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For Stefani

 

 

 

 

Even man’s eye is a small world: the orb is the globe, 
the white is the encircling ocean, the iris is the dry land, 
the pupil is Jerusalem, and the image reflected in the 
pupil is the holy Temple, may it soon be rebuilt in our 
days and in the days of all Israel. Amen.

Tractate Derech Eretz Zuta
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RECOLLECTIONS

THE RUSSIANS CALLED IT KRIMSK; THE POLES CALLED it Kromsk, but it was mainly the Jews who lived there. They called it whatever their hosts preferred. Krimsk—so it was named in 1903—had hills and valleys, forests not far from town, pastures and fields close by. The railroad was a day’s wagon ride away in the more fortunate town of Sufnitz, whose railroad spikes firmly held the rails onto the heavy wooden ties and also kept its name firmly rooted. Sufnitz managed to avoid changing its name every time the border shifted.

Krimsk had no railroad with its fixed spikes mating metal to the wood rooted in earth, but it did have a flowing river whose name remained constant—the River Nedd. In his famous and disastrous Russian campaign, Napoleon had crossed the River Nedd at Krimsk. Unfortunately even such a remarkable and lustrous fact was slightly tarnished, for no one knew in which direction he had crossed: on his way from Paris to Moscow, or on his return from Moscow to Paris. It was clear that he had crossed it only once, his  arrival or departure having occurred fifty miles to the north, where the river turns to flow east-west. So there was something slightly senile about the town’s historical recollection. Napoleon was on the tip of the town’s tongue, so to speak, but not sufficiently fixed in mind to risk uttering the great man’s name. To make matters worse, Napoleon had arrived in victory and departed in defeat.

Coming and going were worlds apart, and no one who had seen the crossing was alive to tell about it—with the possible exception of the Krimsker Rebbe, who believed that he had witnessed it. But this had been in a previous existence as a young frog, perhaps even as a mature tadpole, and try as he might, the sum of his recollections of Napoleon yielded only a short man with hairy tufts protruding from his nostrils—and this through several feet of water. Much what one would expect from a frog on the riverbed with his smooth-skinned envy of the hirsute.

So the town didn’t speak much about its illustrious past. Not even among themselves. It was a shame, for although there were many goyim, there was but one Napoleon. A fact not lost on the rebbe, who used to compare him favorably with the great pharaoh in his hasidic parables. Even that was no more; for the past five years the Krimsker Rebbe had hardly spoken at all. Yaakov Moshe Finebaum, the Krimsker Rebbe, had withdrawn to his study. Although everyone knew why Napoleon had departed, no one could fathom the rebbe’s reasons for his retreat; but it threatened to be as permanent a withdrawal from the life of Krimsk as Napoleon’s had been.




KRIMSK, RUSSIA 1 9 0 3

TISHAB’AV 
(The ninth day of the Hebrew month of Av)

 

When the holy Temple was destroyed [on the Ninth of Av, Tisha B’Av] . . . men of faith ceased to exist.

—Mishnah, Sotah

 

Rabbi Yitzhak explained that “men of faith” are those
 who used to have faith in the Holy One for it has been
 taught: Rabbi Eliezer the Great declares that whoever
 has bread [for today] in his basket and asks, “What shall
 I eat tomorrow?” is none other than one of those of
 diminished faith.

—Babylonian Talmud, Tractate Sotah

 

Rabban Shimon Ben Gamliel declared in the name of Rabbi Yehoshua: From the day [Tisha B’Av] the holy Temple was destroyed, there has been no day without a curse.

—Mishnah, Sotah
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CHAPTER ONE

THE KRIMSKER REBBE HAD RETIRED TO HIS STUDY. FOR five years he had not emerged. His devoted hasidim believed that their rebbe immersed himself in Miriam’s well, which miraculously materialized in the small book-lined room. They thought they heard splashing behind the double doors on the eve of every Sabbath. This was one of the well’s few appearances in Europe, although the wondrous spring had a distinguished supernatural tradition, having accompanied the Jews during forty years of wandering in the desert. The non-hasidic Jews of the town didn’t go so far as to believe in Miriam’s well appearing in Krimsk, but they did believe in the purity and force of the rebbe’s lonely mission although they couldn’t imagine exactly what that mission might be. In Krimsk only his rebbetzin, his wife Shayna Basya, doubted the merit of his endeavor. She was confident that she understood his saintly withdrawal. Shayna Basya believed that he was slightly cracked.

And she believed that she knew why. Inheritance. At their marriage feast she had asked her mother-in-law to  pass the water, and the old lady, who looked even more like a frog than her husband—she had smooth, flat eyebrows, not her husband’s prickly brushes—handed her the horseradish. Shayna Basya had incorrectly assumed that her mother-in-law was merely delineating the traditional course of their relationship. Shayna Basya, herself the daughter of a great rabbinic family and possessing awesome respect for the age-old familial arts of her people, received the call to combat and seized every opportunity to discomfit, shame, and insult the older woman as penance for the twin sins of bearing Yaakov Moshe and permitting him to welcome Shayna Basya under the wedding canopy. The old lady received the abuse with the tolerance and appreciation of a woman who loved the rewards of family. Or so Shayna Basya had thought until the old lady lay dying from a burning fever and repeatedly begged for another glass of horseradish. Shayna Basya went into the next room where Yaakov Moshe was reciting from Psalms and told him that his mother had asked for a glass of horseradish. He had wearily arched his eyebrows in query. So? She means water, Shayna Basya explained. What’s the difference? her husband remarked and went back to his Psalms.

The awareness that Shayna Basya had married into a family of dubious sanity chilled her; it floated around her like a cold, clammy fog from which there was no escape. If only some way could be found to protect her child; but even there she felt unequal to the task. Half the girl’s inheritance was from the Finebaum side, where they believed that Moses hit the rock and horseradish flowed forth. There were distressing inclinations in Rachel Leah, who worshiped her father. The more absurd his actions, the  more she worshiped him. Rachel Leah resembled Shayna Basya’s own sainted grandmother, the rebbetzin of Bezin, and even that created problems. How could saints be around madmen and recognize them for what they were, plain meshugoyim? They needed either other saints or benign cynics. It was the latter role Shayna Basya hoped to play. She knew it wouldn’t be easy. After all, she was genetically only one-fourth her sainted grandmother and never felt terribly benign. The cynicism, she had in abundance.

The last week her husband had been acting strangely in his self-imposed exile, and Shayna Basya, as a good wife, was disturbed. He had been eating everything that Rachel Leah brought in to him and on several occasions had even requested seconds. This, from an ascetic of five years who used to fast every Monday and Thursday and eat no hot food except on the Sabbath. He had eaten more last Monday than he usually ate in a week, and he had wanted to know why the coffee was cold. Something was happening, and now was not the time for it. What disturbed Shayna Basya most was his talking at length to Rachel Leah. The girl emerged from his study with her eyes shining and a flush on her face. When Shayna Basya asked her daughter what they talked about, Rachel Leah’s eyes sparkled like the most fervent hasid, and she declared, “How father loves God!” The girl seemed positively feverish. What were the two of them doing in there, drinking horseradish? They certainly weren’t bathing in Miriam’s well.

Shayna Basya brought her husband fresh linen every day. She had no illusions about his bathing. She had very few illusions. With a husband who withdrew from the world, leaving her with a household and a young daughter,  she couldn’t afford many. Men like her husband, his virtues notwithstanding, simply shouldn’t marry and have families. Who would have arranged for Rachel Leah’s match if not Shayna Basya? Through the discreet offers of Reb Yechezkal, of course, Yaakov Moshe had had the good sense or the good luck to choose a fine, reliable man as his sexton. Almost as fortunate as he was in choosing Shayna Basya herself for a wife. It was remarkable how such an unworldly man consistently could make such excellent choices. Occasionally it made Shayna Basya suspect—and she wasn’t admitting anything—that there might be more to the world of the Krimsker Rebbe than met her jaundiced eye. But even if there were, a family isn’t a book that you can put on a shelf and reclaim five years later, unchanged and unused.

Rachel Leah was now privately engaged to Yitzhak Weinbach, an important match manufacturer, and they were to be married following the Succos holiday. The rebbe knew nothing of this; Shayna Basya didn’t want him to know until after the ceremony. Rachel Leah herself didn’t know about it for sure. In spite of her childish spiritual notions, Rachel Leah would have the financial security and stability that Shayna Basya had never had. Enough of precarious Torah and the privation of loving God; let someone else lead the hasidim for a few generations. Their family, father and grandfathers, uncles and even her brothers, had done enough. Let someone else lead the Jews into a closet if they wished. Frankly, Shayna Basya was at a loss to understand how the Krimsker hasidim could remain followers, much less devoted admirers, of her husband. Thank God for superstitions. Shayna Basya had her share of them, but  a chandelier couldn’t be expected to fall on his enemies every day. In their old age it might be a very healthy thing to have a wealthy manufacturer for a son-in-law. If the rebbe stayed in his study all day, what difference should it make to the rebbe whom Rachel Leah married? But it would, of course. He was the Krimsker Rebbe, and she was an only child. And the Krimsker Rebbe, disturbed or not, was not one to compromise principles. Shayna Basya found herself wishing alternately that she had had a dozen children or that she had not even been married; either way the monstrous fate of an only child would have been avoided. Shayna Basya didn’t want to send Rachel Leah in to her father with the meal of ashes that he would eat before the start of the fast. She would prefer to keep them apart. On the other hand, she had no desire—no, that wasn’t quite right, she had a fear of going into his study herself. If he realized what Shayna Basya was doing at night, that would be a disaster for Rachel Leah and for everyone.






[image: 005]

CHAPTER TWO

BORUCH LEVI HAD RISEN EARLY AND HAD BEEN traveling all day to arrive home for the fast day, Tisha B’Av. As with all Jewish days, the fast day would begin at sunset. He knew that the Temple in Jerusalem had been destroyed on the ninth day of Av, but that was long ago and far away. The Talmud and the other holy books that told of such things remained closed to him, for he was no scholar. He barely had had time to learn to read and start the Book of Genesis when his father died and he left the classroom for a trader’s life. He was never one for study and for veneration of the past anyway.

He was on the road home this afternoon because Tisha B’Av was a day of calamity and suffering for the Jews. He didn’t want to be with the peasants on such a day. You didn’t have to be a scholar to know what the goyim were capable of doing to the Jews. Pity the peasant, however, who started up with Boruch Levi: large and well muscled, surprisingly quick, he was probably the toughest Jew in the district, but still, it was better to be home on a day of ill  fortune. So he had hitched his horse to his wagon long before sunrise. Through the hot morning he slowly drew closer to his native town, where he would rest, eat the feast before the fast, meager though that be, and go to the study-prayer hall to hear the Book of Lamentations.

As he rode along in his wagon on the road back to Krimsk, Boruch Levi held the reins so loosely they nearly fell from his hands. Although he appeared lost in reverie, he was intently studying his horse. The two hemispheres of Thunder’s rump seemed to be trying to tell him something. Boruch Levi leaned forward. The afternoon sun was behind them and wrote on the twin mounds of horsehairparchment with a single stylus of light. First one haunch rose to tear the sparkling letters from the sun’s bright luminous tongue, only to erase them in shadow as the hoof touched earth—and the opposite hemisphere rose to flash its brilliant message. Back and forth the mystic alphabet flew, and Boruch Levi stared as if in a trance. Were the two sides arguing or agreeing? They were definitely talking to him. Such an astonishing communication did not surprise him; he had had a feeling about this horse.

A year ago Boruch Levi had cast his quick, stubborn glance on the lean, aging beast and had mistaken it for the solution to his economic plight. It wasn’t a bad horse; it had dragged him and his rebuilt wagon around Volhynia, but that was not the reason he had bought it. He had had a feeling that fate wanted the horse to enter Boruch Levi’s life and dramatically change it—for the better, of course. So Boruch Levi had a horse and waited for his fortunes to change, but until today he had been just one more Jewish peddler with a horse.

Such a horse! The creature’s name was Thunder, even though its most explosive moments were mere piffles. Boruch Levi came to call him Piffle Fart. Today he felt that Thunder, alias Piffle Fart, would not disappoint him. He felt it as the certainty of truth, for Boruch Levi believed in the evil eye (you shouldn’t know from such things), Satan—heaven forbid—spirits, witches, the power of salt, the magic of the color red, and, of course, the propitious powers of saying “pooh, pooh, pooh,” accompanied by expectoration for a good measure of extra prophylactic precaution. Everyone in Krimsk—except for the “enlightened heretics,” who believed in nothing—believed in the Other Side and its pervasive powers. As superstitious as Boruch Levi was, however, he did not believe only in the Other Side. Those who did were passive and fearful, mainly women and tailors.

Boruch Levi also believed in himself. He had the massive confidence that he was going to succeed in life. He knew in the depths of his hard, strong bones that he was not going to fall prey to the snares of ill fortune, nor to the machinations of defeat. Since his belief was rooted in the marrow, it was every bit as convincing and beyond question as all his basic premises: God, his family, the Jews, the goyim, the active power of evil itself. For his sake it was fortuitous that the basis of such beliefs about himself was beyond question, because he did not possess those attributes that Krimsk recognized as blessings. Not learned, not wealthy, not wellborn, Boruch Levi managed to believe in himself with a cocksure stubbornness and pride that defied reason. Certainly the reason of Krimsk—but Boruch Levi knew he was right. The Torah itself recognized  the magic powers of clouds, bones, the dead, and heaven knew what else. Why not a horse’s posterior? Even uneducated Boruch Levi knew about the precedent of Bilaam’s ass. He stared at his undeciphered message. What was the sun telling him through this horse’s backside? Boruch suspected the rising and falling hemispheres were in opposition. Old world, new world; old world, new world. Should he leave his widowed mother and orphan sister to join his older brother in America or not? Krimsk, America; Krimsk, America. He squinted to discern if one side were brighter than the other, but he could not detect any difference.

Frustrated, he looked around at the ripening fields of oat and rye standing silent in the golden late-afternoon heat. He looked up toward the majestic green oak trees bordering them but took no solace in their cool vernal grandeur as he usually did when he came back to Krimsk. Gevalt! What was he to do? Who could interpret such signs? Boruch Levi sat up. That reclusive saint and tzaddik, the Krimsker Rebbe; that’s who! He had predicted the future more than once. His words lived. His thoughts worked miracles. Miriam’s well materialized in his study on Sabbath Eve! Boruch Levi had not seen it, but he had heard the splashing; it sounded like a small animal leaping by a stream.

There was a problem, however—the rebbe had run away from the world. No doubt he had his reasons, but down deep Boruch Levi, uneducated though he was, knew that God didn’t want his servants running away. You had to try; that’s what the world was for, and if God couldn’t tolerate an honest mistake, who could? Now when it came to  honesty, the Krimsker Rebbe was a true tzaddik. He didn’t care about money. Boruch Levi couldn’t stomach the other rebbes in the district. How could he call such men tzaddiks ? With their grand courts, silver canes, gold snuff boxes, thick fur coats, bejeweled wives and daughters, shiny carriages, and sycophantic cultivation of the very rich, they were more like Polish counts than Jewish rabbis. Blessings for the rich; crumbs for the poor when they managed to gain entry. The Krimsker Rebbe lived plainly, almost in poverty, and he refused to accept gifts. And not just the small trifles that the other rebbes sold themselves for. About twenty years ago the rebbe had refused something truly magnificent. Boruch Levi had been a child of two or three, but he had heard the remarkable story. A rich hasidic lumber merchant who controlled great hardwood forests had arrived in Krimsk and, desirous of honors befitting a man of his stature, had sent several large, bulging envelopes to the rebbe. The then young and brilliant Krimsker Rebbe wouldn’t permit them to stay overnight in his house and immediately returned them unopened. The great merchant remained at the most distant end of the table from the rebbe in the stuffy, crowded little prayerstudy hall. The merchant offered the rebbetzin a new carriage with two handsome chestnut horses; he even wanted to send the rebbe’s ailing mother to a spa in Switzerland. All blandishments failed. With all his money intact, he remained so near to the door that every time it opened the knob kissed his beard. How long could a man who bought and sold entire royal forests have a love affair with a simple plank door?

The lumber merchant invited an architect from Lodz,  and using only the finest oak for beams and the most graceful birch and maple for planking, he constructed at the marketplace a majestic building in which three hundred Jews with all their shuffling and rocking could pray comfortably—and in the very latest fashion there was an airy balcony for a hundred women. The brass fittings glowed with rich brilliance, and the massive chandelier held over two hundred candles and provided so much light that if it were lit during the day no one praying anywhere in the synagogue would know when the sun set. The holiest scribes in Warsaw wrote the synagogue’s holy Torah. Next to the holy ark, he had a massive chair built of specially matched pieces of walnut. It was as if God himself had grown a tree in the shape of a chair. This was to be the Krimsker Rebbe’s throne. The donor, in what he was sure was overwhelming modesty, planned to occupy a more modest chair on the eastern wall where the notables sat, closest to Jerusalem.

The week that the building was finished, the merchant went to the dilapidated small study hall. When the rebbe presided over his table, the merchant assumed his usual seat by the door. The third meal of the Sabbath went late into the night. When it ended, the merchant rose from his place on the simple bench and invited the rebbe to accept the newly built synagogue as his own, even to name it whatever he wished. The hasidim glowed with pride and pleasure. All eyes turned to the rebbe. The rebbe thanked him kindly, but said that he must refuse. Stunned, the merchant stood with his mouth softly opening and closing like a fish; there were those who said that his eyes began to roll. He fell back down onto the bench, and if Yonkel the tailor  had not caught him he would have tumbled over backward into the corner.

The merchant recovered and jumped to his feet. “Is it a sin to build a synagogue?” he demanded. “No,” the rebbe answered. “Then why in heaven’s name won’t you accept it?” The rebbe paused, and then said very precisely, “The Talmud teaches us that a man should not enter a synagogue alone, for that is where the Angel of Death stores his tools.” “Alone? Alone?” the merchant mocked. “I’ll bring in half the province.” And he did, too. Half the province and almost all of Krimsk were present on the inaugural Sabbath; the donor stood blessing the Torah when the great chandelier fell from the ceiling and killed him. From then on, it was a ghost synagogue—except for Reb Zelig, all feared to enter. The town referred to the synagogue simply as the Angel of Death.

That’s a rebbe! Boruch Levi reflected. No doubt the rebbe could glance at his horse and tell him Thunder’s secret. But what hope did Boruch Levi have of speaking to the rebbe when not even the tsar himself could get in to see him? Boruch Levi begrudgingly admired the egalitarian ethic that equated him to the tsar of all the Russians, but it didn’t solve his problem, and Boruch Levi was one to solve problems. Thunder’s lightning message ceased, and his owner realized that his horse had stopped. Boruch Levi looked up to find himself at the final fork before Krimsk. The horse certainly knew the way, and there was no reason for him to hesitate. To the right lay Krimsk; to the left lay the peasant settlement of Krimichak—and—“Grannie Zara!” said Boruch Levi aloud, and as he did so his horse cut a fart like a cannon.

“Thunder, my boy, you should live and be well!” Boruch Levi called as he snapped him into a trot in the direction of the cat lady of Krimichak. Boruch Levi knew that he was on the right path now. Grannie Zara possessed dark powers. The Krimsker Rebbe had forbidden such visits, but not one pregnant woman dared not visit Grannie Zara lest the baby fall from her womb long before its time, or worse, lest she give birth to a cat. All the Jewish women went except for the rebbetzin, and she would have gone, too, had she not had her Minsker nose tilted high in Krimsk. In the distance Boruch Levi saw a wobbling black line inching toward him. Good, he thought, a funeral; Grannie Zara is sure to be alone in her hut. As he drew closer to the procession, he could make out the red-faced priest at its head, staff in hand. The staff played rhythmically across the wobbling creature’s path like the single antenna of a soft, crippled insect that carried death inside. To avoid kicking up hot, heavy dust, Boruch parked under a leafy tree by the roadside. When the procession finally reached him, he stood and removed his cloth cap. The funeral was different from the usual one. Behind the priest no family wailed and sobbed, yet everyone in the entire procession marched distressed, quiet, and fearful. Staring fitfully about, anxious eyes acknowledged the bareheaded Jew, and he respectfully nodded. As the corpse passed the wagon, Thunder fired a parting salute. Dizzy, Boruch Levi sat down. Wotek, the herdsman, turned aside from the tail of the procession.

“That’s how it is, friend. A man dies and a horse farts—even for a witch.”

Boruch Levi nodded blindly.

“A witch for sure,” Wotek said. “The cats camped on the body and wouldn’t let anyone come close. They had to drive them off with torches.”

The peasant turned back to the procession. Boruch Levi, not knowing where to turn, just sat, but his horse continued toward Krimsk, gently loosing piffle farts all along the way.
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CHAPTER THREE

SQUIRMING IN DISCOMFORT, REB BERYL SOFFER SAT behind the large hardwood desk in his magisterial office. He felt the treacly, clutching, sweaty grasp of his collar in the summer heat and was tempted to remove his jacket just this one time. Heat or no heat, however, today was a business day, and the master of Soffer and Company would not succumb. Still, he was only human, even if he did own one of the greatest match factories in the province. True, Reb Beryl wasn’t unchallenged as Volhynia’s match king. And the challenge came from his own former assistant, Yitzhak Weinbach, who had founded the rival firm of Weinbach and Company. Unlike Reb Beryl, “Mr. Weinbach” resented being called “Reb Yitzhak” in the warm, personal Yiddish idiom with which Krimsk’s Jews had bestowed honor upon one another for generations; rejecting the genteel tradition for the modern, secular world, Yitzhak preferred the cold, impersonal “mister.”

Whatever Reb Beryl called him, Yitzhak Weinbach was a bright young man, and very ambitious, too. Reb Yitzhak  had already offered twice in the past year to buy Beryl out. Reb Beryl had no doubt that Yitzhak could do it, too, although the devil only knew where he could raise that kind of capital; but Mr. Weinbach—he said the name more in sorrow than in bitterness—would certainly do it if he said he could. Reb Beryl admired bright young men; once Reb Beryl had been one himself, but Reb Beryl had known enough to keep his jacket on, and Reb Yitzhak didn’t. No, on very hot days he would strip down to his undershirt—like a wagon driver. Reb Beryl kept his shirt, tie, and jacket on like the governor, a duke, or even better like a rebbe, except for the fact that a rebbe doesn’t wear a tie, but if he did he clearly would never take it off, and that was the point. Reb Beryl might not know how to learn a folio of Talmud, but he could make a point. There were those who dressed like leaders, and there were those who didn’t.

It was as simple as that, and the world knew the difference, too. In the bathhouse on Sabbath Eve who could tell Rothschild from a wagon driver? The butchers were, maybe, a little stronger; the yeshivah students were, maybe, a little paler. Nicholas II himself might pass for a tailor in the Krimsk bathhouse, provided the tsar was circumcised, of course. In fact, nobody looked better in the altogether than the Angel of Death’s beadle, Zelig. Zelig stood straight, moved without the afflicting self-consciousness of his body’s shame. No more concerned about exposing his genitalia than his earlobes. Not that Reb Beryl was preoccupied with such things, but it was striking the way such a bearded Jew strolled about the bathhouse like a Cossack. Of course, Zelig didn’t seem to let the evil eye bother him anywhere. How else could he serve as a beadle in the Angel of Death synagogue  without congregants? How else could he arise with alacrity, plunge into the ritual bath—on the bitterest freezing days —and scurry to open the great wooden doors when he knew that no one was coming to pray? Only his footsteps would echo off the hard, reflecting varnish of emptiness. Reb Zelig would soothe tempers, but there were none. He could keep honest accounts, but there were no numbers. He treated everyone with kindness and warmth, but even the poor would not go inside. For all the good he did the Jews, Reb Zelig might be a gypsy strumming a mandolin.

Staring off into the summer heat looking for a gypsy, Reb Beryl turned his thoughts back to the matter at hand. He, Beryl Soffer, was going to secure the contract to provide Nicholas II’s armies west of Minsk with enough matches to burn down half of Russia. Wasn’t he the match king of Volhynia? Yes, yes, but the dark shadow of Yitzhak Weinbach crept across his cushioned throne. It suddenly seemed very hot in the office of Soffer and Company. But not hot enough to remove his jacket or loosen his collar. An itch came welling up to plague his bottom like the insidious challenge of his former employee. As Reb Beryl scratched, he had the itch of an idea. The general of the Quartermaster Corps should be made to understand that it was in the Holy Tsar’s interest to deal with a conservative loyalist—that is to say, the match king—rather than with a grasping pretender, an upstart with no respect for tradition. A man who flings off his jacket at the slightest discomfort and plunges into things with a brazen rashness—almost, God forbid, a revolutionary fervor. Not a Communist, but perhaps a social revolutionary. Or at least the tsar’s army might think so.

Reb Beryl, like any good conspirator, loosened his tie. Could he do such a thing? Say such a thing about a fellow Jew? If only he had his rebbe to talk to; but his rebbe wasn’t speaking to anyone. Reb Beryl would be in the beis midrash tonight for Tisha B’Av, but the Krimsker Rebbe wouldn’t. Why did that holy man have to punish the Jews, too? Didn’t God and the goyim do enough between them? That was the story of Tisha B’Av. Reb Beryl wondered if the Jews were so much worse than everyone else. Immediately he was ashamed: to have compared his people, who were His people, to “them,” the gentiles, who belonged to those ugly little wooden statues, blocky, dry, and dwarfish, that they were forever parading through the unpaved streets with such violent reverence. The Jews flew from the marketplace faster than a beggar stuffs himself at a wedding. Of course, blockheads or not, they did own Krimsk, Volhynia, Russia, and all of Europe. The Jews once had a land, but that was lost on Tisha B’Av, along with the holy Temple. Now the Jews had the World to Come, where Reb Beryl couldn’t conceive of the angels needing matches. Here, in this world, the owners needed tons of them—if only the tsar would give him, the worthiest recipient, the man of jacket and collar and loyalty beyond question, the contract.
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CHAPTER FOUR

MANY THINGS BOTHERED YECHIELKATZMAN, THE talented young talmudist, as he followed the dusty path that morning from the study hall to Reb Gedaliah’s house, where he had promised to teach the primary class. Had the pious Reb Gedaliah the least hint of the heretical notions flooding Yechiel’s head beneath his black scholar’s skullcap and long side curls, he never would have permitted him near his young charges. Yechiel had been his prize pupil—favorite one, too. The young man—only eighteen years old—already far surpassed Reb Gedaliah in his knowledge, not to mention his overwhelming intellectual acumen. Honest and conscientious, Reb Gedaliah felt no pangs of conscience when he left his students with Reb Yechiel. Yechiel, he believed, would one day become a great communal rabbi or even a Rosh Yeshivah, dean of one of the great talmudic academies. He had a brilliant future.

As luminous as his future might be, however, it did not illuminate the present, for he had just come in from the brilliant morning sunlight; he blinked as his eyes fought to  adjust to the heavy shadows that did nothing to cool the dark room. As he took his seat at the head of the table, the small nondescript forms that were his pupils emerged into familiar detail. Waksman’s skullcap perched precariously to one side as usual, but Waksman sat so still there was no danger of it falling. The Berman boy huddled forward as if it were the coldest day in winter; Yechiel wondered what he would do when winter came. All of them so still and quiet. Why didn’t they leap up and flee into the sunny fields? Here they sat in half-darkness, sweated, and observed their nine-year-old bodies becoming as unfeeling and crooked as the wan, warped benches they sat upon day after day.

Yechiel could see them all now, and as he looked over the long table at his young charges he felt as if he were inside an ancient tomb. He thought that this was how pharaoh’s commander, the captain of the Ship of the Dead, must have felt as he gazed over his crew, plucked from life to serve a lifeless master. But no, he spied a hint of motion. Matti Sternweiss was sneaking candies one by one in his fat, stubby fingers from his stuffed, bulging pockets into his stuffed, bulging cheeks. After appropriate digestive activity, his circulatory system would return the overabundance of chemical sugars to his fingers so they would remain stubby and fat when he plunged them into his bulging rich-man’s-son pockets. Sternweiss was too active for an occupant of the tomb, yet he participated in his own burial. It is the much-vaunted Jewish genius, Yechiel thought bitterly, that we can bury ourselves. The whole world is striding into the twentieth century, and Krimsk can’t even manage to stand still. No, it has to burrow deeper and deeper into the past.

Yechiel Katzman was supposed to teach them the laws  concerning the terumah, the priest’s portion of all produce. All Jews who were not priests set aside a portion of their produce exclusively for the priests. According to the Mishnah, the terumah became holy as the priests’ property; the terumah had to remain ritually pure; and it could be consumed only by priests or members of their families who themselves were in a state of ritual purity. The matter quickly developed great complexity, as it involved two populations (priests and nonpriests), two categories of produce (holy and profane), and even two states (pure and impure) that applied to both populations and to both categories. Once these complex, precise laws had guided the Jews’ daily behavior, but no Jew in Krimsk had ever offered a priest his holy portion of terumah because no priest had received an offering of terumah since the destruction of the Temple in Jerusalem almost two thousand years ago. Yet Yechiel was about to teach these ancient, intricate rituals as defined by the Mishnah, the oral commentaries on the Torah. Codified in writing about the time of the Temple’s destruction, the Mishnah served as the basis for further oral commentaries, the Gemara, which were committed to writing several centuries later. Together the Mishnah and Gemara form the Talmud. Two thousand years ago the Jews had their temple destroyed, had lost their sovereign state, and had even been exiled as slaves from their very land, but in spite of such catastrophes, their ancient, arcane library had continued to grow and grow and grow.

Why didn’t Yechiel himself flee? That was the real question. Perhaps he would, taking his forbidden books with him. For the moment he sought temporary refuge in the promise that he had made to Reb Gedaliah to teach his class  today. After all, this ship, any ship, even of the dead, couldn’t be left without a captain. Yechiel looked around, felt the suffocating heat, and began the daily funeral oration.

“What does the Mishnah say?”

In dull expectation, the little heads slowly turned toward Matti Sternweiss. Avoiding responsibility, Matti continued to chew his sweets behind fat-smothered eyes.

“Nu? ” Yechiel urged.

Matti gamely swallowed the thick, sweet mass and leaned forward to the table. His fat, stubby fingers rooted themselves on the open page like fleshy tree stumps in a small, flat field where the rain has dried long ago into little black memories.

“The Mishnah says,” the boy began in his singsong chant, “that a barrel of ritually pure, priestly terumah wine has broken in the upper chamber of a wine press and begins to flow down to the lower chamber, which is filled with profane, nonpriestly, impure wine. If you can save a liter of the pure terumah wine in a ritually pure vessel, then both Rabbi Eliezer and Rabbi Yehoshua agree that you should run and get a ritually pure vessel to collect the pure priestly wine; and if you cannot save that minimal amount in that way, then Rabbi Eliezer says that you let the terumah flow down to the lower chamber even though it will mix with the impure, profane wine.”

“Very good, Sternweiss, that’s what the text says. What’s so bad about the priestly terumah wine flowing into the impure ordinary wine?”

“Even plain, ordinary, impure wine is valuable in that it can be drunk by any ritually impure Israelite. No one, however, is permitted to drink the new admixture in the  lower chamber of terumah wine and impure, profane wine. This forbidden admixture is called impure medumah.”

“Yes, that’s right. Very good, Sternweiss.” In spite of his earlier hostility, Yechiel found himself liking the fat little fresser. He consumed the Talmud as effortlessly as he consumed candies, even if his appetite wasn’t quite as strong. Eight years ago, he, Yechiel, had sat at the long table giving exact answers, and Reb Gedaliah’s eyes would light up as he entered into a dialogue with Yechiel. But Yechiel’s eyes didn’t light up now; he felt them grow heavy.

“So according to Rabbi Eliezer, all the wine is lost because the terumah and profane impure wine become a forbidden impure admixture,” Yechiel mourned.

“Yes,” answered Matti, “but not through any act of ours.”

“Through our inaction,” Yechiel suggested.

“Yes, but for that we are not responsible,” Matti responded.

“According to Rabbi Eliezer,” Yechiel rejoined.

“Yes, according to Rabbi Eliezer,” Matti repeated, and then he continued with the Mishnah as he knew Reb Yechiel was inviting. But Reb Yechiel interrupted him by crying out, “And is there a different view?”

The nine-year-olds looked at him in astonishment. Reb Yechiel was not given to strange cries of passion. Yechiel, one of the best young talmudists in Krimsk, was always so kind, direct, and warm with them. Others in the study hall gave strange outbursts of humming, singing, shouting, pacing, as though they were fleeing the devil himself—but not Yechiel. Matti fingered the sticky candies in his pocket for security.

“Yes,” Matti answered, “Rabbi Yehoshua disagrees.”

“Yes,” Yechiel exulted. “What would he have us do?”

“If we cannot maintain the purity of at least a liter of the priestly terumah wine by collecting it in a pure vessel, Rabbi Yehoshua permits us to collect it in an impure vessel. Through our direct action, the pure priestly wine becomes impure priestly terumah wine, but we save the ordinary wine in the lower chamber from becoming the forbidden impure admixture.”

“Yes,” said Yechiel aloud to himself. “Rabbi Yehoshua considers the final result. Rather than let the profane, impure wine be lost, he permits us to cause impurity to the priestly wine by catching it in impure vessels. Why would he do such a thing?”

Matti was confused. “As you said, to save the profane, impure wine below.”

“But, Matti, that alone wouldn’t be enough. You see, in any event, the priestly terumah wine’s purity will be lost either by falling into the lower chamber or by our catching it in impure vessels.”

Yechiel felt himself being drawn into the process of conceptual analysis. The joy of examining problems and developing concepts exercised a narcotic effect upon him. He was becoming absorbed in that self-contained world where the sun never shone and darkness never reached because it was lit with the light of Torah. But he hadn’t slipped into that realm completely, and it was Rabbi Yehoshua’s fault.

“Even Rabbi Yehoshua recognizes a case where we should not cause impurity,” Yechiel declared.

Matti responded, “The Mishnah teaches that if a Jew is walking along with several loaves of pure terumah bread for the priests and encounters a goy who says to him, ‘Give me one loaf and I shall make it impure by eating it, because  if you do not give me one, I will most assuredly touch them all and thereby make them all impure,’ Rabbi Eliezer says that even though the goy will make them all impure, you must not give him any. Rabbi Yehoshua, however, says that you may put one loaf down onto a rock, but you may not hand it directly to him.”

Yechiel stood up and began pacing back and forth behind his chair. Rabbi Yehoshua, he thought, doesn’t quite have the courage to give it directly to the goy. Put it on a rock for the goy to pick up, and if that doesn’t satisfy the goy then the Jew and all his terumah are in danger. Still, Rabbi Yehoshua permits you to give it to him indirectly. Yes, but what about the final Mishnah in the chapter?

“Nu, Sternweiss, what about the final Mishnah; it’s late.”

Matti found himself unnerved by Yechiel’s strange, agitated behavior. He swallowed thickly even though no candies dwelled in his sheltering mouth.

“The final Mishnah in the chapter teaches that the same applies to Jewish women; if the goyim say, ‘Give us one of yourselves and we make her impure, otherwise we will most assuredly make all of you impure,’ the goyim must make all impure, for you must not surrender to them one soul of Israel.”

Yechiel spun around.

“What does Rabbi Yehoshua say?” he asked.

“They both agree in this case,” Matti answered softly.

“Why?” Yechiel demanded.

“You must not surrender one soul of Israel.” Matti cowered, fearful of Yechiel’s passion.

Yechiel stood leaning on the chair. Yes, that’s fine, he thought sarcastically. You can save the plain, impure wine  according to Rabbi Yehoshua, but not the Jews. In all the other cases, there was a solution. Rabbi Yehoshua seemed to look ahead to the final results: in any event the priestly wine becomes impure; therefore make it impure in a way that saves the ordinary wine. In any event the loaf of priestly bread will become impure, so put it on the rock for the goy, to save the other loaves. In any event, the woman will be raped by the goyim, so . . . but no, here Rabbi Yehoshua lets all be lost. What happened to his concept? He seemed to have been developing some idea of preventive destruction. Yes, call it that, you are permitted to destroy a little to prevent the destruction of a larger amount. But the Jews—no concept.

As he mused, Yechiel heard some of the students coughing —self-induced coughs to attract his attention. He sat down and looked at the students. They were hoping to be dismissed, since all Torah studies had to cease at noon. Sunset inaugurated Tisha B’Av, the day of calamity, the day all the priests had ceased to receive terumah and the goyim began to make the Jews impure with a vengeance. Yechiel looked at the students; they seemed frightened and sat very still. The only motion was Sternweiss’s train of candy consumption. It galled Yechiel. Sternweiss thought he had all the answers. Just let him meet Spinoza, Darwin, and Graetz.

“Sternweiss, you were brilliant today,” Yechiel said.

Sternweiss nodded in modest agreement.

“You have selflessly shared your sweet Torah with your fellows.”

Sternweiss looked a little uneasy at hearing this strange compliment.

“I have no doubt that you will be equally quick to share your lesser gifts with them.”

Sternweiss didn’t answer. His fat little eyes shifted about. He looked like an animal about to be slaughtered. His gaze was hopeless, for he knew that he was too weak, too slow, and too afraid.

“Empty your pockets!” Yechiel commanded harshly.

Slowly, Matti Sternweiss emptied his pockets, until they were no longer fat and no longer bulged. A considerable pyramid of hard, sticky candies graced the table in front of him.

“Students, that is very generous of Reb Matti to share his gifts so willingly. On your way out please help yourself. Don’t forget to make a blessing ... and don’t forget to thank your benefactor. You are excused.”

A dozen eager hands shot toward the candy and dismantled the pyramid. “Thank you, Reb Matti,” they mocked. “Blessed art Thou our God, King of the Universe.” And they raced, howling, into the sunshine.

A mutiny of the Ship of the Dead, thought Yechiel with satisfaction; but his sense of triumph died abruptly as he watched Matti Sternweiss waddle outside with tears streaming down his face. Yechiel felt ashamed. After all, it wasn’t socialism that interested him, but people. He couldn’t make himself get up and apologize, and the mutiny of the Ship of the Dead seemed a very small triumph. Yechiel the captain was still sitting in the darkness. And the pharaoh; the pharaoh really was entombed. The Krimsker Rebbe hadn’t just planned his burial like the pharaohs of old, he really had entombed himself alive.

Sitting in the darkness, Yechiel turned toward the sunlight, and it blinded him. In his dazzling blindness, he heard his students gleefully shouting, “Itzik Dribble!”
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