or committed homicide while seeking a parking space, Kagan was perfectly relaxed. And why not? It didnt cost him any money. Not that Kagan was cheap. On the contrary, Kagan was very generous, but, as usual, Kagan was also very broke, and while driving up and down West End Avenue, he couldnt place a bet. While crossing Broadway, he couldnt borrow from a shylock. (No parking on Broadway except Sundays and holidays so why drive up and down Broadway when theres no percentage?)

No, Kagan wasnt like other people. Other people went crazy trying to park cars on the Upper West Side of Manhattan. At first they circled nervously and finally they circled frantically as they came to the terrifying conclusion that they had become one more mechanical appendage of the steering system. Parking on the Upper West Side was positive, irrefutable proof that man was nothing and fate everything. A proposition most people dedicated their lives to denying. No wonder people went mad. In a world reverberating with howling falsehoods, parking on the Upper West Side was a terminal whisper of reality: dandruff cannot be cured, parents disown children, and Sanforized jeans shrink. Most days Kagan did not find such a proposition disturbing. (Who needs success? I want a few laughs.) But today was not most days. Today was Erev Yom Kippur  and not just the day before Yom Kippur, but the day before Shabbes, too. A little before sunset both would begin simultaneously, so Kagan wanted to get home, wash, dress, eat, and hurry off to the shtibl.

And Yom Kippur is more than a whisper of reality; it is a hundred-piece symphony that runs twenty-five hours without skipping a beat. On Yom Kippur everyone must atone because his fate is at stake. Everyone is like everyone else, a plain simple human being before a Compassionate Master. On Erev Yom Kippur even Kagan was like everyone else, which might not be such a bad thing except that Kagan was trying to park on Ninety-fourth Street  so Kagan was going crazy. And what does a man of integrity (Im not saying Im righteous  Im saying Im just as good as all those people who think they are) do when he goes crazy? He blames his wife.

What the hell does she know about Yom Kippur anyway? he muttered, his eyes darting from one side of the street to the other. A lot she knows! Fran from Connecticut. Yom Kippur in boring-land. A comic strip. Everyones alike and everyone gets into his car and everyone arrives at the temple on time and everyone parks his clean car on the parking lot with the yellow stripes and everyone smiles. What the hell does that have to do with life? In anger, Kagan gripped the steering wheel so tightly that his knuckles turned white. Parking lots with yellow stripes!

Things werent that way when Kagan was a kid. Thats for sure. Not on your life, thought Kagan. Kagan grew up with life. Surrounded by life. Almost drowned in life!

The quick twinge of memory calmed him. Kagan decided to savor it. He surrendered, slouching down behind the wheel, loosening his grip, and welcoming the return of distant streets and ancient corners, fire escapes and candy stores.

WHEN Kagan was young, really young, Rosh Hashanah was a treat and Yom Kippur was a bore, a dread. Nothing to do, nothing to eat, and all the grownups droning on and on, endlessly pounding their breasts in short, choppy, tedious strokes. And all that sighing! With all that carbon dioxide (and Kagan didnt even believe in science  why should he? it never made sense), its a miracle no one died. No one even fainted, not even Mrs. Rubinstein, and she used to faint at the drop of a hat. The Duke of Windsor abdicated  Mrs. Rubinstein fainted. The seder night of Passover, Hirshorn the plumbers wife went into labor. The ambulance attendants rushed up the steps and Mrs. Rubinstein, a spineless heap, plunged into their arms. They opened their stretcher and rushed her to the hospital, siren roaring and lights flashing as ferocious screams began in the plumbers apartment. And Rubinstein? Rubinstein stood on the sidewalk, a corner of his white linen seder-night napkin tucked under his belt, a high yarmulke on his head, uttering plaintively after the ambulance, Rivka, whats for dessert? All the while the flashing lights were growing smaller, the sirens howl more distant, and upstairs the cries more insistent and more urgent.

That was a neighborhood! Oh, how Kagan loved that neighborhood, but he didnt kid himself. He had run away as fast as the others, but he had loved it, too, as much as he had hated it. Whats for dessert? Forty-five years, starting in Poland, she makes one thing. Wherefore is this night different from all other nights? Whats for dessert? Compote!

WHAT did Fran know about that? Kagan cried. Fran said that he romanticized it all. It wasnt that way, she claimed. Even so, he asked slyly, do you think Ill talk that way about you someday? She called him a shit. (Fran was a modern woman; she shit with the door open. It is honest.) What did she know? She was from Connecticut. Kagan, a shit? A bastard, maybe, but not a shit. (Kagan was not a modern man.) Leave it to a modern woman to get everything wrong  even when shes right.

And all the time she complains about the same stories. When they got married, did he promise her a new routine every night? Year in and year out hes not supposed to complain about the same wife, but the material is supposed to change from show to show. Thats not the way it works. (Kagan had been in show business! Oh, it would have been nice to have had a stage career; he had the talent all right.) Everybody knows the first thing you do is change the audience. You take the show on the road. Thats what you do. But that takes money. Everything takes money. And if there was one thing Kagan didnt have, it was money. He and Fran agreed on that. Thats about the only thing he and Fran agreed on.

Kagan snorted. What did Fran know about that? She had no idea just how much money he didnt have. And Kagan wasnt about to tell her either. Some things are sacred: a mans shylocks, for instance. If she ever found out about them, that would be it. Kagan often wondered why he didnt tell her.

He hadnt signed his life over to her. He had only married her  in Connecticut, yet. The marriage might not even be good in Manhattan. A thought which Kagan found appealing: married in Hartford, engaged in Bridgeport, reconciled in Westchester, separated in the Bronx, footloose and fancy-free in Manhattan. All at the same time!

And Kagan wasnt a legalist. He hated legalists. This separated him from most of his Orthodox brethren. Kagan was a man of the spirit. (That didnt exclude the flesh.) He prided himself, no, he exalted himself on being a man of the spirit, but he was also a man of the people. The rich make all the laws so why shouldnt the poor have a few? Its true that as a high-school teacher he earned more than most of the poor but he spent more and was just as broke as any one of them. Forget the credit union, forget the loan companies, he had the shylocks to prove it! Yes, Kagan was a man of the people; in this he remained constant  more or less. Kagan smiled. He wasnt a liar. And, anyway, the thought of all those idiotic forms where it always asks Marital Status amused him. See accompanying map, he would reply. Theirs was an affair of the latitude and longitude, all right. She didnt give him enough latitude and he had gone on for too longitude. Fifty-four forty or fight! How could he fight? He couldnt even find a parking space. And Yom Kippur was coming!

Kagan stared out at the unrelenting wall of parked cars. Youd think theyd give a guy a break Erev Yom Kippur. Where is Ozzie anyway? Erev Yom Kippur a guy needs his angel, so naturally, no angel. What a world. And people think Im crazy? Kagan shook his head and decided to drive slowly around one more time.

Latitude and longitude  there must be a joke there someplace, but its not there now. The rhythm isnt right, Kagan reflected. Still, its better than the stuff you hear on TV. Kagan once had an act  well, really, a routine. It wasnt so bad and one year, his best year, he played a lot of places with it: the mountains, Atlantic City, even a Communist camp. (Kagan, man of the people!) As Kagan himself admitted, he took that act everywhere except to the top. Anything for a joke. Okay, here goes. Good evening, ladies and gentlemen, let me give you a little piece of advice. Never marry a foreigner. Let me tell you about my wife. Shes a foreigner. My wifes from Connecticut, maybe youve heard of it. I thought shed massage my back, wash my feet, and serve a lot of low-cholesterol dishes. But, folks, never marry a foreigner whose eyes dont slant. And dont let the contact lenses fool you. Sometimes they slip around and create some pretty weird effects.

All foreigners are not alike. In Connecticut their eyes dont slant.... Hartford!... Ah.... It sounded romantic. For that matter, everything north of Fourteenth Street sounded romantic: Central Park, Rockefeller Center  even Fifteenth Street sounded romantic. But Hartford sounded like the twin city to Xanadu. It wasnt just a dream. I was there. Its another country. The kids ride bikes  that belong to them.

Believe me, just because you dont have concrete under your feet doesnt mean life is a picnic. For a picnic you need a hamper. God forbid you should use a brown paper bag like a mensch! No, you need a hamper so youll look like a faggot trying out for the role of Little Red Riding Hood.

I know all about foreign places because of my wife. Basically, my marriage was a geographical relationship. You see, if you get married in a foreign place like Hartford, it isnt recognized south of Fourteenth Street. All the places in between are neither here nor there. Legally, in Hartford Im a married man; in Bridgeport Im engaged; in the Bronx Im legally separated; in Manhattan, north of Fourteenth Street, Im going steady; and south of Fourteenth Street Im footloose and fancy free.

You know, on those forms where it asks Marital Status, I have to put down see accompanying map. Its not so surprising when you think of it, since ours is strictly an affair of the latitude and longitude. When she puts it down on the lattitude and I get it up on the longitude, everything is Rand-McNally. The rest of the time its fifty-four forty or fight.

Kagan laughed. Not bad. A routine like that and still no parking space. Where is justice? He looked at his watch, a garish iridescent green contraption that he had received as a consolation prize on a quiz show. A dummy prize, really. The other contestant, some boring broad from Yonkers, won eight hundred dollars and a boat. And what did he win? One shiny pickle-green watch and fifty dollars worth of trayf Colonel Sanders Kentucky Fried Chicken  and I keep kosher yet! Some luck! Thats like Mao Tse-tung winning fifty shares of AT&T. Not bad, a routine there somewhere. A routine but no money; thats the story of my life. Could I have used the money! Could I have used my life! Kagan sighed. And not just the money, the boat, too.

She certainly didnt know what to do with the boat. Hell, I had her, but your host managed to melt his smile long enough to speak. It is finger-lickin good, Mr. Kagan, but our policy is no trading of prizes on the program.

Whos trading prizes? Were sharing a little.

Im sorry, Mr. Kagan. Im sorry Mr. Kagan, my ass. They cant trade prizes but they can give me lousy questions. How many astronauts have walked on the moon? What a dumb question! Who asked them to go? They had no business up there in the first place.

Kagan stoically glanced at his green watch. Winning is better than losing but losing is action and action is better than no action. Kagan could wear the ugly, pickle-green bastard, all right, but still  why didnt he get the easy questions? Who knows, Kagan mourned philosophically, maybe theres a reason I get the hard ones.

Kagan looked about more carefully. Cars aligned with curbs for blocks as if God had created them that way. Still no spot. Ill go; it wont hurt.

Kagan ceased his slow prowl for a parking spot and was heading downtown at a steady speed when a voice broke in on his thoughts.

Mikveh! Mikveh! Mikveh! Kagan, leave it to you. Youre too much.

It was Ozzie, Kagans angel.

Yeah, Ozzie, whats wrong with the mikveh? A Jew goes to the mikveh for a ritual bath before the Day of Atonement.

Kagan, you think it will help you on next years quiz show? Youll have pickle-green watches up and down your arms until you look like a Timex frog.

Look Ozzie, what do you care why Im going? Im going to the mikveh. Its the right thing to do, isnt it?

Suddenly you are governed by the right thing to do?!

Listen, this is Erev Yom Kippur, the eve of the holiest day of the year. A man and his angel should get along. What do you say?

Kagan, if you cant park on Ninety-fourth Street, how are you going to park on Seventy-eighth?

I dont have to, Kagan answered smugly.

No? What are you going to do? Drive your Sixty-four Falcon right into the mikveh? It wont work, Kagan. For this junk heap you need more than a mere dip for the Day of Atonement, you need resurrection of the dead. You need the automotive Messiah. And, Kagan, even a man of faith like you wouldnt buy a car like this from the Messiah.

Kagan smiled. You forget. I havent paid for this one yet. Ozzie, how long does it take for a quick dip? Ill leave it double-parked.

All right, Kagan, but get your little pagan head together. Is the power of this divine dip to be applied towards a boat and eight hundred dollars or towards avoiding a ticket for double-parking?

You lack faith, Ozzie. Youre too analytic. You should have been a scientist instead of a divine.

Right in front of the mikveh, Kagan pulled his old Ford alongside another car and hopped out.
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KAGAN blanched, closing his eyes, as he met the hot, moist air of the mikveh. He felt the puddles underfoot and opened his eyes. Thats all I have to do  break my back in a mikveh. Fran would never believe it. I could muster witnesses, too. Half the Upper West Side must be here. Maybe Ozzie knew what he was doing when he stayed outside. Thats some crazy angel!

Hey, fella! a voice called through the mists. You pay over heah.

Kagan stepped toward the voice and found the mikveh attendant standing next to a table with an open corrugated cardboard box on it. The little refugee, sweat rolling down the tautly drawn skin of his forehead and temples, pointed to the box.

I didnt want to pay until I was sure you were going to fix the air conditioning, Kagan said.

Say, dats a good one.

You got a student discount?

Here, we charge em more.

Kagan relaxed. The heat eased. He had a naturally curious bent of mind.

You charge em more? Everybody else charges em less.

Students take too long in the mikveh. They dont have nothing better to do.

Yeah, Kagan said, satisfied. That sounds right. How much is the businessmans special? A real commercial quickie?

Five dollars.

Five dollars! Whats in the mikveh, champagne?

Its tax deductible. You want a receipt?

Receipt, Kagan said in earnest amazement, I want a loan.

As Kagan dropped his five-dollar bill into the box, he felt a thrill of astonishment. In that farshtunkener soggy cardboard box on that moist table enveloped by clouds of steam and attended by a sweat-covered, bony-skulled little man lay the coolest, crispest five-dollar bills in town. Who would have guessed? Kagan was proud to be a Jew. No wonder the mikveh man didnt let the heat bother him; he was standing next to the cool stuff.

Listen, Kagan proposed in earnest confidence, do you need a partner to run this steambath?

I need a son-in-law, the mikveh man answered.

Ive got one of those, unfortunately, Kagan said ruefully. Not a son-in-law, a wife  believe you me! I wish I could help you out. I know what it is to have a problem.

Ill solve it, the Lord willing.

Yeah, Kagan agreed, Im sure you will, but you can still help me with mine. Its Erev Yom Kippur. I need a few bucks for a few months. You may not need a partner, but I do.

You dont got a job? I need someone to clean up.

Oh, no, I got a job.

What do you do?

I teach. City high school.

Whats the problem?

I got a lot of heavy expenses lately. My wife had an operation.

Too bad.

Yeah, she is in terrible pain. I got to keep a nurse for her. Double pay for Yom Kippur.

The nurse is Jewish?

Sure, this is America.

Youre telling me?

While they were talking, the stock of green grew larger and cooler. Kagan felt himself sweating profusely.

Listen, Kagan suggested in the most confident and confidential of tones, a thousand could see me through.

The mikveh man didnt respond.

I said a thousand would get me through.

I need a son-in-law, not a partner.

Yeah, but you do me a favor and maybe Ill do you a favor.

Youre a matchmaker now?

You never know.

I know, the mikveh man said pleasantly. Partners I dont need.

Thanks a lot, Kagan said in a sarcastic, hurt voice as he walked away.

Say, come back here, the mikveh man called passionately after him.

Kagan expectantly leaped through the billowing vapors toward the voice of return. Yes?

You forgot a towel.

I need a towel? For me its the bottom of the mikveh.

You shouldnt talk that way Erev Yom Kippur.

I have no choice.

You always have a choice. Take the towel now. With a crowd like this, I might run out.

Yeah, of everything but money.

Ive got expenses, too.

Bottom of the mikveh, Kagan threatened darkly.

Youll change your mind. Youll be glad you have a towel.

If I dont, itll be bad for business. Kagan took the towel and continued into the hot, wet, jostling mob. Some greeted him, but Kagan ignored them and worked his way over to the wall where he located an empty hook and commandeered a stool. He sullenly began to undress. Why are some people like that? he wondered. A son-in-law he wants. Grandchildren. Naches. Mazel Tov?

Hey, Moe, a voice interrupted. What are you doing here?

Kagan, half undressed, looked up to see Bienstock the furrier.

What do you think Im doing here, Bienstock, trapping otter? You think only you holy men come here? Even the poor have a few sins.

Another voice called in greeting, Hey, Moe, you know how the mikveh works? You shower first.

Everybodys a maven. Young Goffstein, the shmuck. Do I know how a mikveh works? I used to be a lifeguard in a mikveh, Kagan began the routine.

Yeah, we heard. You told us that last year, young Goffstein smirked.

Yeah, Goffstein, and you heard Kol Nidre last year too, wise guy. Tonight when the chazan begins Kol Nidre, are you going to call out, Hey, we heard that last year!?

There is a difference, Goffstein protested.

Yeah, you dont understand Kol Nidre. I got to get out of here, Kagan said with a conviction he himself didnt understand.

Whats wrong? Bienstock inquired.

My God! Kagan remembered, Im double-parked!

Kagan leaped up, grabbed his towel, and headed for the divinely ordained pool. The place was packed. He couldnt take this naked, flabby, self-conscious crowd. Nobody had been in the army or spent any time in a male locker room. Everybody moved with tight-assed modesty. Kagan thought these must be the kind of people that you were always reading about, people who fuck with their socks on. But Kagan remembered that he was double-parked.

Gangway, gangway! Kagan called as he bulled his way through the crowd.

Dont push. Someone will get hurt.

Yeah. I could get hurt; Im double-parked. Youre all dreaming about cooked chicken in soup that the missus made and Im having nightmares that my goose is being cooked by some momzer in the Twentieth Precinct.

Kagan, dont tell lies Erev Yom Kippur!

Noticing Schwartz behind him, Kagan bristled. Before he could respond, Schwartz continued didactically, Falcon, Kagan, you drive a Falcon, not a goose.

Kagans face twisted into a smile. Yeah, thats right. Thats not a bad line.

Ladies and gentlemen, may I have your attention please! Schwartz continued. Kagan laughed along with everyone else. I know youre all in a hurry, but we have in our midst a cohen who is double-parked.

Oy, an old man said, a cohen double-parked! Why didnt he say?

Years ago a cohen stood for something. As a matter of fact, he stood for plenty, Kagan muttered. For a judgmental guy, Schwartz has a sense of humor. So if hes such a great guy why doesnt he write me a routine? With a good routine....

Kagan headed down the steps into the pool. Why in blazes are these things always as hot as ... ? For some reason, Kagan couldnt say it. Kagan was respectful. In a strange way, it was true, but when it came to holy stuff, he had a lot of respect. The steamy water was uncomfortable, and he looked around querulously, half expecting to see rotting vegetation  maybe hay with a little cabbage, floating ripe and redolent past some half-submerged hippopotamus. But the water was surprisingly clean, and the pale, white hulks totally submerged themselves seriously and carefully, even devoutly.

Kagan descended until the warm, receptive water was up to his waist. As he waded into the pool, he felt the softly oscillating clutches of the heat receive him. In his naked return to thermal oneness, the perfect ninety-eight point six, that sheltered return to consanguineous fluids, he felt the warm waters reproach even as they welcomed  why, Kagan, did you resist us? How could you hesitate? Find us repulsive? But before Kagan could answer, they whispered sh and, nodding in gentle waves of reunion, held him fast in the warmth and perfect unity of the pool.

Kagan, the waters a fraction of an inch below his nostrils, peacefully watched the bodies resolutely submerging and surfacing. His watching turned into meditation as the unifying procedure became a natural process to calm the universe; the edgeless, cornerless bobbing seemed to occur within his mind, inside his brain, simultaneously with its occurrence in the pool.

Kagan sensed deep within himself that the harmony of this purifying pool could become his vision and the mikvehs oneness could silence the loansharks who hunted him as their natural prey. Kagan wished to elude them through the fluid currents of repose. He felt impelled to submerge like an amphibian until the waters half-covered his eyes and the serene fluid of the mikveh would enter his searching, troubled hazel eyes. Then, when forced to leave the pool, Kagan could carry with him his true vision  the universal harmony hidden behind the hard edges and sharp corners of a frantic world.

Hold that pose any longer, Kagan, and when they remake Run Silent, Run Deep, you can play the submarine.

Kagan stood up.

Kagan, Schwartz continued, the idea is to go all the way under the water.

Judgmental son of a bitch, Kagan thought as he gulped a breath of air, collapsed his legs under him, and crashed underwater. As his head submerged totally into the water, he felt the tug of his hair floating upward, trying to escape. But it was dragged down with everything else, hovering over him like a dark, tremulous, inescapable hand.

Kagan felt his heels bump against his rump and then shot his feet downward in a ferocious thrust, ejecting himself bolt upright from the pool. Blowing air and tossing his head like a creature from the deep, he opened his eyes and watched Shapiros prissy-assed movement as he climbed up from the pool. Whats wrong with these people? he thought. Why arent they normal?

Hey, Shapiro! Kagans voice boomed out, amplified by the waters. Everyone, including Shapiro, turned. You sure this is how Mark Spitz got his start?

Desperately wishing that he could explain to all present that Kagan was meshugge and a mere acquaintance of his (which he wasnt), Shapiro departed the scene in embarrassment.

Kagan watched him leave more prissy-assed than before, but visions of the entire Twentieth Precinct scribbling tickets all over his car arose in place of Shapiros disappearing buttocks.

Kagan scrambled out of the pool and, drying himself off, scampered back toward his clothing. On the way, he met an old Jew with long gray beard and earlocks gingerly picking his way toward the waters. Kagan stepped in front of him and, flashing the V-for-victory peace sign, proclaimed, Flipper lives! Before the old man could begin to comprehend what had happened, Kagan had disappeared.

Kagan dressed hurriedly, too hurriedly. He felt the damp squish of his socks in his shoes. He shuddered, for Kagan knew with certainty that that was how you got athletes foot. His shirt grabbed his damp back and wouldnt let go. And he didnt even have a comb. How did he know this morning that he would wind up at the mikveh? He smoothed his hair with one hand and flung his towel toward the hamper with the other as he headed toward the door. A voice caught him before he could exit.

Hey, fella, cmere!

Im double-parked, Kagan called, still heading for the exit.

Cmere, the voice coaxed.

Im double-parked.

Its the first of the month. The coppers dont ticket until the tenth; I know.

Kagan turned back to the mikveh man.

I didnt know that.

Vell, they dont even get the kvoda until then.

Hey, thats good to know.

You gotta know the kvoda or theyll run you to death.

Youre telling me! Kagan agreed.

How much you need?

Kagan could imagine how much was in that box! And people, five-dollar bills popping out of their pockets, were still pouring in.

Two thousand, Kagan said struggling to hold his voice even, could save my life.

The mikveh man registered no surprise. His expression didnt change at all. The sweat rolled off the tightly drawn skin. It dawned on Kagan that maybe all the hot moisture had shrunk his skin to such a snug fit. Kagan had found a lifesaver. Where else but the mikveh?

Two thousand, Kagan explained, would let me turn my life around. I couldnt pay you right away, but youll get it back.

The mikveh man stood there silently. Still expressionless, he said, How would twenty do?

Twenty thousand? Kagan whispered. His mind did cartwheels in the corrugated box.

No, twenty dollars.

Kagan felt crushed, tricked, humiliated. How could he do that to Kagan? Kagan hadnt done anything to him.

Ill tell you what, the little man said, lets make it thirty.

Listen, Kagan said, more in curiosity than in anger, Im talking two thousands and youre talking two tens. What makes you think so little will help?

Nu, the man said, after Yom Kippur comes Succos. A man needs a lulav and an esrog, doesnt he?

Yes, thats true, cordially answered Kagan, who had never purchased his own set in his life, but had used the synagogues. And they cost more than ever, Kagan complained.

Well make it forty.

Listen, its Erev Yom Kippur. Were both excited, its only natural. You said twenty. You mentioned thirty. Now forty. Wholl get it right? Lets make it fifty, an even half a hundred, then there wont be any problem.

The mikveh man, with no change of expression, nodded and reached into the box. He calmly counted out ten five-dollar bills onto the damp table.

You couldnt spare another fifty, could you? An even hundred?

No, he said evenly.

Fifty, thats the quota, huh? Kagan laughed selfconsciously.

The man picked up the bills and began to hand them to Kagan.

You gotta know the kvo-da, Kagan mimicked as he reached out to receive them.

As the mikveh man turned his hand over to deliver the money, Kagan saw the toneless, tattooed numbers on the mikveh mans forearm. The numbers, sitting there worn and ugly like dead bugs, grabbed Kagans eyes. Kagan was confused; why the surprise? The man was a refugee; Kagan had known that at once. He knew that the mikveh man knew that he, Kagan, was surprised and staring. When Kagan looked up fearfully, he found the mikveh mans eyes gazing from his taut-skinned, expressionless face.

Dats right, the mikveh man nodded.

Kagan drew his hand away and in shame ran out the door. Fearful, he jumped into his car.

I cant believe you didnt get a ticket, Ozzie said in a voice exasperated with waiting.

Kagan did not hear him. His mind was on the mikveh mans arm.

Kagan, the angel said, dont tell me you rifled the Chosen Peoples pockets?

Kagan looked down to find the bills still in his hand. My God, he thought, he doesnt even know who I am.

Where are you going? the angel called.

But Kagan had already leaped out of the car and was running back into the building. Inside, several customers were paying. Kagan shouted over them to the mikveh man.

You dont even know who I am!

Without looking up, the mikveh man called, I know who you are. Youre double-parked. Go!

Kagan took another step toward him and said in appreciation, respect, and triumph, But you know the quota!

The mikveh man looked up and nodded slowly. And yet  you are double-parked. Go.

Subdued, Kagan returned to his car. As he settled behind the wheel a patrol car slithered past his double-parked vehicle. Kagan shivered in amazement. As the police passed him, Kagan saw the numbers on the trunk of the car. Five  seven  three  four. Kagan felt a tremor of recognition race through him. Five  seven  three  four, Kagan chanted. I must not forget. I must not forget. For Kagan knew in the seat of his pants that that was a superfecta. Eight... ten... twelve thousand dollars!

Ozzie! he screamed, Ive got the numbers!

Dont you always, the angel said sarcastically.

No, no. This time theyre the real ones, Kagan yelled in elation. Youll see! Youll see!

Oh, the angel said, changing his tone.

Kagan became attentive.

When are they for? the angel continued very calmly and very politely.

Kagan knew that tone and began to squirm. He kneaded the steering wheel with his fingers and changed his position on the seat. He realized why the angel was suddenly so polite: Kagan wouldnt bet on any race that was run on Shabbes or a holiday. And tonight! Tonight was both Shabbes and Yom Kippur! And Kagan had the numbers today. Damn! Damn! Damn! screamed Kagan to himself, pounding the wheel in frustration. A sure thing and it might not do him any good.

Listen, Kagan, you go right by an Off-Track Betting shop on the way home. Just three dollars at OTB: bing, bing, bing and its yours.

Ozzie, Kagan mourned, Ive got a few principles.

Yes, and theyre wrong, Kagan. Ive told you that a bet placed before the Sabbath on an event to be run on the Sabbath is not a transgression of the Sabbath. Of course, betting itself is not such a meritorious act, but there is no problem with the Sabbath.

Ozzie, thats not the way I work.

Kagan, thats the way the law, the Halachah, works. Dont you think its time you quit relying on your own judgment and started trusting the law? If a man were to shoot an arrow before Shabbes and it killed a man on Shabbes, the man who shot the arrow did not transgress the Sabbath because his act, his act of shooting, was done before the Sabbath.

But what about the man? Kagan wanted to know.

He didnt violate the Sabbath.

No, Ozzie, the man who got killed.

What about him? Hes dead!

Thats the point. A man gets shot out of the blue and nobody cares. A man, a human being, died, what about him?

Hes dead, Ozzie screamed. What about him?! They bury him. They sit shivah. They wail. If he was rich, they name a yeshiva after him.

But what about the other man? Kagan wanted to know. He gets off scot-free just because he fired the arrow before sundown?

No, Kagan, hes a murderer, all right! But hes not a transgressor of the Sabbath. The case illustrates a principle!

Well, I dont know about principles, Ozzie. All I know about is Shabbes and Yom Kippur fall on the same day this year. Theyre one and the same. I dont bet Shabbes and I dont bet Yom Kippur.

But youre not. Thats the point.

And if I do bet: God wont mind my thinking about a superfecta during Kol Nidre?

And, Kagan, if you dont bet it, youre not going to think about it?

Kagan was silent. Of course he was going to think about it. And yet  where had he heard that before?  there was a difference, wasnt there? A difference between thinking and betting. I cant.

And anyway, Kagan said, I dont have time. By the time I get a parking space, Ill hardly have time to eat.

Before they knew it, they were back at Ninety-fourth Street.

Look, Kagan, a spot right in front of your building.

Kagan beamed. Yes, this is my lucky day. And tomorrow, because of Yom Kippur, alternate-side-of-the-street parking regulations are suspended. Who said God doesnt love the Jews?

Kagan, no excuses now. Go win a bundle and say goodbye to penury and woe.

Penury and woe? Kagan said backing the balky Falcon into the spot. You make it sound like a law firm. But would I ever like to say goodbye to penury and woe, Kagan added to himself.

Thats right, penury and woe. If you want to make your life a joke, all right, but I dont want to hear you crying about it the rest of your days.

Kagan had parked, but he remained inside the car to finish the conversation. To think some people found him a poor listener.

Yeah, yeah, Kagan agreed. Im awful about that, I really am. A real crier, disgusting. I cant help it; thats me. But let me ask you something. Youve got hot pants, nothing personal, mine arent so cool themselves, but a gambler you never were. Youve always discouraged me from any action. Youre always quoting the odds. So why all of a sudden youre so desperate that I should play?

Kagan, listen, I dont bet, but I know that if you bet that number today, it will win tonight. And, Kagan, I know you. Im your angel, remember me? You think in the back of your scheming sanctimonious mind that God will reward you for not betting tonight by turning that number into the winning number for tomorrow night. Quit gambling with God, Kagan. You almost got a ticket today.

But I didnt! Kagan announced triumphantly, springing from the car.

And yet  the angel called after him.

The words instantly collapsed the buoyant joy in Kagan. He stumbled on the curb and with a confused heart barely dragged himself onto the sidewalk. He didnt know whether to turn into his building or race over to the OTB parlor. He stood expressionless on the sidewalk. Confused and fatigued, he felt as it he were carrying an unbearable burden that would crush him even more quickly if he were either to take another step or attempt to put it down. The numbers, five  seven  three  four, raced through his head faster and faster until he was standing inside his own head watching them rush around the inside of his skull like the incandescent traveling letters of the headlines running around the Allied Chemical Tower in Times Square: 5734, 5734, 5734.

He might have stood there all day and night had Mrs. Goldshmidt not held the door open for him.

I know where youve been. I can tell from the hair, she said.

Yes, Kagan answered, watching the dancing, dazzling points of light circumnavigate his cranium. Yes, yes! Five  seven  three  four! Yes!

Youve been to the mikveh!

Mikveh. Five  seven  three  four. Mikveh. Five  seven  three  four.

My Ernie used to go.

Used to go. Five  seven  three  four.

Kagan entered the elevator. Every floor lit up 5734. He ran out when the elevator man opened the door for him.
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