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12.230 I. A Livelihood II. In Those Days\fn{by Judah Steinberg (1863-1908)} Lipcani, Briceni District, Moldova (M)
37
I
The two young fellows Maxim Klopatzel and Israel Friedman were natives of the same town in New Bessarabia, and there was an old link existing between them: a mutual detestation inherited from their respective parents.
Maxim’s father was the chief Gentile of the town, for he rented the cornfields of its richest inhabitant; and as
the lawyer of the rich citizen was a Jew, little Maxim imagined, when his father came to lose his tenantry, that it
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was owing to the Jews. Little Struli\fn{ A note reads: Diminutive of Israel.} was the only Jewish boy he knew (the
children were next door neighbors), and so a large share of their responsibility was laid on Struli’s shoulders.
Later on, when Klopatzel, the father had abandoned the plough and taken to trade, he and old Friedman frequently
came in contact with each other as rivals.
They traded and traded, and competed one against the other, till they both became bankrupt, when each argued
to himself that the other was at the bottom of his misfortune—and their children grew up to mutual hatred.
A little later still, Maxim put down to Struli’s account part of the nails which were hammered into his Savior,
over at the other end of the town, by the well, where the government and the Church had laid out money and set
up a crucifix with a ladder, a hammer, and all other necessary implements.
And Struli, on his part, had an account to settle with Maxim respecting certain other nails driven in with hammers, and torn scrolls of the Law, and the history of the ten martyrs of the days of Titus,\fn{ Titus Flavius Sabinus
Vespasianus (39-81AD), Emperor of Rome (from 79). Titus fought under his father’s command during the Jewish rebellion in Palestine;
and after Vespasian became emperor in 69, Titus was left in command of the Roman army in Palestine, bringing the war to a conclusion
with the capture and destruction of Jerusalem in 70.} with a not to mention a few later ones.

Their hatred grew with them, its strength increased with theirs.
When Krushevan began to deal in anti-Semitism, Maxim learned that Christian children were carried off into
the schul,\fn{Hebrew school.} Struli’s schul, for the sake of their blood.
Thenceforth Maxim’s hatred of Struli was mingled with fear. He was terrified when he passed the schul at
night, and he used to dream that Struli stood over him in a prayer robe, preparing to slaughter him with a ram’s
horn trumpet.
This because he had once passed the schul early one Jewish new Year’s Day, had peeped through the window,
and seen the ram’s horn blower standing in his white shroud, armed with the shofar, and suddenly a heartrending
voice broke out with Min ha-Mezar, and Maxim, taking his feet on his shoulders, had arrived home more dead
than alive.
There was very nearly a commotion. The priest wanted to persuade him that the Jews had tried to obtain his
blood.
So the two children grew into youth as enemies. Their fathers died, and the increased difficulties of their
position increased their enmity.
The same year saw them called to military service, from which they had both counted on exemption as the
only sons of widowed mothers; only Israel’s mother had lately died, bequeathing to the Czar all she had—a soldier; and Maxim’s mother had united herself to a second provider—and there was an end of the two “only sons!”
Neither of them wished to serve; they were too intellectually capable, too far developed mentally, too intelligent, to be turned all at once into Russian soldiers, and too nicely brought up to march from Port Arthur to Mukden\fn{Sites of battles in the Russo-Japanese War (1904-1905) .} with only one change of shirt. They both cleared out, and
stowed themselves away till they fell separately into the hands of the military.
They came together again under the fortress walls of Mukden.
They ate and hungered sullenly round the same cooking pot, received punches from the same officer, and had
the same longing for the same home.
Israel had a habit of talking in his sleep, and, like a born Bessarabian, in his Yiddish mixed with a large portion
of Rumanian words.\fn{The language of Moldova (which is very nearly all of Bessarabia, except the portion bordering the Black Sea,
which Russia attached to Ukraine after World War II) is essentially identical to Rumanian }
One night, lying in the barracks among the other soldiers, and sunk in sleep after a hard day, Struli began to
talk sixteen to the dozen. He called out names, he quarreled, begged pardon, made a fool of himself—all in his
sleep.
It woke Maxim, who overheard the homelike names and phrases, the names of his native town.
He got up, made his way between the rows of sleepers, and sat down by Israel’s pallet, and listened.
Next day Maxim managed to have a large helping of porridge, more than he could eat, and he found Israel, and
set it before him.
“Maltzimesk!” said the other, thanking him in Rumanian, and a thrill of delight went through Maxim’s frame.
The day following, Maxim was hit by a Japanese bullet, and there happened to be no one beside him at the
moment. The shock drove all the soldier-speech out of his head.
“Help, I am killed!” he called out, and fell to the ground.
Struli was at his side like one sprung from the earth, he tore off his Four-Corners,\fn{ The four-cornered, fringed garment, worn under the clothes by the ultra-orthodox in fulfillment of a Biblical commandment } and made his comrade a bandage.
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The wound turned out to be slight, for the bullet had passed through, only grazing the flesh of the left arm. A few
days later Maxim was back in the company.
“I wanted to see you again, Struli,” he said, greeting his comrade in Rumanian.
A flash of brotherly affection and gratitude lighted Struli’s Semitic eyes, and he took the other into his arms,
and pressed him to his heart.
*
They felt themselves to be “countrymen,” of one and the same native town. Neither of them could have told
exactly when their union of spirit had been accomplished, but each one knew that he thanked God for having
brought him together with so near a compatriot in a strange land. And when the battle of Mukden\fn{ 1905} had
made Maxim all but totally blind, and deprived Struli of one foot, they started for home together, according to the
passage in the Midrash,
“Two men with one pair of eyes and one pair of feet between them.”
Maxim carried on his shoulders a wooden box, which had not become a burden in common for them, and
Struli limped a little in front of him, leaning lightly against his companion, so as to keep him in the smooth part of
the road and out of other people’s way.
Struli had become Maxim’s eyes, and Maxim, Struli’s feet; they were two men grown into one, and they
provided for themselves out of one pocket, now empty of the last ruble. They dragged themselves home.
“A kasa, a kasa!” whispered Struli into Maxim’s ear, and the other turned on him his two glazed eyes looking
through a red haze, and set in swollen red lids. A childlike smile played on his lips:
“A kasa, a kasa!” he repeated, also in a whisper.
Home appeared to their fancy as something holy, something consoling, something that could atone and compensate for all they had suffered and lost. They had seen such a home in their dreams.
But the nearer they came to it in reality, the more the dream faded. They remembered that they were returning
as conquered soldiers\fn{Imperial Russia lost this war, in a spectacular manner } and crippled men, that they had no near
relations and but few friends, while the girls who had coquetted with Maxim before he left would never waste so
much as a look on him now he was half-blind; and Struli’s plans for marrying and emigrating to America were
frustrated; a cripple would not be allowed to enter the country. All their dreams and hopes finally dissipated, and
there remained only one black care, one all-obscuring anxiety: how were they to earn a living?
They had been hoping all the while for a pension, but in their service book was written “on sick-leave.” The
Russo-Japanese war was distinguished by the fact that the greater number of wounded soldiers went home “on
sick-leave,” and the money assigned by the government for their pension would not have been sufficient for even
a hundredth part of the number of invalids.
Maxim showed a face with two wide open eyes, to which all the passers-by looked the same. He distinguished
with difficulty between a man and a telegraph post, and wore a smile of mingled apprehension and confidence.
The sound feet stepped hesitatingly, keeping behind Israel, and it was hard to say which steadied himself most
against the other. Struli limped forward, and kept open eyes for two. Sometimes he would look round at the box
on Maxim’s shoulders, as though he felt its weight as much as Maxim.
Meantime the railway carriages had emptied and refilled, and the locomotive gave a great blast, received an
answer from somewhere a long way off, a whistle for a whistle, and the train set off, slowly at first, and then
gradually faster and faster, till all that remained of it were puffs of smoke hanging in the air without rhyme or
reason. The two felt more depressed than ever.
“Something to eat? Where are we to get a bite?” was in their minds.
Suddenly Israel remembered with a start: this was the anniversary of his mother’s death—if he could only say
one Kaddish for her in a klaus!\fn{House of Study}
“Is it far from here to a klaus?” he inquired of a passer-by.
“There is one a little way down that side-street,” was the reply.
“Maxim!” he begged of the other, “come with me!”
“Where to?”
“To the synagogue.”
Maxim shuddered from head to foot. His fear of a Jewish schul had not left him, and a thousand foolish terrors
darted through his head. But his comrade’s voice was so gentle, so childishly imploring, that he could not resist it,
and he agreed to go with him into the schul.
It was the time for Afternoon Prayer, the daylight and the dark held equal sway within the klaus, the lamps
before the platform increasing the former to the east and the latter to the west. Maxim and Israel stood in the
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western part, enveloped in shadow. The cantor had just finished “Incense,” and was entering upon Ashré, and the
melancholy night chant of Minehah and Maariv gradually entranced Maxim’s emotional Rumanian heart.
The low, sad murmur of the cantor seemed to him like the distant surging of a sea, in which men were
drowning by the hundreds and suffocating with the water. Then, the Ashré and the Kaddish ended, there was
silence. The congregation stood up for the eighteen Benedictions. Here and there you heard a half-stifled sigh.
And now it seemed to Maxim that he was in the hospital at night, at the hour when the groans grow less
frequent, and the sufferers fall one by one into a sweet sleep. Tears started into his eyes without his knowing why.
He was not longer afraid, but a sudden shyness had come over him, and he felt, as he watched Israel repeating the
Kaddish, that the words, which he, Maxim, could not understand, were being addressed to someone unseen, and
yet mysteriously present in the darkening schul.
When the prayers were ended, one of the chief members of the congregation approached the “Manchurian,”
and gave Israel a coin into his hand. Israel looked round—he did not understand at first what the donor meant by
it. Then it occurred to him—and the blood rushed to his face. He gave the coin to his companion, and explained in
a half-sentence or two how they had come by it.
Once outside the klaus, they both cried, after which they felt better.
“A livelihood!” the same thought struck them both.
“We can go into partnership!”\fn{ As beggars, the one dependent upon the other; from good people, who would give them from
their surplus just enough to keep body and soul together; in a time when people—some people—habitually did this sort of thing, either
from love of God, or from fear of God from a just retribution if they did not exercise even this tiny amount of mercy for their fellow human
beings.}

II
1
When the time drew near for Samuel the Beadle to let his son begin his term of military service, he betook
himself to the market, purchased a regulation shirt, a knapsack, and a few other things needed by a soldier—and
he did not forget the main item: he ran and fetched a bottle of liquor. Then he went home.
And there, in the presence of his neighbors, of whom I had the privilege of being one, he drank a glassful to
“long life,” and offered another to Rebekah, his good wife.
“Drink, madam,” said he, merrily. At this Rebekah turned up her nose, as if ready to blurt out with
“How often have you seen me drink liquor?”
Indeed, it was an affront which she would not have passed over in silence at any other time, but she had no
heart for an open quarrel just then, when about to part with her son, and was satisfied with a silent refusal.
“Woman,” said Samuel, angrily, “take it, and do as you are told!”
But Rebekah was not impressed by his angry tone, for in fact Samuel was an easy “lord and master.” As to his
loudness, it was but part of an old habit of his, dating from the days of his own military service, to bully his
inferiors and to let those above him in authority bully him.
“So are they all of his kind,” she would often explain to her neighbors. “They just fuss, to blow off their
tempers, and then—one may sit on them.” Rebekah persisted in her refusal, and Samuel began in a softer tone:
“But why does it worry you so much? Woman, woman, it is not to Shemad, God forbid, that he is going!”
At the mention of conversion, Rebekah burst into tears, for Samuel had unintentionally touched her sore spot:
there were rumors in the town that her family was not without blemish.
“Now that you are crying,” exclaimed Samuel, thoroughly angry, “you are not only hard-headed, but also silly,
simply silly! ‘Long of hair but short of sense.’ To cry and cry, and not know wherefore!” With this Samuel turned
towards us, and began to plead his case.
“Have you ever seen such a cry-baby? Five times in her life she filled the world with a hue and cry, when she
bore me a child, and every time it was but an empty bubble: five girls she brought me! Then, beginning with the
sixth birth, she was fortunate enough to get boys, the real thing. Three sons she gave me as my old age was
approaching. And now, when she ought to thank Heaven for having been found worthy of raising a soldier for the
army, she cries! Think of it—your son enters the army a free man; but I, in my time,—well, well, I was taken by
force when a mere youngster!”
Here the old man settled his account with the bottle, and took leave of his crying wife and his good neighbors,
and in the company of his son mounted the coach waiting outside, ready to go to H——, the capital of the district,
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where the recruits had to report.
By special good fortune I was going to H—— by the same coach, and so I came to hear the story of old
Samuel’s life from the beginning till that day.
*
It was the rainy season; the roads were muddy, and the horses moved with difficulty. The driver made frequent
stops, and whenever the road showed the slightest inclination to go uphill he would intimate that it might be well
for us to dismount and walk beside the coach a little.
The cold drizzle penetrated to our very skin and made our flesh creep. The warmth we had brought with us
from the house was evaporating, and with it went the merry humor of the old man. He began to contemplate his
son, who sat opposite to him, looking him over up and down.
The wise “lord and master,” who had tried to instruct his wife at home and celebrate the fact of her having
reared a soldier for the army, he failed himself to stand the trial: he began to feel the pangs of longing and lonesomeness. The imminent parting with his son, to take place on the morrow, seemed to depress him greatly. Bent
and silent he sat, and one could see that he was lost in a maze of thoughts and emotions, which came crowding in
upon him in spite of himself.
I took a seat opposite to him, so that I might enter into a conversation with him.
“Do you remember all that happened to you in those days?” I asked by way of starting the conversation.
He seemed to welcome my question. In that hour of trial the old man was eager to unload his bosom, to share
his thoughts with someone, and return mentally to all the landmarks of his own life, till he reached the period
corresponding to that into which he was introducing his son. The old man took out his well-beloved short pipe.
According to his story it had been a present from his superior officer, and it had served him ever since. He filled
the pipe, struck a match, and was enveloped in smoke.
2
You ask me whether I remember everything—he began from behind the smoke. Why, I see it all as if it had
happened yesterday. I do not know exactly how old I was then. I remember only that my brother Solomon became
a Bar-Mitzwah at that time. Then there was Dovidl, another brother, younger than Solomon, but older than myself; but he had died before that time. I must have been about eleven years old.
Just then the mothers fell a-worrying: a Catcher\fn{ An agent of the Jewish community prior to the introduction, in 1974, of
general military duty in Russia. Every Jewish community had to supply its quota for this service; but as parents did not surrender their
children willingly, they were secured by these specially appointed kidnappers for this purpose. } was coming to town. According to

some he had already arrived.
At the Heder\fn{The school in which Bible and Talmud are taught } the boys were telling one another that the Catcher
was a monster, who caught boys, made soldiers out of them, and turned them over to the Government, in place of
the Jewish grown-ups that were unwilling and unable to serve. And the boys were divided in their opinions: some
said that the Catcher was a demon, one of those who had been created at twilight on the eve of the Sabbath.
Others said that he was simply a “heathen,” and some others, that he was an “apostate.” Then, there were some
who asserted that he was merely a bad Jew, though a learned one nevertheless;—that he wore the regular Jewish
costume, the long coat and the broad waistband, and had the tallis-koton\fn{The rectangular piece of cloth made of wool
and about one foot wide and three feet long, with an aperture in the middle large enough to pass over the head, the front part of which falls
over the chest, the other part covers the chest, and to its four corners tzitzis, or fringes are attached in a prescribed manner: arba-kanfos,
literally “four corners”} on his breast, so that the curse of the righteous could not hurt him. According to rumor, he

was in the habit of distributing nuts and candy among Jewish boys; and if anyone tasted of them, he could not
move from the spot, until the Catcher put his hand on him and “caught” him. I happened to overhear a conversation between father and mother, and I gathered from it that I need not fear the Catcher.
It was a Saturday night, soon after the death of my elder brother Dovidl, within the period of the thirty days’
mourning for him. Mother would not be consoled, for Dovidl had been her “very best.”
Three brothers had I. The first-born, Simhah, may he rest in peace, had been married long before; he was the
junior shohet\fn{The slaughterer of cattle, licensed by a rabbi, who must examine the viscera of cattle according to rules laid down in
the Talmud} in town, and a candidate for the Rabbinate. Solomon was more learned in the Torah, young though he
was, peace be unto him … Well, they are now in the world-of-truth, in the world-to-come, both of them. But
Dovidl, had he lived, would have excelled them both. That is the way of the Angel of Death, he chooses the very
best.
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As to myself—why deny it?—I was a dullard. Somehow my soul was not attuned to the Torah.
As I said, mother was uttering complaints against Heaven, always crying. Yes, in the matter of tears they are
experts. I have pondered over it, and have found it out: fish were created out of the mud-puddle, and woman out
of tears. Father used to scold her mightily, but she did not mind it; and she never ceased bemoaning Dovidl and
crying unto Heaven, “who gave the Angel of Death power over him.”
On the night after Sabbath, when father had extinguished the taper in the dregs of the Havdolah cup, he turned
to mother, and said:
“Now man born of woman is unwise all his life long. He knows not how to thank for the sorrows that have
been sweetened by His mercy, blessed be He!” Mother did not understand, and looked at father questioningly.
“The Catcher is in town,” explained father.
“The Catcher!” shuddered mother.
“But he takes only Fourths and upwards,” said father, reassuringly. Fourths, Fifths, etc., those households were
called which had four, or five, or more sons.
“And our household has only three sons at present,” continued father. “Do you understand, woman? Three sons
were left to us, and our household is exempt from military duty. Now do you see the mercy of the Lord, blessed
be He? Do you still murmur against Him, blessed be He?”—
*
So it was in those days. Every Jewish community had to deliver a certain fixed number of recruits to the Government annually. This number was apportioned among the families, and every family taxed the households
composing it. But not every household had to supply a recruit. A household with a large number of sons secured
the exemption of a household with fewer sons. For instance, a household with four sons in it was exempted, if
there was a household with five sons to levy from in the same family. And a household of three sons was spared
when there was, in the same family, a household of four sons. And so forth.—
*
And as father was speaking—the old man continued—mother contemplated us, as one that escapes from a fire
contemplates the saved remnants; and her eyes overflowed with silent tears.
Those were the last tears shed over the grave of Dovidl, and for those tears father had no rebuke. We felt that
Dovidl was a saint: he had departed this life to save us from the hand of the Catcher. It seemed to me that the soul
of Dovidl was flitting about the room, listening to everything, and noticing that we were pleased that he had died;
and I felt ashamed.
The next day I went to the Heder, somewhat proud of myself. I boasted before my mates that I was a Third.
The Fourths envied me; the Fifths envied the Fourths, and all of us envied the Seconds and the only sons. So little
chaps, youngsters who knew not what their life was going to be, came to know early that brothers, sons of one
father, may at times be a source of trouble to one another.
That was at the beginning of the summer.
The teachers decided that we remain within the walls of the Heder most of the time, and show ourselves outside as little as possible during the period of danger. But a decree like that was more than boys could stand,
especially in those beautiful summer days.
Meanwhile the Catcher came to town, and set his eye on the son-in-law of the rich Reb Yossel, peace be unto
him. The name of the young man was Avremel Hourvitz—a fine, genteel young man. He had run away from his
home in Poland and come to our town, and was spending his time at the Klaus studying the Torah. And Reb
Yossel, may he rest in peace, had to spend a pile of money before he got Avremel for his daughter. From the same
Polish town came the Catcher, to take Avremel as the recruit of the family Hourvitz due to the Jewish community
of his city.
When he laid his hand on Avremel, the town was shocked. The rabbi himself sent for the Catcher, and promised to let him have, without any contention, some one else instead of Avremel. Then they began to look for a
household with the family name of Hourvitz, and they found my father’s. Before that happened I had never suspectted that my father had anything like a family name.
For some time the deal remained a deep secret. But no secret is proof against a mother’s intuition, and my
mother scented the thing. She caught me by the arm—I do not know why she picked me out—rushed with me to
the rabbi, and made it hot for him.
“Is this justice, rabbi? Did I bear and rear children, only to give up my son for the sake of some Avremel?!”
The rabbi sighed, cast down his eyes, and argued, that said Avremel was not simply “an Avremel,” but a “veritable jewel,” a profound lamdan,\fn{A scholar learned in the Torah} a noble-hearted man, destined to become great in
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Israel. It was unjust to give him away, when there was someone else to take his place. Besides, Avremel was a
married man, and the father of an infant child.
“Now where is justice?” demanded the rabbi.
But my mother persisted. For all she knew, her own sons might yet grow up to become ornaments to Israel.
And she, too, was observing the ordinances of the Hallah and the Sabbath candles, and the rest of the laws, no less
than Avremel’s mother. More arguments, more tears without arguments—till the rabbi softened: he could not
resist a woman. Then mother took me and Solomon up to the garret, and ordered us not to venture outside.—
*
Here the old man interrupted himself by a soft sigh, and continued:—
*
To a great extent it was my own fault, wild boy that I was. I broke my mother’s injunction. In the alley, near
the house of my parents, there lived a wine-dealer, Bendet by name. Good wine was to be found in his cellar. For
this reason army officers and other persons of rank frequented his place, and he was somewhat of a favorite with
them. In short, though he lived in a mean little alley, those important personages were not averse to calling at his
house.
That Bendet had an only child, a daughter. She was considered beautiful and educated. I had not known her. In
my day they spoke ill of her. Naturally, her father loved her. Is there a father who loves not his offspring? And
how much more such a daughter, whom everyone loved.
However that may be, one day Bendet’s daughter broke away, left her father’s house, and renounced her faith
—may we be spared such a fate! And many years after her father’s death she returned to our town, to take
possession of her portion of the inheritance.
That happened at a time when we were hiding in the garret. The town was all agog: people ran from every
street to get a look at the renegade, who came to take possession of a Jewish inheritance. I, too, was seized with a
wild desire to get a look at her, to curse her, to spit in her face … and I forgot all the dangers that surrounded me.
Young as I was, I considered myself as a Jew responsible for the wayward one. I lost control of myself, and ran
out.
But after I had been in the street for some time, I was seized with fear of the Catcher. Every stranger I met
seemed to me to be a Catcher. I shrank into myself, walked unsteadily hither and thither, and did not know how to
hide myself.
Then a man met me. His large beard and curled side-locks made me think he was a good man. I looked at him
imploringly.
“What ails you, my boy?” he asked in a soft tone.
“I am afraid of the Catcher,” said I, tearfully.
“Whose son are you?” I told him.
“Then come with me, and I shall hide you, my boy. Don’t be afraid. I am your uncle. Don’t you recognize
me?”
He took me by the arm, and I went after him. Then I noticed that the children of my neighborhood were eyeing
me terror-stricken. The womenfolk saw me, wrung their hands, and lamented aloud.
“What are they crying about?” I wondered.
“Do you want some candy? Your uncle has plenty of it,” said he, bending over me, as if to protect me. “Or
maybe your feet hurt you? Let your uncle take you on his arms.”
As soon as I heard “candy,” I felt that the man was the Catcher himself, and I tried to break away. But the
“uncle” held me fast.
Then I began to yell. It was near our house, and the people of our alley rushed towards us, some yelling, some
crying, some armed with sticks. Pretty soon I recognized my mother’s voice in the mixture of voices and noises.
You see, peculiar is the charm of a mother’s voice: a knife may be held to one’s throat, but the mere sound of
mother’s voice awakens new courage and begets new hope. Mother made a way for herself, and fell upon the
Catcher like a wild beast. She struck, she pinched, she scratched, she pulled his hair, she bit him.
But what can a woman do in the line of beating? Nothing! Her neighbors joined her, one, two, three; and all
tried hard to take me out of the hands of the Catcher. What can a few women do against one able-bodied man?
Nothing at all!
That happened during the dinner hour. One of our neighbors got the best of the Catcher, a woman who happened rather to dislike me and my mother; they quarreled frequently. Perhaps on account of this very dislike she
was not over-excited, and was able to hit upon the right course to take at the critical moment. She went to our
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house, took in one hand a potful of roasted groats, ready for dinner, and in the other a kettle of boiling water.
Unnoticed she approached the Catcher, spilled the hot groats upon his hands, and at the same time she poured the
boiling water over them. A wild yell escaped from the mouth of the Catcher—and I was free.—
*
There was no more tobacco in the pipe, and the old man lost his speech. That was the way of Samuel the
Beadle; he could tell his story only from behind the smoke of his pipe, when he did not see his hearers, nor his
hearers saw him. In that way he found it easy to put his boyhood before his mind’s eye and conjure up the reminiscences of those days.
Meanwhile the horses had stopped, and let us know that a high and steep hill was ahead of us, and that it was
our turn to trudge through the mud. We had to submit to the will of the animals, and we dismounted. After tramping a while alongside the coach, the old man lit his pipe, emitted a cloud of smoke, and continued:
3
I do not know what happened then. I cannot tell who caught me, nor the place I was taken to. I must have been
in a trance all the while.
When I awoke, I found myself surrounded by a flock of sheep, in a meadow near the woods. Near me was my
brother Solomon; but I hardly recognized him. He wore peasant clothes: a linen shirt turned out over linen
breeches and gathered in by a broad belt. I was eyeing my brother, and he was eyeing me, both of us equally
bewildered, for I was disguised like himself.
A little boy, a real peasant boy, was standing near us. He smiled at us in a good-natured, hospitable way. It was
the chore-boy of the Jewish quarter. On the Sabbaths of the winter months he kept up the fires in the Jewish
houses; that is why he could jabber a few words of Yiddish. During the summer he took care of the flocks of the
peasants that lived in the neighborhood.
When I awoke, my mother was with us too. She kissed us amid tears, gave us some bread and salt, and,
departing, strictly forbade us to speak any Yiddish.
“For God’s sake, speak no Yiddish,” said she, “you might be recognized! Hide here till the Catcher leaves
town.”
It was easy enough to say, “Speak no Yiddish”; but did we know how to speak any other language?
I saw then that I was in a sort of hiding-place—a hiding-place under the open sky! I realized that I had escaped
from houses, garrets, and cellars, merely to hide in the open field between heaven and earth. I had fled from darkness, to hide in broad daylight!
Indeed, it was not light that I had to fear. Nor was it the sun, the moon, or the sheep. It was only man that I had
to avoid.
Mother went away and left us under the protection of the little shepherd boy. And he was a good boy, indeed.
He watched us to the best of his ability. As soon as he saw any one approach our place, he called out loudly:
“No, no; these are not Jewish boys at all! On my life, they are not!”
As a matter of fact, a stranger did happen to visit our place; but he was only a butcher, who came to buy sheep
for slaughtering.
Well, the sun had set, and night came. It was my first night under an open sky. I suffered greatly from fear, for
there was no mezuzah anywhere near me.\fn{The mezuzah contains a scripture from Torah; it is contained in a small receptacle
designed to be attached near the entrance to a Jewish home, its task to protect the inhabitants from harm:H } I put my hand under my
shaatnez clothes,\fn{Cloth containing both linen and wool, known in English as linsey-woolsey:W,H } and felt my tzitzis:\fn{The
specially knotted ritual tassels “worn in antiquity by Israelites and today by observant Jews and Samaritans.”W,H } they, too, seemed to
be in hiding, for they shook in my hand. Over us the dark night sky was spread out, and it seemed to me that the
stars were so many omens whose meaning I could not make out. But I felt certain that they meant nothing good so
far as I was concerned. All kinds of whispers, sizzling sounds of the night, reached my ears, and I knew not where
they came from.
Looking down, I saw sparks a-twinkling. I knew they were stars reflected in the near-by stream. But soon I
thought it was not the water and the stars: the sheen of the water became the broad smile of some giant stretched
out flat upon the ground; and the sparks were the twinkling of his eyes. And the sheep were not sheep at all, but
some strange creatures moving to and fro, spreading out, and coming together again in knotted masses. I imagined
they all were giants bewitched to appear as sheep by day and to become giants again by night. Then I knew too
well that the thick, dark forest was behind me; and what doesn’t one find in a forest? Is there an unholy spirit that
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cannot be found there? Z-z-z—a sudden sizzling whisper reached my ear, and I began to cry.
“Why don’t you sleep?” asked the shepherd boy in his broken Yiddish.
“I am afraid!”
“What are you afraid of?”
“Of—of—the woods …”
“Ha—ha—ha—I have good dogs with the flock!”
I wanted a mezuzah, some talisman, a protection against evil spirits, and that fool offered me barking dogs! All
at once he whistled loudly, and his dogs set up a barking that nearly made me deaf. The flock was panic-stricken. I
thought at first that the earth had opened her mouth, and packs of dogs were breaking out from hell.
The noise the dogs made broke the awful hush of the night, and my fears were somewhat dispelled.
But there were other reasons why I liked to hear the dogs bark. I was myself the owner of a dog, which I had
raised on the sly in my father’s house. Imagine the horror of my brother Solomon, who as a real Jewish lad was
very much afraid of a dog!
In that way we spent a few days, hiding under the open sky, disguised in our shaatnez clothes.\fn{Such clothing is
prohibited to observant Jews, because it imitated Canaanite customs, and because it represents “the interbreeding of different species of
animals and the planting together of different kinds of seeds” which was “a defiance of God, because [according to classical Kabbalah]
God had given each species individuality” and to adulterate this represented a perversion of original intent. W,H } Soon enough the

time came when my parents had to understand what they would not understand when the rabbi wanted to give me
up in place of the famous Avremel. For they caught my oldest brother Simhah, may he rest in peace. And Simhah
was a privileged person; he was not only the shohet of the community and a great lamdan, but also a married man,
and the father of four children to boot. Only then, it seems, my parents understood what the rabbi had understood
before: that it was not fair to deliver up my brother when I, the ignorant fellow, the lover of dogs, might take his
place.
A few days later mother came and took us home. As to the rest, others had seen to it.—
*
Here the old man stopped for a while. He was puffing and snorting, tired from the hard walk uphill. Having
reached the summit, he turned around, looked downhill, straightened up, and took a deep breath.
“This is an excellent way of getting rid of your tired feeling,” said he. “Turn around and look downhill: then
your strength will return to you.”—
4
We had left the coach far behind, and had to wait till it overtook us. Meanwhile I looked downhill into the
valley below: it was a veritable sea of slush. The teams that followed ours sank into it, and seemed not to be
moving at all. The oblique rays of the setting sun, reflected and radiating in every direction, lent a peculiar glitter
to the slushy wagons and the broken sheet of mire, as if pointing out their beauty to the darkening sky. So much
light wasted, I thought. But on the summit of the hill on which I was standing, the direct rays of the sun promised
a good hour more of daylight.
The old man drew breath, and continued his story:—
*
Well, I was caught, and put into prison. I was not alone. Many young boys had been brought there. Some
were crying bitterly; some looked at their companions wonderingly. We were told that the next day we should be
taken away to some place, and that the rabbi wished to come to see us, but was not permitted to enter our prison.
Yes, a good man was the rabbi, may he rest in peace; yet he was compelled to cheat for once. And when an
honest man is compelled to cheat he may outdo the cleverest crook. Do you want to know what the rabbi did? He
disguised himself as a peasant, went out, and walked the streets with the rolling gait of a drunkard. The night
guards stopped him, and asked him what his business was.
“I am a thief,” said the rabbi. Then the guards arrested him, and put him into the prison with us.
In the darkness of that night the rabbi never ceased talking to us, swallowing his own tears all the while. He
told us the story of Joseph the righteous. It had been decreed in Heaven, said the rabbi, that his brethren should
sell Joseph into slavery. And it was the will of the Almighty that Joseph should come to Egypt, to show the
Egyptians that there is only one God in Heaven, and that the Children of Israel are the chosen people. Then the
rabbi examined us: Did we know our modeh-ani\fn{A brief confession of faith} by heart? did we know our shema?
\fn{Deuteronomy 6:4-9}
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He told us that we should be taken very, very far away, that we should be away many, many years, and should
become soldiers when grown up. Then he warned us never to eat of any food forbidden by the Jewish law, and
never to forget the God of Israel and our own people, even if they tore our flesh with thorns. He told us also the
story of the Ten Martyrs, who sacrificed their lives to sanctify the God of Israel. He told us of the mother and her
seven children that were killed for having refused to bow before idols; and he told us many more such things. All
those saints and martyrs, he said, are now in Paradise, enjoying the bliss of the Divine Presence.
That night I really envied those saints; I longed with all my heart to be forced to bow to idols, to have to withstand all sorts of trials, so as to enjoy, after my death, the bliss of the Divine Presence in Paradise. Many more
stories the rabbi told us; many more words of warning, encouragement, and praise came from his lips, till I really
believed I was the one whom God had picked out from among my equals, to be put through great trials and
temptations …
Morning came, and the guard entered the prison. Then the rabbi turned towards us, and said:
“Lambs of the God of Israel, we have to part now: I am going to be lashed and imprisoned for having entered
this place by a trick, and you will be taken into exile, to undergo your trials! I may hardly expect to be found
worthy of surviving till you return. But there, in the world-of-truth, we shall surely meet. May it be the will of
God that I may have no reason to be ashamed of you there, before Him and His angels, in Heaven!”
We parted, and the words of the rabbi sank deep into my heart.
Then they began dumping us into wagons. The obstreperous boys, who tried to run away, were many of them
bound with ropes and thrown into the wagon. Of course, we all howled. I did not hear my own voice, nor the
voice of my neighbor. It was all one great howl. A crowd of men and women followed our wagon—the parents of
the boys. Very likely they cried, too; but we could not hear their voices. The town, the fields, heaven and earth,
seemed to cry with us.
I caught sight of my parents, and my heart was filled with something like anger and hatred. I felt that I had
been sacrificed for my brother. My mother, among many other mothers, approached the wagon, looked at me, and
apparently read my thoughts: she fainted away, and fell to the ground. The accident held up the crowd, which
busied itself with reviving my mother, while our wagon rolled away. My heart was filled with a mixture of anger,
pity, and terror. In that mood of mixed feelings I parted from my parents.
We cried and cried, got tired, and finally became still from sheer exhaustion. Presently a noise reached our
ears, something like the yelling of children. We thought it was another wagonload of boys like ourselves. But soon
we found out our mistake: it was but a wagonload of sheep that were being taken to slaughter …
Of course, we ate nothing the whole of that day, though the mothers had not failed to provide us with food.
Meanwhile the sun had set; it got dark, and the boys who had been bound with ropes were released by the guard:
he knew they would not attempt to escape at that time. We fell asleep, but every now and then one of the boys
would wake up, crying, quietly at first, then louder and louder. Then another would join him; one more, and yet
one more, till we all were yelling in chorus, filling the night air with our bitter cries. Even the guard could not
stand it; he scolded us, and belabored us with his whip. That crying of ours reminds me of what we read in Lamentations:
“Weeping she hath wept in the night …”
Morning came, and found us all awake: we were waiting for daylight. We believed it would bring us freedom,
that angels would descend from Heaven, just as they had descended to our father Jacob, to smite our guard and set
us free. At the same time, the rising sun brought us all a feeling of hunger. We began to sigh, each and every one
of us separately. But the noise we made did not amount even to the barking of a few dogs or the cawing of a few
crows. That is what hunger can do. And when the guard had distributed among us some of the food we had
brought with us, we ate it with relish, and felt satisfied.
At the same time we began to feel the discomfort we were causing one another, cooped up as we were in the
wagon. I began to complain of my neighbor, who was sitting on my legs. He claimed that I was pressing against
him with my shoulder. We all began to look up to the guard, as if expecting that he could or would prevent us
from torturing one another.
Still I had some fun even on that day of weeping. I happened to turn around, and I noticed that Barker, my dog,
was running after our wagon.
“Too bad, foolish Barker,” said I, laughing at him in spite of my heartache. “Do you think I am going to a
feast? It is into exile that I am going; and what do you run after me for?”—
*
This made old Samuel laugh; he laughed like a child, as if the thing had just happened before his eyes, and as
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if it were really comical. Meanwhile our coach had reached the top of the hill; we jumped into our seats, and
proceeded to make one another uncomfortable.
The old man glanced at his son, who was sitting opposite to him. It was a loving and tender look, issuing from
under long shaggy eyebrows, a beautiful, gentle, almost motherly look, out of accord with the hard-set face of an
irritable and stern father. The old man made his son’s seat comfortable for him, and then fell silent.
*
I am going to pass over a long time—resumed the old man later.
There was much traveling and many stops; much tramping on foot, with legs swollen; but all that has nothing
to do with the subject. Once in a while our guard would get angry at us, curse us bitterly, and strike us with his
whip.
“You cursed Jews,” he would say, “do I owe you anything that I should suffer so much on your account, and
undergo all the hardships of travel?”
Indeed, there was a good deal of truth in what he said. For, willingly or unwillingly, we did give him much
trouble. Had we died, say the year before, or even at that very moment, he would not have been put to the necessity of leading a crowd of half-dumb boys. He would not have had to stand the hardships of travel, and would not
have been compelled to listen to the wailings of children torn from the arms of their parents. Or do you think it is
agreeable to feel that little children consider you a hard and cruel man?
When I grew up and served in the army myself, and had people below me in age and position under my
command, I came to understand the troubles of our guard; so that now, after having gone through many experiences, after I have passed, as they say, through fire and water, I may confess that I bear no malice towards all
those at whose hands I suffered. There are many ex-Cantonists who cannot forget the birch-rod, for instance.\fn
{Cantonist was a term applied to Jewish boys drafted into military service during the reign of Nicholas I of Russia (1825-1855), and also to
the children of Russian soldiers who were educated for the army in the so-called District, or Canton, Schools; hence the name }
Well, so much is true: for every misstep, for every sign of disobedience a whipping was due. If one of us
refused to kneel in prayer before the crucifix; if one of us refused to eat pork; if one of us was caught mumbling a
Hebrew prayer or speaking Yiddish, he was sure to get a flogging. Twenty, thirty, forty, or even full fifty lashes
were the punishment. But, then, is it conceivable that they could have treated us any other way? Why, hundreds of
Jewish children that did not understand a word of Russian had been delivered into the hands of a Russian official
that did not understand a word of Yiddish. He would say, “Take off my boots,” and the boy would wash his hands.
He would say, “Sit down,” and the boy would stand up. Were we not like dumb cattle? It was only the rod that we
understood well. And the rod taught us to understand our master’s orders by the mere expression of his eyes.
Then many of the ex-Cantonists still remember with horror the steam-bath they were compelled to take.
“The chamber of hell,” they called the bath.
At first blush, it would really seem to have been an awful thing. They would pick out all the Cantonists that
had so much as a scratch on their bodies or the smallest sign of an eruption, paint the wounds with tar, and put the
boys, stripped, on the highest shelf in the steam-bath. And below was a row of attendants armed with birch-rods.
The kettle was boiling fiercely, the stones were red-hot, and the attendants emptied jars of boiling water ceaselessly upon the stones. The steam would rise, penetrate every pore of the skin, and—sting! sting!—enter into the
very flesh. The pain was horrible; it pricked, and pricked, and there was no air to breathe. It was simply choking.
If the boy happened to roll down, those below stood ready to meet him with the rods.
All this is true. At the same time, was it mere cruelty? It is very simple: we were a lot of Jewish lads snatched
from the arms of our mothers. On the eve of every Sabbath our mothers would take us in hand, wash us, comb our
hair, change our underwear, and dress us in our Sabbath clothes. All at once we were taken into exile. Days,
weeks, nay, months, we passed in the dust of the roads, in perspiration and dirt, and sleeping on the ground. Our
underwear had not been changed. No water had touched our bodies. So we became afflicted with all kinds of
eruptions. That is why we had to pass through what we called “the chamber of hell.” And this will give you an
idea of the rest.
*
To make a long story short: there were many of us, and we were distributed in various places. Many of the
boys had taken ill; many died on the road. The survivors were distributed among peasants, to be brought up by
them till they reached the age of entering the army. I was among the latter. Many months, maybe even years, I
passed in knocking about from village to village, from town to town, till, at last, I came into the joint possession
of a certain Peter Semionovich Khlopov and his wife Anna Petrovna.
My master was neither old nor young; he was neither a plain peasant nor a nobleman. He was the clerk of the
11

village. In those days that was considered a genteel occupation, honorable and well-paid. He had no sons, but he
and one daughter, Marusya by name. She was then about fourteen years old, very good-looking, gay, and rather
wild.
According to the regulations, all the Cantonists in the village had to report daily for military drill and exercise
on the drill grounds before the house of the sergeant. He lived in the same village. At the request of my patron
Khlopov I was excused from the daily drill, and had to report but once a week. You see, Peter expected to derive
some benefit from me by employing me about the house and in the field.
Now it was surely through the merits of my ancestors that I happened to be placed in the household of Peter
Khlopov. Peter himself spent but little of his time at home. Most of the time he was at the office, and his free
moments he liked to spend at the tavern, which was owned by the only Jew in the village, “our Moshko” the
Klopovs used to call him. But whenever he happened to be at home, Peter was very kind to me, especially when
he was just a little tipsy.
Perhaps he dreamt of adopting me as his son: he had no sons of his own. And he tried to make me like military
service.
“When you grow up,” he used to say, “you will become an officer, and wear a sword. Soldiers will stand at
attention before you, and salute you. You will win distinction in battle, and be found worthy of being presented to
the Czar.”
He also told me stories of Russian military life. By that time I had learned some Russian. They were really nice
stories, as far as I could understand them; but they were made nicer yet by what I could not understand of them.
For then I was free to add something to the stories myself, or change them according to my own fancy. If you are
a lover of stories, take the advice of a plain old man like myself. Never pay any attention to stories in which
everything has been prepared from the very start, and you can tell the end as soon as you begin to read them or
listen to them. Such stories make one yawn and fall asleep. Stories of this kind my daughter reads to me once in a
while, and I always fall asleep over them. Stories are good only when told the way Khlopov used to tell them to
me.
But that is all irrelevant. In short, Khlopov was kind to me.
As to Anna, she was entirely different. She was close-mouthed, ill-tempered, and a great stay-at-home. She
never visited her neighbors, and they, in turn, called on her very rarely. In the village she was spoken of as a snob
and a hypocrite. Peter was afraid of her as of the plague, especially in his sober hours. All her power lay in her
eyes. When that strong man—he who had the whole village in the palm of his hand—felt her eye fixed on him,
his strength left him. It seemed as if some devil were ready to jump out of that eye and turn the house topsy-turvy.
You fellows are mere youngsters, you have seen nothing of the world yet; but take it from me, there are eyes
that seem quite harmless when you first look into them, but just try to arouse their temper: you will see a hellish
fire spring up in them. Have you ever looked into my Rebekah’s eyes? Well, beware of the eyes.
The look Anna gave me when I first entered her house promised me nothing good. She hated me heartily. She
never called me by my own name. She called me “Zhid” all the time, in a tone of deep hatred and contempt.
Among the orders the Cantonists had to obey were the following: to speak no Yiddish; to say no Jewish prayer;
to recite daily a certain prayer before the image of the Virgin and before the crucifix, and not to abstain from nonkosher food. With regard to all injunctions except the last, Anna was very strict with me. But she was not very
particular as to the last injunction. Out of sheer stinginess she fed me on bread and vegetables, and that in the
kitchen. Once she did offer me some meat, and I refused to touch it. Then she got very angry, flew into a temper,
and decided to complain to the sergeant. But Peter did not let her be so cruel.
“Let him grow up, he will know better,” said Peter, waving his hand at me.
Then Anna made up her mind to force me to eat forbidden meat. But I was obstinate. And she decided once
more to complain to the sergeant. Just at that time another Cantonist had been found guilty of some offense. He
belonged to the same village; his name was Jacob. I did not know him at that time. His patron complained that
Jacob had persisted in reciting Hebrew prayers, and that he abstained from meat. Jacob was condemned to twenty
lashes with rods. An order was issued that all Cantonists should assemble to witness the flogging of the offender.
In the course of time we got used to such sights; but the first time we were terribly shocked. Just imagine: a lad
of about fifteen is stripped, put on the ground face downwards; one man sits on his head, and another on his feet.
Two men are put on either side of him, each with a bundle of birch-rods in his hand. Ten times each of them has to
strike him with the rods, to make up the twenty lashes. I looked at the face of the culprit; it was as white as chalk.
His lips were moving. I thought he was reciting the prayer:
“And He, the Merciful, will forgive sin, and will not destroy …” Up went the rods, down they went: a piercing
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cry … blood … flaps of loose skin … cries … “one, two, three” … again cries … sudden silence … more cries …
again silence … “four, five” … “stop!”
Because the culprit fainted, the sergeant in the goodness of his heart divided the punishment into two parts.
Jacob was carried off to the hospital, and it was put down in the book that he was to get ten more lashes after his
recovery.
I went home. Had Anna given me a piece of pork to eat that evening, I do not know what I should have done.
That night I saw the old rabbi in my dream. He was standing before me, with bowed head and tears dropping
from his eyes …
I do not remember the way Marusya treated me at first. But I do remember the look she gave me when I first
entered her father’s house. There are trifling matters that one remembers forever. Hers was a telltale look, wild
and merry. It is hard to describe it in words—as if she wanted to say,
“Welcome, friend! You did well in coming here. I need just you to pass my leisure hours with me!”
And she really needed someone like myself, for she never associated with the children of the village. The
beautiful lively girl used to have her fits of the blues. Then it was impossible to look at her face without pitying
her. At such times her mother could not get a word out of her, and the whole expression of her face was changed
to such an extent that she seemed to have aged suddenly. She would look the very image of her mother then. And
a peculiar expression would steal over her face, which estranged her from other people, and perhaps brought her
nearer to me. During those fits of despondency she was sure to follow me if I happened to leave the room and go
outside. She would join me and spend hour after hour in childish prattle with me, and her merriment and wildness
knew no limits. Little by little I got used to her, and fell, in turn, a longing for her company during my own fits of
lonesomeness.
The day after I had witnessed Jacob’s punishment I felt miserable. I was restless and excitable, and did not
know what to do with myself. I thought my heart would burst within me. I asked myself all kinds of questions:
What am I doing here? What did I come here for? What are all those people to me? As if I had come there only
the day before, and of my own free will …
Marusya looked sharply at me. Very likely she recognized that something was worrying me. I felt a desire to
share my feelings with her. I got up and walked out into the garden behind the house. In a moment she followed
me. I made a clean breast of it, and told her all I had to witness the day before. She listened, shivering, and asked
in a tremulous voice:
“And what did they beat him for?”
“He said a Hebrew prayer, and refused to eat meat.”
“And why did he refuse to eat meat?”
“It is forbidden.”
“Forbidden? Why?”
I was silent. She also became silent; then she laid her hand on me, and said with her usual merriment:
“They will not beat you.”
“How do you know?”
“The sergeant is a good friend of ours.”
“But if your mother should complain about me?”
“Then I shall go in your stead, if they should decide to switch you.”
She laughed heartily at her own suggestion. Her laughter made me laugh too; we both laughed, and laughed
without knowing why. And in a mood completely changed I returned to the house. After that I felt very near to the
girl.
*
Well, time passed, months and years: I lost track of them. But I do remember that the time had come when I
knew enough Russian to make myself understood, and fit for any kind of work about the house and in the field,
and could give my patron entire satisfaction.
One day, I remember, I tried very hard to have my work well and promptly done, so as to earn, for once, the
good-will of Anna herself. I felt a longing for the friendly smile of a mother. But Anna kept going in and out, and
did not pay the least attention to me. I was sitting on the bench outside the house alone. My dog was lying at my
feet, looking at me very intently. His eyes seemed to be full of tears. And let me tell you by the way, his lot in the
house was entirely different from mine. When he first entered Peter’s courtyard, the dogs met him with howls. He
tried to find shelter in the kitchen, but was chased out with sticks.
“Where did that tramp come from?” wondered the people.
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Then my Barker saw that he could expect no charity from the people, and he put his trust in his own teeth. He
stood up bravely, and fought all the dogs of the household till blood flowed. Then only did the masters of the
house appreciate his doggish virtues and accomplishments. They befriended him, and allowed him his rations. So
my Barker saved his skin.
Yet his lot did not seem to please him. He recognized, by some peculiar dog-sense, that I, his fellow in exile,
was unhappy myself and sorry for him too. He felt that somehow his own days of prosperity would not last long.
Whenever I sat about lonely and moping, he would stretch himself at my feet, and look straight into my eyes, with
an expression of earnestness and wonderment, as if he wanted to ask me,
“How is that, why don’t you fight for your rights the way I did?” Presently Anna came out, shot a glance at me,
and said:
“Well, now, there is the lazy Zhid sitting idle, and I have to work and prepare meals for him, so that he may
find everything ready!”
I got up, and began to look around for something to do.
“Go, catch the little pig and bring it over here,” ordered Anna.
The day before I had overheard her say that it was time to kill the little pig. I did not relish the job by any
means. I felt sorry for the porkling: mere pig though it was, it had after all grown up in our house. And it was hard
on me to have a hand in the affair. But one angry word of Anna’s set me a-going. In a moment my hand was on
the animal, which trusted me and believed in me implicitly. Then Anna handed me a rope to bind it. I did as she
wanted; the pig started to squeal and squeak horribly. To me it sounded like
“Zhid, Zhid, is that the way to treat me?”
Then Anna handed me a knife, and showed me where to make the cut. The pig began to bleed fearfully, gurgling, and choking with his own blood. Forthwith Anna ordered wood to be brought, a fire to be kindled, and the
pig to be put upon it. I did all as I had been ordered. My dog was watching me intently, greatly bewildered; the
pig groaned and groaned; the flames licked his body and embraced it—and my dog was barking and yelping away
up into the sky.
That night I dreamt that my brother the shohet and I were on trial in Heaven before the seat of judgment, with
various animals complaining against us. Only clean fowl, such as geese, pigeons, and the like were complaining
against my brother, and they all pleaded in clear, good Hebrew, saying,
“Was it for your own consumption that you killed us all?”
But it was only the pig that complained against me, and it pleaded in screeches and grunts that nobody could
understand.
The next morning Anna got up early, and made me stand before the ikon of the Virgin and recite a certain
prayer. At dinner she seated me alongside of Peter, gave me some roast pork, and looked sharply at me. I guess,
while making all those preparations, Anna had only one thing in mind: to put Peter up against me while he was
drunk. I took fright, and began to chew away at the pork. But then the screeches and the grunts of the pig rang in
my ears, and I thought they came right from within my insides; I wondered how they could listen to all that, and
yet eat the pork in perfect comfort.
Suddenly a lump in my throat began to choke me—nausea, retching—and something happened to me: I
vomited everything out, right on the table.
Everybody jumped away from the table in disgust and anger. I met Marusya’s eye, and was ashamed to look
into it. Anna got up, boiling with rage, and took me by the ear, and pulled me outside:
“Get out of here, you dirty Zhid; and don’t you dare enter my house any more!”
Well, she chased me out. Peter and Marusya kept quiet. Thoroughly miserable, I dropped down on the bench
behind the house; my dog stretched himself out on the ground at my feet and looked into my eyes. Then I began
to talk to my fellow in misfortune:
“Do you hear, doggie, we have been chased out. What does that mean? Did we come here of our own free
will? It is by force that we were brought here; so what sense is there in chasing us out?”
And I thought my dog understood me; a sound came from the depths of his throat, and died away there. Then a
thought began to haunt me: Maybe it is really time to run away. If they run after me and overtake me, I shall
simply say that my patron chased me out of his house. And the thought, Home! to your parents! took possession
of me, and tortured me ceaselessly. Said I to myself:
“If they chase me out, I am certainly free!”
But then, just see the power of the birch-rod: I knew well that much time would pass before my patron would
notice my absence; and before the sergeant was informed, and people were dispatched to pursue me, more time
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would pass. Then I should be far away from the place. By that time I was quite hardened; I was not afraid to hide
in the woods; devils and evil spirits I did not fear any more. I had learned well enough that no devil will ever
trouble a man as much as one human being can trouble another.
And yet, when I remembered the swish of the rods over the naked flesh, the spurting blood, the loose flaps of
skin, and the futile outcries, I was paralyzed with fear. No, it was not really fear: it was a sort of submissive
adoration. Had a birch-rod been lying near me, I should have kissed it with fear and respect. It is hard for me to
explain to you. You youngsters are not capable of understanding.
And as I was sitting there, full of gloomy thoughts, I did not notice that the sun had set, and night had come. It
got so dark that I could not see my dog lying at my feet. Suddenly I felt something touch me and pass lightly over
my hair. I thought it was an ant or a night moth, and I raised my hand to chase it away. Then it changed its place,
and I felt it at the nape of my neck. I tried to catch the thing that was making my neck itch, and caught a hand, soft
and warm. I shuddered and started back: before me was Marusya, bending over me. I wanted to get up, but she
put her hands on me heavily, sat down at my side, all the while pressing my hand between hers.
“Why are you sitting here?” she asked.
“Didn’t your mother chase me out?”
“That is nothing. Don’t you know her temper? That is her way.”
“She keeps nagging at me all the time, and calls me nothing but Zhid, Zhid.”
“And what of it? Aren’t you a Jew? Should I feel insulted if some one were to call me Christian?!”
I had nothing to say. And it dawned upon me at that moment that I was really insulting myself by objecting to
being called Zhid. True, Anna meant to jeer at me and insult me; but did it depend on her alone?
“And what are you going to do now?” asked Marusya.
“I want to run away.”
“Without telling me?”
She peered into my face, and I felt as if two streams of warmth had emptied themselves into me. My eyes had
become somewhat accustomed to the darkness, and I could discern every movement of her body. A delicate smile
was playing around her mouth, and my feeling of despondency was giving way before it. I felt that after all I had
a friend in the house, a good, loving, and beautiful friend.
I shuddered and broke out into tears. Then she began to play caressingly with my hair and pat me on my neck
and face. She did well to let me have my cry out. By and by I felt relieved. She wanted to withdraw her hand, but
then I held it fast.
“So you were going to run away, and that without my knowledge?” said she.
“No,” I said with a deep sigh.
“And if I should ever call you Zhid, will you be angry with me?”
“No,” answered I, thoroughly vanquished.
“Well, then you are a dear boy, and I like you!”
I felt the touch of soft, warm lips on my neck … I closed my eyes, that the dark night sky and the shining stars
might not see me. And when I recognized what had happened to me, I felt ashamed.
Marusya disappeared, and soon returned with a bag in her hand.
“Papa said you should go out with the horses for the night. Here is some food in the bag. Take it and go out.”
This she shot out quickly, and in a tone of authority, as befits the daughter of the patron, and as if what had passed
between us were nothing but a dream.
*
“Going out for the night” was a peculiar custom. You can have no idea of what it meant. The logic of it was
this: The cattle that had been worked the whole of the day were, to be sure, earning their fodder for the day. And
the owners felt under obligation and necessity to feed them during their working hours. But how about the night,
when the animals rested, and did no work? Where should the fodder for the night time come from? So the custom
developed of letting the animals browse in some neighbor’s meadow during the night. That was cheaper. But that
neighbor also had cattle; he, too, had horses that did not earn their feed during the night. Do you know what the
neighbor did? He did the same. He, too, sent out his horses stealthily, into his neighbor’s meadow. So, in the long
run, every one had his cattle browse secretly in some neighbor’s meadow, and all were happy.
But when the trespassing shepherd happened to be caught poaching, he got a whipping. And yet, strictly
speaking, it was not stealing; it was a mere usage. The land-owners seemed to have agreed beforehand:
“If you happen to catch my shepherd poaching, you may whip him, provided you do not object if I give a
whipping to your shepherd on a similar occasion.”
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In spite of all this I rather liked “going out for the night.” I loved those nights in the open field. When the moon
gave but little light, and one could see but a few steps away, I forgot my immediate surroundings, and my
imagination was free! I would peer into the open sky, would bring before my mind’s eye father and mother and all
who were dear to me, and would feel near to them; for the sky that spread over all of us was the very same. I
could imagine my father celebrating the new moon with a prayer. I could imagine my mother watching for the
same star I was looking at; I could imagine that we were really looking at the same spot … Then tears would
come into my eyes. My mother, I would think, was crying, too. And the night listened to me, and the stars listened
to me … The crickets chirped, and if I chose, I could believe they shared my sorrows with me, and were sighing
over my fate …
Idle fancy, nonsense, you think; but when one has nothing real to look up to, dreams are very sweet. A light
breeze would steal over me, refresh me, and bring me new hope; and I trusted I should not be a prisoner always,
the day of my release would surely come. At such happy moments I would fall asleep gazing at the stars. And if
the sudden whip of the landowner did not put an end to my dreams, I would dream away, and see things no
language could describe.
Well, I took the bag and led the horses out into the open field. But that time, out of sheer spite or for some
other reason, I did not go into our neighbor’s field, but descended right into the valley that my patron had left lying fallow, and stretched myself upon the soft grass of the hospitable turf. That night I longed to bring father and
mother before my mind’s eye and have an imaginary talk with them. But I did not succeed. Instead, the figure of
the old rabbi hovered before my eyes. It seemed to me that he was looking at me angrily, and telling me the story
of Joseph the righteous: how he lived in the house of Potiphar, and ate nothing but vegetables.
But when I reminded myself of Joseph the righteous, I felt my heart sink at the thought of what Marusya had
done to me. I could not deny that the good looks of the Gentile girl were endearing her to me, that out of her
hands I would eat pork ten times a day, and that in fact I myself was trying to put up a defense of her. I took all the
responsibility on myself. I was ready to believe that she did not seek my company, but that it was I who called her
to myself. I was a sinner in my own estimation, and I could not even cry.
Then it seemed to me that the sky was much darker than usual, and the stars did not shine at all. With such
thought in my mind I fell asleep.
*
I awoke at the sound of voices. Some one is crying, I thought. The sound seemed near enough. It rose and rose
and filled the valley. It made me shudder. The soft, plaintive chant swelled and grew louder, as if addressed to me.
It gripped my very heart.
I stood up all in a shiver, and started to walk in the direction of the sound. But around me, up and down, on
every side, was total darkness. The moon had set long ago. I moved away only a few steps from the horses, and
could not make them out any more. By and by I could distinguish some words, and I recognized the heartgripping chant of a Hebrew Psalm:
For the Lord knoweth the path of the righteous,
And the path of the wicked shall perish.

My fears vanished, and gave place to a feeling of surprise.
“Where can that chanting come from,” thought I, “and here in exile, too?” Then I began to doubt it all,
thinking it was but a dream.
Why do the nations rage,
And the peoples imagine a vain thing?

The voices were drawing me forward irresistibly, and I decided to join the chorus, come what might. And I
continued the Psalm in a loud voice:
The kings of the earth stood up—

The chanting ceased; I heard steps approaching me.
“Who is there?” asked a voice in Yiddish.
“It is I,” answered I, “and who are you?”
“It is we!” shouted many voices in chorus.
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“Cantonists?”
“A Cantonist, too?”
Thus exchanging questions, we met. They turned out to be three Cantonists, who lived in a village at some
distance from Peter’s house. I had never met them before. They, too, had “gone out for the night,” and we had
happened to use the same valley.
I love to mention their names. The oldest of them was Jacob, whom you remember from the punishment he
underwent. The others were Simeon and Reuben. But there in the valley they introduced themselves to me with
the names they were called by at home: Yekil, Shimele, and Ruvek. I found out later that the valley was their
meeting-place. It was a sort of klaus,\fn{House of study} “Rabbi Yekil’s Klaus” the boys called it. Yekil was a boy
of about fifteen, who was well-equipped with knowledge of the Torah when he was taken away from his home.
In the long years of our exile we had forgotten the Jewish calendar completely. But Yekil prided himself on
being able to distinguish the days “by their color and smell,” especially Fridays; and his friends confirmed his
statements. He used to boast that he could keep track of every day of the year, and never miss a single day of the
Jewish holidays. Every Jewish holiday they met in the valley on Peter’s estate. According to Yekil’s calendar, the
eve of the Fast of the Ninth of Av fell on that very day. That is why they had gathered in the valley that night.
“If so,” said I, “what is the use of reciting that Psalm? Were it not more proper to recite Lamentations?”
“We do not know Lamentations by heart,” explained Yekil, with the authority of a rabbi, “but we do know
some Psalms, and these we recite on every holiday. For, at bottom, are mere words the main thing? Your real
prayer is not what you say with your lips, but what you feel with the whole of your heart. As long as the words are
in the holy tongue, it all depends on the feelings you wish to put into them. As my father, may he rest in peace,
used to instruct me, the second Psalm is the same as the festival hymn, ‘Thou hast chosen us from among the
nations,’ if you feel that way; or it may be the same as Lamentations. It all depends on the feelings in our heart,
and on the meaning we wish to put into the words!”
Yekil’s talk and the sounds of Yiddish speech, which I had not heard since I left home, impressed me in a
wonderful way. Here I found myself all at once in the company of Jews like father and mother. But I felt very
much below that wonderful boy who could decide questions of Jewish law like some great rabbi. Indeed, he
seemed to me little short of a rabbi in our small congregation. Then I began to feel more despondent than ever. I
considered myself the sinner of our little community. I knew I was guilty of eating pork and of other grave
trespassses, and I felt quite unworthy of being a member of the pious congregation. Meanwhile little Reuben discovered the contents of my bag.
“Boys, grub!” exclaimed he, excitedly.
At the word “grub” the congregation was thrown into a flutter. That was the way of the Cantonists. They could
not help getting excited at the sight of any article of food, even when they were not hungry at all. In the long run
our patrons fed us well enough, and on the whole we could not complain of lack of food. But we were fed according to the calculations of our patrons, and not according to our own appetites. So it became our habit to eat whenever victuals were put before us, even on a full stomach.
“Eat whenever you have something to eat, so as not to go hungry when there may be no rations.”
That was a standing rule among the Cantonists. They began fumbling in my bag, and I was dying with shame
at the thought that soon they would discover the piece of pork, and that my sin would become known to the pious
congregation. Then I broke down, and with tears began to confess my sins.
“I have sinned,” said I, sobbing, “it is pork. I could not withstand the temptation.”
At that moment it seemed to me that Yekil was the judge, and the boys who had found the pork were the witnesses against me. Yekil listened to my partial confession, and the two “witnesses” hung their heads, and hid their
faces in shame, as if they were the accused. But I sobbed and cried bitterly.
“Now, listen, little one,” Yekil turned to me. “I do not know whether you have suffered the horrors of hell that
we have suffered. Did they paint your body with tar, and put you up on the highest shelf in the steam-bath, and
choke you with burning steam? Did they flog you with birch-rods for having been caught mumbling a Hebrew
prayer? Did they make you kneel for hours on sharp stones for having refused to kiss the ikon and the crucifix?
Did they discover you secretly kissing the arba-kanfos, and give you as many lashes as there are treads in the
tzitzis?
“If you have not passed through all that, uncover our backs, and count the welts that still mark them! And to
this you must add the number of blows I have still to get, simply because my little body could not take in at once
all it was expected to take in. And yet, not a day passed without our having recited our Modeh-Ani. As to eating
pork, we abstained from it in spite of the rods. Then they gave up flogging us; but, instead of that punishment,
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they gave us nothing but pork to eat. Two days we held out; we did not touch any food. We did not get even a
drink of water.
“Do you see little Simeon? Well, he tried to eat the grass in the courtyard. On the third day of our fast I saw
my father in my dream. He was dressed in his holiday clothes, and holding the Bible in his hands he quoted the
passage, ‘Be ye mindful of your lives.’
“Suddenly, the earth burst open, and the Angel of Death appeared. He had rods in one hand and a piece of
swine’s flesh in the other. He put the piece of pork into my mouth. I looked up, terror-stricken, to my father, but
he smiled. His smile filled the place with light. He said to me,
“‘Eatest thou this of thy own free will?’ Then he began to soar upwards, and called out to me from afar:
“‘Tell all thy comrades, the Cantonists: Your reward is great. Every sigh of yours is a prayer, every good
thought of yours is a good action! Only beware, lest you die of hunger; then surely you will merit eternal punishment!’
“I awoke. Since then we eat all kinds of forbidden food. The main thing is that we have remained Jews, and
that as Jews we shall return home to our parents. It is clear to me now that the Holy One, blessed by He, will not
consider all that a sin on our part!”
I felt as if a heavy load had been taken off my shoulders. My eyes began to flow with tears of gladness. Then,
having once started my confession, I decided to confess to my second sin also. Meanwhile Simeon had pulled the
bread and the meat out of my bag.
“Glutton!” exclaimed Yekil, angrily. “Have you forgotten that it is the night of the Fast of the Ninth of Av?”
The boy, ashamed, returned the things to the bag, and moved away a few steps.
Then I told Yekil all that had passed between me and Marusya, and tried unconsciously to defend her in every
way. I think I exaggerated a good deal when I tried to show that Marusya liked the Jews very much, indeed.
“And what was the end of it?” asked Yekil, with some fear. “Did she really kiss you?” The other boys echoed
the question. I looked down, and said nothing.
“Is she good-looking?”
I still gave no answer.
“I have forgotten your name. What is it?”
“Samuel.”
“Now listen, Samuel, this is a very serious affair. It is much worse than what is told of Joseph the righteous.
Do you understand? I do not really know how to make it clear to you. It is very dangerous to find good and true
friends right here in exile, in the very ranks of our enemies.”
“Why?” wondered I.
“I cannot tell you, but this is how I feel. Insulted and outraged we have been brought here; insulted and
outraged we should depart from here. Ours is the right of the oppressed; and that right we must cherish till we
return home.”
“I do not understand!” Jacob looked at me sharply, and said:
“Well, I have warned you; keep away from her.”
His words entered into the depths of my heart. I bowed my head before Yekil, and submitted to his authority.
That was the way we all felt: Yekil had only to look at us to subject us to his will. It was hard to resist him.
I felt a great change in myself: I had been relieved of the weight of two sins. Of one I had been absolved
completely, and the other I had confessed in public and repented of. I gladly joined the little congregation, and we
returned to our Psalms, which we recited instead of Lamentations. At the conclusion I proposed that we chant the
Psalm “By the rivers of Babylon,” which we all knew by heart.
And we, a congregation of four little Jews, stood up in the valley on the estate of Peter Khlopov, concealed by
steep hills and by the darkness of the night: thieves for the benefit of our masters, and mourners of Zion on our
own account … And we chanted out of the depths of our hearts:
By the rivers of Babylon,
there we sat and wept,
remembering Zion.

We chanted the whole of it, sat down and wept, remembering at the same time all we had gone through ourselves, and also the position we were in at that time.—
*
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Here old Samuel shuddered and stopped abruptly. The sun had set, and he reminded himself that he had
forgotten to say his afternoon prayer. He jumped down hastily, washed his hands in a near-by pool, returned to his
seat, and became absorbed in his devotion.
6
By and by the streaks of light disappeared in the twilight sky, and the wintry night threw the mantle of thick
and misty blackness over us. Presently I heard the old man conclude his prayer:
When the world will be reclaimed
through the kingship of the Almighty;
when all mortals will acknowledge Thy name,
on that day the Lord will be One,
and His name will be One!

Out of the darkness came the devout words; they seemed to take wing, as though to pierce the shrouding mist
and scatter it; but they themselves were finally dissolved in the triumph and blackness. …
I did not have to urge the old man to continue his tale. His prayers over, he picked up the thread of his narrative, as if something were driving him to give a full account of what he had passed through.—
*
The day I became acquainted with Jacob—continued the old man—I consider the beginning of a new period in
my life. I became accustomed to consider him my superior, whose behavior had to be taken as an example. Jacob
spoke as an authority whenever he did speak, and he never wavered in his decisions. Whenever he happened to be
in doubt, his father would “instruct” him in his dreams.
Thus we lived according to Jacob’s decisions and dreams. I got used to eating forbidden food, to breaking the
Sabbath, and trespassing against all the ordinances of the ritual without compunction. And yet Jacob used to
preach to us, to bear floggings and all kinds of punishments rather than turn traitor to our faith. So I got the notion
that our faith is neither prayers, nor a collection of ordinances of varying importance, but something I could not
name, nor point to with my finger. Jacob, I thought, certainly knows all about it; but I do not. All I could was to
feel it; so could Anna. Otherwise she would not have called me Zhid, and would not have hated me so much, in
spite of seeing me break all the ordinances of the Jewish ritual.
At times I thought that I and my comrades were captains in God’s army, that all His ordinances were not meant
for us, but for the plain soldiers of the line. They, the rank and file, must be subjected to discipline, must know
how to submit to authority; all of which does not apply to the commanding officers. It seemed to me that this was
what the Holy One, blessed be He, had deigned to reveal to us through the dreams of Jacob: there is another
religion for you, the elect. You will surely know what is forbidden, and what is permitted …
Sometimes, again, I imagined that I might best prove true to my faith if I set my heart against the temptation
that Satan had put before me in the person of Marusya. If I turned away from her, I thought, I might at once gain
my share in the future world. So I armed myself against Marusya’s influence in every possible way. I firmly resolved to throw back at her any food she might offer me. If she laid her hand on me, I would push it away from
me, and tell her plainly that I was a Jew, and she—a nobody.
So I fought with her shadow, and, indeed, got the best of it as long as she herself was away. But the moment
she appeared, all my weapons became useless. She made me feel like one drunk. I could not withstand the wildfire of her eye, nor the charm of her merry talk, nor the wonderful attraction of her whole person. At the same
time there was not a trace of deviltry about her: it was simply an attraction which I could not resist. And when she
laid her soft hand on me, I bent under it, and gave myself up entirely.
And she did what she wanted: where buttons were missing, she sewed them on; and where a patch was needed,
she put it in. She was a little mother to me. She used to bring me all kinds of delicacies and order me to eat them;
and I could not disobey her. In short, she made me forget Jacob and his teachings.
But the moment I met Jacob I forgot Marusya’s charms, and reminded myself that it was sinful to accept favors in exile. Then I would repent of my past actions from the very depths of my heart—till I again was face to
face with Marusya. I was between the hammer and the anvil.
*
My meetings with Jacob were regular and frequent. After what according to Jacob’s calendar was the Ninth of
Av, we met nightly in the valley on Peter’s estate, till a disagreement broke out among us. I would not permit the
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cattle of the whole neighborhood to browse on the estate of my patron, and Simeon and Reuben would not agree
to let my patron’s horses be brought to the meadows of their patrons. Our congregation nearly broke up. But here
Jacob intervened with his expert decision.
“Boys,” said he, “you must know that ‘going out for the night’ is really a form of stealing. True, we do not
steal for our own benefit. Yet, as long as we have a hand in it, we must manage it in a fair way. So let us figure
out how many horses every one of our patrons possesses. And let us arrange the nights according to the number of
horses each of the patrons has. According to this calculation we shall change places. We shall spend more nights
in the meadows of those who have more horses. That will make ‘fair stealing.’”
The plan of Jacob was accepted, not as a proposition, but as an order. Since that time we began to “steal with
justice.” And our patrons slept peacefully, delighted with their unpunished thievery, till a Gentile boy, one Serge
Ivanovich, joined us on one of his own “nights.” He was the son of the village elder, and a cousin of Peter
Khlopov. He was compelled to obey Jacob, but the next morning he blabbed about it all over the village.
Of course, our patrons were angry. Jacob took the whole blame on himself, and suffered punishment for all of
us. Then “Jacob’s Klaus” was closed, because our patrons gave up sending us out “for the night.”
Well, if you please, their dissatisfaction was not entirely groundless: they found themselves fooled by us, and
cheated in a way. For every one of them had been thinking that his horse would bring him some profit every
night, equal to the value of the horse’s browsing. Seven nights, seven times that profit; thirty nights, thirty times
that profit …
All at once these “profits” had vanished: it turned out that every horse had been browsing at the expense of his
own master; so the expected profits became a total loss. Of course, stealing is stealing. But then, they argued, had
the Zhid youngsters any right to meddle with their affairs? Was it their property that was being stolen? As one of
my Gentile acquaintances told me once:
“The trouble with the Jews is that they are always pushing themselves in where they are not wanted at all.”
Indeed, it was this fault of ours that Serge kept pointing out to me and berating us for.
Well, Jacob’s Klaus had been closed. But we managed to get together in different places. Once in a while we
came to see one another at our patron’s houses, and they did not object.
I do not know who told Marusya what kind of a chap Jacob was, and what he thought of her; but she hated him
from the moment she first saw him, when he came to visit me.
“He is a real savage,” she would say. “I never saw such a Jew. I am simply afraid of him. I am afraid of those
wild eyes of his. I detest him, anyway.” That is what she used to tell me.
Whenever Jacob came to see me, and Marusya happened to be in the room, she would walk out immediately,
and would not return before he was out of the house. I rather liked it. I could not be giving in to both of them at
the same time.
Such were the surroundings that shaped my life during those days. Peter befriended me; but Anna kept on
worrying me and making me miserable. Marusya loved me as a sister loves a brother, and the fire of her eyes ate
into my heart. Jacob kept preaching to me that it was wrong to accept favors from Gentiles, and that we had to
fight for our faith. Serge became my bitter enemy from the time he betrayed our scheme of “honest stealing.”
To top it all, my sergeant tried to put me through the paces of the military drill, and succeeded.
But my own self seemed to have been totally forgotten and left out of the account.
By and by the summer passed, and most of the following winter; and in the Khlopov household preparations
were made for some holiday, I forget which. Those days of preparation were our most miserable days in exile.
When Anna was busy on the eve of a holiday, I could not help remembering our own Sabbath eves at home, the
Sabbath days in the Klaus, as well as the other holidays, and all the things that are so dear to the heart of the
Jewish boy.
That was the time when I felt especially lonely and homesick; it was as though a fever were burning within
me. Then neither tears nor even Marusya’s company did me any good. I felt as if red-hot coals had been packed
up right here in my breast. Did you ever feel that way? I felt like rolling on the ground and pressing my chest
against something hard. I felt I was going mad. I felt like jumping, crying, singing, and fighting all at once. I felt
as if even lashes would be welcome, simply to get rid of that horrible heartache.
On that particular day Khlopov was late in coming home. Marusya remarked that she had seen her father enter
the tavern. Then Anna began to curse “our Moshko,” the tavern keeper. Marusya objected:
“Tut, tut, mother, is it any of Moshko’s fault? Does he compel papa to go there? Does he compel him to
drink?”
Then Anna few into a temper, and poured out a torrent of curses and insults on Marusya. I don’t know what
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happened to me then. My blood was up; my fists tightened. It was a dangerous moment; I was ready to pounce
upon Anna. I did not know that Marusya had been watching me all the while from behind, and understood all that
was passing within me.
Presently the door opened, and Khlopov entered, rather tipsy, hopping and jigging. That was his way when in
his cups. When he was under the influence of liquor, his soul seemed to spread beyond its usual limits and light up
his face with smiles. At such moments he would be ready to hug, to kiss, or to cry; or else to curse, to fight, and to
laugh at the same time.
Right here you can see the difference between the Jew and the Gentile. The finer soul of the Jew may contract
and settle on the very point of his nose. But the grosser soul of the Gentile needs, as it were, more space to spread
over. This, I believe, is why Khlopov never failed to get a clean shave on the eve of every holiday.
As soon as Khlopov had entered the room, he began to play with me and Marusya. He gave us candy, and
insisted on dancing a jig with us. Anna met him with a frown:
“Drunk again?”
But this time her eyes seemed to have no power over Khlopov. He could not stand it any longer, and gave tit
for tat.
“Zhidovka!” he shouted.
I looked at Anna: she turned red. Marusya blushed. Khlopov sobered up, and his soul shrank to its usual size.
Anna went to her room. The spell was broken.
The word “Zhidovka” hurled at Anna made me start back. What could it mean, I wondered. I felt sorry for
Khlopov, for Marusya, for Anna, and for the holiday mood that had been spoilt by a single word. And it seemed to
me it was my fault to some extent. Who, I thought, had anything in common with Zhidovka if not myself? Or was
it Khlopov?—
*
Here the old man was interrupted by the neighing of the horses.
The forward horse seemed to be getting proud of the comparative freedom he enjoyed, and bit his neighbor,
only to remind him of it. The latter, unable to turn around in the harness, resented the insult by kicking. But then
the driver plied the whip, and there was peace again.
“Would you take the trouble to dismount? Just walk up that hill: it will do you good to warm yourselves up a
little after sitting so long in one place.”
That was the driver’s suggestion; and as no one refuses obedience to drivers on the road, we dismounted.
7
The next day—resumed the old man—the situation became a little clearer to me. Marusya told me that
according to the gossip of the village her mother was a converted Jewess. She, Marusya, was not so sure of it.
Her father would call her mother a Jewess once in a while, but that happened only when he was drunk. So she did
not know whether he merely repeated the village gossip, or had his own information in the matter. And when she
asked her mother, the latter would fly into a temper.
“Papa himself,” said Marusya, “likes Jews; but mother hates them. I like papa more than mamma; I also like
Jews; I often play with Moshko’s girls when mother is not around. I do not understand why mother dislikes Jews
so much.”
Then Marusya insisted I should tell her the real truth about the Jews, as they are at home: were they like
myself, or like Jacob, the wild one? But I stopped listening to her chatter, and began to think of what she had told
me about her mother. For in case it was true that Anna was a convert, then—why, then Marusya herself was half a
Jewess. I decided to solve the mystery.
*
Now let me tell you that as a result of our Cantonist training we were not only as bold as eagles, as courageous
as lions, as swift as the deer in doing the will of our patrons, but also as sly as foxes in finding a way out of a
difficulty. And, by the way, that was also the opinion of our late commander, Colonel Pavel Akimovich. A keeneyed commander and a kind-hearted master was he, may his lot be in Paradise among the godly men of the
Gentile tribes. Yes, if he was an eagle, we were his chicks; if he was a lion, we were his whelps! This is what he
used to say:
“In time of need, you have no better soldier than the Jew. But then you must know how to use him. Do not give
him too many instructions, and do not try to explain it all to him from beginning to end. If you instruct him too
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much, he will be afraid to do any scheming on his own hook, and you will be the loser. Just give him your order,
and tell him what the order is for. Then you may be sure he will get it for you, even if he should have to go to hell
for it!” This is what Colonel Pavel Akimovich used to say of us.
Now, once I decided to find out Anna’s secret, I thought it all out beforehand, as a Cantonist should; and I hit
upon a plan.
That was at the beginning of spring. One day Khlopov left on a journey to the neighboring villages to collect
the taxes. He had to stay away some time. The whole of that day Anna kept worrying me as usual. She sent me on
unnecessary errands, she wanted me to be in two places at the same time. She yelled, she cursed, she shook me,
and mauled me, she pulled me by the ears. She knew well how to make one miserable.
When night came, I went to sleep in the anteroom; that was my bedroom. Anna was abed, but not asleep. Marusya had long been asleep. Then Anna remembered that she had forgotten to close the door leading to the anteroom, and she ordered me to get up and close it. I made believe I was sleeping soundly, and began to snore loudly.
She kept on calling me, but I kept on snoring.
Suddenly I began to cry, as if from the sleep:
“O mother, leave Anna alone. She too is a mother! Pity her family!”
Anna became silent. I half opened my eyes and looked at her through the open door. A candle was burning on
the table near her bed, and I could see that she was frightened, and was listening intently. Then I continued,
somewhat differently:
“I beg of you, mother, is it her fault? Doesn’t she feed me? Isn’t she a mother too?”
Then I began to cry as if in my sleep.
“What?” I asked suddenly, “Anna?! Anna—a Jewess too?!”
Then I noticed that Anna was watching Marusya's bed. I saw she was afraid Marusya might overhear what was
not intended for her ears. She put on her night robe, came to my bed, and began in a whisper:
“Are you sleeping? Get up, my boy, wake up!” I did “wake up,” and put on a frightened appearance.
“What did you cry about?” she asked.
“I dreamt something terrible.”
“What did you dream about” I kept silent.
“Tell me, tell me!” she insisted.
“I saw my mother in a dream.”
“Is she alive yet?”
I told a lie. I said my mother was long dead.
“And what did she tell you?”
“She said that …”
“Tell me, tell me!”
“I cannot repeat that in Russian.”
“Then say it in Yiddish.” I looked with make-believe surprise at Anna.
“She said: ‘I shall come to Anna at night and choke her, if she doesn’t give up abusing you.’” At this Anna
turned red. I continued:
“And she said also, ‘Anna ought to have pity on Jewish children, because she is a Jewess herself.’”
My scheme worked well. Anna began to treat me in an entirely different way, and my position in the house not
only improved, but became the opposite of what it had been. At times, when no one was around, she even spoke
Yiddish to me. Apparently she liked to remain alone in the house with me and chat with me.
You must know, her position in the village was all but agreeable. She had very few acquaintances; and she
would have been better off without any. When she happened to have visitors, a mutual suspicion at once became
apparent, in their behavior and their talk. There was much more flattery, much more sweetness of speech than is
common among people. One could see that each spoke only to hide her innermost thoughts. Every conversation
ended as it began: with gossip about women who were not zealous enough in matters of church attendance. And
when it came to that, Anna invariably blushed, simply because she was afraid she might blush. Then, feeling the
blood coming to her face, she would try to hide her confusion, and would chatter away ceaselessly, to show how
punctual she was herself in church matters.
On taking leave, Anna’s friends would exchange significant glances, and Anna would have been either too
stupid or else too wise not to notice the sting of those sly looks.
As to Peter, he treated Anna fairly well; and when they happened to quarrel, it was mostly her own fault. One
night—it was long after I had found out Anna’s secret—I happened to be sleepless, and I overheard Anna talking
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angrily to Peter. She was scolding him for having forgotten to prepare oil for the lamp before the ikon of some
saint. It was that saint’s day, and Khlopov had either forgotten or neglected it. He was very careless in church
matters, and Anna never got tired of taking him to task for it. This time she didn’t leave off nagging him, till he
lost patience, and said:
“Were I really as religious as you want me to be, I should have taken to wife a woman who—well, who is a
real Christian herself.”
Perhaps Peter never meant to insult Anna by reminding her of that which she wished to forget. Or perhaps
Peter thought he had offered a valid excuse. But Anna was offended and turned around crying.
The trouble with Anna was that she was very sensitive. That was a trait of hers. When she heard something
said about herself, she never was satisfied with the plain meaning of what was said, but tried to give the words
every other possible meaning. Every chance remark she happened to overhear she took to be meant for herself.
Well, this same sensitiveness one may find in most of the Cantonists. For instance, in the regiment of General
Luders, in which I served once, we had many Tatars,\fn{ These are the descendants of the Tartars who ruled central Asia in the
14th century} some Karaites,\fn{Those adherents of Judaism, in the opinion of the traditionally Orthodox, who reject the authority of
the Talmud} and a goodly number of Jews.\fn{ The traditionally Orthodox, of which this narrator considers himself to be } To all
appearances there was no trouble; but let one soldier call another “Antichrist,” and every Jew in the regiment
would get excited. The Tatars and the Karaites rather liked to call their comrades Antichrist, even if they happened to be Christians. But it was only the Jews whom the word set a-shivering. It is as I tell you—the Jew is
painfully sensitive.
Well, to cut my story short, Anna did not have a happy time of it. She was all alone, surrounded though she
was by many people. She became taciturn in spite of herself. And this is a great misfortune when it happens with
womenfolk. Women are naturally great talkers, and you may do them much harm, if you do not give them a
chance to talk.
So I became her crony as soon as I discovered her secret. Then she tried to make up for the many years of
silence by chattering incessantly. In her long talks she often said things she had denied before. Once she told me
that she felt a longing to see her relations and townspeople. But the next time she said that she hated them mightily. Very likely she did not hate them. We all dislike that which has caused us pain and harm. So Anna disliked her
relations for having caused her remorse, homesickness, and perhaps shame.
Once her tongue was loosed, she did not stop until she had poured out the proverbial nine measures given to
woman as her share of the ten measures of speech in the world. She spoke Yiddish even in the presence of Marusya and of Jacob, who used to visit me once in a while. By and by Anna began to treat him in a very friendly way.
Only Marusya avoided him, and never spoke a word to him. She simply hated him.
*
Thus in time the house of Anna became something like a Jewish settlement, or rather like some sort of a klaus,
especially when Pater was away from home. We all used to gather there, and talk Yiddish, just as in a klaus. For
under Anna’s roof we felt perfectly free. She became a mother to the homeless Cantonists. Even Marusya took to
jabbering a little Yiddish.
Jacob began to feel that the leadership of our little community was passing into the hands of Anna, and he became jealous. He did not see that the very fact that he too was falling under her spell was influencing our
community greatly, and that thus he was stamping it with his own character.
Anna liked him more than she did any one of us. Moreover, she respected him. At times it looked as if she
were somewhat afraid of him.
Now you must know that at bottom Anna had never deserted her religion. Instead, she carried the burdens of
both religions; to the fear of the Jewish hell she seemed to have added the fear of the Christian hell. I suspect that
she was still in the habit of reciting her Hebrew prayer before going to sleep.
She also believed in dreams. In this respect all women are the same. Of course, she had her dreams, and Jacob
thought himself able to interpret them; he used to seek her company for that purpose.
So we all began to feel very much at home in Anna’s house.
Once it happened that Peter entered the house at a moment when we were all so much absorbed in our Yiddish
conversation that we did not notice his presence. He sat down quietly among us and took part in our talk, smiling
in his usual manner. He asked us some questions, and we answered him. Then we asked him something, and he
answered us in pure, good Yiddish, as if there were nothing new or surprising about it. At last Marusya awoke,
and exclaimed with glad surprise:
“Papa, can you speak Yiddish too?”
23

We all shuddered, as if caught stealing. Peter’s smile broadened, covering the whole of his face.
“Did you imagine that I do not know it? I wish you could speak it as well as I do.”
That made me suspect that Peter might have been himself a convert from Judaism, and I decided to ask Anna
about it. She cleared up my doubts very soon. She told me that Peter had been brought up in an exclusively Jewish
town; he had been employed there as a clerk in the Town Hall. As he always had to deal with Jews, he finally
learned their language. She told me at the same time that Peter rather liked Jews, and that he was a man of more
than ordinary ability; otherwise, she said, it would have been very foolish on her part to leave the religion of her
father for the sake of Peter.
“What did you say was the name of your native town?” I asked out of sheer curiosity.
She named my native town. I felt a shiver go through me.
“And what was your father’s name?” I asked again, trembling.
“Bendet.”
“Was he a wine-dealer?”
“Yes; and how do you know it? Are you of the same town?”
I told her my father’s name, and we clasped hands in surprise:—
*
While the old man was telling his tale, the clouds dispersed. I looked upwards: the dark sky spread vault-like
above us studded with stars, some in groups, some far apart. Then I remembered what the Lord had promised to
our father Abraham:
“And I shall multiply thy seed as the stars in heaven.”
And I thought I saw in the sky naught but so many groups of Jews: some kept in exile, some confined within
the nebulae of the Milky Way … But even then, it seemed to me, there was a strong attraction, a deep sympathy
between them all, far apart and scattered though they were. Even so they formed aggregations of shining stars—
far apart, yet near …
8
The wind began to grow cold; we pressed close to one another to keep warm. The old man drew his old coat
tightly about him, and continued his story:—
*
Well, we of our little community threw off the yoke of the old Torah, yet refused to accept the yoke of the new
Torah. Nevertheless our lives were far from being barren. Our longing for the things we were forbidden to practise prompted us to invent a good many new usages. For instance, long before we had the freedom of Anna’s
house, we managed to meet every Saturday to exchange a few words in Yiddish; two or three words were
sufficient to satisfy our sense of duty. Those meetings were among the things for the sake of which we were ready
to run any risk of discovery.
Of course, we dared not recite our Modeh-Ani: our patrons might have overheard us, and that meant a sure
flogging. But we practiced repeating the prayer mentally, and we always managed to do it with our faces turned
in the direction from which we thought we had come, and where our native towns were situated. Jacob had a little
piece of cloth, a remnant of an arba-kanfos. The tzitzis had long been torn away, to prevent discovery and avoid
punishment; but what was left of it we kept secretly, and we used to kiss it at opportune moments, as if it were a
scroll of the Torah.
Then we made a point of abstaining from work at least one hour every Saturday and on the days that were the
Jewish holidays according to Jacob’s calendar. On the other hand, work was considered obligatory on Sundays
and on Christian holidays. Tearing up some papers or starting a fire was thought sufficient.
These and many other usages we invented, slowly, one after another. In time we got into the habit of observing
them very punctiliously, even after we had made ourselves at home in Anna’s house. But over and above all Jacob
never gave up preaching to me that it was wrong on the part of an oppressed Jew to accept favors from a non-Jew.
And this he preached without ever noticing that he was himself giving in to temptation when he accepted favors
and kindnesses from Anna.
As to Marusya, he always found a pretext to separate us whenever he met me in her company. I was very angry
with him for that, but I could not tell him so openly. At last it came to such a pass that Marusya lost all patience,
and made me the scapegoat. She stopped having anything to do with me.
Now that was a real misfortune as far as I was concerned. For only then did I come to realize how much I was
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attached to the girl. I felt an utter emptiness in my heart; I began to feel myself a total stranger in the house.
When everybody was talking merrily, I kept quiet, as if I were a mourner. I was always looking for Marusya, I
was always trying to catch her eye. I hoped that our eyes would meet, that she would at least look at me. But she
kept on avoiding me.
No, she did not avoid me: she simply did not seem to know that I was in the house. I was exasperated; and
when once I came face to face with Jacob, I lost my temper, and berated him roundly, attacking him on his weakest side:
“Is it on me that you are spying? How many favors, if you please, have you accepted yourself from Anna?
Perhaps your father gave you a special dispensation in your dreams?” To all of this Jacob replied very calmly:
“First of all, your analogy does not hold, for you and Marusya are both youngsters. And, second, even supposing I were sinning, it is your fault then, too; for it is clearly your duty to warn me. At the same time, you can
imagine how much the whole thing grieves me.”
Well, after all, I was ready to forgive him his sins, provided he overlooked mine …
Yes, that happened on a Saturday. We were all standing in line on the drill grounds. I was in the first line, and
Jacob was directly behind me in the second line. We were going through the paces of the so-called three-step exercise. It was this way: the soldier had to stretch his left leg forward on a somewhat oblique line, so that the sole
of his foot touched the ground without resting on it. That was the first pace, the hardest of all, as we had to stand
on one leg, with the other a dead weight. In this position we had to keep standing till the command was given for
the second pace. At that moment we had to shift to our left leg, and quickly bend the right leg at the knee-joint at a
right angle. Thus we had to stand till the command was given for the third pace, when we had to unbend the right
leg and bring it forward.
On that day we were kept at the first pace unusually long. My muscles began to twitch, and I felt as if needles
were pricking me from under the skin. Suddenly I felt as if I had lost my footing, and was suspended in the air.
Then I fell.
This was my first mishap on that day. The sergeant made believe that he did not notice it, and I congratulated
myself, hoping it would pass unremarked.
The sergeant was busy with the last of our line: somehow he did not like the way he was standing. Just then, in
a crazy fit of contrariness, I felt a sudden desire to fulfill my duty of talking a few words of Yiddish on Saturday. I
turned my head and whispered to Jacob in Yiddish:
“He is going to keep us here the whole day! When shall we have our hour’s rest?”
At that moment the sergeant passed between the lines, and overheard me speaking Yiddish. O yes, they have
sharp ears, those drill-masters. As you know, speaking Yiddish was considered a great breach of discipline, which
never passed unpunished. It always meant a whipping. So I had made myself guilty of two offenses. On that day I
did not go home empty-handed: I got an order to report the next morning to receive my twenty lashes.
I received my order like a soldier, saluted, and seemed cool about it—for the time being. That pleased the
sergeant greatly; he was a thorough soldier himself, and heartily hated tenderfeet and cowards. He looked at me
approvingly, and said:
“Because you have always been a good soldier, I shall make the punishment easier for you. You have the
privilege of dividing the number of lashes in two: ten you get tomorrow, and ten you may put off for some other
time.”
That was the customary way of making the punishment easier in the cases when the Cantonist was either too
weak to take in the whole number of lashes at once, or was thought to deserve consideration otherwise. A temporary relief it certainly was; but in the end the relief was worse than the punishment itself. Between the first half of
the punishment and the other half, life was a burden to the culprit: he could neither eat, nor drink, nor sleep in
peace. Every moment he felt as if his back were not his own, that he merely had borrowed it for a while, and
sooner or later he would have to stretch himself on the ground, to bear the weight of a rider on his neck and of
another on his feet, and have the rods fall on him with a swish: one, two, three …
And the pain was awful. It felt as if the skin were being torn away in strips. A new lash on the fresh cut, and
another strip was torn out; then another strip across the two. One felt like yelling, but the throat was dry. One felt
like scratching the ground, but the finger nails had long become soft. One felt like biting one’s own flesh, but one
had no power over himself so long as a man was sitting on his neck and pinning it tight to the ground. It was hard
enough to stand the ordeal itself, as hard as hell. But it was still harder to bear in mind that such a punishment
was coming. It felt as if one was being flogged every moment. So, in the stress of the moment, I found my speech.
“Sir,” said I, saluting, “I would rather stand twenty-five lashes at once than have the twenty lashes divided in
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two parts.”
“Why?” asked the sergeant.
“Because a Russian soldier has no time to keep accounts that concern only his own back. He has no right to
forget his military duties even for a single moment.”
Here the sergeant gave me an approving smile, and reduced the twenty lashes to ten. Then Jacob stepped
forward, stood at attention, saluted, and said:
“Sir, it is not his fault, but mine. It was I who spoke to him. He was silent. As to his falling during the drill, that
was also my fault: I made him stumble. I am ready to stand the punishment, because I am the guilty one.” The
sergeant threw a quick, admiring glance at Jacob, and said:
“Your intentions are certainly good, because you wish to sacrifice yourself for your friend. You might serve as
a model for all the young soldiers.
“Boys, do you hear? Love one another as Jacob loves his guilty friend! But you must know that your sergeant
is not to be fooled; his eyes are everywhere, and he certainly knows the guilty one!”
When I went home, I felt neither glad nor despondent; I felt as if I did not exist at all—as if my very body did
not belong to me, but had been borrowed for a few hours. That night I woke up many times; I felt as if snakes
were crawling over my flesh. I got up early the next morning. Marusya was yet in bed, half awake.
“Where are you going?” asked Anna, standing in my way.
I kept silent for a while, then I made a clean breast of it all. Anna shook her head at me, and said with tears
glistening in her eyes:
“Poor fellow, and where are you going to?”
“I am going to the sergeant’s; if it has been decreed, let it be done quickly.”
“Why should you go hungry?”
“That does not matter.” I waved my hand, and walked away slowly.
One the way I met some people, but I did not greet them; some people overtook me, but I did not even notice
them pass. I had nothing in my mind except my own shoulders and the stinging rods. And for a moment I really
lost heart; I acted like a tenderfoot instead of a Cantonist. I was ready to cry; my tears were choking me, as if I
were mamma’s only darling.
It was about a two hours’ walk to the sergeant’s. When I arrived there, I stood outside and waited for him.
Then I thought I heard the sound of some not unfamiliar voice: arguments, expostulations, again arguments.
Somebody was talking earnestly behind the closed door. I could not make out what was said. Neither did I have
any desire to know what it was all about. I was very impatient. I longed for the sergeant to come out and do the
thing he had to do to me. I wished for all to be over and done with—that I had already been carried to the hospital
and been bandaged; that the days in the hospital had gone; that I had recovered and had been dismissed. But at the
same time I hoped the sergeant might be a little slow in coming out, and that my pain might be postponed for a
little while. In short, I was divided against myself: I had two wishes, one excluding the other.
Suddenly the door opened, and on the threshold was standing—do you know who?
Marusya! Yes, dear God, it was Marusya. She was standing at the right of the sergeant. With one hand he was
playing with her locks, and in the other he was holding both her hands. Then he turned to me:
“Hourvitz, this young lady has interceded in your favor. And a soldier is in honor bound to respect the request
of such a nice girl. So, for her sake, all is forgiven this time. Go home!”
At that moment I was ready to take forty lashes, if only I might remove the sergeant’s hands from off Marusya.
I went home at a very slow pace, so that Marusya might overtake me on the road. I thought she might talk to me
then. I meant to ask her how she had gotten ahead of me without my noticing her. The minutes seemed hours; I
thought she would never come out of the house.
Then a crazy idea struck me—to return to the sergeant’s house and see what had happened to Marusya. After
all, I thought, what can the sergeant do to me more than have me whipped? At that moment I thought little of the
rods; it seemed to me just then that the rods did not hurt so much after all, and the pain they caused was only
temporary; it was hardly worth while giving the matter much thought. And, I am sure, for the moment I had lost
all sense of pain. Had they flogged me then, I should not have felt any pain.
I turned back. Luckily I did not have to go as far as the sergeant’s house; I met Marusya on the way. She
passed me, looking right and left, as if I were a mere stone lying on the roadside.
“Marusya!” I called after her. But she kept on walking ahead, as if she had not heard me.
“Marusya,” I cried again, “is that the way you are going to treat me?! Why, then, did you save me from the
rods?”
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She stopped for a moment, as though thinking of something. Her handkerchief fell from her hand. She sighed
deeply, picked up the handkerchief, and resumed her walk.
I returned to the village alone. Anna met me with tears of joy in her eyes. I broke out into tears myself, without
really knowing why. I caught Marusya’s eye, but her look was a puzzle to me.—
*
Presently our horses began to trot at a lively pace; they felt the road sloping downhill. The driver, who had
long been nodding in his seat, was suddenly shaken out of his slumbers. He woke up with a start, and flourished
his whip; which is a habit acquired in his trade. Uphill or downhill, your coach-drive is bound to work with his
whip. Let him be disturbed, no matter when—even when he drops into a doze in his klaus on a Yom-Kippur night
—he will invariably shake his hand at the intruder as if swinging his whip.
As the horses increased their speed, the baying of dogs became audible; a village was not far off. Cheering and
inviting as the distant chorus sounded, it resolved itself by and by into single barks, and every bark seemed to say,
“Away with you,” “Stand back,” “No strangers admitted,” and the like. A gust of wind brought to our nostrils
warmish air laden with all kinds of smells: smells of smouldering dung, of garbage, and of humanity in general.
Soon lights began to twinkle from huddled shanties and from broad-faced houses, as if welcoming our arrival.
It looked as if the village were priding itself on its lights, and boasting before Heaven:
“See how much stronger I am: sunk in the deep slush of a dirty valley, I have my own lights, and my own stars
within myself.”
The village seemed to have shrunk within the limits of its own nest, glad that it need not know the ills and the
hardships of travel.
The driver ordered an hour’s rest.
9
After we had warmed ourselves a little in the village inn, we returned to our seats in the coach, and the drive
continued his “talk” with the horses. The old man resumed his story:—
*
Well, I had fallen into debt; and my two creditors were very hard to satisfy. Jacob had offered, though vainly,
to sacrifice his skin for mine and suffer the lashes intended for me. Marusya took the trouble to walk all the way
to the sergeant’s house and talk with him, to save me from punishment. Thus I was indebted to both of them, but
with a difference. While trying to belittle the good intentions of Jacob, I tried at the same time to belittle my
obligation to him, whose authority was fast becoming irksome.
Marusya, on the other hand, refused to accept my thanks …
Well, by that time I had long considered myself a good young soldier. I knew I was growing in the favor of my
superiors. The sergeant had praised me repeatedly, in my presence and in my absence. I began to feel my own
worth, to cherish military aspirations, and to burn with the ambition of a soldier. Many a time I dreamt I was
promoted from the ranks, had become a colonel, and was promoted to a higher rank still. I fought in battles,
performed wonderful feats …
About that time they began to talk in the army about the Turks.
Jacob and I had our differences with respect to them. He tried to prove to me that the Turks, being the sons of
Ishmael, were our cousins. But I did not believe it. I did not wish to believe it, in spite of everything. He claimed
that the children of Ishmael were heroes, brave as lions. But I used to say,
“Just give me ten Turks, and I shall put them out of business with one shot!”
On account of these talks Jacob and I began to avoid one another’s company. He was too hard on me, with his
endless contradictions, admonitions, and warnings.
One day we went out target shooting. Jacob fired twelve shots in succession, at long range, and every shot was
a bull’s eye. He outdid all his comrades on that day. Then the sergeant put his hand on Jacob’s shoulder, and said:
“Bravo, Jacob! I see a coming officer in you! Have you a petition to make of me for something I can grant?”
Then Jacob saluted, and asked to be permitted to recite his Hebrew prayers daily and rest on Saturdays. The
sergeant smiled, and granted Jacob’s request.
I may just as well tell you now that long before this incident the authorities had lost all hope of getting us
converted to the ruling faith. They became convinced that we did not budge so much as an inch, in spite of all the
pressure and tortures we had to stand. They realized at last that only compulsion could make us say certain
prayers before the crucifix every morning. So by and by they gave it up. And Jacob’s request was not so hard to
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grant after all.
From that moment Jacob became a bitter enemy of the Turks. He pictured them as midgets, and named his
patron’s dog “Turk.” Aside from all this there was a general change in Jacob’s disposition; it was something that
one could only feel, but not exactly see.
We had a very hard winter that year, quite different from what we have now. Nowadays the very seasons of the
year seem to have softened: new generations—new people; new times—new winters. Why, only last mid-winter I
saw the rabbi’s daughter-in-law pass through the streets bareheaded. In the mid-summer she drank hot tea, and
caught a cold in her teeth. It is all the way I am telling you: the word is turned topsy-turvy. In olden times a married woman would not dare uncover her hair even in the presence of her husband; it was also thought dangerous
even for a man to go out bareheaded in winter time; and nobody ever caught a cold in midsummer.
Nowadays things are different: only last winter I saw soldiers shiver with cold, while in our time a soldier was
ashamed to show he was afraid of the cold. Yes, new generations, new soldiers; new times, new seasons …
In short, that winter was a very hard one: heavy snowfalls, snow-storms, and no roads. The peasants could not
go outside of the village; they had to stay home, and being idle and lonesome, they celebrated their weddings at
that convenient season. Many people used to go to their weddings merely as sight-seers, I among them, for my
sergeant gave me plenty of freedom. I had been excused from a large part of the drill; it was really superfluous as
far as I was concerned. I had long learned all there was to learn. So I had much leisure to knock about in.
Well, my sergeant rather liked us grown-up Cantonists. We were, with hardly an exception, very good soldiers
indeed. And, after all, what was the hope of the sergeant, if not the praise of his superior, “Bravo, sergeant!” He
liked to hear it, just as we ourselves liked to hear his
“Bravo, boys, well done!”
One of the weddings of that season happened to take place in the house of the richest peasant of the village,
one of those peasants who try to rise above their class. It goes without saying that among the invited guests was
the very cream of the village society: the few Government officials, the village elder, the clerk of the village, our
sergeant, etc.
Yes, as to our sergeant, he was a jolly sort of fellow. He enjoyed a good laugh himself, and liked to hear others
laugh. He liked to pass jokes with his soldiers, too. But then he was always the first to laugh at his own jokes; it
seemed as if he might laugh himself to death. Of course, his hearty laughter made one laugh with him, joke or no
joke. Yes, he was a good fellow; may he, too, have his place among the righteous in Paradise.
True, he had us switched once in a while; but that was the way of the world in those days. For he, too, grew up
and had been promoted from under the birch-rods.
You know what all this reminds me of? Take this driver, for instance: he is used to belabor his horses with the
whip; and yet he likes them, you may be sure. Of course, our sergeant would scold us once in a while, too. But
then his scolding seemed to hurt him more than us: he looked as if he had gotten the scolding himself. The jokers
of our company used to say of him, that he stood up every morning before his own uniform, and saluted it as it
hung on the wall …
In short, he liked to mingle with people and to make merry; then he was always the happiest of all.
Of course, he also had been invited to that wedding. Marusya, too, was there, and that was against her habit.
She kept away from all kinds of public gatherings and festivities. And right she was, too, in staying away. For it
was in the company of other girls that her brooding, melancholy disposition showed itself most clearly.
Did I say melancholy? No it was not exactly melancholy. It was rather the feeling of total isolation, which one
could not help reading on her face. And a total stranger she certainly was in that throng. When she kept quiet, her
very silence betrayed her presence among the chattering girls. One could almost hear her silence. And when she
did take part in the conversation, her voice somehow sounded strange and far away in the chorus of voices. Her
very dress seemed different, though she was dressed just like any other of the village girls. It was in her gait, her
deportment, in her very being that she differed from the rest of the girls. From the moment she entered the house
she had to run the gauntlet of inquisitive looks, which seemed to pierce her very body and made her look like a
sieve, as it were.
I looked at Marusya, and it seemed to me that her face had become longer and her lips more compressed; her
eyes seemed wider open and lying deeper in her sockets. She looked shrunken and contracted, very much like my
mother on the eve of the Ninth of Av, when she read aloud the Lamentations for the benefit of her illiterate
women-friends.
Well, that evening the sergeant danced with Marusya, neglecting the other girls entirely. They kept on refusing
the invitations of the cavaliers, in the hope that they might yet have a chance to dance with the sergeant. The result
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was that the cavaliers were angry with the girls; the girls, with Marusya; and I, with the sergeant. And when a
recess was called, something happened: one of the bachelors, Serge Ivanovich, my old enemy, stood up behind
Marusya, and shouted with all his might,
“Zhidovka!”
Then the envious girls broke out into a malicious giggle.
Marusya turned crimson. She looked first at the sergeant: he was curling his mustache, and tried to look angry.
Then Marusya turned away from him, and I caught her eye. Well, that was too much for me. I could not stand it
any longer. I sprang at Serge and dragged him to Marusya. I struck him once and twice, got him by the neck, and
belabored him with the hilt of my sword.
“Apologize!” said I.
Now, no one is obedient as your Gentile once you have him down. And Serge Ivanovich did not balk. He apologized in the very words that I dictated to him. Then I let him go. The sergeant looked at me approvingly, as if
wishing to say,
“Well done!”
This prevented the young men from attacking me.
Marusya left the house, and I followed her. Once outside, she broke into tears. She said something between
sobs, but I could not make out what she meant. I thought she was complaining of someone, probably her mother.
I wished very much to comfort her, but I did not know how. So we walked on in silence. The hard, crisp snow was
squeaking rhythmically under our feet, as if we were trying to play a tune. And from the house snatches of music
reached us, mixed with sounds of quarreling and merry-making. It seemed as if all those sounds were pursuing us:
“Zhid! Zhid!”
Suddenly a sense of resentment overtook me, as if I had been called upon to defend the Jews. And I blurted
out:
“If it is so hard to be insulted once by a youngster who cannot count his own years yet, how much harder is it
to hear insults day in and day out, year in and year out?”
Marusya looked at me with sparkling eyes. She thought I was angry with her and meant her. Then she wanted
to soothe my feelings, and she said wonderingly:
“Years? What, pray, did I do to you? I only wanted you not to listen to Jacob. He is a bad man. He hates me.
He is forever on the lookout to separate us!”
“He is afraid,” said I, “I might yet get converted.” At this Marusya gave me an irresistible look, the look of a
mother, of a loving sister.
“No,” she said decidedly, “I shall not let you do that. You and your daughters will be unhappy forever. You
know what I have decided? I have decided never to get married. For I know that my own daughters will always be
called Zhidovka.”
At this point I became sorry for the turn our conversation had taken, and I cared no more for the defense of the
Jews. After a brief silence Marusya turned to me:
“Why does mother dislike Jews so much? She surely knows them better than papa does.”
“Very likely she fears being called Zhidovka, as they called you.”
“But, then, why did she get herself into that trouble?”
“Ask yourself; she may tell you.”
Never mind what passed between us afterwards. It does not suit a man of my age to go into particulars, the
way the story-writers do. Suffice it to tell you that our relations became very much complicated. Marusya attached
herself to me; she became a sister to me.
So, after all, Jacob’s fears had been well founded from the very beginning. I felt I had gotten myself into a
tangle, but I did nothing to escape from it; on the contrary, I was getting myself deeper and deeper into it:—
*
Here the old man’s eyes flashed with a fire that fairly penetrated the darkness, and for a moment I thought it
was but a youth of eighteen who was sitting opposite me. I was glad that the dark hid the whiteness of the old
man’s beard from my view. The white beard was entirely out of harmony with the youthful ardor of its owner’s
speech.
There was a silence of a few minutes, and the old man continued his story:—
10
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Hard as Anna’s lot was, Peter himself was not very happy either. I do not know how things are managed nowadays. As I told you before, new times bring new people with new ways. It never happened in our day that a Jewish
maiden, no matter what class she belonged to, should throw herself at a young Gentile, and tell him,
“Now, I am ready to leave my faith and my people, if you will marry me.”
In our day there never was a case of apostasy except after a good deal of courting. No Jewish girl ever left her
faith, unless there was a proposal of marriage accompanied by much coaxing. It required a great deal of coaxing
and enticing on the part of the man. Only extravagant promises and assurances, which never could be made good,
could prompt a Jewish maiden to leave her faith. And such had been the case with Khlopov, as Anna told me
afterwards.
Anna, or, as she had been called as a Jewess, Hannah, had spent her girlhood under the rule of a stepmother.
Peter was a young man earning a fair salary as a clerk at the Town Hall. He was a frequent visitor at Bendet’s
wine-shop. And Peter was an expert judge of the comeliness of Jewish maidens in general and of Anna’s beauty in
particular. So, when Pater did come, he came as a veritable angel-protector. He came to save her from the yoke of
a stepmother and make her his wife. He promised her “golden castles” and a “paradise on earth.”
All that would be hers but for one obstacle: she had to renounce her faith.
At first Anna was unwilling. But the stepmother made Anna as miserable as only human beings know how.
Then Bendet’s business began to go from bad to worse, so that Anna had very slim prospects of ever exchanging
the yoke of a stepmother for that of a husband. At the same time Peter urged his suit, coaxing her more and more.
Anna warned Peter, that in her new life she might find misery instead of happiness. She was sure she would be a
stranger to the people with whom she would have to come in contact. Should she happen to be below the other
women, they would despise her. Should she happen to be above them, they would envy and hate her. Here she
certainly spoke like a prophetess.
But Peter kept on assuring her that she was the very best of all women, and that he would be her protector in
all possible troubles.
Then she argued that he might not be happy himself; that he would have to fight many a battle. His parents
would surely not agree with him. His relations would shun him. In short, he would be isolated.
Peter laughed at her, and told her that all her fears were nothing but the imagination of an unhappy maiden
who did not believe in the possibility of ever being happy. He told her also that not all the women in the world
were as bad as her stepmother.
Still Hannah was unwilling.
Then Peter attacked her with a new weapon. He made believe he was ill, and let her know that if he should
die, it would be her fault; and if he did not die, he would commit suicide, and his last thought would be that the
Jews are cruel, and rejoice in the misfortune of a Christian.
Then Hanna gave in, did as she was urged, and was renamed Anna.
Now what Anna found in actual life far exceeded what Hannah had prophesied. The women of the village kept
aloof from her, and for many reasons. The first reason was that she never visited the village tavern. She never
drank any liquor herself, nor treated her visitors with it. And nothing in the world brings such people together as
liquor does.
Then the men hated her for the purity and chastity which she brought from her father’s house.
Besides, men and women alike envied the prosperity of Khlopov’s household, which was due only to Anna’s
thrift.
All those reasons, as well as many others, were included in the one word “Zhidovka.” So that word may stand
for anything you choose. As to Peter’s brothers and relatives, they not only kept away from him but also became
his open or secret enemies.
By and by Peter recognized that Hannah’s fears were not the result of mere imagination, but the true prophecy
of a mature young woman, who had foreseen her own future, and he could not help feeling hurt. That bitter
thought was possibly the only reason why he frequented the establishment of “our Moshko.” He wanted to get rid
of the accursed thought; but he did not succeed. He pined for the time when he lived among Jews; but Anna could
not possibly return to live among them.
*
In the meantime Peter sickened, and took to bed. Anna knew there was still some litigation pending between
Khlopov and his relations, and his title to the property he held by inheritance was disputed. And she always feared
the worst: should she survive Peter, his relations would start proceedings against her, dispossess her and Marusya,
and let them shift for themselves. Many a time did Anna mention the matter to Peter in a casual, off-hand way; but
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he merely smiled his usual smile, listened, and forgot all about it the next morning.
Well, that was a weakness of Peter’s. Writing official papers had been his lifework, and when he had to do
writing in his own behalf, he felt disgusted. He could not touch the pen when his own affairs were involved. Even
the writing of a simple letter he used to put off from day to day. And when it came to clear up the title to his
holding, he would have had to write papers and fill out documents enough to load two pack-donkeys. Small
wonder, then, that he kept putting it off.
But the time came when it was necessary that Anna should speak to him about the matter; and yet she could
not muster up enough courage to do it. For at times she thought herself nothing but a stranger in the place. Who
was she anyway, to inherit the property left by old Simeon Khlopov, deceased?
On one occasion she asked me to call Peter’s attention to the matter of his title to the property. I entered the
sick-room and began to discuss the matter cautiously, in a roundabout way, so as not to excite the patient by
implying that his end might be near. But my precautions were unnecessary. He spoke very coolly of the possibility
of his end coming at any moment, but at the same time he insisted that there was really no need to hurry, a proper
time to settle the matter would be found.
Now here you see one more difference between Jews and Gentiles. To look at the Gentiles, would you ever
think them all fools? Why, you may find many a shrewd man among them, many a man who could get me and
you into his net, as the spider the fly. But when it comes to taking care of the next day, the future, they are rather
foolish. They do not foresee things as clearly as the Jew does.
For instance, do I not work hard to save up money for my daughter’s dowry, even though I hardly expect her to
get married for two years at least? Do I not try hard to pay off the mortgage on my house, so as to leave it to my
children free and clear? Say what you will, I hold to my opinion, that Gentile-folk do not feel the “tomorrow” as
keenly as we do. If you like, the whole life of a Jew is nothing but an anticipation of “tomorrow.” Many a time I
went without a meal simply because I forgot to eat, or thought I had eaten already. But I never forget anything that
concerns the coming day. I can hardly explain it to you, but many a time I thought, dull as my brains were made
by my soldier’s grub, that the Jew is altogether a creature of “tomorrow.”
Well, Peter listened to me; he saw there was reason in what I told him; and yet he did not feel that way. He did
not feel the necessity of acting immediately, and he put it off.
Now, it seems to me that when things come to such a pass between a Gentile husband and his Jewish wife, the
results are bound to be strange, unusual, and anything but agreeable. It is all something like—let me see—something like what is written in the Bible about the confusion of tongues, when one could not understand the speech
of his fellow. Indeed, had Peter known that it was Anna who sent me to him, he would have resented it surely, and
would have thought that she cared more for his inheritance than she cared for him.
And Peter died, after a long illness.
Then Anna had to go through an ordeal she had not yet experienced in her life of apostasy: she had to go
through the ceremony of mourning according to the prescribed rules. And her fears regarding the house turned out
to have been but too well founded. The village elder, in the name of the rest of the relatives, disputed Peter’s title
to the property. Anna was given a small sum of money, and the whole piece of property was deeded over to Serge
Ivanovich. As to Anna and Marusya, they had to be satisfied with the little money they received.
In the end it turned out that there was a deeper purpose at the bottom of the whole affair. That scamp, Serge
Ivanovich, understood very well that in every respect Marusya was above the rest of the village girls, and he made
up his mind to marry her. To be sure, he hated the Jews: they always managed to intrude where they were least
wanted; and he never missed an opportunity of insulting Anna and her daughter. But that is just the way they all
are: they will spit today, to lick it off tomorrow. At the same time he knew well enough that Marusya would not be
willing to have him.
Yet, in spite of it all, he sent some friends with the formal message of a proposal. As an inducement he promised to deed the whole property to Anna and Marusya. Anna seemed willing enough to accept the offer. Then
Marusya turned to me. I began to side with Anna.
“You are a liar!” shouted Marusya, turning to me.
And she was right. Indeed, I did not wish at all to see Marusya marry Serge. But I cannot tell why I had said
the opposite. Then Marusya curtly dismissed the representatives of the suitor.
I decided not to part from the two unhappy women just then and leave them alone with their misfortune. But
Heaven willed otherwise. The Crimean War had been decided upon, and our regiment was the first to be sent to
the front. So I was taken from my dear friends just when they needed me most:—
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A mixture of light and darkness appeared in a corner of the eastern sky, something like the reflection of a
distant conflagration. The light spread farther and farther, and swallowed many a star. It looked as if some halfextinguished firebrand of a world had blazed up again, and was burning brightly once more.
But no! that was neither a world-catastrophe nor a conflagration: some mysterious new creation was struggling
into existence. And after the noiseless storm and battle of lights, the moon appeared, angry-looking, and raggededged.
In the light of the moon the speaker too looked strange and fantastic, like a relic of a world that is no more. The
old man continued:-*
Well, on that day we turned a new leaf in our lives. Till then we had been like people who live against their
own will, without aim or object. We had to get up in the morning, because we had gone to bed the night before.
We ate, because we were hungry. We went to our drills, because we were ordered to go. And we went to sleep at
night, because we felt tired. All our existence seemed to be only for the sake of discipline; and that discipline,
again, seemed a thing in itself.
But the moment they told us of mobilization and war, our riddle was solved. It suddenly became clear to us
why we had been caught and brought to where we were, and why we had been suffering all the time. It looked as
if year in, year out, we had been walking in the darkness of some cave, and all of a sudden our path became light.
And we were happy.
I saw Jacob: he, too, looked happy, which had not been his way for the last few years. From the moment he
had received permission to pray in Hebrew and observe the Sabbath, his mood had changed for the worse: he
looked as if he were “possessed.” He complained that his prayers were not so sweet to him any more as they had
been before; and the Sabbath rest was a real burden upon him. Then, his father did not appear in his dreams any
more. Besides, he confessed that he forgot his prayers many a time, and was not very strict as to the Sabbath. He
feared his prayers were no longer acceptable in Heaven.
No, said he, that was not his destiny: the Jewishness of a Cantonist lay only in suffering martyrdom. But with
the news of the coming war, a change came over him. He became gay as a child.
One morning, when we were assembled on the drill grounds before the house of the sergeant, I was called into
the house.
“Hourvitz,” said my good sergeant, turning to me, “three beautiful creatures ask me not to send you to the
fighting line but to appoint you to some auxiliary company. Ask, and I shall do so.”
“Sir,” said I, “if this be your order, I have but to obey; but if my wish counts for anything, I should prefer to
stay with the colors and go to the fighting line. Otherwise what was our preparation for and our training of many
years?” A smile of satisfaction appeared on the face of the sergeant.
“And if you fall in battle?”
“I shall not fall, sir, before I make others fall.”
“What makes you feel so sure of it?”
“I cannot tell, sir; but it is enough if I am sure of it.”
“Well, I agree with you. Now let us hear what your fair advocates have to say.”
He opened the door of an adjoining room, and Anna, Marusya, and the sergeant’s wife appeared. Then a
dispute began. They insisted on their opinion, and I on mine.
“Let us count votes,” said the sergeant. “I grant you two votes; together with my own vote it makes three
against tree.”
Then I looked at Marusya. She thought a little, and added her vote to mine. So the majority prevailed. When I
went outside, Marusya followed me, and handed me a small parcel. What I found there, among other things, was a
small Hebrew prayer book, which Marusya must have gotten at Moshko’s, and a small silver cross which she had
always worn around her neck. We looked at each other and kept silent: was there anything to be said? After she
had walked away a few steps, she turned around, as if she had forgotten something.
“And if you return …”
“Then to you I return,” was my answer.
She went on, and I turned to look back in her direction: she also looked back at me. Later I turned again to
look at her, and she, too, kept looking back, until we lost sight of each other.
*
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Before Anna could be dispossessed, Heaven wrought a miracle: Serge Ivanovich was drafted into the army. He
was attached to our regiment, and we served in the same company. In the meantime Anna remained in pos-session
of the house.
12
So, after all, they had not been mere sport, those years of drilling, of exercising, of training to “stand up,” to
“lie down,” to “run,” etc., etc. … It had been all for the sake of war, and it was to war that we were going.
My companion in exile, I mean my Barker, did not wish to part from me. Ashamed though I am, I must yet call
him “my true friend.” Human beings as a rule forget favors rendered. This is the way God has made them. In
very truth, it is only your soldier, your fellow in exile, and your dog that are able to serve you and love you at the
risk of their own lives. I chased Barker away, but he kept on following me. I struck him: he took the blows, and
licked my hands. I struck him over the legs with the stock of my gun. He broke out in a whine, and ran after me,
limping.
Marusya caught him and locked him up in the stable. I thought I had gotten rid of him. But some hours later I
saw him limping after me.
Then I realized that the dog was fated to share all the troubles of campaign life with me. And my Barker became a highly respectable dog. The first day he eyed everybody with a look of suspicion. The bright buttons and
the blue uniforms scared him; possibly because buttons and uniforms went with stocks of guns like the one that
had given him the lame leg. By and by Barker picked me and Jacob out from among the soldiers, and kept near
us. They used to say in our company that Barker was a particular friend of Jews, and he knew a Jew when he saw
one. Very likely that was so. But then they never knew how many slices of bread and meat Barker had gotten from
Jewish hands before he knew the difference.
Just about that time we got other new companions. One of them was a certain Pole, Vassil Stefanovich Zagrubsky, blessed be his memory, Jew-hater though he was.
The beginning of our acquaintance promised no good. That particular Pole was poor but proud—a poor fellow
with many wants. Then he was a smoker, too. I also enjoyed a smoke when I had an extra copper in my pocket.
But Zagrubsky had a passion for smoking, and when he had no tobacco of his own, he demanded it of others.
That was his way: he could not beg; he could only demand.
Three of us shared one tent: Zagrubsky, Serge, and myself. Serge was a soldier in comfortable circumstances.
He had taken some money with him from home, and received a monthly allowance from his parents. He always
had excellent tobacco. Once, when he happened to open his tobacco pouch to roll a cigarette, Zagrubsky took
notice of it, and put forth his hand to take some tobacco. That was his way: whenever he saw a tobacco pouch
open, he would try to help himself to some of its contents.
But Serge was one of those peasants whose ambition extends beyond their class. He was painfully proud, prouder than any of the nobles. Before entering the service he had made up his mind to “rise.” He wanted to become
an officer, so that the villagers would have to stand at attention before him, when he returned home. Therefore he
gave Zagrubsky a supercilious look of contempt, and unceremoniously closed the pouch when the Pole wanted to
take some tobacco. I was sorry for the Pole, and offered him some of my own tobacco. He did not fail to take it,
but at the same time I heard him sizzle out “Zhid” from between his tightly closed lips.
I looked at him in amazement: how on earth could he guess I was a Jew, when I spoke my Russian with the
right accent and inflection, while his was lame, broken, and half mixed with Polish? That was a riddle to me. But I
had no time to puzzle it out, and I forgot it on the spot.
We had long been occupying the same position, waiting for a merry beginning. All that time seemed to us
something like a preparation for a holiday; but the long tiresome wait was disgusting. In the meantime something
extraordinary happened in our camp. Our camp was surrounded by a cordon of sentries. At some distance from
the cordon was the camp of the purveyors, the merchants who supplied the soldiers with all kinds of necessaries.
Without a special permit no purveyor could pass the line of sentries and enter the camp.
It happened that one of those purveyors excited the suspicion of Jacob. Without really knowing why, Jacob
came to consider him a suspicious character. Even Barker, timid dog that he was, once viciously attacked that particular man, as if to tear him to pieces. And it was with great difficulty that Jacob saved him from Barker’s teeth.
But from that time on Jacob began to watch the man closely.
That very day we were told that General Luders\fn{ Count Alexander Kikolajewitsch von Lüders (1790-1874) commander
of the Army South operating in the middle Danube region. He was actually wounded in a second assassination attempt by Andrij Potebnia,
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a Ukrainian officer, “who acted to take revenge for his comrades, Ukranian revolutionaries, captured and tortured by Alexander.”:W }

was
going to visit our camp. Jacob was doing sentry duty.
Just then the suspicious purveyor appeared suddenly, as if he had sprung out of the ground. Jacob had his eye
on him. Presently Jacob noticed that the fellow was hiding behind a bank of earth; he saw him take out a pistol
from his pocket and aim it somewhere into space. That very moment General Luders appeared on the grounds.
Without thinking much, Jacob aimed his gun at the purveyor and shot him dead. On investigation, it turned out
that the purveyor was a Pole, who had smuggled himself into the camp in order to assassinate the General.
Then they began to gossip in the regiment about Jacob’s “rising.” General Luders patted him on the shoulder,
and said,
“Bravo, officer!”
A few days later I met Jacob: he looked pale and worn out. His smile was more like the frozen smile of the
agony of death. I told him I had dreamt he was drowning in a river of oil. Then he told me confidentially that he
had promised his superiors to renounce his faith.
Well, in the long run, it appeared that there was much truth in Jacob’s idea, that a Jew in exile must not accept
favors from Gentiles. And the temptation to which Jacob had been exposed was certainly much harder to stand
than a thousand lashes, or even, for that matter, the whole bitter life of a Cantonist. The pity of it!
A few days later Zagrubsky was appointed to serve Jacob. But when Zagrubsky reported for duty, Jacob dismissed him. It was against Jacob’s nature to have others do for him what he could do himself.
Zagrubsky departed, hissing “Zhid” under his breath. It was the way he had treated me. My patience was gone.
I put myself in his way, stopped him and asked him:
“Now listen, you Pollack, how do you come to find out so quickly who is a Jew, and who is not? As far as I
can see, you cannot speak Russian correctly yourself: why, then, do you spy on others? I have not yet forgotten
that it was on account of my tobacco that you recognized I was a Zhid, too.”
“O, that is all very simple,” said he. “I never saw such lickspittles as the Jews are. They are always ready to
oblige others with their favors and refuse honors due to themselves. That is why the authorities favor them so
much. Do you wish to know what a Jew is? A Jew is a spendthrift, a liar, a whip-kisser, a sneak. He likes to be
trampled on much more than others like to trample on him. He makes a slave of himself in order to be able to enslave everybody else. I hate the Jews, especially those from whom I ever get any favors.”
Well, by this time I am ready almost to agree with many of the Pole’s assertions. The Jew is very lavish in his
dealings with Gentiles. He is subservient, and always ready to give up what is his due. All that is a puzzle to the
Gentiles, and every Jew who has been brought up and educated among them knows that as well as I do. Sometimes they have a queer explanation for it. A Gentile who has ever tasted of Jewish kindness and unselfishness
will say to himself,
“Very likely the Jew feels that he owes me much more.”
To be brief: Zagrubsky and I became very much attached to each other. But we never tried to disguise our feelings. I knew he was my enemy, and he knew that I was repaying him in kind, with open enmity. That was just
what Zagrubsky liked. We loved our mutual cordial hatred. When one feels like giving vent to his feelings, like
hating, cursing, or detesting somebody or something, one’s enemy becomes dearer than a hundred friends.
Then there came a certain day, and that day brought us closer together for a moment, closer than we should
ever be again. It happened at night—accursed be that night! swallowed up the following day!
We soldiers had long become tired of our drill and our maneuvers; we got tired of “attacking” under the feint
of a “retreat,” and of “retreating” under the feint of an “attack.” We were disgusted with standing in line and
dischargeing our guns into the air, without ever seeing the enemy. In our days a soldier hated feints and makebelieves.
“Get at your enemy and crush his head, or lie down yourself a crushed ‘cadaver’”—that was our way of fighting, and that was the way we won victories. As our general used to say:
“The bullet is a blind fool, but the bayonet is the real thing.”
*
At last, at last, we heard the quick, nervous notes of the bugle, and the hurried beats of the drum, the same we
used to hear year in, year out. But till that moment it was all “make-believe” drill. It was like what we mean by
the passage in the Passover Haggodah:
“Anyone who is in need may come, and partake of the Passah-lamb …”
Till that moment we used to attack the air with our bayonets and pierce space right and left, “as if” the enemy
had been before us, ready for our steel. We were accustomed to pierce and to vanquish the air and spirits, and that
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is all. At the same time there was something wonderful, sweet, and terrible in those blasts of the bugle, something
that was the very secret of soldiery, something that went right into our souls when we returned home from our
drill.
But on that day it was not drill any more, and not make-believe any more, no! Before us was the real enemy,
looking into our very eyes and thirsting for our blood.
Then, just for a moment I thought of myself, of my own flesh, which was not made proof against the sharp
steel. I remembered that I had many an account to settle in this world; that I had started many a thing and had not
finished it; and that there was much more to start. I thought of my own enemies, whom I had not harmed as yet. I
thought of my friends, to whom I had so far done no good. In short, I thought I was just in the middle of my lifework, and that the proper moment to die had not yet come.
But all that came as a mere flash. For in the line of battle my own self was dissolved, as it were, and was lost,
just like the selves of all who were there. I became a new creature with new feelings and a new consciousness.
But the thing cannot be described: one has to be a soldier and stand in the line of battle to feel it. You may say, if
you like, that I believe that the angel-protectors of warring nations descend from on high, and in the hour of battle
enter as new souls into the soldiers of the line.
Then and there an end came also to the vicissitudes of my Barker. I found him dead, stretched out at full length
on a bank of earth, which was the monument over the grave of the heroes of the first day’s fighting. In the morning they all went to battle in the full flowering of strength and thirsty for victory, only to be dragged down at night
into that hole, to be buried there.
Well, the earth knows no distinction between one race and another; its worms feed alike on Jew and Gentile.
But there, in Heaven, they surely know the difference between one soul and another, and each one is sent to its appointed place.
I was told that Jacob was among those buried in the common grave. Quite likely. I whispered a Kaddish over
the grave, giving it the benefit of the doubt.\fn{ The text of the mourner’s kaddish is as follows: May His great Name grow
exalted and sanctified, Amen, in the world that He created as He willed. May He give reign to His kingship in your lifetimes and in your
days, and in the lifetimes of the entire Family of Israel, swiftly and soon. Amen. May His great Name be blessed forever and ever. Blessed,
praised, glorified, exalted, extolled, mighty, upraised, and lauded be the Name of the Holy One Blessed is He, beyond any blessing and
song, praise and consolation that are uttered in the world. Amen. May there be abundant peace from Heaven and life upon us and upon all
Israel. Amen. He Who makes peace in His heights, May He make peace, upon us and upon all Israel. Amen. } Of course, I was not

foolish enough to cry over the cadaver of a dog; and yet it was a pity. After all, it was a living creature, too; it had
shared all kinds of things with me: exile, hunger, rations, blows. And it had loved me, too …
The next morning we were out again. In a moment line faced line, man faced man, enemy faced enemy. It
was a mutual murderous attraction, a bloodthirsty love, a desire to embrace and to kill.
It was very much like the pull I felt towards Marusya.
Lightening … shots … thunder … The talk of the angel-protectors it is … Snakes of fire flying upward,
spreading out … shrapnel … bombs a-bursting … soldiers standing … reeling … falling … crushed, or lapping
their own blood … Thinning lines … breast to breast … Hellish howls over the field …
Crashing comes the Russian music, drowning all that hellish chorus, pouring vigor, might, and hope into the
hearts of men.
Alas, the music breaks off … Where is the bugle? … The trumpet is silenced … The trombone breaks off in
the middle of a note … Only one horn is left … Higher and higher rise its ringing blasts, chanting, as it were,
“Yea, thought I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil; for Thou art with me!”
In mighty embrace men clasp one another … Stabbing, being stabbed … killing, being killed …
I work away right and left, I expect my death-blow at every moment, but I seem to be charmed: swords and
bayonets surround me, but never touch me.
Yes, it was a critical moment; it could not last much longer; one side had to give way. But the Russians could
not retreat, because in their very midst the priest was standing, the ikon of the Virgin in one hand and the crucifix
in the other. The soldiers looked at the images, got up new courage, and did wonders. Do you remember the Biblical story of the brazen serpent? That was just like it.
Well, a bullet came flying, whistling, through the air, and the priest fell. Then the ikon and the crucifix began
to wobble this way and that way, and fell down, too. The soldiers saw it, lost heart, and wanted to run.
At that moment I felt as if I were made of three different men. Just imagine:
Samuel the individual, Samuel the soldier, and Samuel the Jew. Says Samuel the individual:
“You have done well enough, and it is all over for now. Run for dear life.” Says Samuel the soldier:
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“Shame on you, where is your bravery? The regimental images are falling. Try, perhaps they may be saved
yet.” Says Samuel the Jew:
“Of course, save; for a Jew must ever do more than is expected of him.” But Samuel the individual replies:
“Do you remember how many lashes you have suffered on account of these very images?” Says Samuel the
Jew again:
“Do you know what these images are, and to what race they belong?”
Many such thoughts flashed through my brain; but it was all in a moment. And in a moment I was at the side
of the priest. He was alive; he was only wounded in his hand. I raised him to his feet, put the images into his
hands, lifted them up, and supported them.
“This way, Russians!”
I do not know who shouted these words. Perhaps I did; perhaps some one else; perhaps it was from Heaven.
However, the victory was ours. But I did not remain on my feet a long time; a bullet struck me, and I fell …
*
What happened then, I cannot tell. All I know is that I dreamt something very agreeable: I was a little boy
again, hanging on to my father’s coat-tails, and standing beside him in the klaus on a Yom-Kippur even, during
the most tearful prayers, and a mischievous little boy began to play with me, pricking my leg with a needle every
now and then …
When I came to my senses, I found myself in a sea of howls, groans, and cries, which seemed to be issuing
from the very depths of the earth. For a moment I thought I was in purgatory, among the sinners who undergo
punishment. But pretty soon I recognized everything. I turned my head, and saw Zagrubsky lying near me,
wounded and groaning. He looked at me, and there was love and hatred mixed in that look.
“Zhid,” said he, with his last breath, and gave up the ghost.
Rest in peace, thou beloved enemy of mine!
From behind I heard someone groaning and moaning; but the voice sounded full and strong. I turned my head
in the direction of the voice, and I saw that Serge Ivanovich was lying on his side and moaning. He looked
around, stood up for a while, and lay down again. This maneuver he repeated several times in succession. You see,
the rascal was scheming to his own advantage. He knew very well that in the end he would have to fall down and
groan for good. So he thought it was much cheaper and wiser to do it of his own free will, than to wait for
something to throw him down. The scamp had seen what I had done before I fell. A thought came to him. He
helped me to my feet, bandaged my wound, and said:
“Now listen, Samuel: you have certainly done a very great thing; but it is worth nothing to you personally.
Nay, worse: they might again try to make you renounce your faith. So it is really a danger to you. But, if you
wish, just say that I have done it, and I shall repay you handsomely for it. The priest will not know the difference.”
Well, it is this way: I always hated get-rich-quick schemes. I never cared a rap for a penny I had not expected
and was not ready to earn. Take, for instance, what I did with the priest: Did I ever expect any honors or profits
out of it? Such possible honors and profits I certainly did not like, and did not look for. Besides, who could assure
me that they would not try again to coax me into renouncing my faith? Why, then, should I put myself into such
trouble? And I said to Serge:
“You want it badly, Serge, do you? You’d like to see yourself promoted, to be an officer? Is that so? Very well,
then. Make out a paper assigning the house to Marusya.”
“I promise faithfully.”
“I believe no promises.”
“What shall I do?”
“You have paper and pencil in your pocket?”
“Certainly!”
I turned around, supported myself on both my arms and one knee, and made a sort of a rickety table of myself.
And on my back Serge wrote out his paper, and signed it. But all that was really unnecessary. He would have kept
his word anyway. For he was always afraid I might blurt out the whole story.
Not I, though. May I never have anything in common with those who profit by falsehoods!
*
As to what happened later, I cannot tell you exactly. For I was taken away, first to a temporary hospital, and
then to a permanent one. I fell into a fever and lost consciousness. I do not know how many days or weeks passed
by: I was in a different world all that time.
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How can I describe it to you? Well, it was a world of chaos. It was all jumbled together: father, mother,
military service, ikons, lashes, lambs slaughtered, Peter, bullets, etc., etc. It was all in a jumble, all topsy-turvy.
And in the midst of that chaos I felt as if I were a thing apart from myself. My head ached, and yet it felt as if
it did not belong to me. Finally I thought I felt mother bathing me; a delicious feeling of moisture spread over my
flesh, and my headache disappeared. Then I felt a warm, soft hand pass over my forehead, cheeks, and neck. I
opened my eyes, the first time since I lost consciousness, and I exclaimed:
“Marusya!?”
“Yes, yes,” said she, with a smile, while her eyes brimmed with tears, “it is I.” And behind her was another
face:
“Anna?!”
“Rest, rest,” said they, warningly. “Thanks to God, the crisis is over.”
I doubted, I thought it was all a dream. But it was no dream. It was all very simple:
Anna and Marusya had enlisted and were serving as volunteer nurses at the military hospital, and I had known
nothing of it.
“Marusya,” said I, “please tell me how do I happen to be here?”
Then she began to tell me how they brought me there, and took me down from the wagon as insensible as a
log. But she could not finish her story; she began to choke with tears, and Anna finished what Marusya wanted to
tell me. I turned to Marusya:
“Where are my clothes?”
“What do you want them for?”
“There is a paper there.” I insisted, and she brought the paper.
“Read the paper, Marusya,” said I.
She read the document in which Serge assigned the house to Marusya. The two women looked at me with glad
surprise.
“How did you ever get it?” But I had decided to keep the thing a secret from them, and I did.
*
When I was discharged from the hospital, the war was long over, and a treaty of peace had been signed. Had
they asked me, I should not have signed it:—
13
Here the old man stopped for a while. Apparently he skipped many an incident, and omitted many a thing that
he did not care to mention. I saw he was touching upon them mentally. He resumed:—
*
Just so, just so … Many, many a thing may take place within us, without our ever knowing it. I never suspectted that I had been longing to see my parents. I never wrote to them, simply because I had never learned to write
my Jewish well enough. Of course, had my brother Solomon been taken, he would surely have written regularly,
for he was a great penman, may he rest in peace. As to Russian, I certainly might have written in that language;
but then it would have been very much like offering salt water to a thirsty person. And that is why I did not write.
I thought I had forgotten my parents.
But no! Even that was merely a matter of habit. I had gotten so used to my feeling of longing that I was not
aware of having it. That is the way I explain it to myself. By and by there opened in my heart a dark little corner
that had been closed for many a year. That was the longing for my parents, for my home, mixed with just a trace
of anger and resentment. I began to picture to myself how my folks would meet me: there would be kisses, embraces, tears, neighbors. For, like a silly child, I imagined they were all alive and well yet, and that the Angel of
Death would wait till I came and repaid them for all the worry I had caused them.
And, indeed, would they not have been greatly wronged, had they been allowed to die unconsoled, after they
had rent Heaven with their prayers and lamentations?
But the nearer I came to my native town, the less grew my desire to see it. A feeling of estrangement crept over
me at the sight of the neighborhood. No, it was not exactly a feeling of estrangement, but some other feeling,
something akin to what we feel at the recollection of the pain caused by long-forgotten troubles. I can hardly
make it clear to you; it was not unlike what an old man feels after a bad dream of the days of his youth.
It was about this time of the year. The roads were just as bad as now, the slush just as deep. And it was as nauseaating to sit in the coach only to watch the glittering mud and count the slow steps of the horses. In a season like
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this it is certainly much more agreeable to dismount and walk.
That was just what I did. My native town was not far away: only once uphill, once downhill, and there was the
inevitable cemetery, which must be passed when one enters a Jewish village. The horses could hardly move, and I
overtook them very soon, as I took a short cut, and struck into a path across the peasants’ fields. I allowed myself
that privilege, because at that time I was still wearing my uniform with the brass buttons shining brightly. When I
descended into the valley, I decided to cross the cemetery, and so shorten my way. The coach was far behind, and
I was walking very slowly, that it might reach me at the other side of the cemetery.
My path lay among the gravestones, some of them gray with age, dilapidated, bent forward, as if trying to
overhear the talk of the nether world: some clean and upright, as if gazing proudly heavenwards. It was a world of
silence I was in; and heavy indeed is the silence I was in; it is really a speaking silence. I think there is something
real in the belief that the dead talk in their graves. To me it seemed as if the gravestones were casting evil glances
at me for my having disturbed the silent place with the glitter of my buttons. And it was with difficulty that I
could decipher the inscriptions on the stones.
I do not know why it was so: either my Hebrew had got rusty, or else graveyard inscriptions make hard reading
in general.
“Here lieth … the righteous man … modest, pious … Rabbi Simhah … Shohet …”
I read it all, and shuddered: why, under that very stone lay the remains of my own brother Simhah! I wanted to
shed tears, but my tears did not obey me. I read it again and again, and when I came to the words “modest,”
“pious,” I mumbled something to myself, something angry and envious. Then I thought I felt the tombstone move,
the ground shake under me, as if a shiver were passing through the air …
“Forgive me, forgive me!”
It was not my ears that caught those words; it was my heart. I understood that it was the soul of my brother
apologizing to me for the action of my parents. Tears began to flow from my eyes. I did not care to read any further, from fear of finding something I did not wish to find. I was thinking of my parents.
And when I entered the house of my parents, I could hardly recognize them. Wrinkled, bent, with sunken
cheeks, they had changed entirely in appearance. Father looked at my buttons, removed his cap, and stood bent
before me. Mother was busying herself at the oven, and began to speak to father in a mixture of Hebrew and
Yiddish:
“Sure enough, some sort of taxes again. … Much do we need it now …” Then, in a fit of spitefulness, I made
believe I was a stranger.
“Old people,” said I, “I have brought you news from your son Samuel.”
As soon as father heard me speak Yiddish, he ran to the window, rubbed his hands against the moist pane, by
way of washing them, and shook hands with me.
“Peace be with you, young man,” said he.
Mother left her corner and stood up before me. Father began fumbling for his glasses, and asked me:
“News from my son, you say? Where did you see him last?”
“And when did you see him?” asked mother, shivering. I mentioned some imaginary place and date.
“How does he feel? Was he in the war? Is he well? Does he expect to come home?”
Many such questions followed one another in quick succession. Meanwhile father took me aside, and whispered into my ear:
“How about … how about religion?”
Out of sheer spitefulness I wanted to worry the poor old folks a little; may the Lord not consider it a sin on my
part. I said:
“Had Rabbi Simhah the Shohet been in his place, he surely would have withstood all temptations!”
“What, converted?!”
I kept silent, and the old people took it as a sign of affirmation. They hung their heads despondently, and kept
silent, too. Then father asked me once more:
“Married a Gentile? Has children?”
I still kept silent. My old mother wept silently. My heart melted within me, but I braced myself up and kept
silent. I felt as if a lump in my throat was choking me, but I swallowed it. I heard mother talking to herself:
“O Master of the Universe, Father who art in Heaven, Thou Merciful and Righteous!”
As she said it, she shook her head, as if accepting God’s verdict and complaining at the same time. The old
man stood up, his beard a-quiver. His hand shook nervously, and he said in a tone of dry, cold despair: “ Ett …
Blessed be the righteous Judge!” as though I had told him the news of his son’s death. With that he took out a
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pocket knife, and wanted to make the “mourning cut.”
At that moment my ear caught the sound of the heartrending sing-song of the Psalms. The voice was old and
tremulous. It was an old man, evidently a lodger, who was reading his Psalter in an adjoining room:
“For the Lord knoweth the path of the righteous …”
The memories of the long past overtook me, and I told my parents who I was.
*
And yet—continued Samuel after some thought—and yet they were not at peace, fearing I had deceived them.
And they never rested till they got me married to my Rebekah, “according to the laws of Moses and Israel.”
*
Well, two years passed after my wedding, and troubles began; I got a toothache, may you be spared the pain!
That is the way of the Jew: no sooner does he wed a woman and beget children, than all kinds of ills come upon
him.
Someone told me, there was a nurse at the city hospital who knew how to treat aching teeth and all kinds of ills
better than a full-fledged doctor. I went to the hospital, and asked for the nurse. A young woman came out. . . .
“Marusya?!”
“Samuel?!” We were both taken aback.
“And where is your husband, Marusya?” asked I, after I had caught my breath.
“And you, Samuel, are you married?”
“Yes.”
“But I am single yet.”
Yes, yes, she was a good soul! She died long ago. May it please the Lord to give her a goodly portion in Paradise!—
*
Here the old man broke off his story with a deep sigh escaping from his breast.
We waved his hand at the son, who was dozing away unconcerned, lurching from side to side. The old man
looked at his son, shook his head, and said:
“Yes, yes, those were times, those were soldiers. It is all different now: new times, new people, new soldiers.
“It is all make-believe nowadays! …”
12.232 At The Bride’s House\fn{by Simhah Alter Gutmann aka Simhah Ben-Zion (1870-1932)} Teleneshty, Teleneshty
District, Moldova (M) 5
The night fluttered softly at the open window, like some tenuous, perfumed bridal veil. It rustled slightly
through the gently waving trees, drew a fragrant breath beyond the river and sent a stealthy wisp of breeze into the
house. Silently it puffed and stirred here and there, almost set the fringes of the tablecloth swaying and rippled
past the faces of the bridegroom and the bride’s father; as of itself, their chanting of Tikun Shavuot, the Pentecost
night readings of the Torah, droned to silence. Softly, the breeze again fanned their eyes, like a mother blowing
gently on the suckling infant at her breast which has fallen asleep, its face flushed and replete—and their eyes
closed of their own accord.
Their eyes opened, and the bride’s father stirred. He was sitting with his head dropped forward, his chest
pressed against the large prayer-book, the Tikun that lay open in front of him, his face almost touching the pages.
His forehead sagged down onto his fist and he fell asleep.
Somewhat ashamed, the bridegroom looked at his watch, his bright gold watch: only five to ten, and already
asleep. Never mind, the night was still young and there would be plenty of time to recite the Tikun. Let his fatherin-law-to-be sleep a little, long may he live! He himself, the bridegroom, a fifteen-year-old boy, his little black
silk skullcap contrasting darkly with his white, clear brow, his soft, curling earlocks bobbing against his reddish,
blooming cheeks—he would fight the urge to sleep. Rousing himself, he again set to intoning the cantillations of
the prescribed verses of the Torah, his voice lilting and trilling fervently, and all the while his fingers were
involuntarily playing with his gold watch chain.
It was yesterday that he had been made a present of the watch and chain, when he had come to spend the Feast
of the Giving of the Law at the house of the bride’s father. The watch, warm and ticking, was gnawing ever so
gently at his heart, and the gleaming chain, so bewitching to the eye, lay with its links extended across his very
soul. … Each link, half a finger in length, burnished and finely-wrought, was joined to the other by a thin circlet
of smooth gold. It was a joy to finger each one, a swooning delight that made him want to shut his eyes. …
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The bride’s mother came in, a dignified, fine-looking woman with good, kind eyes set in a white-complexioned roundish face. Stepping softly on the carpet, she approached her slumbering husband with a silent, shamefaced smile and began tilting him gently to wake him up.
“Dudi, Dudi!” she whispered. “Listen, Dudel!”
The bride’s father woke with a slight start and peered around him in slight alarm till his eyes met the bridegroom’s, then a somewhat guilty, embarrassed smile creased his reddened, puffed face and crinkled his forehead,
which bore the imprint of the fist it had rested on. With a lurch he got to his feet and blundered among the chairs,
seemingly unable to find his way out. But the bride’s mother, long may she live, still wearing her rather shamefaced smile, took him by the hand and led him gently like a child into the adjoining bedroom. At the doorway she
turned back to the bridegroom with an apologetic smile, which seemed to include both her husband and herself,
and with a nod whispered,
“Good night, Yossele.”
The door closed behind both of them. From the next room there could be heard a whisper, a soft answer, and
the sound of pillows being slapped into shape. The bride’s mother came back into the room, closing the door
behind her, and apologized to the bridegroom for her husband:
“He’s very tired … worn out after the fair at Balta.”
“Never mind, never mind, my bride’s mother,” the boy replied earnestly, in a tone of complete forgiveness,
while inwardly his heart leapt with joy at the fact that he was being tendered apologies, as if he were already a
person of grave, respected opinion. And to show that he fully understood, he added with all the gravity of an
adult:
“For a merchant it’s quite a different matter … a merchant who has journeyed such a long way … after all, all
that way from Balta is no small distance.” He took out his watch and pointed to it, “and besides, it’s already
twelve minutes past ten.”
His intense pleasure at being able to speak to the bride’s mother like a grown-up dispelled the last traces of his
former drowsiness; filled with a sense of utter clarity, he looked forward eagerly to being up all night, wide
awake, intoning the verses of the Tikun and simultaneously playing with his watch chain till daybreak. His body
swaying like a tender sapling in the wind, he roused himself to his pleasurable task with a long drawn-out “N-u-u”
and began chanting with a calm fervor:
“And say unto them, Ye shall be holy:
For I, the Lord your God am holy.”

His voice echoed softly through the drawing room as he sat alone, comfortably ensconced in his plush-covered
chair, intoning the Tikun in a singsong lilt. Later, he would study the Gemara, the tractate Betsah his father had
given him to take along; he would read and study and repeat it all night long. How good and delightful it was to
sit and chant the reading on this night, and in this house!
This house, unlike his father’s, was devoid of book-shelves, did not even have a set of the Talmud. Yet in this
house the study of the Torah seemed to assume a new savor, made the verses light up in his soul like stars, verses
bright and new just as they had been handed down at Sinai. His heart seemed to overflow like a gushing spring
and a joyful song welled up in him, burst forth softly and merged with the stillness of the night that pervaded this
lovely drawing-room. …
This lovely drawing-room—he felt as if he had lived all his life in this beautiful home, in this new city, in this
pleasant house that stood apart in a garden all its own on the very edge of the town, right next to the estate of the
Poritz, the nobleman himself. He felt as if his cradle had stood here, amid the gentle rustling of the trees, as if here
he had been weaned and had learnt to walk and had grown up, here, in this very place—and not in the lowly
apartment of his father the Rabbi, in the dreary district of that other town, Shereshta.
Or perhaps it was only yesterday that he had come into the world, in this house, a full-fledged “bridegroom.”
Of course there had once been a little Yossele, but he was somebody else; that one used to plough through the
mud on an autumn day to fetch a large pot of yeast for his mother, the Rebbetzin,\fn{The wife of the Rabbi} and what
did he know about such a beautiful home with such fine furniture? In an access of delight he chanted the concluding verse of the Book of Leviticus:
“These are the commandments which the Lord commanded Moses for the children of Israel in Mount Sinai.”
Adding, with the traditional flourish,
“Be strong and of good courage!”
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As he was strengthening himself to start on the Book of Numbers he involuntarily raised his head to look at the
room around him, at the wallpaper with its intricate designs of birds and flowers, the pictures, large and small, in
their gleaming polished frames, the richly upholstered furniture, some pieces discreetly covered with dust-sheets
and others revealed in all their splendor. And he felt somehow that all this was for him—this room decked with
the Feast of First Fruits garlands of hazel-nut branches and fragrant, budding springs that bore the scent of
paradise!
All this was intended for him, for his own especial delight, because he was loved and honored in this house,
like a rich uncle who had come from afar, or a Holy Man who had come for a brief stay, or an only child who was
adored and pampered—an only child who had just recovered from an illness and delighted all those around him
with his every word and gesture. It was all for him … and because she was here.
It was because of her, the bride, his betrothed, that he was in such a state of bliss and was treated with such
great honor. And to prove worthy of all this, he fell to chanting the holy verses with renewed zeal and devotion.
His voice would have risen with his surging emotions but he kept it down, so as not to wake the bride’s father,
God forbid. His body rocked to and fro, as if swayed by the wind; for a moment he closed his eyes … in the tall
green glass vase on the table in front of him stood two large roses, peeping out from among a cluster of aromatic
mint—two dark eyes gazing at him from the shadows. …
It was she who had set the vase on the little table when she had brought in the Tikun. She had blushed and
hastily retired, but her eyes were still there, in the vase, peeping at him sometimes, making his heart pound
violently. …
Thump, thumpety thump!
It was the night watchman stomping about in the adjacent courtyard of the Poritz’s mansion. A lone peacock
screeched plaintively in reply. Today was the first time he had ever seen a peacock, that wondrous bird with its
radiant, multi-hued plumage—he had never imagined that such a creature existed in this world. Why did it cry and
moan like that?
“Ah!” a quivering sigh burst from his heart, but it was a sigh of pleasure, of deep contentment; even sighing
filled him with delight. He proceeded to sigh contentedly, almost devoutly, rubbing his hands together like a
grown-up. In unconscious imitation of his father he exclaimed,
“Ah, Creator of all the universe!”
A soft breeze gently ruffled the sweet-smelling sprays of blue and white acacia that were twined about the
branches of the chandelier which hung from the ceiling. A current of air set a loose tendril swaying—it was
studded with clusters of blue blossoms—and he remembered that he had handed it up to her, to the bride herself,
as she stood on a chair to deck the chandelier. He had actually handed it to her, passed it from his hand to hers.
Was it seemly for him to have done that? Nobody had seen it, but she had blushed and her eyes, her gray eyes
had been veiled by her long, dark lashes, presumably because she did not want to see him in his improper
behavior. It was a miracle she had not fallen off the chair, God forbid, with shame. He was still consciencestricken at the recollection, his heart pounded violently. …
Thump, thump, thump—it was the night watchman outside. Thump, thump, his own heart pounded in unison.
The rich warm smell of frying butter and the pleasantly acrid savor of newly-made cheese came in from the
kitchen, were wafted about the room and mingled with the fragrance of the leaves and flowers. They were feminine smells, pampering, fondling. …
The bride’s mother and the maid were busy in the kitchen preparing the pastries and milk dishes for
tomorrow’s festive meal. She was there too, in her white dress with the crimson dots. She, his own betrothed was
helping them. From where he sat he could hear her soft voice and the answering laugh of her mother, long may
she live; he could even hear the rustle of her freshly-ironed dress. …
A thin slab of dough was slapped onto the kitchen table. He was sure it was she who was stretching it and patting it with her smooth hands, her arms bare to the elbows—her elbows. He seemed to sense her every movement,
her slightest stir, out there in the bustling kitchen.
It was not that he wanted to think of her, far be it from him! It was only that she kept intruding into his
thoughts, he could not forget about her, for she was as unforgettable as the Tikun which lay in front of him; she,
too, was always before his eyes, for everything in the room, every object large or small constantly made him
aware of the presence of this slender girl, this only child, the daughter of this house.
She was everywhere, and everything in the house was enchanted by her presence, by her touch, by the mere
thought of her. Even his father, the Rabbi, seemed to have felt this when he had looked around him at the beautiful objects in the house, for he had said,
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“The bride, long may she live, appears to be a wonderful person, may the Evil Eye have no influence!”
“The bride” … “your bride” … “my bride” … “his bride” … the word struck at his heart, each time with a
newly exquisite joy. To keep his thoughts from straying, he returned to his chanting of the Tikun with a renewed
swaying of the body and trilling of the voice, let himself be carried from verse to verse and from chapter to
chapter as if on the crests of playful little waves. He was tossed from one wavelet to the other in the mischievous
abandon of a delightful childish game—each verse was a new discovery, a surprise … and all were pervaded with
the image of “the bride.”
“The bride,” her tiny pink ear lobes a-glitter with the earrings he had given her; “the bride,” with the curl on
her forehead and the dimple in her cheek; “the bride,” her eyelids drooping in embarrassment. He could see her
every movement and gesture; here she was, flipping her wrist to keep the bracelet from falling from her slender
arm; here was her graceful walk in her rustling dress, her fragrant plait swinging between her shapely shoulders;
here was her upturned nose, her pouting upper lip, her pert little mouth perpetually repressing a smile; and above
all her face, pure and delicate, radiant and shy, the face of a bride!
The familiar passage from the Morning Prayer occurred to him: “how good and beloved, desirable and pleasant, beautiful and acceptable,” and his heart throbbed with delight, ecstasy suffused his very being. He felt his
lilting voice sound through all the rooms, not arrogantly loud, but soft and gentle and courteous, as the voice of a
bridegroom should sound in the house of his bride’s parents.
He felt as if his mother were here, watching him modestly through the open window, her heart overflowing
with pleasure at the sight of her son, her Yossele, behaving so well and pleasing everyone. Again he heaved a deep
sigh of contentment:
“Ah, Creator of all the universe!”
Through the half-open door that led to the dining room the bride’s mother heard the lilting voice of her son-inlaw to-be, and it was like cool balm on her soul. Modestly she, too, emitted a sigh of pleasure,
“Ai, oi-oi, Lord of the Universe!”
Radiant with motherly joy she looked at her Tsireleh, her only daughter, whom good fortune had found such a
good match in this charming boy, this scholar. … She now had two children, a boy too, born today, as it were. He
was there, in the next room, a lovely lad, a sapling that had sprouted in her house. She had been given a jewel of a
boy without the pangs of childbirth and the sorrows of rearing him. She had been granted great honor and joy in
her newly-found son, the son of the Rabbi of Shereshta. Lovingly she contemplated her son and her daughter. For
a moment the son seemed to eclipse the daughter, her love for him was greater than for her only daughter.
“My girl … my little girl,” the mother’s lips moved as if pleading for her life, and all the while the voice of the
son roused the motherly compassion in her heart and stirred her with intense joy.
“Tsireleh, daughter …”
“Yes, mother, what is it?”
“Perhaps you should go to bed.”
“No, mother. I don’t feel like sleeping yet,” the girl whispered, letting her head droop onto her mother’s arm,
her eyes shut, her breath softly indrawn. With a pang of pleasure the mother sensed the struggle taking place in
the girl’s heart.
She would not be able to fall asleep. Her heart seemed to flutter with a nameless fear, in anticipation of some
unknown fate. … The boy, that Yossele with the broad, white forehead, his voice seemed to be tugging at her soul,
draining at her breasts … she still felt ashamed of their presence—that lilting voice was drawing the very breath
out of her, constricting her throat. For a moment the girl felt as if she was being borne aloft—her breast swelling,
swelling—she was floating across the cool night-sky … and all around the greenish stars were gently dropping, to
flutter into the silence.
Her face became flushed and a shy smile broke through, making her lips and her delicate nostrils quiver. She
hid her face in her mother’s arm … could her mother know what was going on inside her? … but after all, what
was there to know? … nothing at all, really. But, it was so nice and cozy to snuggle up against such a good, kind
mother just now.
“Mother … mother …” she whispered.
“What is it, my little girl?”
“What’s he doing here? What did he come for, really?” Her mother laughed, gently bantering.
“Surely you know …”
Peeved, the girl drew away from her mother and retired to a corner of the sofa, her lips pouting, her brows
drawn into a frown. She remembered the spray of blue blossoms he had handed her in the drawing room, and
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even then he had not spoken a single word to her. He was too proud, she brooded. He would not say anything to
her, as if she were unworthy of it. True, he was the son of a Rabbi, but what of it? He kept looking at her without
any shame, watched her every time she passed, making her blush with embarrassment, but as for speaking to her,
he would not deign to grant her as much as a word. He probably thought—what is there to talk about with a girl?
All he did was sit there, in a strange house, singing away as if it were his father’s house; which meant that he was
not at all shy, it was only beneath his dignity to say something to her.
“Bride’s father,” “bride’s mother” … he was not at all ashamed to address her father and mother in this way.
“Bride’s father,” “bride’s mother” … the words struck at her heart like a doctor’s hammer tapping at a patient …
but he had never yet called her by name … he had not even addressed her.
Let him call her Tsirel, if he did not wish to use the diminutive Tsireleh. But not even that! Very probably he
would not even say goodbye to her, and he was leaving immediately after the Festival was over. Let him go back
home! What of it? Let him go, and leave her free. … But when it was time for him to leave, would he then at least
say “farewell”?
Out in the courtyard the thumping grew louder and more insistent, boldly pervading the night. Her heart pounded in unison. … Somewhere out there a lone frog croaked meekly. Yossele’s voice droned to silence. Had he
fallen asleep? A woman’s voice, singing, came in through the open window:
A dove and his mate sit on a fine tree.
Thinking thoughts of love, they bill and coo.
They kiss and embrace so yearningly.
They do not feel shame, for none will slander them.

It was the seamstress, sitting out in the yard under a tree with her bridegroom, both under the same coat. …
And the other bridegroom, sitting alone in the drawing-room, wrinkled his nose at hearing the woman’s voice and
passed his hand across his forehead as if to shut out any improper thoughts.
No, there was no fear that any evil thoughts would cross his mind, God forbid. Here, in this house, he was free
of all alien thoughts that might consume him with the fires of hell. This was the third night that he was staying
here, and not a single such thought had disturbed his calm, the calm of a proper bridegroom. Here, in the house of
the bride, he was pure and guiltless and unsullied, even in his dreams. … He had to repress the sudden surge of
pleasure so as not to laugh or cry, for that, too, would be unseemly.
“Oh, Creator of all the universe,” he exclaimed devoutly.
On a sudden impulse he took out of his pocket the silver cigarette case his bride’s father had given. Carefully
extracting a cigarette, he rose to light it at one of the candles standing on the sideboard and returned to sit on his
plush-covered chair, smoking luxuriantly like a grown-up.
Since he had received the cigarette case, a few days ago, he had grown used to smoking and his head no longer
turned round when he inhaled. He sat with his arms folded across his chest, his head flung back, the smoke curling up to the gilt chandelier, wreathing among the sprays and clusters of blossoms, obscuring the crystal pendants
and forming grayish clouds on the seascape that hung above his head. He puffed in silence, listening to any sound
he might overhear from the next room.
The bride’s mother was whispering something placatory to her daughter, and the latter was refusing to do what
her mother urged. The mother then intentionally raised her voice so that the bridegroom should hear and her
daughter would be ashamed to persist in her refusal.
“But listen, Tsireleh, listen to what your mother’s telling you. Don’t you see we’re busy here. Why don’t you
go in there.”
“Ai, leave me alone, mother.”
“Go, my child. Go in there, Tsireleh. Look, your mother’s asking you to. Perhaps he would like to go to sleep a
little.”
Again he heard the bride refuse, and her mother gently coax her, lovingly, laughingly. And then … into the
drawing-room came the bride carrying two pillows. She, the bride herself, was going to make his bed.
She began to make up his bed on the wide sofa to his right. It would not be right for him to look at her right
now (she, too, was probably trying to hide her face), so he buried his head in his Tikun and went on reading silently, as if unaware of her presence, his heart thumping all the while like the knocking outside...
She was patting the pillows into shape, she was spreading the sheet, she was smoothing it with her hands, those
hands of hers. Her mother handed her another sheet and a quilt from the other room. She went to fetch it and came
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back, while he made as if he did not notice her, as if he were oblivious of her presence. But he did see the bride’s
mother standing in the doorway, her hands resting in her lap, her face radiant with joy and affection and with a
mild sense of triumph. She smiled at him and then at her daughter, her only child, whom she had lived to see performing such a task.
He saw all this out of the corner of his eye. He must get on with his reading—the cantillations had somehow
become lodged in his throat—where was he? It did not matter, anywhere would do. He plunged into his reading,
and all the while he sensed her moving about, spreading the bedclothes, smoothing them down. His eyes were on
the book, but they ached from the sidelong glances he tried to refrain from casting at the edge of the made-up bed,
so white, soft and smooth. . . had she gone out of the room already?
He heard a gentle laugh in the drawing-room and felt somewhat dizzy—the cigarette, probably. He must take a
hold of himself and go on with his reading. With an effort he turned back to the Tikun, his body swaying devoutly, but the snow-white bed intruded on his thoughts, attracted his gaze; he closed his eyes but it was still there,
alive, suggestive, coolly fragrant and enticing as if it were saying: “caress me with your cheek …”
But the bridegroom remained where he was, seated at the table with the Tikun in front of him. He resumed his
chanting, but his voice now assumed a plaintive, pleading tone, merging and mating with the other sounds of the
night in a life-giving unison. …
The bride’s mother, long may she live, was again standing in the doorway, her kindly eyes smiling at him.
“Yossele,” she called to him. “Will you have a glass of cocoa?” He wrinkled his nose slightly, about to refuse
out of politeness, but what he said was:
“Machtenesta, I don’t mind.” His heart leapt at the thought that she might bring it in to him.
Yes, yes, it was she. She was bringing it, she herself. She came in walking slowly, erect, looking straight at
him, into his very eyes. In her hand, her delicate, white hand with the glittering bracelet on the wrist, she carried a
little tray and on it a glass full of the steaming beverage—the mere sight intoxicated him. She drew near him,
stood next to him … the two of them were alone in the room, so close as to be almost touching one another.
Swiftly he rose to his feet, smiled and bowed to her courteously, as was the custom. As his head was inclined
towards hers he could feel her breath on his cheek, smell the fragrance of her hair. Recovering himself, he bowed
again and distinctly said
“Thank you.”
He heard her dress rustle in alarm, and the vision vanished. All was silent, but for the loud throbbing of his
heart. Were they laughing at him in the next room? What was all that whispering in there? Ah, in there. …
In there, in the dining-room, the bride was hiding her tearful face in her mother’s breast, trembling, flushed,
laughing and crying in turn. In a whisper quivering with pent-up excitement she was saying,
“Mother, oh mother. He spoke to me, he said ‘Thank you,’ to me he said it, mother!”

4.105 Bernstein-Cohen Excerpt from Shorashim ba-mayim: Roman\fn{by Miriam Bernstein-Cohen (1895-1991)}
Kishinev, Moldova (F) 19

44

45

46

47

48

49

50

51

52

53

54

55

56

57

58

59

60

61

62

63

1920
37.159 Why Now?\fn{by Ruth Aleksandrovna Zernova (1919- )} Tiraspol, Stînga Nistrului Autonomous Region,
Moldova (F) 11
When Leo Tolstoy died,\fn{Russian author (1828-1910).} Baba Lyuba was forty-seven years old and had already
been a widow for a long time. Her little girl, Nyurka, who was growing up and nearly finished high school,
watched everything with black eyes that glittered as fiercely as her dead father’s. Her mother took an interest in
her high school triumphs, but also invited the rabbi over, so that Nyurka would not forget who she was. One hot
day Nyurka came home all upset and said that Leo Tolstoy had died.
“Count Tolstoy?” sighed Baba Lyuba. She remembered that name from her girlhood: hiding from her strict
father the watchmaker, she had read Anna Karenina.
“How can this happen? Who is left?”
“Now, you have to admit, there are still a few writers alive,” said her daughter. “Kuprin,\fn{ Aleksandr Ivanovich
Kuprin (1870-1938), Russian author.} Leonid Andreyev,\fn{Leonid Nikolayevich Andreyev (1871-1919), Russian author.} Maxim
Gorky,\fn{Aka Aleksei Maksimovich Peshkov (1868-1936), Russian author.} Artsybashev.\fn{Mikhail Petrovich Artsy-bashev
(1878-1927), Russian author, born in Ukraine .} But who were they, compared with Tolstoy?” As if her mother were
arguing with her. Such a well-read girl!
“He didn’t even die at home. By the time you find out the details here in Yeniseysk, they’ve already buried
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him!”
“What do you have against Yeniseysk?” Her mother was offended.
“It’s boring!” said Nyurka. “In Irkutsk at least there’s some life. But here it’s boring.”
“Boring! At your age I didn’t even know the word.”
“Look at Leo Tolstoy. He got bored at home, and he left.”
“And how old was he? Seventy, isn’t that right?”
“Eighty-two!” said Nyurka triumphantly. Baba Lyuba pursed her lips meaningfully and said:
“Twelve years over the allotted span. That’s good.”
The allotted span, by her Jewish reckoning, was threescore years and ten.
And now she herself had long since gone beyond that span, and beyond Tolstoy’s; and at first it made her
anxious and afraid. But then she decided to make time stand still; and so for ten years now she’d been telling
everyone that she’s eighty-four.
Those years went by, sometimes slowly, sometimes quickly. Nyurka finished high school and right away she
married a Jewish veterinarian, a serious young man, and now came the Revolution and now Zhorzhik was born,
named in honor of Baba Lyuba’s father—they somehow turned Hirsh into George, everybody does that now.
Thanks be to God, at least they circumcised him! And now they went to Petersburg. Petersburg had also changed
its name—to Petrograd, to Leningrad. And now Nyurka got divorced—not right away, but after a while; and as a
matter of fact, that veterinarian—a stranger, after all—better off without him; and Nyurka started working—with
retarded children, in a special home.
For a while life went on quietly, slowly, at its own pace: Zhorzhik grew, a wonderful boy; always getting in
fights, it’s true—but after all, he was a boy. At home he’d fight with the little boys over the candy-wrappers they
all collected; then at school he’d fight with them again over a certain Katya. He was constantly making up poems
about this Katya; but Katya didn’t fall in love with him. Thanks be to God: Baba Lyuba didn’t like her. Different
girls would come to the house—Zhorzhik liked some, Baba Lyuaba liked others—and Baba Lyuba would say:
“What do you do, hypnotize them, or what?”
Zhorzhik had the same fiercely glittering eyes as Nyurka, but in a man that wasn’t a bad thing. On the whole
he was a high-spirited boy, but with a heart of gold.
And then, once again—bang! Zhorzhik graduated from the University, got married, and war broke out—all at
once. And now they were all alone again, a widow and her daughter, as if the whole thing had been a dream. No
Leningrad, no Yeniseysk, just Vyatka. Not Vyatka now, but Kirov (was Kirov born there, do you think?)—snowdrifts, wooden houses, the forest nearby. They managed; they didn’t go hungry. Nyurka had a worker’s ration
because of the retarded children; and Zhorzhik had his officer’s allotment sent to them instead of to his wife,
because right away his wife took off, didn’t even send letters, went back to her parents somewhere in the south.
She was never heard from again.
Zhorzhik returned from the war whole and unharmed, except that his arm wouldn’t bend—well, he wasn’t a
musician, thanks be to God, even with an arm like that he could still … And Milochka appeared in their house,
and Baba Lyuba fell in love with her—not right away, of course, but after a while. What pleased her most was that
Milochka was a blonde.
“I want for my grandchildren to be blonde,” said Baba Lyuba.
“Where would you put grandchildren, Baba Lyuba! With four of us in one room, as it is,” said Mila.
“Not counting the maid,” remarked Nyurka, who was called Anna Abramovna now.
“And the television,” added Zhorzhik.
Baba Lyuba had fallen in love with the television set and would not allow it to be turned off. So her granddaughter, Verka, grew up in front of a television set. Baba Lyuba was secretly glad that it was a granddaughter and
not a grandson: whenever she’d tried to talk to Zhorzhik about circumcision he’d made fun of her.
Finally Nyurka had told her that he could get in trouble at work. That they were very strict now about circumcision. And during the war Zhorzhik had joined the Party. But thanks be to God, the baby was a girl—Verka, a
wonderful little girl, and smart; and no fights, no unpleasantness, in all those ten years.
Now everyone is saying: changes, changes! Baba Lyuba didn’t like changes, they just meant trouble. What
further changes could there be? Stalin died, and thanks be to God, and there haven’t been any real changes, only
talk, and life goes on quietly, at its own pace, slowly, thanks be to God! Nyurka has retired, the children go to
work, Verka goes to school.
Verka hadn’t turned out to be blonde—she had dark hair and very black eyes with a fierce sparkle.
“Just like her dead father’s,” said Baba Lyuba with displeasure, not quite knowing whether the father she
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meant was hers or her daughter’s. “He’d look at me, and my soul would sink to my shoes!”
“Grandma, Zhorzhik has the same eyes, and you’re not afraid.”
“Zhorzhik! Zhorzhik, a hypnotist! He hypnotizes everybody. He even hypnotized you. What’s the matter with
you, couldn’t you find anyone to marry? And you such a beauty!”
Mila laughed. She’d only been called a beauty once in her life, during the evacuation. And look how much
time had passed, and she remembered everything.
Into the washroom of the Institute dormitory, where Mila was washing clothes under the faucet, had come a
short, skinny officer in a tunic unbelted over army breeches, wearing small slippers made for a woman’s feet.
Everybody was reading War and Peace\fn{Written by Leo Tolstoy between 1865 and 1869} then, and Mila thought,
“A modern Prince Bolkonsky!”
Prince Bolkonsky took off his tunic, poured cold water over himself down to his waist, then started washing
his legs right under the spigot. Mila stole a look at him. He looked at her too, seemed surprised at something,
looked again, put on his tunic and said without moving any closer:
“You know what, the way things are now, nobody will tell you. The war—people don’t know how to behave
anymore, they’ve gotten hard. So I’ll tell you. You’re beautiful. You’re a beauty, and you don’t know it, because
there’s nobody to tell you. But, please, remember that I told you.”
He turned and went out, and maybe he went away that very day—to the front or the rear, wherever he had to
go. Mila never saw him again. And no one ever again told her she was a beauty—only Baba Lyuba. And she did it
more out of gratitude for a happy relationship, for the fact that she had married Zhorzhik and lived with them in
one room, all five, and of course, for the fact that she was blonde. Already Mila was helping Nature and coloring
with henna the gray roots of her long, wild hair; already its hue was getting strange, sort of red. Baba Lyuba
marveled the whole time: so blonde, such a beauty. He hypnotized you!
“Mama!” interrupted Anna Abramovna. “Why open Milochka’s eyes? What if she leaves Zhorzhik?” Baba Lyuba waved her away and said to Mila:
“Don’t pay any!”
“Don’t pay any!” was a family legacy from a long-ago pupil of Anna Abramovna’s, a retarded child called
Valka. Valka had a kind heart. When Anna Abramovna cried over her pranks—she’d thrown an inkwell at the
social science teacher, she’d spent the night in the boys’ dormitory—Valka would come up to her, pat her on the
shoulder, and say:
“Forget it, don’t pay any! Am I worth getting upset over? Don’t pay any!”
Once, on account of this Valka, Anna Abramovna’s teaching career was almost cut short. And not just her
career: she herself could easily have disappeared for a good ten years, or forever. There was an incident during the
thirties, at the morning school assembly, in front of the Committee. Valka came up onto the platform and began to
read a poem about the building of socialism—it might have been one that Zhorzhik had written as a child:
The Party made a bargain:
To cultivate its garden

Familiar rhymes suddenly clicked in her head. For some reason she glanced around, then looked into the
audience, at the Committee, and gleefully concluded:
And now they beg your pardon,
Each sadly naked bush!

She stuck her tongue out at the Committee, burst out laughing, and ran off into the wings, where they were already calming Anna Abramovna down with valerian drops. But it all blew over. Either the Committee hadn’t
noticed, or Valka’s protruding tongue had muffled everything. But after that Anna Abramovna had more frequent
bad spells with her heart. After every bad spell, Baba Lyuba would lament:
“She takes after her father. On my side of the family, nobody even knew they had a heart.”
Every summer they went to a dacha on the Karelian isthmus; they rented a room with a verandah. When Zhorzhik came on Saturday, he and Mila slept on the verandah, even when the radio forecast called for “early autumn
frost on the ground.”
After these nights with her husband, Mila would invariably come down with a cold. She’d move into the common room. There the usual warm crowdedness reigned: the treadle sewing machine (a Singer), Baba Lyuba’s
armchair, the television, Verka’s toybox, Mila’s professional books—a hundred and fifty kilograms’ worth.
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Verka’s friends would come over, the neighbors’ sons. Baba Lyuba would squint at them suspiciously. When Mila
appeared in the doorway, Baba Lyuba would whisper:
“They’re trying to lure Maruska away.”
Ten years before, when Verka was born, a maid named Maruska had taken care of her. After that, though the
maids changed frequently, Baba Lyuba couldn’t be bothered learning new names. But by some strange coincidence, the latest maid, a Finnish girl, was called Marya Adamovna.
“Grandma! What are you talking about? They’re just children.”
“They’re trying to get her away from us. Watch how they wink at her.”
“Grandma, you’re getting crotchety!”
“What of it,” answered Baba Lyuba proudly. “At my age, I’m entitled. Thanks be to God—eighty-four years
old.”
But sometimes Baba Lyuba took offense. Or it just felt suffocating in the room at the dacha, filled with city
furniture. And out she’d go, without a word to anyone.
Anna Abramovna would come up to Mila, sitting among her manuscripts. She’d raise her head. Anna Abramovna would roll her eyes and snort.
“Again?” Mila would ask.
“Again.”
“Oh, Lord!” Mila would push her books aside and get heavily to her feet.
“That woman will drive me out of my mind! I know what I’ll do. I’ll write a screenplay— Old Women Should
Know Their Place.”
“My place is by the kerosene heater,” answered Anna Abramovna.
“Fine,” said Mila. “I’ll go out along the road by myself.”
And she went out. The road was dusty. Along came Verka riding her bicycle, with the neighbors’ sons.
“Verka!” Mila shouted. “Ride to the corner, see if she’s there.”
“Again?” Verka asked. And she explained to the boys:
“Baba Lyuba went off again, like Leo Tolstoy.”
The bicycles were carried off in a whirlwind of dust, with Mila walking quickly after them. Then the riders
came flying back around the bend, straight at her.
“Aunt Mila!” shouted the boys. “There, on the corner of Konnaya Street!”
“She’s standing there,” reported Vera, braking close to her mother. “Looking off into the distance.” Mila went
up to Baba Lyuba.
“Grandma!” she breathed. “Why didn’t you tell anybody …” Baba Lyuba smiled sweetly.
“I just felt like it,” she said in an insincere voice. “I got the urge to take a walk, breathe a little air.”
“But this is a main road, there are cars. They’ll hit you, and then what? What’s the matter with you, don’t you
understand?”
“Why wouldn’t I understand?” Baba Lyuba was offended. “What am I, a cow?” She threaded her limp, wasted
hand peaceably through the crook of Mila’s arm and said:
“Let’s go home. We’ve had our walk, and that’s enough.”
“Grandma,” said Mila. “I have to have your guarantee that you won’t go out any more without asking.”
“I won’t give you any more guarantees,” answered Baba Lyuba angrily. “I’ve already given you a guarantee.”
“But that was about dishes.”
“What’s the difference?” Baba Lyuba was angry. “A guarantee is a guarantee.”
The guarantee concerning dishes, written in Mila’s hand, said:
I solemnly promise never again to wash dishes, not in hot, nor in cold, nor in river, nor in sea, nor in well water.

Baba Lyuba had read it and said:
“And have you forgotten rain water? You lawyer.”
“You should also say, Javelle water,” Mila had added.
“What did you say? Javelle?”
And she had written down,
nor rain. nor Javelle.
Signed:
Lyuba Shapiro.
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Shapiro was Baba Lyuba’s maiden name.
And every summer the whole thing would be repeated. Both the guarantees and the excursions. But this past
summer the excursions came more often, and what was worse, Baba Lyuba would refuse to come back.
“I’ll wait for Zhorzhik, then I’ll come home,” she’d announce. “I won’t come till then.”
“Grandma! But he’s not supposed to come today. Today isn’t Friday.”
“But last Friday he didn’t come. Can you deny that?” Mila couldn’t object. The fact was, he hadn’t.
“You and Nyurka think Grandma’s gotten senile. Well, now you see—she hasn’t! I’ll spot you one on that.”
Baba Lyuba remembered this expression from Zhorzhik’s childhood.
“Where is he running around, who with? What is it, has he fallen into bad company?” And, confusing family
relations again:
“You’re his mother, you should know! But you don’t take any interest at all. You just want to read your books.
Nov-els!” She screwed up her face and stuck out her lower lip to express her disdain for novels. Mila answered
cheerfully,
“I don’t read them, Grandma. I write about them.”
“What are we having for dinner?” asked Baba Lyuba eagerly. “Fritters again?”
“Apple fritters. Apple fritters, Grandma.”
And Baba Lyuba gave in. Maybe because of tradition. It was a family saying that Baba Lyuba couldn’t hold
out against fritters. And she kept up her legend, her myth, because she felt her position demanded it; no doubt Don
Juan felt the same way about his one-thousand-third Spanish Lady.
*
Zhorzhik, to everyone’s delight, came after all—not on Friday but on Saturday, and stayed on Sunday. They
hadn’t been expecting him. He stayed, complaining about everything: lunch, the weather, Verka’s staying home,
Grandma’s peregrinations.\fn{Traveling from one place to another, especially on foot:W}
“Like the very wrath of God!” said Anna Abramovna, rolling her eyes, and she snorted and elbowed Mila.
“I’m a meat-and-potatoes man!” announced Zhorzhik. “It’s a fact of my poetic biography. Without potatoes,
dinner isn’t dinner for me, not if you give me ten cutlets.”
“I’ll go to the Shermans’, maybe they’ve got some potatoes,” said his mother.
“Too late,” said her son gloomily. “I’ll go myself, maybe Lyova has come.” He played chess with the Shermans’ Lyova. But Lyova wasn’t there. He came back in no time and started in on Verka.
“Why don’t you go out and play? Why aren’t you out riding with the other children?” Verka’s face fell. She
said:
“They aren’t friends with me now. They’re friends with fat Lena. Because she has something I don’t.”
“What does she have?” asked Zhorzhik curiously. His mother sent him a warning glance and he bit his tongue.
But Vera, already crying, said:
“Arsik!” And she began to sob. Anna Abramovna put her arms around her and explained to Zhorzhik that Arsik was a poodle.
“Ah!” said Zhorzhik. He switched to his grandmother.
“Grandma! What’s this they tell me? Why do you go out walking on the road? In an old-fashioned, worn-out
shushun?”
“Why would I have a fashionable one?” objected Baba Lyuba. “Thanks be to God, eighty-four years old.”
“And the cars?”
“And what about the cars? Suppose a car hits me—who will cry for me?”
“I’ll cry for you, Grandma,” said Zhorzhik, his eyes flashing wildly. “You give me your solemn promise that
you wont—” Baba Lyuba was beginning to thaw, but she answered angrily:
“Don’t you hypnotize me! Don’t look at me like that!”
“I’m looking at you with love! Well? Do you promise?”
“I promise, I promise!” Waiting for supper, Zhorzhik began to pace the verandah and mutter to himself under
his breath.
“‘We children of Russia’s terrible years,’” he muttered, “‘Nothing, nothing, can we forget.’” Suddenly he came
to a stop.
“But them? Children of Russia’s terrible years?” he cried. “What terrible things have they seen? The RussoJapanese war? The Steregushchiy Memorial?”
“They kept waiting for them to happen,” said Mila, raising her head from her book. “There’s terror in waiting,
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too. Remember the winter of fifty-three?” Zhorzhik bent his head, thought for a minute, then nodded.
“You smart little bunny,” he said, and pinched Mila on the cheek. She blushed, as much as her weathered skin
allowed.
*
In the middle of July the weather turned into real autumn. Cold rain fell in heavy sheets.
“We’re always swimming against the current,” sighed Anna Abramovna. “Everybody else goes south. Leningraders go north, to the Karelian Isthmus.”
She had never been south. Her veterinarian husband had promised during their first year of married life that he
would transfer to a job in Yalta and she’d come there in the summer with their son. He kept his promise—he
transferred. The first summer, Anna Abramovna couldn’t go—she was still taking courses—and the next summer
he didn’t send for her.
“And not for any particular reason,” she recounted afterwards, “just because he was a lone wolf. A lone wolf
by nature. For the next ten years he lived alone. He sent money regularly for Zhorzhik’s support. That’s how we
lived—me here, him there. Then he got it into his head to get married.”
Anna Abramovna snorted. Marya Adamovna loved this story. She would sit there darning Verka’s stockings
and say:
“Well, come on, Anna Abramovna, tell us about how you and your husband used to live. Him in Yalta, you in
Leningrad.”
“What’s there to tell?” But Anna Abramovna would tell the story, and Marya Adamovna would listen to her
intently and then say:
“Well, good thing you didn’t move there. Even in Gatchina there’s nothing; only fifty kilometers away, and
they have to bring everything from Leningrad! Even fruits and vegetables, even housewares. And where does he
end up—in Yalta. A place you can only get to by boat.” Anna Abramovna would become thoughtful.
“And now I’ll tell you about my farmer,” Marya Adamovna would say. “Have I told you about the Estonian I
worked for? The one who lives next-door to my sister?”
“Tell me,” Anna Abramovna would say diplomatically. She knew the story by heart.
*
“ … and they stick him in prison as a partisan, for ten years. And him a bee-farmer.”
“Beekeeper,” says Baba Lyuba from her chair.
“Whatever. So Baba Lyuba’s listening. Well, and so last year they let him out. That German, the head guy who
replaced Hitler—after he got in.”
“Adenauer,”\fn{Konrad Adenauer (1876-1967), first Chancellor (1949-1963) of West Germany (1949-1990) .} says Mila without raising her head from her book.
“. . . and his whole place had been torn up, naturally, the beehives empty, only the posts standing. He came
home in the morning, and in the evening! In the evening a swarm flew in. Well, he was just out of his mind with
joy. He came running to my sister, weeping out loud. And my sister is such a practical person! He says,
“‘Think of it,’ he says, ‘Marusya, just this morning I arrived, and in the evening they flew back to me!’ And he
keeps talking and crying, and talking and crying …”
“Baba Anya!” begs Vera. “It looks like the rain has stopped. Can I ride my bike?”
“The weather is willy-nilly,” Marya Adamovna points out. And Vera comes to the conclusion that they’ll never
let her go outside again.
“And Zhorzhik won’t come, again,” Baba Lyuba muttered. “In this weather, what is he, crazy—go to a dacha?
What is he, never seen an old woman? There are old women in the city.”
“And young ones, too,” says Vera thoughtfully, without having anything in mind; and she wonders why everyone bursts out laughing.
“I’ve never understood the reasons for my son’s success,” says Anna Abramovna insincerely. “They call up,
they don’t say anything, just breathe heavily into the receiver. What is it about him that attracts them? Short, with
an arm that won’t bend—”
“And a crooked nose!” Marya Adamovna joins in. “But women are fools. What do they know? A man’s not a
creep, they think he’s handsome.”
“He hypnotizes them,” says Mila not at all depressed by talk of her husband’s successes. “Baba Lyuba knows.”
“And did he hypnotize you?”
“Me, he read his poetry. And I’ll tell you right now, he’s a real poet.”
Mila loved poetry, and she forgave her husband a lot because he was a poet, even though he wore out the seat
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of his pants at his scientific institute. She had her own ideas about the poetic metabolism. A girlhood friend had
said to her:
“You give him an awful lot of freedom!”
Mila had smiled.
She and her friend had had different destinies. In her youth her friend suffered from what Alexey Almazov
called a “pathological hypertrophy of the sexual element.” She was fourteen when her stepfather seduced her; at
fifteen, she had her first abortion; at twenty, she was a woman with a past. At twenty-five or so, she broke with the
past and married someone with a future. Now she and her husband had their own dacha not far from the one Mila
and her family rented.
“Never mind, Vera,” Marya Adamovna comforted, “tomorrow will be good weather, papa will come, you’ll
have plenty of time to ride your bike.”
*
But the weather didn’t get better, and no one came, and the bicycle stood unused, and Mila felt sort of … Baba
Lyuba said:
“Our Mila is pregnant. It’s time to go back to the city.”
“Mama, what are you talking about!” Anna Abramovna was shocked. “Pregnant! How? She’s forty years old.”
“Baba Lyuba always says that Mila’s pregnant,” said Marya Adamovna. “Even that winter, remember, when
there was flu all over.”
This time, however, Baba Lyuba turned out to be right. In August Mila still had doubts. But when they moved
back to the city (sewing machine, Baba Lyuba’s armchair, Vera’s bed, Vera’s toybox, the television set, books—
Mila helped load everything), there was no longer any doubt. She had to make a decision. And in the evenings,
while Marya Adamovna snored and Baba Lyuba dozed in her chair, Mila would consult
Anna Abramovna. Anna Abramovna rolled eyes—Where can we put another bed, do you suppose?—then
snorted cheerfully. At that unlikley moment, Baba Lyuba announced loudly:
“I hear everything, you can’t keep secrets from me! Just think, a miracle—she’s pregnant. Not a virgin, thanks
be to God!”
“Who’s pregnant?” Verka woke up. Marya Adamovna woke up and grumbled:
“Go to sleep, Vera, go to sleep. What kind of talk is that for a little girl? ‘Pregnant, pregnant!’ Go to sleep!”
“Everybody yells at me,” muttered Vera, falling asleep.
And where was Zhorzhik? Why, Zhorzhik had gotten in into his head to get married. At the Registry. He and
Mila weren’t registered: he had somehow forgotten to dissolve his pre-war marriage. Mila didn’t even think of
thinking about it, what with her job, Verka, intrigues at work. She was constantly afraid they would dismiss her
for being a Jew, and so she fulfilled the Plan for her whole department. Her position at work, right up until ’fiftysix, seemed to her temporary and somehow illegal. Even in that room with Zhorzhik, Anna Abramovna, Baba
Lyuba, Verka, and Marya Adamovna, she lived illegally—without a propiska. Her propiska was for the apartment
where she was born, and there, in what was officially her room, lived almost total strangers—her sister’s former
husband and his new wife.
Anna Abramovna would sometimes say that they ought to exchange their two rooms for two together.
Mila would joke, when Vera is ready to get married—then we’ll do it. She had grown used to this warm crowdedness. Sometimes Anna Abramovna would come into the kitchen and roll her eyes.
“I think Machamolets has been hinting about papers.”
Machamolets—the Angel of Death—was what she called gloomy Ivan Fyodorovich, the tenant in charge of
their apartment.
But the whole business went no further than hints. The hinting had always been connected with the fact that
Mila took too long in the common bathroom. Mila began going to the public baths, and the hints stopped. And
that was how she lived, without a propiska.
Well, so Zhorzhik got into his head to get married. Not Mila, however. The news came from the place where he
worked. A jealous female voice phoned.
“Is this Anna Abramovna?”
“Yes,” said Anna Abramovna.
“Do you know that your son is planning to register his marriage to Marina Fedotovna Ivanova?”
“What do you mean?” asked Anna Abramovna, without thinking (afterward she could never forgive herself).
“They’re having an affair,” said the voice. “We’ve known for a long time, but now … we think the family
ought to know.” Anna Abramovna was silent for a little while, collecting her thoughts; then she asked:
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“And who is ‘we’?”
“We’re his coworkers.”
“And what’s your name? Is it Tamara?”
“It’s not important,” said the voice, faltering.
“No. Why ‘not important’? Are you in the habit of breathing heavily into the receiver?”
The receiver gave a heavy breath and went silent. Anna Abramovna sat down in a chair and started to cry. Baba
Lyuba dozed. There was no one else at home. Anna Abramovna decided to speak to her son.
But where? When Zhorzhik and Mila needed to have things out, they usually went to the movies. But he hadn’t
gone to the movies with his mother for many years. She had to wait for an opportunity; but the opportunity never
came. He came home late, ate his meat and potatoes, and fell into bed.
“Forty Years on a Folding Cot—a title for my memoirs,” he would grumble.
In the morning he and Vera rushed out together. Then Marya Adamovna cleared the table, Mila spread out her
manuscripts, Anna Abramovna sat down at the sewing machine, Baba Lyuba turned on the television.
“Mila!” she’d ask. “What river is that? The Yenisey?”
“No, Grandma, the Neva,” Mila would answer, without raising her head. Baba Lyuba would shrug her
shoulders, skeptical.
“Why now?” Marya Adamovna came into the kitchen and announced:
“If you won’t buy a separate electric meter, I won’t live with you. That, that—Machamolka—is saying we use
too much electricity again. I know it isn’t us, but how can you prove it? Two of you working, and you can’t
manage to get a meter!”
“Okay, Marya Adamovna,” said Mila cheerfully. “Let’s really splurge. We’ll buy ourselves a meter.”
“And a washboard,” said Marya Adamovna.
“And a washboard. No, wait—we won’t buy a washboard. We’ll buy a table lamp.” After arguing some more,
Marya Adamovna went out. In a little while Mila raised her head and said:
“How are we going to decide, Anna Abramovna? Time is running out. This can’t wait.” And at once Anna
Abramovna decided.
“Mila, I think you should talk to Zhorzhik.”
At any other time, Mila would have answered, But why? He’ll just say, Bunny, do what you think best. But it
was so painful for Anna Abramovna to speak, that Mila subconsciously caught a signal she pricked up her ears.
“What is it?”
Stumbling over her words, wiping her eyes every other minute and sniffing, Anna Abramovna told about the
telephone call. Mila’s face grew darker. She was silent, then she said exasperatedly:
“What a fool! He has to pick now!”
She wanted to keep the baby. She felt well, looked well, didn’t even know the phrase “morning sickness;” just
the opposite—she wanted to eat all the time, everything tasted good. Verka—she could no longer pick her up or
cuddle her, really; and her relations with her husband had never made her happy as far as the intimate side went,
even though it was because of that side that she had shivered patiently on the verandah of the dacha. She endured
it as a shameful and joyless but inescapable part of family life. But in the city!
The hasty muzzle-nuzzling in the night, with everyone feigning sleep; the measured creaking of the bed, the
terrible din of breathing—could the dead sleep through it?—she just prayed, Hurry up, hurry up! Fortunately, in
the city it happened seldom.
What could you do, if that was the only way to have children. She would like to keep the baby. Yes, but remember Verka. The first month she never slept, and she and Zhorzhik had taken turns carrying her in their arms—
one sleeping, the other walking her.
“No, it’s awful, awful, how could I, alone—and while he’s—no, it’s awful, awful, how can I keep it?” And she
remembered the Friend, with whom even now she still had conversations about love. Mila had always maintained
that in love you were free as a bird; the Friend insisted love was chains. Now she would say:
“You see!” Or look at her with compassion. Mila pushed aside the damned manuscripts and began to pace—
three steps over, three steps back.
“I’m an old fool,” she muttered. “Damn, damn, damn.”
“Mila,” Baba Lyuba asked drowsily, “do you remember Old Grisha’s last name?”
“I don’t remember, Grandma.”
“What Old Grisha?” asked Anna Abramovna.
“The one they cursed in synagogue. Well? The one who, afterwards, he fell through a hole in the ice. Well?
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Why are you pretending you don’t remember?”
“Now I remember,” said Anna Abramovna. “The one who converted and went off to the gold fields?”
“Well? And his last name?”
“I don’t remember his last name. Let me think.”
“Think, think. Just don’t fall asleep. The Devil knows what your head is filled with.”
And she started to doze off. But it wasn’t easy to fall asleep. Clouds hung in the room, right over her head, and
she had to run home as fast as she could before the storm, and she had to save someone as fast as she could, someone next to her, someone very small. And they hurry but it’s hard to hurry, not enough breath, but there’s no rain
yet, just the clouds hanging low. They woke her, put a plate of soup on the table in front of her. She was angry.
“What’s this soup doing here? Tea with raspberry jam—that’s what I need. Otherwise, the storm …”
Then she realized that there was no storm, they must have managed to outrun it, only why were they all here,
these people with wild eyes—Nyurka, Verka, but not the one she needed.
“Mila,” she kept asking sadly, “he still hasn’t come?”
And remembered who he was: her son. No, her grandson. Oh, never mind. Zhorzhik. At one point Mila
answered furiously:
“He’ll come. When it’s feeding time, he’ll come!”
Baba Lyuba actually tried to raise herself up a little—Mila’s voice was strange. She collected her thoughts and
pronounced:
“A good Jewish woman, and she sounds like a Siberian hag.”
She became suspicious of Mila. It was from her that the clouds came which hung from the ceiling. It was from
her that the little one had to be saved. When Mila put a glass of tea in front of her, she said inaudibly:
“From your hands, I won’t take!” Mila burst into tears, began to laugh, cried out in her former cheerful voice:
“Grandma, if you turn against me, I don’t know what I’ll do!”
Baba Lyuba didn’t believe the cheerful voice and went on looking at Mila suspiciously. Then she fell asleep.
The tea got cold. Loud conversation woke her. Mila was saying:
“You should have told me sooner. Now it’s too late for an abortion. Four months.”
What abortion? thought Baba Lyuba. She already has a child. Then his voice rang out.
“I will not abdicate my paternal re-spon-si-bil-i-ties!!”
“Zhorzhik!” she called out.
“Coming, Mama. Coming. Look, you could at least think of her.”
What are they all talking about, thought Baba Lyuba. Some foolishness. Why are they all angry with him?
Look, they’re yelling again. Anna Abramovna was speaking with strained calmness.
“Whatever happens, your duty right now is to give your child a name. Just register with Milochka and then get
a divorce and marry, don’t marry, it’s all the same. You don’t want your child to have a blank on its birth
certificate? You adopted Verka; but this one? She won’t let you.”
A blank. A blank, Baba Lyuba heard in her sleep. For some reason, sleep came over her now, when she didn’t
expect it and hadn’t asked for it, right in the middle of the day, when they were talking foolishness. But at night
when everyone is asleep, she wakes and imagines—God knows what: it can’t be, what she imagines. They are
weeping, they are mourning him. But he’s alive; is it possible to mourn the living?
“Why are you mourning him?” she asked angrily. “How can you mourn the living?”
“What are you talking about, Mama,” said Anna Abramovna, quickly wiping her eyes.
“You know what he’s like. It’s always the same story with him. Remember how he used to run away from
home, back when we lived on Zelenin Street.”
“I remember,” Baba Lyuba began to nod. “But we found him then. I brought him home from the Politsia
myself!”
“Yes, but it wasn’t you, it was me. And it wasn’t the Politsia. it was the Militsia. Well …”
“What’s the difference! You just like to argue. So he’s done it again?”
“Oh, Mama! Don’t ask!”
So that’s how it is. Don’t ask. That means the worst.
Baba Lyuba turned toward the wall. Sleep came again, but a poor sleep, without hope or comfort, without attempts to save or be saved. In her sleep she breathed heavily. Marya Adamovna listened to her a while and said:
“Soon she’ll be out of her misery. She’ll have to be. What’s holding her together, except that she doesn’t want
to die. Listen, I have a sister—I mean, what a practical woman! Stands in the doorway; hollers, ‘Out of my
house!’ He scooted right out, and what do you think? She finally saw the light. Now she has the best dresses, the
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best coats, everything she earns goes on her back. And before? ‘Ach, trousers for Senichka! Ach, something for
Senichka for Red Army Day!’ It was disgusting to see.”
“Mama,” said Vera. “Listen, maybe this time you’ll understand. Here’s the problem. A train starts out at point
A—”
“From the day I was born I never understood problems with trains.” Vera sighed and said:
“Papa knew how to solve them.” Without noticing, she had begun to speak of him in the past tense.
“Mila,” said Anna Abramovna very quietly. “Today I telephoned that Marina Fedotovna.” Mila threw up her
hands.
“Lord! That’s all I needed! Am I in a kindergarten, or what? What did you talk about, I’d be interested to
know.”
“Why are you being like that, Milochka? I—forgive me if I—I too—I’m not a stranger, after all, I too—”
“Anna Abramovna, dear.” Mila jumped to her feet.
“Don’t pay any.”
“That’s just what I mean! You’re just like Valka. ‘Come on, don’t pay any!’”
“God knows, Anna Abramovna, that’s how it is in our situation. That’s the main thing—Don’t pay any. So then
what?”
“I told her that Zhorzhik has to register with you, that there’s going to be a baby. She said”—lightning flashed
from Anna Abramovna’s eyes—“she said, ‘We’ll see that the children are taken care of.’”
*
“All the same, I understand why Zhorzhik left her,” Anna Abramovna said later to the Friend, who was trying
to console her. “There’s no tenderness in her. I waited, just sat and waited, for her to throw herself on me and
weep. But the blood left her face, and that was all. No, she doesn’t know how. She’s silent, silent. Paces up and
down between the table and the closet; gets grouchy; and that’s it. The next day she’s making jokes.”
“And you?”
“I joke, too. What else is there to do? I don’t even know if she ever loved him.” The Friend asked her:
“Mila, did you love him at all?”
“The Devil only knows! Love, hate—it’s all nonsense. Here’s what I think: the baby will come, and I won’t get
any sleep, I won’t have any help. So I seethe. And yet—love, hate—that’s an entirely different matter. He’s out of
his mind; what can I do?”
“There’s been talk at work, did you know? He was reprimanded by the Party.”
“But he doesn’t give a damn. This reprimand—you know what it’s really about? Who started the whole thing?
The ‘Other Woman’ was mad, the one he was fooling around with before. That Tamara. She was in the habit of
phoning here and breathing into the receiver. Anna Abramovna and I were used to it, only we didn’t know her
name until he said to us, Oh, that must be Tamara. And she started the whole uproar. Now I know what’s going
on. I hear absolutely everything.”
“Oh, you!” said the Friend. “The mind of a lion, and the heart of a chicken! Why don’t you write the Party
Organization yourself? Why does some Tamara have to do it?” Mila pursed her lips in disgust.
“Listen, you sit there making faces, and you’ll end up with an illegitimate child. But the Party Organization
would see that he did it. You and your idiotic sentimentality. This isn’t Stalin’s day, no one will kick him out for
immorality. But they’ll help you.”
Mila shrugged her shoulders. Mind of a lion, heart of a chicken. Maybe so. Last year, when a rehabilitated
Jewish coworker had appeared at their Institute after a seven-year absence, she had asked him not to sit beside her
at meetings, so they wouldn’t think … Afterwards Zhorzhik nearly tore her apart. But all the time he himself was
saying over and over,
“You be more careful.”
At that time no one was sure of anything yet. But why drag the Party Organization into it?
*
Zhorzhik stopped coming home altogether; Mila wept at night, lying on her back so that the tears wouldn’t
stain the pillowcase.
Mila turned forty. That morning, combing her hair in front of the wardrobe, she looked at herself with love and
pity. Yes, she had been beautiful: that man had been right. Her features, though they’d hardened, were still regular.
Her ears small, close to her head. And her hair! Naturally, her complexion; and her figure too … But even then it
hadn’t been much of a figure; just slender. Yes, she’d been beautiful, and it was all gone, and here she was forty,
her years of being a sexy woman were over, and what had they gone on? Stupid to worry about being sexy—what
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mattered was having children. And here she’ll have two children—and won’t she take care of them, they
appreciate her now at work; she is, without false modesty, a highly skilled specialist.—you could say, as highly
skilled as they come—now everyone realizes that and they’re not going to let her go, those days are over. But let
him pay, anyway. It’s for the children’s good, and for his, too. Mila knew very well what was good for him, and
what was bad.
“Mila,” Baba Lyuba called from her bed. Mila went over to her.
“You tell me the truth,” Baba Lyuba whispered, fastening a wasted hand on Mila’s skirt. “Nyurka certainly
won’t. Tell me, was he baptized?”
Mila opened her mouth, but she couldn’t speak. Lord, what strange forms old people’s apprehensions took.
“You won’t answer. He must have been baptized. I knew it.”
“Grandma, what are you talking about? He would never. What’s the matter with you, Grandma?” Baba Lyuba
wasn’t listening to her. She was talking to herself.
“And when he was courting that—that high school girl, I knew even then it would lead to no good. Now
they’ll curse him in synagogue. But soon I’ll be with God. I’ll tell Him everything.”
“Grandma, what are you talking about?”
“I’ll tell Him everything. He took away my father, took away my husband. Nyurka’s, too. How can we manage, women without men? What could we do? I’ll explain the whole thing to Him, to God.”
God was in full-dress uniform with glittering buttons, like the director of the gymnasium in Yeniseysk. If you
don’t start crying right away, if you explain everything calmly, He might even understand. She explained to Him,
she explained and she took all the blame—she hadn’t known how to raise him, and she didn’t deserve to have any
special fuss made over her in Heaven. She began to sing for God the old lullaby:
Sei a frumer ind a guter (Be pious and good)
And then when your mother of a Tsadik,\fn{A rabbinical leader of the modern Hasidim, the “pious ones”.}
Here comes the mother of a Pravednik, a Righteous One.

But of course everyone knew this song, and God did too, naturally; and she really couldn’t tell whether she’d
convinced Him or not, because God went and in came her grandson and embraced her.
“Grandma!” he said merrily. “What are you doing here, Grandma?”
And then Baba Lyuba understood that she had already gone to God, that He had let her come back just for a
moment to say goodbye to her grandson and tell him something very important. But what was the very important
something? She didn’t want to remember what the boy had done that was so awful, because once it’s done you
can’t change anything, and that wasn’t what God had let her come back for. She put her trembling arms around
her grandson’s thick, manly neck and, weeping with pity, she said:
“I forgive you. You know that, I forgive you.”
Then she fell asleep, weeping, on Zhorzhik’s shoulder; he laid her head carefully on the pillows. No one noticed when she stopped breathing.
*
Anna Abramovna was saying that it would be bad for the child to have a blank; Zhorzhik was breaking the
news that he would have to vacate the apartment because he and Marina Fyodotovna were planning to move into
a co-op, but he understood, and he would wangle permission for a co-op for all of them too. Mila wondered where
he’d get the money, and he said, “We’ll find it!;” she snorted and said it was worth getting divorced just for that;
and Anna Abramovna burst into tears.
And then Marya Adamovna came into the room holding a saucepan, went up to the old woman’s bed, exclaimed and cried out loudly,
“Be quiet, you chatterboxes! Baba Lyuba is dead.”
And the new baby—it was a boy, fair and blue-eyed—was born, and in the new co-op, as a matter of fact:
Zhorzhik proved himself a marvel of efficiency and hypnotized everybody. Everything he tried succeeded. Except
for one thing.
He asked for the baby to be named Lyova, in honor of Baba Lyuba and Leo Tolstoy.
But Mila wouldn’t agree. And she named the little boy Fyodor, in honor of Dostoyevsky.
182.24 1. Heulica’s Roan 2. Homesickness: Two Short Stories\fn{by Anna Lupan (1922District, Moldova (F) 10
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Miguleny, Rezina

1
All his life long Heulica had longed for a horse—some kind, any kind, even a bony nag, a caricature of a horse
—but something he could take out to the fields when plowing time came, and follow down the furrows. Follow
his own horse. His own. Open his gate in the mornings for his bay, and coming back from the fields in the evening
carry him an armful of fresh grass. Something to talk to when he quarreled with his wife. To give the children
rides—set them all on his back and lead them around just for the fun of it. And finally, to have the smell of
manure in his yard.
That horse was real, it lived a full equine life in his imagination, he could see it, he knew exactly how it
looked: not very big, but quick and spirited. In his daydreams he curried it, stroked a crupper damp with sweat,
picked up a hoof and looked carefully at the wear of the shoe. He would often talk longingly about it to his
neighbor Gyrnets.
“If I only had a horse I’d make it a real beauty. Good enough for a general to ride.” If at such moments anybody drove past, Heulica could not refrain from criticizing the driver.
“Look now. Is that the way to care for a horse? Just look at it, I say! The mane all tangled and burrs in the tail.
Can’t he fasten it up so it won’t sweep the road? Eh, I can’t stand the sight of it!” Gyrnets skillfully rolled a
cigarette in the thin skin of a maize cob without spilling a grain of tobacco, drew in the smoke greedily, spat, and
delivered his reply.
“A dog’s life, durn it. You drudge and toil, and can’t even get yourself a nag.”
Sometimes they were joined by a third neighbor, Grandad Teoder, the village herdsman, who lived across the
street. He was always cheerful, with his everlasting shepherd’s pipe under his arm and a bag slung over his shoulder: he would listen to Heulica’s complaints condescendingly, an enigmatic smile half-hidden among the wise
lines of his face. Heulica expected some sort of sympathy from him too, but Grandad Teoder’s contribution to the
talk was like a sour spoonful poured into a bland mixture.
“And what d’you want a horse for?” he asked acidly. “Tired of having all your teeth, eh? The gendarme can
knock ’em out just as good. Now, if you bought but a few sheep, that’d be another thing.” He paused a moment
and summed up with the irrefutable argument,
“Mark my words, sheep’s wonderful human beasts.”
Heulica spat disgustedly into the roadside dust, turned and stumped angrily away from the fence. Nay, there
wasn’t one could understand a man. And how he wanted—now in particular—to see the sagacious face of his own
horse turned to look at its indignant master. Even the boniest, most miserable nag. When he had gone Teoder
spoke again.
“Aye, he got that daftness from his father, I’m thinking. That father, may the earth lie light on him, was driver
for the man as owned all the land round here—that Kalistrat, and he was right crazy about horses. Kalistrat never
paid him wages all his life long, just let him tend the horses. And the poor fellow, Heulica’s father that is, was
right content with it. And Heulica’s got the same craze. And it’s got him all kinked up, I’m thinking. Anyone’d
think none others wanted a horse—you, mebbe, or me. But if we can’t get one, no call to hang yourself. But he—
he’s right daft over it.”
Gyrnets greedily drew in the last mouthful of smoke, burned his fingers, dropped the end into the dust and
ground it out with his bare heel, repeated his favorite saying, “A dog’s life”, and they went their separate ways.
*
After a few days, meeting, they returned to the same subject and everything was repeated, one complaining,
the second consoling in his own way, the third smoking and cursing life. Of course, other grains were sometimes
ground between the millstones of their talk, but as a rule Heulica’s unslackable thirst for a horse was chewed over,
again and again. Whatever might be the subject, Heulica’s non-existent horse pushed its nose in.
And impossible as it might seem, that horse, which lived only in the mind of one, began to influence the
relations among these three neighbors. Grandad Teoder, a born clown, began to amuse himself by abusing the
whole equine race.
Merciful heavens, you should have seen Heulica then! His fury was such that it was better to keep well away
from him. But if he wanted to put Heulica into a good mood, Grandad Teoder would start recounting mythical
wonders about the wisdom of horses, their faithfulness, and so on and so forth. Gyrnets just stood smoking, now
and then tossing in his usual “A dog’s life, durn it”.
Gyrnets was no great talker and he alone knew the thoughts surging in his head.
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*
The ball of time unrolled, its thread stretching out in monotonous grayness. Each of the neighbors was sure
Heulica would never lead his bay by the bridle, any more than Gyrnets would become ruler of a kingdom. But
then a ray of hope suddenly shone forth. Liberation came in 1940. But before hope could really raise its head the
war started, bringing fresh cares and misfortunes. And Heulica’s horse galloped away over the hills, leaving only
the dust of a dream unfulfilled. Teoder’s two sons and Gyrnets went into the army and Heulica, who had a cataract on his right eye, remained at home.
With the taciturn Gyrnets away and Grandad Teoder grieving about his sons, the talks by Heulica’s fence were
a thing of the past. When granddad brought the herd home in the evening he never paused now to listen to
Heulica’s complaints. He found something to do in his own yard, or sat playing his favorite On the Hill with the
Sheep on his pipe.
That song at dusk was like the lament of the village. Often the sound of the pipe brought a boy’s grubby face
thrust up behind the stile. He would listen, holding his breath to avoid betraying himself. This boy was Milutsa,
Heulica’s nine-year son. Catching sight of him one day, Teoder called to him,
“Come on in, you don’t need prop up the fence, it won’t fall down.”
The boy, shy as a small animal, made off at top speed. And after several unsuccessful attempts to bring him in,
the old man let him alone. If Milutsa preferred to prop up the fence, let him. Maybe he’d got some sort of bee in
his bonnet, like his father.
In wartime, when the village dolefully lacked men, heaven help any of them still at home. Everyone pointed at
him as though he were a leper. Heulica too did not escape. After being one of the most insignificant men there for
over thirty years, he now stuck out like a sore thumb. Wherever he went he would hear remarks.
“One-eye’s lucky.”
“That he is, warming his backside on the stove beside his woman.”
“Aye, his mill’s working when all the streams have dried up.”
“A true word, fools have all the luck. Better be born lucky than handsome.”
*
The defect which had been a misfortune had now become a good-luck sign. And strange as it might seem,
Heulica himself came to believe his cataract was a piece of luck. After all, why not? His vineyard was tended in
good time, the espaliers\fn{Fruit trees or shrubs trained to grow flat against a wall:W } put in, the vines fastened up, the
straw stacked, the roof water-tight, the fence mended. You could see at once there was a man about the place.
And success breeds success as failure breeds its like.
When luck comes a sick man will be cured even by church bells. And so it was with Heulica. In the best times
he had never been able to get even any kind of livestock, but now, when the earth was literally ablaze, when the
very seed of horses was dried up, he suddenly bought a gelding.
True, it was lame. But it was a horse! And not one of the sweet-biscuit horses sold at fairs, not a toy of baked
clay, but a live gray horse with broad crupper and a white star on his forehead, as though fate herself had marked
him for a reward to the long-suffering Heulica. From naught to riches, as the saying goes.
There can be no secrets in a village, and the news of Heulica’s good fortune soon flew from end to end of it.
God must have washed his head at Easter! Those with wicked tongues went round saying Heulica must have been
up to something shady. After all—in these times when others were glad to keep their skins whole, there was Heulica getting rich! And no clear sight of how it had happened.
Actually, the good fortune which shone so suddenly upon him had at first borne a great likeness to misfortune,
and Heulica himself could never have guessed how it would turn out.
*
It was this way.
One day at the end of March, in the third year of the war, Heulica was wakened at dawn by a great noise, a din
under his window as though all the dogs of the village were having their dogs’ wedding. Heulica looked out and
nearly collapsed.
Sheep filled his yard, surging and bleating, with a number of soldiers in gray-green among them. Although he
could not read, he had some idea about the situation at the front and had heard the Soviet troops had broken
through and the Fritzes were on the run. But he certainly had not expected to see enemies in the village so soon.
And that they would choose his yard of all others—that had certainly never entered his head.
In general, throughout the war the village had seen little of the Germans. It lay tucked away among the hills,
far from railways or main roads. Heulica himself had never even seen a train. If there was any disturbance in the
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village during the occupation, a couple of gendarmes would come to deal with it. And even they came reluctant-ly
—who wanted to struggle along streets that stretched up and down steep clay slopes? By the time you’ve climbed
up you’re wet with sweat. And nothing to be got there, one poorer than the other. So Heulica had good cause for
surprise, and for fright, too.
“Get up, wife, and light the lamp under the icons because this is our end,” he stammered, and started to shake;
his teeth clenched of themselves, he could not loosen them.
When he recovered his wits a little, he looked out again and saw there were only three soldiers, but a whole
flock of sheep. Driving them to Germany, he thought. After a little while two trucks drove up to the big gates and
four more uninvited guests were added to the confusion in the yard. Then a tall burly man came in, his head
wound round with a green scarf. From the door he began snarling something in a language Heulica could not understand, then angrily snatched up a bucket and clapped it on Heulica’s head like a helmet. Incapable of thinking,
by some sixth sense Heulica guessed he was being sent to fetch water.
That devil’s imp Milutsa! No matter how many times you told him to fetch water, he’d left the house without
any the night before. He kept putting it off till it got dark, and then said he was afraid to go, and Heulica himself
had got his boots off and set them out to dry. So now the bucket was empty. Anyway, it was his own, whose
business was it if there was no water in it?
But the war had come into his house, better do as they told you, if you didn’t want a bullet. Just for naught. So
Heulica pulled on his pants, vowing inwardly that if nothing happened and he came out of it alive, he’d give Milutsa a hiding to remember all his life.
When Heulica came back with the water, the Germans had taken full possession of house and yard. All that
was left to him was the big brick stove, and his first thought was to hide behind it. But nothing doing. The big
room, which owing to trouble after trouble he had never been able to furnish as the best one like respectable folk
did, had now been turned into a slaughter-house. The soldiers drove in sheep by twos and threes, stunned them
with hammers, quickly skinned them and flung the entrails onto the floor. They pushed the meat into tubs, salted
it, then loaded the tubs on trucks and drove off.
And they made Heulica help them.
The job of slaughtering took two days and when it was finished he looked as though he had been doing hard
labor in the salt mines. They had not let him rest a moment. When they drove away as suddenly as they had come,
he could not believe it was all over. He kept hearing the bleating of sheep, the roar of trucks and the guttural German shouts.
He cleared up the room a bit, but a great pile of sheep skins lay in the corner. Countless numbers of them. Of
course the Germans would not leave them, they would come back to fetch them.
*
But a week passed and nobody came. Then Heulica decided to risk it and took one. He waited, and pulled out
two more. After all, they had not counted them. And maybe they wouldn’t come at all, he could hear gunfire every
now and then. In those times sheepskins were wealth. It was worth the risk.
So he quietly cured a skin and made himself a waistcoat. Still no Germans. Fine! Maybe they wouldn’t come at
all. So he started making sheepskin boots, to sell.
In those three years of war everybody’s clothes had worn out. Sheepskin boots were in greater demand than
high patent leather boots today—more so, in fact. And they were easily made. Little work and less skill required.
So the father made the boots, Milutsa wove straps to fasten them, and on Sundays the mother took them to
market.
Now they were riding high! The money they made was enough for a horse and clothes too, so that the family
could cover their nakedness a bit. Heulica very sternly ordered his family not to let a word slip about the sheepskins. If anyone dared chatter he’d kill them, he threatened. And had it not been for Milutsa, nobody would ever
have known the secret. Whether the boy was sorry for Granddad Teoder, or loved him for his playing—be that as
it may, one day Milutsa came up to the old man with a piece of skin hidden under his shirt.
“Granddad Teoder,” he said with unexpected courage, “do you need a bit of skin for boots?”
What a question! Of course he did, but where could he get it? However, there was something else that interested the old man: how had this timid lad who avoided everyone suddenly plucked up courage and himself started to
talk? Of course, children were unpredictable creatures, especially when times were so troubled. He could mature
in a single winter. But all the same—
“Where did you get the skin?” Granddad Teoder asked, calculating how to make the best use of this sudden
wealth.
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“There’s a whole pile of ’em in our attic,” Milutsa bragged.
Then Granddad Teoder guessed how prosperity had come to Heulica. Yes, luck had come his way. As the old
folk said, you never know which way the hare will jump.
Granddad Teoder scratched his head. He had his own firm principles. It was bad to deceive a child. Bad. But
what could you do? Want bore down till you couldn’t catch your breath. That cursed skin Milutsa held fascinated
him, he could not take his eyes off it. Only an utter fool would let such a chance slip. And then, too, if you looked
at it soberly, those damned Germans had added more than one gray hair to his own head. They had taken everything, cleaned him out. So it wasn’t such a sin to take something of what they had left. At last he made his
decision.
“How much do you want, Milutsa, for that bit of skin?”
The boy shuffled. Wiped his nose a couple of times on his sleeve. Scratched the door-post with his nail.
“Well? Tell me, don’t be shy.”
“I want to play your pipe.”
“What? What?”
Granddad’s eyes, like dying embers, lighted as though those same embers blown to a glow.
“Now here’s a marvel! Look at that, not like the Heulica breed at all!”
*
After that Milutsa spent much of his time with Granddad Teoder, helping him to round up the sheep and clean
the yard. Whenever there was nothing left to do, he learned to play the pipe. The old man made him one from an
elder twig, just as good as his own. Now the boy probed the secret of the birth of song.
The front was retreating towards Germany. Spring came. The village was loud and alive. But Granddad Teoder’s melodies were still plaintive, filled with his own sadness. There was no news of his sons and the old man
was tortured by premonitions. Milutsa had a sensitive understanding.
“Let’s make them each a pair of boots,” he suggested. “We’ve still got skins in the attic. I’ll have one down
quick.” It made him feel very bad to see the old man so despondent. Teoder weighed the idea for some moment,
then said softly,
“Let them come back first.”
This was about the time when Heulica bought his horse. For days at a time he never left him, took him out to
graze on the pasture just outside the village, curried him, plaited and replaited his mane. He watered his horse
three times a day, and as though he were a child, not from the general trough by the well in the middle of the village where all the other horses drank, but from his own bucket.
When Heulica led his roan gelding to drink people ran out to look, as though it were a tame bear. To add to the
sight the whole family took part in the ceremony. One son rode, another led the gelding by the bridle, a third and
fourth carried the bucket and a fifth urged the whole procession on. If Milutsa was missing, which happened fairly
frequently, Heulica grumbled all the way: who’d ever heard of such a thing, a son not coming to help water the
horse?!
*
Soon, however, the village became accustomed to the daily show, and nobody dropped his work to look.
The war ended and the men began drifting back in twos and threes. Life returned to. its old channel. Heulica’s
neighbor Gyrnets came later than others—much later, but he did come. It was only old Teoder’s sons who neither
came nor wrote. The old man sought out the ones who had been at the front to ask about his sons—perhaps somebody might have seen them, or heard something, let them tell the truth and not fear the telling, he could bear anything. But nobody had met them or seen them or heard anything about them, good or bad. They gave him every
kind of soothing words—sometimes a man can come back after ten years, and all the rest of it.
“Folks are sorry for me; that means my sons are dead,” the old man said one evening when Milutsa came to
him. He sank wearily on the earth that banked up the house, and the pipe in Milutsa’s hand let out a few pitiful
notes and fell silent. The boy did not know what he could do to help the old man, to cheer him up a bit. Perhaps he
should go to Gyrnets, get him to make something up, say he’s met Granddad’s sons, or something? A lie cost
nothing. And the old man would find life easier if he had even a shadow of hope. But Tooder seemed to guess his
thought.
“Nobody can deceive a father’s heart.”
Milutsa felt thoroughly uncomfortable; he felt his own presence a painful reminder that there were lads alive,
while Teoder’s were lost. He ought to go. His mother often told him not to hang round people if they weren’t in
the mood for you. He rose. But he could not decide whether to say “good-night” or not. It was the thing you did
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say. But how could any night be good when Granddad’s heart was wrung with such torment? However, when
Milutsa’s pipe fell silent, the old man spoke.
“Go on, why’ve you stopped playing? Let them as is living—live.”
Then Teoder went to his old trunk, a wooden one bound with iron hoops that contained his entire wardrobe, got
down onto his knees, opened it, took out the new sheepskin boots and held them out to Milutsa.
“Here. Give them to your dad. I oughtn’t to have taken the skin that time. Like as not some widow-woman
grieved for that sheep. There’s her tears on the wool. And I’d a greedy eye, like an old fool. Folks is weak before
temptation.”
Milutsa took them uncertainly. He carried them home, holding them distastefully in two fingers.
*
“Where’s your horse, Heulica?”
“Sold.”
“Who to?”
“I didn’t ask for an identity card.”
“Don’t play the fool, Heulica.”
“What’ud I want to fool you for?”
“Where’s the horse? You can’t have sold it.”
“Why not? Do I have to ask you first?”
“Because now there isn’t a man fool enough to buy it.”
“Fool enough—to buy my horse?!”
Heulica made an effort to straighten his stooping back and shoulders, and his eyes flashed haughtily under the
thick black brows. To insult his splendid horse like that! He nearly set about Gyrnets with his fists, but managed
to restrain himself.
“You’d have bought it yourself and glad to, if your pocket wasn’t empty,” he said arrogantly.
The neighbors stood facing each other, heads thrust forward like fighting cocks. They had forgotten those longpast years when they shared their troubles by the gap in Heulica’s fence. Now their talk was hard and angry. A
collective farm was being organized in the village, and the neighbors were separated by a long table spread with
red bunting. It was like a barricade. Heulica hated Gyrnets and the table too. And Gyrnets, tired of the long fruitless argument, pulled a homespun lace-edged napkin out of his pocket and wiped his wet neck. Ever since his
election as chairman of the village Soviet his wife had seen to it that he always had a napkin with him, to serve as
a handkerchief. The Chairman! How could he go about without a handkerchief? Of course he couldn’t!\fn{ The
territory now comprising Moldova was part of Romania prior to World War II; but Romania joined the Axis Powers and wound up on the
losing side; Northern Bessarabia—the regional name for what is now Moldova plus a strip of territory to her south (which went to Ukraine)
—was the price of being on the losing side}

Heulica utilized the brief pause and with the highest pleasure, closing first one nostril and then the other, he
blew his nose onto the stone floor of the ex-drawing-room of the ex-landowner Kalistrat. The man who had come
from the district centre to help the village move over onto the new rails cautiously got his polished top-boots out
of the way. He did not know Moldavian and waited patiently for Gyrnets to tell him what it was all about. All this
talk about something that was perfectly clear! Strange.
Gyrnets did not quite know what to do—that was evident from the diligent way he wiped his neck, face, and
neck again. From this Heulica guessed his opponent’s weakness. He must get out, the sooner the better. Not much
asked of a fool—just get out. He beat his sheepskin hat which his father had worn before him, looked round,
turned and made for the door tossing back over his shoulder,
“God be wi’ye for all good.” Gyrnets made a dash after him, pushing the napkin into his pocket.
“Hi! Wait a bit. That isn’t all.”
Heulica stopped—not very willingly. Gyrnets’s eyes bored into him.
“So you say the horse is sold, eh?”
“I’ve told you so.”
“I don’t believe you.”
“Why not?”
“Because there’s been a decision: nobody has the right to sell or buy a horse until collectivization’s finished.”
For a moment Heulica seemed to be taken aback, but at once recovered his untroubled look.
“That’s as may be. But they bought mine.” Gyrnets exchanged a few words with the man from town, then
selected a paper from a pile on the table and held it out to Heulica.
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“Here you are. Get out.”
Since boyhood Heulica had learned one thing—to be very cautious with papers, especially any offered you by
a boss. So cautious he was.
“What’s that paper?”
“Your application to join the co-operative. Don’t you know it?”
“What am I do with it?”
“Take it where you took the horse.”
“You mean—?”
“Yes. I do.” Gyrnets jerked his head at the door.
“What, you won’t take me into the collective farm?”
“Got it right in one.”
“Mebbe I’ve come from the wrong sort of folks?”
“No, the right sort.”
“Then why—?”
“Stop playing the fool. I’ve wasted enough time on you as it is.” But Heulica wasn’t so easily silenced.
“And who’ll you make your kolkhoz with?” he asked ominously. “With kulaks?\fn{Kulaks were wealthy peasant
farmers who employed other, poorer peasants on their farms, often at very low wages. Stalin liquidated most of them during the 1930s; but
the Moldovan Soviet Socialist Republic came into existence later than the pogroms normally associated with the destruction of this class in
the rest of the USSR} Bloodsuckers? Is that it?”

“None of your business.”
“Nay, it’s mine.”
Heulica felt himself master of the situation. You don’t catch an old bird with chaff, Gyrnets had better not
reckon on it. Of course, he didn’t want a quarrel, you ought to keep peace with a neighbor. But that Gyrnets was
getting above himself now that they’d trusted him with bread and knife, as the saying goes. Heulica bristled like
an animal about to spring.
“Aha, now you’re the big boss round here, you can chivy folks round as you like!” He launched his attack not
too loudly. “Eh, no, them times has gone. I was poorer nor you and treated worse. Who had it bad with the
Germans, you or me? Whose fence did they break down and burn, yours or mine? Eh? Whose good room did they
treat like an outhouse? Yours or mine? I can’t get all the muck off the floor yet. And where you were all the time
no one knows, that’s still to be cleared up. There you stand without a scratch, naught to show you ever fought at
all!”
And so on and so forth.
Gyrnets’s face was the color of young grass. He had never been so insulted in his life. To abuse him, a frontline soldier, like that?! And he was supposed to humor the fellow?
“Eh—a dog’s life, durn it!” Gyrnets spat, jumped up and seized his neighbor by the front of his clothes. Maybe
you could shake some decency into him if you made his teeth rattle? There were some that couldn’t understand
anything else. And it would have ended badly if some of the village men had not separated them.
*
The hostility between them lasted a long time, however. Gyrnets laid his ears back: so long as he was Chairman he wasn’t having Heulica in the kolkhoz. That was that. Easier to kiss the back of your head than talk Gyrnets
round.
Heulica for his part wore down the steps of the district offices, taking in complaints against his neighbor. In all
of them the main point was that he was the poorest of the poor and his family always had been, that he had been
ground down by the bourgeoisie and now his own people’s power in the person of Gyrnets was persecuting him.
The district administration interfered, trying to shame the neighbors into making it up. Even Granddad Teoder
went to visit Gyrnets at home with fatherly exhortations.
“It’s not the right thing to be abusing each other, it looks real bad. You’re the laughing stock of the whole village. You at least ought to show sense and reason, it’s you the people chose for Chairman. That miserable roan
came to Heulica by dark ways and by dark ways it’s gone. Things come and they go. It’s a law of life.”
Gyrnets wiped his neck with his napkin-handkerchief, repeated his favorite remark about a dog’s life a few
times—and gave in.
*
That same evening, when the children were in bed, Heulica and his wife took a lantern, climbed to the loft of
the barn, cleared away some bundles of hemp and raised a trap-door. There was a brief whinny and a strong smell
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of horse manure. In the weak light of the lantern Heulica’s face glowed, he seemed younger and even handsome.
“Bring a bucket of water,” he jerked over his shoulder to his wife; he climbed down a ladder he had made from
a felled acacia into a completely shut-off end of the barn.
“Well, how’re you feeling, lad? I’ve been making a fight for you—more’n I’d ever have made for the children.
But I won it. And now you’ll live without any kolkhoz where you’d be hauling for everyone.”
While his wife was fetching the water, Heulica stood with his arm round the gelding’s neck; he wept, and
wiped his eyes on the harsh mane. What tears were those—of joy at having a horse at last, or at the bitterness of
having to hide it as though it were stolen? He wept, and his wife stood silently. She had never before seen her
husband weep.
The horse occupied a narrow space cleverly cut off from the rest of the barn by a wall of stones reaching to the
ceiling. It never entered anyone’s head to wonder why Heulica’s barn seemed more cramped. Night after night he
had tossed on his bed before he thought of this plan. But now the horse belonged to him alone, it was there, close
to him, at any moment he could look at it, stroke it, talk to it. What the future would bring only the future could
tell, but for the present he triumphed in his own ingenuity.
*
For twenty months the sweet madness continued. Like a miser who has spent his life garnering treasure and
has not the strength to wrench his eyes away from it, Heulica crept up to the loft every night, let himself down and
talked for hours to his horse. All the words of affection in his vocabulary were poured into the roan’s ears, all the
tender names he knew. He grudged no hay or grain or curry-comb. Every night he curried the horse as though it
were to be on show the next day.
Yet for some reason the horse moped, lost appetite, was finicky about food.
When water was brought he splashed out more than he drank. He was pining for the furrows and the fields. He
whinnied sadly and struck his hoof against the wall. And then one night when Heulica came as usual to see his
treasure, the horse lay stretched out on the floor with glazed eyes.
“What did he lack, eh? What do you think, wife?” Heulica sobbed. “I fed him and watered him and tended
him.”
Never in her life had she crossed her husband and she was in no haste to give an opinion. She thought a moment before answering.
“Mebbe he hadn’t light enough, that’s why he died.”
Heulica broke down the now unneeded wall to drag out the carcass and bury it. His wife was close by, collecting the horse manure in her apron, muttering to herself—just loud enough for her husband to hear.
“I’ll mix it with clay the morn and plaster the bank round the house. That’ll be some good at least from the
beast.”
2
He was a boy of about nine, small and silent, with dreamy, melancholy eyes. Those eyes struck me at once—
the eyes of an adult who has known hardship and suffering.
In the children’s home he was not particularly liked, by either children or teachers. The children were alienated
by his morose, solitary ways, the teachers because he was constantly giving trouble. He was moved from group to
group and had to be watched carefully to prevent him from making off, especially during walks or excursions.
Otherwise—who could say what might happen? You could expect anything and your job is your job.
He could not be won over like other children with toys, or songs, or various amusements. He evidently had a
mind of his own, but he did not open it up to anyone.
He had made several attempts to run away, but each time he was found and brought back. There was certainly
no other child who gave so much trouble, and when I was told that he was to be in my group, I can hardly claim to
have been delighted. However—if you’ve entered the circle you have to dance, I thought. You can’t have fads and
fancies at work, even if something is rather definitely not to your taste. Especially if you’re a comparative newcomer to the job.
I saw him first after one of his abortive runaway attempts. He was sitting all alone in a room, drawing something in a big exercise book. He did not turn when the door creaked—whether from absorption or indifference it
would have been hard to say.
“Roma, this is Anna Alexandrovna, your new teacher,” said Anastasia Petrovna, the headmistress, an energetic
woman with an authoritative manner, said to know a child’s heart like the palm of her hand. Before I even started
work she had explained in all detail what awaited me in this new sphere. I had heard little that was pleasant about
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the small boy sitting there, but I had imagined him otherwise—so much so that the actual sight of him was quite a
disappointment.
But cannot a person’s face say one thing, while his heart conceals something very different? It certainly can.
All right, the face. But the eyes? They too can be deceptive. But not the eyes of a child. I have never yet seen a
child whose eyes could lie. The headmistress’s words left the boy unmoved. In fact, he ignored us and went on
with his drawing.
“You must stand up when grown-ups talk to you,” the headmistress rebuked him.
The boy slowly rose, without hiding his resentment at being interrupted, and began to scratch the wall with his
nail.
“Don’t scratch the wall. Turn round and say ‘good morning’.”
“Good morning,” he mumbled without raising his eyes.
“Let me have him alone,” I whispered to Anastasia Petrovna. She looked at me, not quite understanding, but
went away.
He turned his back and went on with his drawing. I said nothing, but sat down at the other end of the table and
started to draw on the edge of an old newspaper. My artistic talents are modest, to say the least, but somehow I
had the idea that for the present there was no other way I could win his confidence.
For some time we were silent. Sunbeams played hide-and-seek on the ceiling. A fly caught in a spider’s web
buzzed desperately for help. Roma went on with what he was doing, just as though nobody else were there. I soon
began to feel, however, that my presence made him uncomfortable. He breathed fast and sometimes stole glances
at me from the corner of his eyes.
“Would you like to look? Come over here,” I invited him. He turned large thoughtful eyes on me.
“What are you drawing?” he asked shyly.
I was not drawing anything specific, just moving my pencil. But knowing his was an age that dreams of
airplanes—jet planes, of course—I answered without hesitation,
“A jet plane.” My obvious lie did not produce the effect expected. Without even moving he spoke almost in a
whisper.
“You know what I’m drawing? A flower, a violet.”
I was both surprised and glad. Flowers were what I could draw best of all. I could do hundreds, thousands, as
many as you wanted, with no effort. A straight or curved stalk, a small circle, five or six more round it, and
finished. In an instant I had sketched five or six daisies and held out my newspaper.
“I’m fine at flowers,” I said, pleased with myself. “Look!”
He came closer. His eyes suddenly sparkled as though lamps had been lighted in them, his lips curved in a
smile.
“Are those flowers?” he asked pitilessly.
“They are,” I insisted. He laughed gaily.
“I’ll show you how to do them.” I gave up my place. He drew a few light lines with one colored pencil, then
with another, and a living flower rose before me, as though a wand had been waved.
“Is it like a flower?” he asked impatiently.
“It certainly is.”
“My flowers always are.”
His eyes were frank and happy. He had lost that shy reserve. And when we parted after a little while, I felt he
was beginning to thaw.
*
The following days I made a real effort. I tried to spend as much time as I could with Roma, told him stories
and showed a great interest in his drawings. And it began to have its effect. He was more friendly with me than
with others, not so shy, and when we met he sometimes smiled as one does at an old friend. Everybody said he
had changed, he was not so withdrawn and hostile, he was learning to be obedient. And I was given the credit for
it.
Then came one summer afternoon. All morning we had been planting trees. Some of the children had taken
longer, and the ones who finished first started playing. Two little scamps harnessed a maybug to a cart made out
of a matchbox.
I sat under an old walnut tree watching the children languidly. I was in that drowsy state when you don’t want
to open your mouth. It was a long time since I had done physical work and I was tired. All my joints ached. I reveled in the joy of lying in the grass after a day’s work, knowing that the time has not been wasted. I felt fine. And
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perhaps, in spite of apprehensions with regard to senior staff and the merry noise of the children, I might well
have fallen asleep but for a sentence which jerked me out of my hazy peace.
“Roma’s run away,” somebody said close by.
I jumped up as though stung, still hardly realizing to what extent the news concerned me.
“Run away—how?”
“With his legs.”
“Impossible!”
“Unfortunately that boy doesn’t ask permission before he makes off.”
Before me stood Salamurica, in charge of B Group, the one from which Roma had run away the last time. I
took no notice of the dig and went off to get details. The point was that Roma had not been out in the field with
us. It had been his turn for dining room duty. But I had been warned that he must never be left without an eye on
him. All the way to the home I called myself every name under the sun.
I searched for him until late that night. I rang up the neighboring villages and asked people to stop the runaway. I searched and inquired, I kept the telephone busy, but without any hope of finding the boy.
There is a saying that he who seeks with faith will find. I had no faith in success, but nevertheless I found him
—the following evening, far away, at the forester’s lodge. When I entered, there he was standing with his back to
the door, his eyes fixed on some point on the ceiling.
“Roma?”
He started. He looked miserable and frightened. I put my arms round him and petted him, forgetful of all pedagogical rules.
“You ran away? But why? Is it so bad with us?” He shook his head but said nothing.
“What was it for this time?”
“Just—because,” his voice was barely audible.
“Is the food bad?”
“No.”
“Not enough time for play?”
“No.”
“Do they beat you, hurt you?”
“No.”
“What’s it all about, then?” He gave me a mistrustful look and tried to wriggle out of my arms.
“You’re just sly. You ask me, and then you’ll go and tell Anastasia Petrovna.”
“No, I won’t tell.”
“I know.”
“What can I do to make you believe me?”
He was more stubborn than I had expected.
I let him go with the feeling the headmistress had been right. I was going to have plenty of trouble with him.
How vexed I felt—with myself, with him, with the whole world! I stood there helplessly in the middle of the
room. I could not think what to try now, what to do to make him understand that I wanted nothing bad for him. I
was fond of him. Roma’s voice interrupted my thoughts.
“You say you won’t tell?”
“I won’t.”
“Honest?”
“Honest.”
He took my hand uncertainly, and led me to the window.
“There’s a hill the other side of the forest,” he said softly. “And after that there’s another forest. And then two
more hills. And that’s where our village is.”
He let out a deep sigh, stood for some moments, his forehead pressed against the cool glass, and continued still
more softly.
“On the edge of the village there’s an elm. It’s tall, and it’s got a lot of branches. I want to see it. I want to.”
I stood there petrified with nothing to say. If he had told me he wanted to go round the world, or fly to the
moon, I would have been less surprised. To run away so many times, endure so much—and all for the sake of a
tree? But—who could tell what the memory of that tree meant to him, why he sought it with such obstinacy? So I
made a suggestion.
“We’ll go home now, and then we’ll go together to look at the elm.”
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“I want to go alone,” he said softly but decidedly.
“Nobody’ll let you go alone.”
“Then I’ll run away.”
“And we’ll find you again and bring you back.”
“Then I’ll run away again.”
There was such determination in his voice that I felt a sudden impulse to let him go where he would. I drove
away the enticing and terrible thought as one drives away an obsessive temptation. The very idea was madness. I
wondered desperately how I could coax him. I talked sheer nonsense. I promised him that when he was a little
bigger—after all, he was too small now to set off alone, some wild animal might attack him. I talked and talked.
He said nothing. I saw it was all no good and put him to bed. It was late, and we would have to be up with the
dawn.
Soon Roma was sound asleep. But his sleep was disturbed. Even in his dreams he seemed to know no peace.
Shadows of helplessness and pain passed across his face.
Stubborn little fellow! I was sorry for him, I kissed him softly and lay down alongside. Perhaps at this very
moment he was dreaming of his elm, he was standing under its spreading branches, crying with joy. Who could
say? The world of dreams is still unexplored. In the quietness of night the boy’s secret looked quite different. I
understood him. Each one of us had his own childhood tree. It is linked up with mother’s first smile, the first
fairytale and the first pieces of mischief. I too had my elm. And although it had not the compulsive power to draw
me that Roma’s had, the thought of it brought back memories, and I floated afar, far away into the world of
dreams.
I was wakened by a feeling of cold at midnight or perhaps somewhat later. For a moment, dazed with sleep, I
did not know where I was. Then I came to myself, felt in the bed and found I was alone. The chill of night and the
scent of leaves came in through the wide open window. I wakened the forester, told him what had happened and
asked for his help. Until dawn we searched up and down, length ways and crossways, but in vain. Roma seemed
to have vanished thro ugh the earth.
“It wasn’t Roma,” I lied when I returned to the children’s home. The headmistress gave me a piercing look.
“Escaped right out of your hands?”
There was nothing I could say. Silently I listened to a reprimand and a categorical warning that the boy must
be found, or else I could settle down to nothing. Where was he now? I had made an unforgivable mistake. I should
not have stayed overnight at the forester’s. I was wretched. The reprimand I had received was nothing to what I
told myself.
I had no hope of ever seeing Roma again. He had fooled me. His elm tree was just a pretext. He knew, the
rascal, how to get round me. Those sorrowful eyes evidently concealed a fox’s cunning.
I had only one meager consolation: nobody knew the whole truth; I would have been a general laughing-stock.
For the hundredth time I vowed never again to believe anybody.
A week passed in this way. Then one morning I found him. Standing by the door. He had come back. Tired,
dirty, his legs scratched till they bled and his pants wet with the dew. He had been waiting for me to appear. When
he saw me he ran to meet me, hugged my waist and hid his face in my coat.
“Roma! You?”
A choked whisper through tears.
“Did you see the elm?”
“No, they’ve cut it down. I came back. I missed”—he swallowed convulsively several times, wiped his eyes
with the back of his hand and concluded—“you!”
297.178 Excerpt from The Good Life Elsewhere\fn{by Vladimir Lorchenkov (1979- )} Chisinau, Chisinau
Municipality, Moldova (M) (20)
1\fn{The text of this novel is advertised as a satire; I am responsible for some of the asterisked divisions:H }
“Here you are! Italy, our Italy.”
Serafim Botezatu narrowed his eyes and blinked, but the city spreading out beneath him in the valleys between
the hills didn’t disappear. Buildings of white stone were just as blinding as the joy Serafim and his forty-five
fellow travelers—Moldovans all—were feeling.
They were standing in a little grove on a hill beside the capital of capitals, Rome herself, and none of them
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could believe what was happening.
Finally, they’d made it to Italy.
Finally, life had become clear and simple. Just like it used to be, like it was in their childhoods.
They’d left behind Larga, their village in Moldova.
They’d left behind the poverty, the Moldovan devastation, the repellent earth that, no matter which way you
worked it, when you planted corn you reaped just the husks.
In front of them was Rome. Which meant, in front of them was breezy construction work, or some other
menial labor. In comparison to toiling on the land, what wasn’t a breeze? And for the women, there was work
cleaning house for wealthy Italians—to whom, with a bit of luck, they might even end up getting hitched.
Serafim looked around at his fellow travelers. He was nearly guilty of the sin of pride. After all, it was thanks
to him they’d been able to extract themselves from the swamp at the end of a small and dirty river, where they’d
been dumped by the runners who’d smuggled them into Italy.
“That’s it. We go no further. It’s too dangerous,” said the driver, a dark-haired youth with a painful resemblance to a gypsy, which didn’t sit well with the Largans.
“But if you throw in an extra ten euros a nose, I’ll take you to the doorstep of the Roman buildings.”
The Largans refused. Over the course of the four days they’d been en route, the driver had taken an extra sixty
euros from each of them, on top of the four thousand euros they’d all paid for the trip and the promise of a job
upon arrival. There was ten for lodging, twenty each for grub, and thirty euros to bribe the Slovak policeman.
“We’ll go the rest of the road ourselves,” the group decided, especially since they had Serafim.
Everyone in Larga knew that Serafim Botezatu had had a painful love affair with Italy for a long time. As a
ten-year-old boy he’d found a photo book called Views of Rome in the half-ruined library, and since then he was
lost to the world. He’d tracked down a textbook somewhere in the regional center to teach himself Italian and read
everything in any way connected with Italy, the country of his dreams.
Back then, in the eighties, this wasn’t smiled upon. But did anybody know in those days that in twenty years’
time, tens of thousands of Moldovans would make their way to Italy to work? And that Serafim, whom everybody
had laughed at—from the village shepherds and their helpers to the chairman of the collective farm—would
become an authority in Larga?
Serafim labored over Italian for twenty years, made do with bread and water and waited and waited for fate to
deliver him to Rome. And here he was, a stone’s throw away from the city of his dreams: all atremble, he was
even a bit sad it was happening so quickly.
“Twenty years,” mumbled Serafim wistfully. “Twenty whole years …”
The villagers waited respectfully. The only one who knew Italian, and the one they hung all their hopes on,
was Serafim. Him, and him alone.
He was listening to the lapping of the water.
“This—is a river. Rome’s not far away. In Rome there’s only one river, and it’s called the Tiber. It stands to
reason, we’re standing on the banks of the Tiber!” he declared.
The people silently followed his conclusions, amazed at the broad span of his mind. Serafim, recalling with
perfect lucidity how Rome looked in pictures in Echo of the Planet, a magazine he’d subscribed to back when
there still was such a thing as USSR-wide subscriptions, led the people farther from the water, into a grove. They
were waiting for the morning.
Meanwhile, the sun hadn’t yet lifted its veil from Rome to show them the city, that sleeping beauty, in her full
glory. Rapture shone on all their faces, but their reasons were different. Serafim, for example, was already
savoring his visits to the museums and theaters, and his sublime walks through the crooked streets of Rome. The
others looked at Rome from a strictly practical point of view, as a place where Lady Luck would finally flash
them a smile.
They’d find work.
Of course, Serafim would have to work, too: he needed to pay back the four thousand euros he’d gone to such
great pains to collect. But that was of secondary concern. One way or another, they all had the same goal: Rome!
“Take a look at the city,” said Serafim anxiously.
“This city was built upon hills. A majestic picture! True, I don’t see the Coliseum, and Saint Peter’s Basilica
hasn’t come into view yet, but the city is so great that, after all, you can’t see everything at once!”
The citizens of Larga, a village two miles long and only slightly more than that across, inhaled with delight.
“Serafim,” Rodika Kretsu, one of the group, spoke up timidly, “when can we start down for the city? I’m dying
to take a bath, change my clothes and have a nap. On a bed, not the damp ground.”
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*
The people began to whisper approvingly, like autumn leaves in a grove. For four whole days the bus carrying
the villagers had traveled only at night, though they bore official documents listing them as two curling teams and
two underwater swim teams. By day, the driver pulled off into the bushes at the side of the road and camouflaged
the vehicle with shrubbery. He especially forbade the villagers from making noise or stepping out of the bus. For
four days, as Serafim colorfully put it, they’d lived through another Turkish Yoke when Moldovans suffered
terribly under Ottoman rule. Many of them even complained they’d shrunk in size. But the driver was intractable
and strict.
“Whoever doesn’t want to go to Italy can clear right out of this bus,” he shouted at the unhappy cargo.
Everybody wanted to go to Italy, so for four days they waited patiently. And to remain in place now, when they
were just a half a mile from their sacred goal, was something they didn’t have the strength for.
Serafim understood them; he didn’t have the strength, either. The entire insufferable bus ride, he hadn’t had the
chance to see a single Italian city by daylight. Everything was done at night.
Once in a while, a cop would pull the bus over and Serafim, hidden inside a blanket and with a sinking heart,
peered through a small window and watched the driver negotiate for the right to keep going. Then the driver
would come running into the back of the bus, announce in a sinister whisper the amount of the bribe each of them
would have to pay, take the money and bound back onto the road like a bat out of hell.
Nobody was sorry about the money. They would’ve gladly paid in blood. For the villagers, once they reached
Italy, their past sins would be redeemed and they’d gain possession of a new life. What difference did it make how
much money they left behind in the past, when there were fat paychecks of seven hundred, nine hundred euros a
month in the future?
If somebody had told them to commit suicide and Italy would be waiting for them in the afterlife, they would
have done it.
In this respect, noticed the erudite Serafim, they were like the residents of Europe awaiting the Apocalypse in
the year 1000.
“People were ready for anything,” Serafim whispered with sorrow. “They turned into wild animals, lost all
hope. …”
But he understood: it wasn’t the Largans” fault.
Everyone had grown painfully weary of life in Moldova today. But Moldovans have never been a people
capable of revolt. There was only one option left: to run. When representatives of a tourism agency showed up in
Larga, everybody got excited. The firm, it was rumored, sent people to Italy.
Father Paisii, the fine-looking priest who served two competing confessions—the Metropolitan Church of
Moldova and the Metropolitan Church of Bessarabia—read a prayer of gratitude for the occasion in the ramshackle village church. He was even planning on a Cross Procession, but the weather hadn’t allowed for it. A cold
hail cut down the remnants of the late harvest, and, turning gradually into freezing rain, made the roads soupier
than purée.
“We’ll make do without the Procession, Father,” enjoined the representatives of the tourism agency. After
suffering through a prayer in their honor, they began the meeting in the village clubhouse.
“Who wants to work in Italy?”
523 people lived in Larga. 1045 hands went up in the air. Every adult present, in an effort to get noticed, put up
both hands. The odd number was on account of the one-armed war veteran, the watchman Sergei Mokanu.
“We’ve no strength left!” said Postolaki, the former chairman, putting his hand over his heart. “We plow like
the devil. From morning to night we crawl like worms and we still don’t have two coins to rub together. A year
goes by, we don’t see any money.
“Well, that’s not true. Yesterday I saw fifty thousand lei—on the TV show Lotto-Bingo. But nothing in real
life. We’re sick and tired of this place. How do we get out? What do we have to do? Show us what’s what!”
The wheeler-dealers chuckled good-naturedly, clasped their hands together and began to show the villagers
what was what. First of all, they explained, a trip to Italy is not one of life’s cheaper pleasures. It would cost four
thousand euros.
After the town medical attendant served valerian tea to calm the nerves of the seven people who fell ill fol lowing the announcement of the sum, the slave traders continued.
According to them, not everybody could leave at once. Three thousand people from all across Moldova were
already signed up, and that would be a crowd. They suggested transporting the villagers in small groups, as they
came up with the means. Where to find those means was up to the villagers. They could take out loans or sell their
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land. It was every man for himself, however he could manage it.
“But if I were in your shoes,” said the man in the suit. “I wouldn’t be afraid and I wouldn’t be sorry. What the
hell do you need Moldova for, if you’re already practically in Italy?”
“And what if things start improving here as soon as we get there?” came a voice from the audience.
“Well, what if?” countered the wheeler-dealer. “Stay in Moldova and wait for the European Union—Moldova
Cooperation Plan to be implemented. Wait for the tenfold increase in the living standard your president’s been
talking about for six years now.
After the villagers had a laugh and gave the speaker an ovation, he concluded his speech. They weren’t going
to let Moldovans into the West just like that. They’d have to travel disguised as sports team. For a start, the first
group of forty or fifty people would be divided into four teams. Two curling teams and two underwater swim
teams. Nobody was really going to have to swim or stand around on the ice, of course. The main thing was to get
the proper papers.
And the papers materialized. Forty-five underwater swimmers and curlers from the village of Larga, plus Serafim Botezatu, who’d been dreaming of Italy his entire life, were about to see their dreams come true.
Serafim felt like a worm who’s just found an apple. The sun rose higher over Rome, once again blinding Serafim’s rejoicing soul. He began quietly descending the hill without bothering to look around. He was sure the entire
group was following.
In his mind, Serafim carefully repeated the phrase he was going to say to the first Italian who crossed his path.
After that, he’d ask for directions to a church. He knew that in Italian churches, they often fed the Moldovans and
gave them work.
He reached the bottom of the hill and turned onto a paved road. It wasn’t of the best quality, of course, but
really, isn’t that always the case in industrial areas? In front of him loomed the spine of a workman who,
apparently deciding not to wait for a bus, had started walking.
“Buongiorno,” muttered Serafim, in relatively passable Italian. “Respected Citizen of Italy, descendant of the
Roman Caesars and the courageous Bersaglieri, buongiorno! I am glad to greet you on behalf of the fraternal
Moldovan people. Would you mind telling me where the nearest church is, and please, don’t inform the police on
us! I offer you my gratitude! A million compliments!"
Serafim could physically feel the respect of his fellow villagers behind him. The workman looked around and
picked up his step.
“I’ve scared him, I’m sure,” thought Serafim.
He understood how the situation might look dubious: a lone Roman, being pursued by a throng of dirtychinned, stinking, wrinkled Moldovans. A scary sight! Serafim started running and caught up with the Italian. He
grabbed him by the arm and shouted:
“Respected Citizen of Italy, descendant of the Roman Caesars and the courageous Bersaglieri, buongiorno!
Don’t be frightened! I am glad to greet you on behalf of the fraternal Moldovan people!”
The terrified Roman glanced at the Moldovans gathered around him and silently tried to tear himself away.
Serafim smiled as wide as he could and attempted to explain one more time.
“Listen, heir of the Roman Caesars and the courageous Bersaglieri. I am a representative of the fraternal
Moldovan people. We’ve come to you, to Italy, to perform the crummy jobs you Italians don’t want. We’re not
your enemies. I am glad to greet you. Tell me, where’s the church here?”
The Italian took his hand back with a frown and wiped it off. Slowly his eyes became clear, intelligent. He
tried explaining something to them with gestures.
“What’s going on, Serafim?” asked Chairman Postolaki, smiling widely so as not to the scare the Italian.
“What, your Italian’s no good?”
“It should be all right,” said Serafim, guiltily acquitting himself. “But I can’t make any guarantees. Practice
makes perfect, but I’ve had nobody to speak it with.”
“Oh, don’t start with your ‘perfect’ business,” said Postolaki threateningly. Even when angry, he couldn’t let a
chance slip by to make a pun: “Practice didn’t even make you imperfect!”
The foreigner, who’d been observing the squabble with a surprised look on his face, spoke up.
“What, you’re Moldovans? You should have just said so. What are you messing with my head for? What is
this, Candid Camera?”
“So you’re from Moldova, too?” said Postolaki, overjoyed. “It’s great to meet a countryman!”
“Yeah,” said the countryman, exhibiting no signs of joy. “It’s not such a rarity in these parts …”
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“Well,” said Postolaki, putting his hand on the other fellow’s shoulder. “Show us around! Where’s the closest
church?”
“What for?” asked the man, dumbfounded.
“What do you mean, What for? Work and food. Listen, don’t you worry,” said Postolaki, understanding his
countryman in his own way, “we’re not looking to crowd anybody out. Come on, come on.”
The man didn’t understand a thing. He followed behind Postolaki, who, for his part, waved his arms and inhaled a lungful of air, happy everything had worked out so well.
“Here you are! Italy, our Italy,"” he said. “By the way, brother, where’s the famous Coliseum you folks have
here?”
The countryman, pulling himself away rudely from Postolaki’s embrace, took off down a side street.
“Lunatics!” he shouted.
The chairman was about to lament the fact that Moldovans are so inconsiderate and mean to each other, when
he saw Serafim slowly slinking down a wall on the side of a building. Serafim slid down onto the pavement,
unable to pull his eyes away from something in the sky. Postolaki followed his glance, already knowing.
While Postolaki had been attempting to enter into a conversation with the Moldovan they’d encountered, Serafim had tried to figure out what was wrong with his Italian language skills. He’d learned everything from the
textbook, hadn’s he? True, Serafim recalled as if it were yesterday, there had been no title page on the book he’d
been given at the regional library. There was no official way Serafim could be sure he’d learned Italian and not,
say, Chinese. That was a risk he’d knowingly undertaken.
On the other hand … could he really have spent his whole life in vain?
Serafim felt a mass of questions bubbling up inside him. He stood up, almost rocking in the wind, but there
was nobody he could ask these questions to. Usually, you seek advice from people you know. But Serafim didn’t
know a soul in this city. He wasn’t even—and his heart froze when he realized this—he wasn’t even sure what
city he was in.
He hadn’t seen signs saying “Rome” anywhere.
No—all this doubting was complete nonsense, a delusion! Nonetheless, Serafim lifted his head and noticed a
banner in the gap between two beautiful clouds.
One. Two.
Boom. Boom.
Serafim threw back his head and began to lose consciousness. Before he did, he was able to catch the surprised
look on the face of Chairman Postolaki.
And even before that, he had time to see—precisely to see, and not to read—what was written, what was
written on the banner:

WELCOME TO CHISINAU
2
Maria was planning on hanging herself from the acacia tree in the yard.
Her husband, Vasily Lungu, could give a damn. He was extremely angry with Maria for the four thousand
euros she’d paid for the voyage to Rome and a job in Italy. His wife’s guilt was not assuaged by the fact that she’d
been swindled.
“It could happen to anyone,” frowned Vasily at the village drinking sessions, turning around the muddy sedi ments of the wine in his mouth.
“You all were taken in by those swindlers. They led you through Moldova by night. They let you off outside of
Chisinau. I agree—I can’t blame Maria for that. But who, if not her, infected us with that idiotic, childish dream
about Italy?”
Thanks to that dream, Vasily had sold his tractor (though it was old), and gone into debt for one and a half
thousand euros. The couple calculated that Maria would send home three hundred euros a month from Italy and,
at that rate, they’d have the tractor and their farm back in a year.
“The tractor’s non-negotiable.” Vasily shook his finger at his wife. “No tractor—nothing doing.”
Maria breathed a bitter sigh. She knew about Vasily’s extraordinary attachment to the tractor.
It started in 1978, when Lungu, a peasant, was sent to attend a course for mechanics. Having discovered the
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world and machinery, as Vasily himself put it, he returned to the village with a tractor and a huge sense of selfimportance.
Alas, when Moldova gained its independence and lost its last remaining bits of prosperity, the need for Vasily’s
tractor fell off. The villagers had no money for diesel anyhow, and they worked the land as in the days of old.
With their hands.
But Lungu, notwithstanding his wife’s exhortations, wouldn’t give up or sell his iron horse. It wasn’t until that
very day in 2001 that Maria, tormented by poverty and wanting to escape, convinced him to temporarily sell his
tractor.
“And then we’ll buy it back!” she promised grandly.
“Trust me.”
Unfortunately, the forty-four underwater swimmers and curlers from Larga fell into the hands of crooks.
Crooks who led the people through Moldova for four whole days, dumped them out onto the marshy ground near
the Byk River—the very river that the local genius Serafim Botezatu took for the Tiber—and disappeared, just
like that.
When he found out he wasn’t getting his tractor back, Vasily fell into despair. When Maria returned home, first
he beat her, then he stopped talking to his wife at all.
Maria realized she’d never make it to Italy. She couldn’t imagine where she’d ever get the money for it, and so
she decided to hang herself.
True, she was helped along toward that decision.
“Either way,” Vasily decided, “I’ll never forgive you. And I’ll thrash you till the end of your days, woman, like
an ugly old dog. But God forbid I snuff the life out of you with my own hands. It’d be a sin. It’s better if you’d
just snuff it out yourself.”
And in the course of a single day, these words grew inside Maria like a bean sprout beneath the red sun in rich,
black springtime soil.
“I’m off to hang myself, Vasily,” she said to her husband, holding back tears. “Our life is darkness. I’m tired.”
“Don’t even think about climbing up the walnut tree,” he said, without glancing up from his pocket Bible. “Or
I’ll take you down off there and beat you to death. You’re going to break off the lower branches, and that’s where
the nuts grow biggest.”
“Then I’ll hang myself from the acacia,” Maria offered. “The branches are stronger.”
“Well, now, that’s another story,” said Vasily, and bit his lip. “Hang yourself from the acacia. And stay until the
Second Coming.”
Maria, knowing her husband’s kind heart, went to the acacia, tightened the rope and stood on a stool beneath
the noose. Nobody emerged from the house.
“He’s hiding behind the door,” she thought to herself.
And she noticed people staring at her from neighboring windows.
“They’ll pull me down straight away,” said the woman, and she jumped.
First, it was her own jump that made her swing. Then, it was the wind. Maria swung on the acacia all through
the following week.
3
Vasily Lungu turned out to be the only resident of Larga who didn’t dream of making it to Italy.
“It doesn’t exist, this Italy you keep talking about!” he would yell during village drinking bouts.
“Has anyone ever seen it? Huh? That’s right!”
The only one who could challenge Lungu was Father Paisii, Larga’s priest. Everyone knew for a fact that his
wife Elizaveta, the parish Matushka, had gone to Italy in 1999, using the money her ministering husband earned
performing last rites, christenings, and requiem services.
And since the land near Larga was barren and the peasants were poor, everybody knew the priest never
swallowed a piece of bread he didn’t pay for. And he always paid full price.
“All day long, like a cursed man, I pray for rain, I offer benedictions, and all for a sack of beans,” Paisii would
complain bitterly to his wife when she called from Bologna, where she’d found work as a housemaid.
“I barely earn enough to feed myself and the kids. At least, if you could send some money …”
For a while, Elizaveta, the priest’s wife, did send three hundred euros a month to her husband and three kids.
Then she stopped.
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A year later she sent five hundred euros. Then silence for a year.
Father Paisii wore himself out, tried everything, was even planning on appealing to the Red Cross or some
other sort of Organization for the Search for Missing Priests’ Wives of Larga when Matushka Elizaveta turned up.
Oh, did she turn up.
“Darling,” she said into the receiver, puffing away at a cigarette, “I’ve decided to stay here and link my fate
with Adriano. Don’t be jealous. He’s a real man, a Man with a capital M.
“I’m sorry, I won’t be coming back to Larga, or Moldova. To that dump? After being in Italy?
“By the way, I’ve become a completely liberated woman. And I’ve found a job. Actually, Adriano found me a
job.
[“ … ”]
“Where?”
It turned out, the woman once known as Matushka Elizaveta had become the secretary at the Center for
Modern Art and Atheism.
After breaking the news to her husband, she hung up the phone.
*
Father Paisii cried the whole night through, and by morning he’d managed to fall asleep. He dreamed of
Elizaveta in a miniskirt. She licked her lips and gave Paisii a wink. Twirling a cigarette in her hands, she said,
“Got a light?”
When Paisii shrugged his shoulders, Elizaveta disappeared. She said a reproachful goodbye:
“You don't have a light, but I’m one hot broad, see. You better stay in Larga, you knucklehead!”
Paisii woke up broken and convinced that, in the end, Italy did in fact exist. After all, that accursed bitch, that
cheap prostitute, that fat cow, that thrice-damned fool, that snake in the grass, that rotten slut, his former wife, had
telephoned him from there.
And if Italy exists, and Elizaveta was there, then he was simply obligated to curse the country in his next
sermon. Without a doubt, Italy was a font of vice, and he’d fallen out of love with it, and with his wife, too, during
that terrible night.
“A country of degenerate tarts and their gigolos! Den of depravity, Whore of Babylon!” he proclaimed in
church.
The crowd, after listening to the sermon, dispersed silently.
And in the spring, Father Paisii began collecting money and packing his suitcases for a trip to Italy.
4
Serafim was awakened by a mysterious din in the distance.
The drone wasn’t very loud, but it was constant, persistent, menacing. Lazily drawing open his eyes, Serafim
looked sadly at the room’s whitewashed ceiling. A house. His house. In Larga. Some two weeks ago he thought
he’d never wake up here again, now here he was.
Sighing, Serafim extracted his feet from the down comforter he and his wife had received as a wedding gift
and slapped them down onto the hideous carpet with a rooster pattern. His wife Marchika ran off with an agitator
who gave lectures on atheism in 1987, but before that, she’d covered all the floors in the house with rugs like this.
She was an irrepressible fan of the color red.
Serafim sat for a while and once his feet got used to the cool floor, he distracted himself from his distressing
thoughts and perked up his ears again.
The din hadn’t faded. It was an unusual noise for the village. Serafim had heard something similar once in
Chisinau, when he’d walked by Stadionul Republikan, the national stadium.
“Serafim, how long can one man sleep?” shouted his bachelor neighbor, Old Man Tudor, through the open
window.
“Get to work, you lout, you!”
Serafim got up. He had a soft spot in his heart for Old Man Tudor, who’d helped him, through conversation
and advice, during the difficult period after his wife left.
He threw off the blanket and went out into the yard. The sun, as if suffering from a hangover, was swaying
unsteadily on the edges of the horizon, illuminating land that had contracted from the cold.
“Like a baby in its mother's womb,” thought Serafim.
And he clenched his teeth. He and Marchika never had any children.
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“Screw it,” he blurted out halfheartedly, under the stern glance of Old Man Tudor. “Who cares about work, or
the fact that yesterday I had a drop or two? Who cares about anything here? I’m leaving for Italy no matter what.
As for this, it could all burn to the ground. Let the homestead crumble!”
Tudor looked at Serafim sternly. Serafim shivered and rinsed his face and torso with water that had partially
frozen overnight. It was a practice his father taught him.
“You put a bucket with well-water in the yard, and during the night the cold kills all the microbes, all the
nastiness. The bits gets drawn into the ice,” his old man told him. “And whatever hasn’t frozen or fallen to the
bottom—that’s water for life!
“Bathe with it, rinse your mouth, and in twenty years you won’t lose five teeth. Drink it, and flowers will grow
in your heart. Pour it over your body, and your body’ll turn green and pull itself upwards, just like a young poplar
tree.”
Serafim shook himself off and spit, recalling his forty-year-old father’s rotten teeth, his stooping spine and his
ever-present hand-rolled cigarettes, stuffed with unbearably smoky Moldovan tobacco. True, his dad always said
it was hard work on the land that had killed him. And so he told his son,
“Never give your all to this land. Think about how to get yourself out of here.”
So Serafim came up with a plan:
Italy.
He’d go to Italy. To a country where the streets are always clean, the people are kind and pleasant, where
without having to kill yourself you’d make in a month what you couldn’t earn in three years of working the land
in Moldova. Where the earth smells fresh, like pasta seasoning, where the sea is salty, warm and radiant, like the
sweat of a woman you’re lying on top of …
“Let the whole place burn, you say?” Old Man Tudor bit his lips sternly.
“Well, it looks like the farm heard your plea. The earth’s got a good grasp of the human mind.”
Serafim looked around and smiled involuntarily. It really did look like the place had been overrun by the
Turks. The picket fence surrounding the house had long ago begun to resemble his father’s jaw, with slats missing
here and there. And the modest attempts by the owner to conceal the gaps in the fence with shrubbery, while effecttive enough in the summer, were a complete fiasco in winter. The leaves fell off the trees and the fence looked
even more pathetic.
Neglected apple trees grew near the back entrance behind the house. The small pigsty for three or four hogs
had long stood empty. Sometimes Serafim, coming home drunk and in no condition to fit his key into the lock,
would lie down there and snore away, keeping warm in the thin, dusty straw where the pigs used to roll around. It
seemed to Serafim that the straw still retained the warmth of the piggy bodies, just like his down comforter still
retained the heat from the thighs of his licentious wife, Marchika.
But owing to an odd weakness of his, and the bliss that gripped his body every time he cuddled up with his
comforter, he couldn’t bring himself to throw it out.
Usually the yard was full of mud, up to the knees, and in bad weather Serafim hopped through it from one rock
to another, which he scattered around the house.
“This is that whatsitcalled,” Old Man Tudor would laugh, scrunching his thin lips. He was smarter than he
liked to look.
“The Moldovan Stonehenge! And Serafim, that pancake, has gone and turned himself into a Druid.”
Fortunately, the ground wasn’t soft now. It had frozen and shrunk just like an abandoned child at a train
station, and it was asking you to take it in your hands and warm it with your breath.
“The land demands toil!” barked the thoughtful Tudor, standing near the fence.
“So that’s your plan, in the end?” he asked. “Italy, Shmitaly, without our cornstalks we won’t be able to warm
ourselves …”
Serafim dutifully completed his morning ablutions, threw on a checkered cowboy shirt, and followed behind
Tudor’s bicycle, mumbling something on the way.
“I’m conjugating verbs,” he admitted halfheartedly; he’d seen the surprised look on his crony’s face.
“What do you expect? I get no practice speaking it, so I might at least learn the grammar by heart.”
Tudor nodded without saying a word. He began pedaling faster and faster.
*
The din was louder now. Serafim and Tudor, intrigued, stepped up their respective paces and finally came to
the edge of the village.
Behind the last house, where there was a plateau about one square mile wide, they saw twenty villagers
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arrayed around a small, but genuine, podium. Serafim’s acquaintance, Nikita Tkach, was standing on top of it,
conducting. With every wave of his hand he shouted something out. The people who were gathered around him all
piped up at once with a few phrases.
Everybody was holding a book in his hands, which was even more surprising considering how what was left of
the village library had perished ten years ago under the snow, wind, burning heat and rain. And these books
seemed to be brand new. It didn’t take the devil to see that some devilish plan was being hatched.
Serafim fell off the bicycle and Tudor just barely managed to catch him under the arm. The two men—one
young, one old—froze in astonishment. The bicycle lay nearby, doubled up like an ancient Moldovan acacia. Its
wheels went round and round, and from the gray sky’s perspective, they recalled a potter’s wheel with their
pointless spinning …
“The stone,” cried Nikita Takah—
“Is equipment used in the game,” the choir glanced at their books and shouted, “weighing thirty-eight pounds
and fourteen inches in diameter!”
Tkach raised his hand.
“Attention! Exactly 38, and not 39, or, for example, 37! Be diligent with the details, got it?”
“Got it!!!”
“I’ll go on!” shouted Tkach.
“The house. What is the house?”
“The house is a circle, 3.6 meters in diameter, where the stones are aimed,” the gathered crowd called back at
once.
“How about the end?” asked Nikita, with the intonation of the author of the Apocalypse.
“A period of the game during which the teams takel turns sliding their 16 stones. Each game consists of 10
ends!” the listeners chanted.
“What’s a skip?” asked Nikita trickily, with a squint.
“Not what, but who!” The villagers crowding the rostrum reproached their leader in a voice. “The skip is the
captain of the team, he calls the shots.”
“And the vice-skip?” Nikita asked a very easy question. “What’s that?”
“Not what, but who!” the crowd answered, again with reproach and, of course, of one voice. “According to
thel rules, he’s the player who has to stand at the other end ofl the curling sheet behind the house and help the skip
call the shots!”
Two skylarks weaving a nest flew into the gaping mouths of Serafim and Old Man Tudor and deposited their
young. Leaving the chicks to chirp, the birds flew off to the field for sustenance.
It was getting cold now. The wheels of the fallen bicycle spun and spun. Nikita Tkach, catching sight of the
observers on the sidelines out of the corner of his eye, puffed out his chest. The people stared at him adoringly.
From a distance, it brought to mind the first Christians listening to their prophet or apostle and repeating after
him.
And these were the first Christians, in a way. Nikita sang them the praises of the City of God.
More precisely, he talked about reaching it.
“Let’s put aside the terminology!” he shouted, leaning over the podium. “Listen to what I say. Remember, getting to Italy under the auspices of a tourism agency is a rotten business. We’ll end up in the hands of swindlers,
just like last time, and waste a lot of money again. Which we don’t have, by the way. Isn’t that right?”
“Uh-huh!” droned the crowd, approvingly.
“That means, we’ll have to make sure they let us into Italy without any money. And who travels penniless,
without anybody placing obstacles in their way? Who?”
“Tramps!” shouted out the village shepherd, Gitse. “Tramps and beggars!”
“True,” nodded Nikita. “But so do diplomats and athletes!”
“So we’re going to be diplomats?” asked Gitse, correcting himself.
“We’re going to be athletes,” said Tkach, correcting him, in turn. “And real ones, too. If we get the paperwork
as a sports team and make it to Italy, the first policeman we come across is going to stop us. Because it’ll be easy
to figure out we’re not athletes, won’t it?”
“Yes,” answered the audience.
“And we can’t become a track team or a swim team, or, say, a boxing team, because the swimming, track and
field and boxing federations have long been taking care of these issues, and they don’t tolerate competition! Not
to mention, we’re neither swimmers nor runners nor boxers, right?”
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“Right,” the crowd obediently agreed. They were under Nikita’s spell. “Absolutely …”
“Though what is absolute?” sighed Nikita, who spent two years (the second and the fourth year) at veterinary
school.
“Nevertheless, I’ll go on. And so, what we’ve go to do is choose a rare sport. Take it up. And play our way to
Italy.”
“Incredible!” The people were surprised at Nikita’s in telligence.
“And in Italy this coming spring, only one sport will be having its championship,” Nikita concluded.
“The European Curling Championship. We have to make it. We have to win the elimination rounds, which are
going to be in Moldova, Romania and Ukraine. We have to become the best curlers in the region!”
“Yes!!!”
“Curlers, and no fools allowed. No fools allowed in curling!”
“Yes—Yes—Yes!!!”
“And what do we need in order to do this?”
“A knowledge of the terminology and the rules. The ability to play. And the will!”
“One hundred percent!” shouted Nikita.
“Moldovans! Good people! Abandon your good-for-nothing fields, because your land yields naught. Throw
down your plows and spades, shovels and hoes.Abandon your wretched farms and sign up for my curling team,
for this is your only chance to make it to the Promised Land, to Italy!”
“Yes!!!” Nikita's followers howled. They were mad with ecstasy.
“Which is exactly why I sent my last one hundred euros to Iasi, to buy thirty do-it-yourself guides to curling!”
shouted Nikita. “Everything else, it’s true, we’ll have to make with our own hands. Everything, everything! The
uniforms, the stones, the brooms! It won’t be easy. Are you ready?”
“Yes!!!”
“And how! I’m ready too, because at the end of our hard work, what awaits us?”
“Italy!”
“I can’t hear you!”
“I-ta-ly!”
“That’s not what I want to hear from you,” said Tkach, in ecstasy himself. “I want to know: What is a
sweeper?”
“Not what,” corrected the curling cult of Larga, who’d caught on to their leader’s methodology, “but who! He’s
the player who sweeps the ice in front of the stone as it’s sliding. Each team has two players at this posi-tion!”
“Yes!” howled Nikita. “And a draw?”
“A set-up shot, the goal of which is to place your stone in the house without touching the opponent’s stones,”
the people sang out in unison.
“A take-out?” said Nikita, tilting his head back.
“A knock-out shot,” the choir answered without hesitation, “with the goal of knocking the opponent’s stone out
of the house. At the same time, depending on which tactic you choose, your stone either stays in the house or goes
out, too.”
“A guard. Who’s the guard?” said Nikita, being tricky again.
“Not who, but what! A defensive stone, placed in front of the house and preventing the opponent from ac complishing his mission!!!”
*
The skylarks had fed their freshly-hatched nestlings with scarce and sleepy worms from the cool ground, and
now they were thoroughly rinsing their feathers in Serafim’s mouth. They began to chirp.
Serafim was just coming back down to earth, and he carefully extracted the fledglings from his mouth. Tudor
did the same.
After they released the skylarks, the men watched silently as the birds somersaulted beneath the autumn sun.
The skylarks bathed in its icy light like the ghosts of mermaids playing in the waning waters of the Prut River,
beneath the mists.
*
“Our goal?” asked Nikita Tkach. “What is it, brothers?”
“Italy!” answered the villagers, in unison.
“Yes, but first, our goal is to master the game of curling,” explained Nikita. “This will lead us to Italy. Our goal
is to get the disk-like object with the handle across the ice into the finely drawn target! And so—what’s our goal?”
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“Our goal is to get the disk-like object with the handle across the ice into the finely drawn target!”
“Amen!” bellowed Nikita.
*
Finally, after tumbling through the air, the birds disappeared.
Tudor picked up his bicycle. Its wheels had stopped spinning. Serafim silently lent a hand, and the men walked
out onto the fields to gather the remains of the dry cornstalks so they’d have something to kindle the stove with in
the darkness of the coming winter evenings.
The skylarks, meanwhile, flew off in search of other daydreamers.
5
Old Man Tudor and Serafim returned in the evening, tired and angry.
The road ahead of them glimmered with the yellow-gray stalks of dried-up corn. In reality, there were no such
stalks shimmering on the road, but the villagers couldn’t help but imagine them wherever they looked. Just as the
green sprouts of the tomato seedlings winked at them in spring and the grapevines sparkled green and blue in the
summer.
“The fields aren’t really shimmering,” said Old Man Tudor. “It’s the work itself that’s dogging our every step.”
Serafim kicked a can of Coca-Cola that had just been tossed from the window of a speeding car.
“Stay put, you say. What awaits us here? Dirt, poverty, a whole lot of lousy nothingness. And how quickly
everything went to pot. All in the twenty or so years since the Soviet Union fell apart.”
“Under the Soviets, things were bad, too, it’s just that you’re young and you don’t remember anything,” said
the old man, pedaling harder and barely opening his eyes. “But I remember. Dirt, poverty, and a whole lot of lousy
nothingness have always been here.”
“I’ve got to go to Italy,” Serafim said.
“Italy, Italy, you keep chirping,” said Tudor, getting angry. “Better you tell me this: have you heard about
Maria hanging herself?:
“Yeah,” Serafim sighed. “When are they burying her?”
“First they’ve got to take her down.”
“What? They haven’t taken her down yet?”
“She’s been hanging on the acacia tree for three weeks,” the old man said sadly. “Her husband doesn’t want to
take her down. Her swaying body has a soothing effect on him, he says.”
“Tfu,” spit Serafim. “Inhuman.”
“We’re all human,” admitted Tudor. “We’re all people, we’re all little persons. He should be pitied. The man’s
lost his tractor.”
“His tractor is a piece of metal. We’re talking about a human being!” said Serafim angrily.
“But for him, a tractor isn’t simply a piece of metal. For him, it’s everything. Just like Italy is for you,” said
Tudor, needling his young friend.
“And you dare compare them!” said Serafim, all worked up. “Italy is a beautiful country, easy work. Money,
cleanliness, museums, paintings, pizza. And on the other hand, you’ve got a greasy tractor!”
Tudor was silent. Then, in a strained voice, he spoke up.”
“Akh, Serafim, Serafim, you featherbrain. The wind blows in one ear and out the other. That’s why Marchika
left you.
“What does a woman need in life? She needs an anchor. A man made of steel, heavy, who doesn’t doubt
himself. And you’ve got a breeze blowing through your head. A breeze, and that Italy of yours.”
“All right, already—“ Serafim tried to interrupt his friend, but Tudor was determined to finish.
“For a tractor driver, a tractor is his dream. Just like Italy is for you. That’s what I mean. I’m comparing Italy
to a dream. I’m not comparing Italy to a tractor. You see?”
“Yeah, yeah,” nodded Serafim, not understanding a thing.
“There, there. And you immediately bring up nonsense.”
The bicycle pulled up to the Lungu house and the men dismounted. Serafim walked behind the house to get a
look at Maria, while Tudor politely but insistently knocked on the door. Vasily, with a yawn, stepped out of the
house and skeptically looked over the visitors.
“You’ve come for my Maria?” he asked right away.
“For her,” Tudor confirmed the purpose of the visit. “I brought some nuts.”
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An hour later a fire was blazing in the middle of the courtyard, and its shadows danced along the walls of the
house. The walls were a mixture of clay, straw and horse manure. The men sat around the fire and lazily raked the
walnuts out of the ashes with little sticks. With their fingers, stiff from working in the fields, they cracked them
open, and the men ate the sweet hearts at the center. They drank down the sweet nuts with a sour wine. Maria had
been a master wine presser.
“Maria was a master, she pressed the best wine for roasted nuts,” said Tudor pensively. He drank from the
glass, then passed it on to Vasily.
“You can drink wine like this instead of the vitamins they sell at the pharmacy.”
“You’re not wrong,” agreed Vasily. “Hear that, wife? The villagers are talking you up!” he shouted to the back
of the house.
Serafim and Vasily snickered a little under the disapproving glance of Tudor, cleared their throats, and once
again passed the wine around the circle. By their fourth liter, Serafim entered the game.
“You see,” he said, looking pleadingly into Vasily’s face, “other people nearby won’t understand our village if
they find out there’s a corpse dangling in one of our backyards. They’ll think we’re apostates.”
“We are apostates!” said Vasily sharply. “Even without a tractor,” he added illogically.
“We’ll buy you another tractor,” said Serafim, trying to comfort his fellow villager. “Once we’re in Italy, we’ll
save up our money and buy one!”
“I’ve had it up to here with your Italy,” snapped Vasily. “My wife chewed my ear off about it, too. And how
did it all end? You got taken for a ride. And why? Well, because simple people always get made fools of. Dunces!
Ah, pour me some more!”
“I give you my word,” said Serafim, crossing himself, “I’ll send you the money myself. Just let us bury Maria.
Like a human being. As it is, she’s hanging there turning everybody’s blood cold. What do you need it for?”
“I guess I don’t, really,” admitted Vasily. “I’ve been thinking, I went too far when I said I’d never forgive her
no matter what. I know a guy from the town of Alexeevca who’s got an old beat up car. He promised to let me
have it. It’s got no motor. I’ll fit it out with an engine, cook something up and turn it into a tractor.”
“It turns out,” sighed Old Man Tudor, “you did go too far.”
“We went too far,” Vasily repeated. “You hear that, Maria? We went too far with this hanging business!” he
shouted into the night.
“Well, if it’s like that, let’s bury her,” said Tudor thoughtfully. “It’ll be quick. It’s not as if you need her
hanging there outside the house, do you?”
“Ah, no,” said Vasily with a wave of his hand. “Dead or alive, she’s of no use. Even the crows are scrambling
to get into the garden, out of her sight, and they’re not afraid of anything. Except … oh, there’s nothing to say. It’s
better to see something a hundred times, than hear it twice. Or how’s the expression go? Anyway, let me show
you.”
*
Vasily got up from his seat and, a bit unsteady on his feet, ran into the cellar. Serafim and Tudor were sitting
back to back, and they moved their pitchforks closer, just in case. Tudor, to the same effect, heated the end of a fat
metal rod in the fire so that, if anything happened, he could poke out drunk Vasily’s eyes in a flash.
Here he was at last, running up from the cellar with a new jug of wine. He placed the jug on the ground, took a
slug of it, and passed it around to his drinking buddies. They didn’t bother with a glass anymore. The friends let
their guard down and Vasily began his confession.
“At night,” he said, raising a finger, “I hang strands of garlic on her to dry.”
“Why not in the cellar?” asked Tudor stupidly.
“The air’s stagnant down there. Up here there’s some air,” Vasily explained. “The body spins around in the
breeze, and that’s good, because garlic needs ventilation.”
6
Toward February, the villagers of Larga decided to hold their first curling tournament.
The ground was extremely warm and the already dried-up cornstalks were becoming even drier in the barns,
waiting in anguish for the warm embrace of a fire. Owing to these circumstances, plus the lack of an ice rink in
town, they decided to play on the simple dirt.
The players dragged along a stone, until they put a sort of skateboard beneath it. Vasily the tractor driver had
rigged it up. The game was starting at noon, and the crowd couldn’t care less that Father Paisii, the village priest,
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had already cursed the whole mini-tournament, calling it a demonic delusion of a demonic Italy. Nikita Tkach,
dressed in his most stylish threads, addressed the villagers.
“Train like a grunt, conquer like a general. The bullet flies but a sword never lies. You want to go to Italy, don’t
put the cart before the—I mean, you’ve got to push that stone! Are you ready?”
“Ready!” shouted the players.
The whistle blew and the game was on.
True, the curlers from Larga were supposed to be playing with a forty-five pound stone. The stone they had
weighed an unofficial three hundred pounds, give or take; the Largans decided to train in the most difficult
conditions in order to achieve maximal effectiveness. This way, they’d qualify for the international tournament for
sure.
Nikita watched the players from the tribune he’d knocked together himself with no small excitement. Every
minute or so, Tkach would gargle water in his throat from a dusty decanter he’d found in the village general store
a few years back. The decanter was cracked but the spider web of fractures along its thick side only made the
vessel appear more graceful, like a touch of gray on the temples of a respected elder.
The decanter and his glass clinked as they touched, and so did Nikita Tkach’s heart when he saw the first ever
curler in the village of Larga launch the first ever curling stone in the village of Larga across the field during the
first ever curling tournament in the village of Larga
“Launching the stone!” the attacker shouted, and with a running start he began pushing the stone in front of
him.
“Step aside!”
The players on one team carefully swept the ground in front of the stone with actual brooms, stand-ins for real
curling equipment. Theoretically, they were smoothing the ice the imagined stone was supposed to spin on, to
make it go quicker. The attackers labored on, but the stone didn’t spin any faster. In fact, the brooms were merely
furrowing the ground.
“The brooms are furrowing the ground!” one of the players shouted to Nikita. He was getting under Nikita’s
skin, pestering him with leading questions. “The brooms are supposed to smooth out the ice, not tear it up!”
“Keep on smoothing out the ground!” warned Tkach.
“How am I supposed to smooth it out if—“
The annoying player glanced at his broom with surprise. It was laced with nails.
Nikita filled his lungs with air so he could mock the ignoramus. He would have explained that the brooms had
been specially laced with nails to make the game even harder. But he didn’t have time, because a minute later,
there was nobody to explain anything to.
“Smooth out the ground with a broom that’s laced with nails?’ the player had said, surprised.
“That’s imposs—”
And then he died, felled by the stone that had fallen off the wooden board. In the ensuing silence Nikita took a
swig of air from the glass (since it was empty and Tkach had forgotten to refill it) and slowly made his way down
toward the stone. Brownish blood trickled out from underneath it, mixing with the earth.
“He didn’t suffer much,” somebody hesitantly offered.
“We have to check. We might be able to save him. Although”—a voice in a hoarse whisper was coming from
the rear of the assembly.
“Don’t remove the stone,” decided Nikita. “He’ll lie here like a submarine at the bottom of the sea.”
The players took off their hats for a moment of silence.
*
Father Paisii, as a priest of the Moldovan Metropolitan of the Orthodox Church, refused to sing the requiem.
However, as a priest of the Bessarabian Metropolitan, which in no way at all recognized the authority of the
Moldovan Metropolitan, Paisii performed it.
7
In the old days, when the villagers were more or less contented and hadn’t begun dreaming about Italy, Larga
was known all over Moldova for two major attractions.
The first was a trolley park.
The first trolley appeared in Larga in 1970, ten years before the appearance of the Ferris wheel. The trolley
park came about because the region was the country’s leader in the cultivation of aromatic plants. And for that, it
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received a prize of fifteen million rubles.
“Fifteen million rubles to the region,” said the chairman of the collective farm, holding the congratulatory
telegram in his trembling hand. “And nearly a million is earmarked for our village!”
After the announcement, many of the villagers lapsed into deep thought. What to spend the money on? They
all had to decide together. On the one hand, this simplified the task; on the other hand, it made it much harder.
“If we use the money to buy a tractor, it’ll be Vasily’s lucky break, but what about the rest of us?” This was
overheard in one of the courtyards.
“If we buy feed or seed,” they said in the park, “then we’ll be giving all our money to the government again.
And how long can we keep fluffing their pillows?”
“No way they’re building a cowshed!” they decided at the town club. “The chairman’s daughter is the chief
milker. Why should we give her a present?”
“Road construction?” said somebody else, skeptically.
Which is why nobody had any immediate objections at the meeting when Dygalo, the village idiot who moonlighted as an agronomist with a PhD in Agricultural Sciences, suggested the following:
“Hey, let’s put a trolley in town!”
The suggestion only seemed silly at first glance. After some thought, it was thoroughly appealing. Indeed, installing a trolley wouldn’t give anybody a pretext for jealousy. It wouldn’t put a feather in anybody’s cap. It
wouldn’t improve anybody’s life.
Everyone was satisfied.
“From the collective budget, the community has decided to buy a trolley, build a track, and pay the trolley
driver’s salary,” they announced in Larga.
A month later a trolley, with a completely insane driver from Chisinau, was rolling through Larga, which was
all of two miles long. The driver had been exiled to the provinces for comporting himself poorly at Party meet ings. There were three stops on the trolley line, and at the end they built an improvised trolley park comprising a
massive barn, a booth for the dispatcher and bookkeeper, and benches for the controller and the conductor.
The “bus with horns”—that’s what they called the trolley—ran strictly according to schedule. Once every half
hour.
The dubiousness of the situation didn’t bother anybody.
“It is marvelous that in the villages of the Republic the people are pushing toward progress in every sphere,”
they announced in Chisinau.
*
Little by little the villagers got used to the trolley. In 1976, the first trolley pickpocket appeared in the village!
The “asocial element” Petra Ivantsok specialized in the theft of valuables at rush hour. Since everybody knew that
Petra was the only pickpocket in town, the passengers gave him a daily beating, dragging him from the trolley
at rush hour. Thanks to which, Petra went to pieces, became a physical and spiritual invalid, and in 1980 he wrote
a letter to the Central Committee of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union requesting recognition as a “veteran
of labor,” along with an honorific and a larger pension.
Surprisingly, they granted his request. Petra received an increased pension for nearly two years before the Department of Letters at the Central Committee got wise\fn{ The text has (incorrectly to the idiomatic slang expression): smart}
to the situation. And when they did figure it out—in order to avoid drawing attention to their mistake—they decided to increase Petra’s pension yet again.
Little by little, Ivantsok, the only resident of Larga whose fate had been improved by the trolley, fell into se nile
dementia and started telling the village teenagers all sorts of tales about his heroic past; he started believing them
himself. He took over the reins from Dygalo, the village idiot who moonlighted as an agronomist with a PhD in
Agricultural Sciences.
Dygalo had died five years earlier; he was never able to bounce back from the injury of hearing about
Ivantsok’s personal pension. So Petra gradually took Dygalo’s place in the life of the village.
In 1980 the region became the all-Moldova champion in tobacco harvesting, surprising even itself. For this, the
government of the Republic awarded the region twenty million rubies. The chairman, his hair gone gray thanks to
this second blow of fateful luck, again went to the people.
The telegram was quivering slightly in his hands like a lone, fallen leaf at twilight on the autumn plow lands
along the Dniester.
“Twenty million rubles,” said the chairman, “and nearly two million of it is earmarked for Larga.”
If it had taken place today, the villagers would have immediately decided to spend the money on relocating
97

themselves to Italy. But back then life was merely bad, not terrible. And so the people went back to their homes
despondent. Solving the problem would be even thornier than last time. After all, they already had a trolley. What
to spend the money on? And how to do it without ruffling any feathers?
Nobody objected at the meeting when Petra Ivantsok, the village idiot who moonlighted as the former pick pocket of Larga and personal pensioner of the government of the USSR, suggested the following:
“Hey, why don’t we build an amusement park in the village with a huge Ferris wheel?!”
Thus, Larga acquired its second major attraction.
*
In time, of course, both the trolley park and the amusement park fell into disrepair. People carried off the passenger cars from the Ferris wheels to their homes, turning them into outdoor pavilions. Old Man Tudor enterprisingly installed the horse from the children’s carousel as a weathervane on the roof of his house. Never mind that
the horse was heavy and didn’t turn with the wind. The chains from the chair swing ride were snatched up by
mechanics from the surrounding villages for use on their farms.
Girls whispered into each other’s ears, giggling and turning red:
“You wouldn’t believe what goes on at night at the top of the Crazy Biker ride …”
*
After the Soviets lost power in Moldova, a priest was assigned to the village. Father Paisii cursed the rides as
the devil’s playground and placed an ironclad ban on Orthodox Christians entering the territory of the former
amusement park. He grandiosely set fire to the remains of the Ferris wheel. Seeing how the passenger cars had
already been carried off, nobody missed the wheel
“As for the trolley park,” decided Paisii, back then still entirely content with his Elizaveta, her milky thighs
showing through the slit of her chemise, “we’ll let it be, if you please. We’ll adapt the trolley for the needs of the
Almighty.”
According to Paisii’s plan, they could transport miracle-working icons across the village on the trolley and ask
God now for rain, now for sun, depending on which catastrophe at any given time was preventing the peasants
from gathering their imaginary harvests. Many grumbled and said that under the Soviets, there was no prayer, but
a harvest there had been.
“That’s because under the Soviets we sold our souls to the devil. In return he granted us the devil’s harvest,”
the young and ambitious priest explained.
The argument was flawless and self-assured and nobody raised an objection. The trolley bore three Cross
Processions, after which it became clear to everyone that besides the devil’s harvest, the accursed Soviet powers
had also provided the village with electricity aplenty. Without that, it turned out, the trolley couldn’t run.
“Then we’ll push it,” said Paisii enthusiastically, since in any case, he wouldn’t be the one to roll up his
sleeves. “he Lord will help!”
The Cross Processions became a tradition in Larga.
*
Paisii, who hated taking walks since childhood, was put out. True, nowadays he’d agree to a hundred, two
hundred, a thousand Processions a year. If it would bring his wife back, he’d get a gardening job in Italy.
With only a remote idea about gardening, Paisii thought it would be breezy, no-sweat work, and plus he’d have
his wife and kids at his side.
Where? In Italy, of course. After all, so the gossip went, it was paradise.
Now, if he could just figure out how to scrape up the four thousand euros he needed. For the only valuable
item in the church, the miracle-working icon of Nikolai the Passion Bearer, the priest had gotten just five hundred
euros.
The Chisinau pawnbrokers wouldn’t accept the church building as a deposit.
The fact that it was a church wasn’t what gave them pause.
Paisii knew for certain that others had pawned churches for credit towards a vacation, apartment, or their
education. A few banks had even pooled their resources and started an advertising company aimed at extending
credit to Moldovan men of the cloth.
Paisii keenly recalled his humiliation as he went from pawnshop to pawnshop, and repeated to himself the ar gument the brokers had made when refusing him. Standing at the window, black with despair and nighttime, he
whispered:
“The church, you see, has no liquidity.”
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8
Not far from the amusement park, a pair of storks rested atop the roof of a house and calmly looked each other
over. Nearby sat two men: a stovemaker and the owner of the house.
“Put your hand on the chimney,” said the stovemaker.
“It’s hot! I’ll burn myself,” said the owner reluctantly. “The smoke—”
“Touch it!!” shouted Eremei.
The owner cautiously brought his hand close to the chimney. Gathering his courage, he made contact. Then,
laughing with surprise, he thrust his hand inside the chimney all the way to his elbow.
“It’s cool!” he blurted out in amazement. “The smoke is completely cool!”
“Like ice,” smiled Eremei. “Like real, cold ice. There it is. Put your hands on it, feel it. If you can touch it, it
means it’s real.”
*
For Eremei, the stovemaker from Alexeevca, the world was divided in two halves: the real and the invented.
Alexeevca, Eremei himself (whom he could touch with his own hands), his tools, tile stoves, his wife Lida, his
daughter Evgenia, the grass in the fields, the land, the well where the sun went down in the evenings and in the
morning struggled out to dry off and spin in the sky—all these belonged to the first category.
In the category of invented things, Eremei, who didn’t much go for philosophy, placed what he considered to
be paranormal phenomena. Things like ghosts, honest state agronomists, an Olympic victory for the Moldovan
team in the upcoming games in China in 2008 and … Italy.
“It doesn’t exist. There’s no such thing as Italy,” he categorically declared as he made his rounds. He’d
dramatically smack his trowel against the clay, keeping rhythm with his own argument.
“The whole thing was invented by international swindlers!
“What do you mean?” the educated folks would ask in surprise. “Italy’s right there on the map.”
“Give me a map, I’ll draw anything you want on it,” coughed Eremei.
“Of course the country exists. But it’s obvious they don’t need our workers there. It’s all just an elaborate
scheme.”
*
Eremei would explain himself to the gaping public who often gathered in the village to listen to the stovemaker. He was a well-respected man.
“They say all sorts of things. They claim two hundred thousand Moldovans have already gone there, but tell
me, has anybody here ever seen this place they call Italy?” One of the listeners timidly spoke up.
“My neighbor told me that his cousin’s son from Marculesti went to Italy. Every month he sends them two
hundred euros!”
But Eremei made a mockery of the bickering villager by suggesting the young man from Marculesti had long
ago been sold for his organs. The group gasped and Eremei went about building the stove like an old hand. He
loved to chat while he worked, like an ancient Russian storyteller singing a folk song.
“It’s obvious. These swindlers, they make a heap of money selling dead bodies,” he said, lifting his trowel.
“And one of the con men’s got half a conscience. So he sends some crumbs back to the boy’s parents.”
“What do you mean, crumbs?” they said. They were trying to trip up Eremei with his own words. “We’re talking about two hundred euros!”
“For us it’s a banquet,” Eremi laughed, “but for them, it’s crumbs.”
The villagers became sadly silent, picturing the kind of wealth that makes two hundred euros seem like
crumbs. Eremei put down his trowel and went to eat lunch. He always ate at home, but picked up his conversation
when he returned as if there hadn’t been a nearly hour-long interruption.
*
Of course, I don’t think they sold two hundred thousand Moldovans’ organs in Italy,” he said, softening up
after lunch like any man.
“Some must have survived. I bet they’re being held in captivity and forced to work. Their captors are making
millions off them—no, billions! And so they send some crumbs to the relatives.”
“But why go that far?” asked the owner of the house where Ermolai was working. “The swindlers can exploit
the Moldovans either way.”
“This way, nobody asks too many questions,” answered the stovemaker. He'd already thought about it, and
now he took a minute to bask in the effect his words were having on the villagers.
99

*
And there really was an effect.
Eremei was not only an unpredictable, witty and original orator—the village teacher on his deathbed had
called Eremei the Cicero of Alexeevca—he was also a superb stovemaker. Legends were constructed about his
stoves. Everyone knew the smoke that came out of a stove made by Eremei always came out cold. This meant, he
diverted all the heat from the fire inside the home.
Many times his rivals tried to see exactly how the stovemaker complicatedly arranged the flue; each time they
simply became confused, crying bitterly and gnashing their teeth at their own impotence.
And why wouldn’t they? One stove cost nearly two hundred leu, or twenty euros. That was reason enough to
consider Eremei a man of substance.
Such substance, in fact, that thieves broke into his house on more than one occasion. But they never found
anything and left empty-handed.
“Where do you hide the money so well that nobody ever finds it?” the stovemaker’s wife asked him after one
unsuccessful robbery attempt.
“Look over here.” Eremei mysteriously beckoned to Lida and raised his finger.
“Not a word to anybody.”
It turned out Eremei kept all his valuables in the stove, directly underneath the flame. But he’d designed the
stove so brilliantly that the place where the flame blazed was always cold.
Lida, in awe of her husband’s intelligence, thanked God for sending her such a good man and went to work in
the fields. Eremei counted his money one more time and laid it under the flame without burning himself.
*
This was his second secret, which he never even told his wife: fire had no power over him, it only brushed his
skin like a cat’s tongue licks the hand of a loving owner.
Then the stovemaker righted himself, remembered Italy, which was the only thing people were talking about,
and snorted. He heard footsteps.
“Papa,” said his daughter, coming up behind him. “Lend me four thousand euros. I want to go work in Italy.”
9
After the stories about planting trees in Balti, the shooting of homeless dogs in Soroca, and the Prime Minister’s press conference, it was time for a story about Italy on the local news.
According to information from the Italy-Moldova Institute for Cooperation and Growth, the number of Moldovan
citizens working illegally in Italy could reach two hundred thousand. The chairman of the Institute, Doina Babenko,
announced on Tuesday that they are undertaking measures to support Moldovans working illegally in Italy, but
according to …

The nasal voice of the newscaster on Moldovan TV blabbed on.
Annoyed, Eremi turned off the set and paced the room, hands stuffed in his pockets. It was a little awkward
these days for Eremei to debunk the myth of Italy. His daughter, after all, was working in Bologna.
It was surprising, but Zhenya had made it to Italy, called once she got there, and said she’d been set up with a
job. She was slowly paying back the debt to her parents.
As it turned out, Italy did exist.
At least that’s what Eremei wanted to believe. Otherwise, he’d have to admit that the international mafia of
human organ traffickers was sending him money after they’d sawed his daughter to pieces.
Besides, Zhenya called regularly to report on what she was eating, how she was living, and to assure her
parents that she wasn’t smoking and everything was great.
Eremei was happy—he loved his daughter—but since her departure he’d withdrawn into himself and become
gloomy. It wasn’t the separation from his daughter that was to blame.
“So, Eremei, there’s no such thing as Italy, eh? Isn’t your daughter there now? Maybe she doesn’t exist either,
ah?”
The stovemaker was badgered by friendly heckling. In his distress, he not only lost weight, he even stopped
sleeping. His work was uneven, nervous.
Eremei wasn’t making mistakes, but a lot of people noticed that the smoke from his stoves had started coming
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out a bit warm. The stoves weren’t retaining all the heat for the houses and the people inside.
Some spiteful critics even conducted an experiment. They drove to the regional center and stole a thermometer
from the local medical clinic. Then they slipped the device into the chimney of a house where Eremei had built
the stove after his daughter’s departure. A day later they fished out the thermometer.
“Thirty five degrees,” announced the village’s other stovemaker, Anatol Tkachuk, grandiosely.
*
The smoke from Anatol's stoves still came out seventy degrees Fahrenheit, as hot as a June afternoon. Clients
didn’t exactly flock to him. But everybody in town understood that Eremei was getting old. The master was losing
his skills.
“Listen, Eremei,” Postolika the farmer said to his friend Eremei sympathetically. “Why not just admit you
were a bit off the mark when you said there’s no such thing as Italy. I mean, people aren’t animals. They’ll
understand. They’ll forgive you. They might stop teasing you, too.”
“People aren’t the problem,” admitted Eremei. “I’m the problem. You see, it’s as though everything around me
is collapsing. It turns out all these years I’ve been telling people tales.”
*
The townsfolk became more convinced about Eremei when rumors started circulating that Zhenya, his daughter, was coming from Italy to visit her parents. It was a special event. Up until now the most contact there had
been between Moldovans in Italy and their relatives back at home were telephone conversations and money transfers.
Eremei painstakingly prepared for his daughter’s visit and even built a portable fireplace in her honor. True, the
smoke came out—just a little—on the warm side.
*
Lida, the stovemaker’s wife, exited the house on tiptoes and set off to drown herself. But Eremei knew the
nearby river was a half-meter deep at its max and that his wife, a strong swimmer, could never drown in it. Too
bad.
“I wouldn’t mind drowning, either,” thought the stovemaker, “but I haven’t got the strength.”
He had reason to despair. Their daughter had arrived at the train station like a princess, all decked out and with
loads of cash. But after meeting Zhenya there, her parents couldn’t rejoice over her visit.
Not after she told them what she’d been doing.
And to all her mother’s howling and the unspoken anger in her father’s glance, she shouted maliciously,
“So what? All of our people over there are doing the same thing. At least the younger ones. And even if you
don’t sell yourself openly, either way you’re going to sleep with your boss if he says he wants it.
“What else am I supposed to do? Go home? To where? You call this a home?
“You’ve never seen a real home. This isn’t a home—this is trash, a hole in the world, eternal humiliation!
Moldova! Chisinau’s all right enough, but if you want to live there you’ve got to have money for an apartment,
right? And where are you going to find that here?”
She was just like her father: she spoke every harsh word with painstaking precision, the way Eremei would fit
a tile onto the stove so that it was solid and plumb. And with each of his daughter’s words, his spine stood
straighter and straighter, though he realized there was no escaping the shame.
“What am I supposed to do here?” continued Zhenya.
“I hate this trash, I hate everything in this place! It’s all so
Her mother sobbed, the stovemaker stared gloomily at the flame, and the daughter went to bed. Lida went off
to drown herself, but an hour later she came back from the river, wet and tearful. Eremei gave his wife some
motherwort tea, which put her to sleep like a child, and he sat in Zhenya’s bedroom before dawn.
For a long time he feasted his eyes on his daughter’s wretched face. She had wronged them, but they loved her
terribly.
And when the sun came up Eremei strangled his daughter and burned her body in his mightiest stove, where he
usually forged tools for the machinists. He burned not only her body, but her ashes, too.
When Lida woke up around noon, he told her their daughter had left of her own volition. And of course his
wife was surprised, but she was so weak and disheartened she couldn’t talk about it. With time, her doubts about
Zhenya’s departure faded and her faith in her husband was renewed.
Even when he said that Italy didn’t exist.
And in the village, too, they believed him. What’s not to believe? After all, Eremei the skeptic’s daughter was
supposed to come for a visit, and it seemed like she never had.
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Even the phone calls from Italy had come to a halt.
*
By summertime Eremei had built another stove.
This one burped out puffs of the coldest, blackest smoke you’ve ever seen. And in contrast to Italy, you could
touch it with your own hands.
“Fifteen degrees,” they announced grandly at a village gathering.
“Freezing!!!”
10
Mingir, a village in the Hincesti Region, was famous throughout Moldova for its residents who habitually trafficked in kidneys.
What’s more, the kidneys were their own. There were already thirty such people in the town. Once in a while a
correspondent for the BBC, Radio Liberty or Der Speigel would come to town, since every six months their
bosses would demand a scandal. So they’d do a story on Mingir.
For a bottle of cognac, reporters filled each other in on the town and its main attractions: there was Vasily
Myrzu, who’d sold both kidneys at the same time for three thousand dollars and a Soviet clunker; Georgii
Styncha, who traded his kidney for a horse and four hundred pounds of oats, and many others.
The villagers lived in poverty, and what’s more, they lived in pain. As the doctors say, without a kidney you’re
headed downstream
*
The old timer Jan Sandutsa gave a wink to his friend.
“Predictions are for fortunetellers, Sunrise. The world is in for another surprise when they see how a simple
Moldovan outfoxed them all. That’s what our people’ve always stood for, and always will: street smarts and
cunning. What do you say, pal?”
Jan’s friend looked at him approvingly, but didn’t say anything. In any case, he couldn’t have: Sunrise was a
pig, and pigs can’t talk. At least not when they’re being watched.
But that didn’t bother Jan. He viewed Sunrise from a strictly practical point of view: as an organ donor.
*
It all started in 1999 when one fine day some visitors from Israel came to town.
The guests, two of whom claimed to be doctors, convinced the villagers to put their kidneys up for sale.
Everyone knew it was a raw deal, since two years earlier four Mingir residents had sold their kidneys and instead
of the eight thousand euros they’d been promised, they each walked away with just three grand.
The villagers knew: out-of-towners are swindlers! They unanimously decided not to give in to temptation and
to sell their kidneys no more.
But late at night, one by one, fourteen souls in all, the villagers crept into the house where the Israeli trouble makers were sleeping. Among the creepers was old Jan.
*
They were all taken to Romania that same month for an operation. Old Jan woke up to the smell of ether, just
like Doctor Zhivago atop a bed sheet white as an early spring snowfield. But Jan had never read Doctor Zhivago,
so to him, ether was just ether.
Someone shoved crinkled banknotes in his hand, dragged him out of bed, sent him unsteadily packing and
slammed the door in his face.
“Four thousand euros!” said the old timer ecstatically.
He was seeing double. He counted the bills in his hands right there on the street, not afraid of anything, seeing
how he was still under the influence of the ether.
“But they promised eight. They nearly robbed me blind!”
Once he emerged from his drug-induced fog, the old timer realized that his eyes really were seeing double, and
the money was less than he thought: two thousand euros. But even that was pretty good!
Glancing at the grubby cockroaches milling around the passengers’ feet at the Bucharest railroad station, Jan
mentally crossed himself and sang a hosanna to the Lord.
Who was, without a doubt, from Moldova.
“Of course, God’s Moldovan. Otherwise why would he give me so much help?” Jan whispered.
Just then, a policeman walked up and fined him three hundred euros for who-knows-what, which the old timer
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coughed up so as not to lose his entire stash. Jan realized that God is not only Moldovan, but also in some sense
Romanian, too. The contradiction resolved itself when Jan recalled the close blood ties between the two nations.
He forfeited fifty euros to the conductor for a place in the luggage rack on the train to Chisinau. He greased the
palm of a Moldovan customs agent with fifty big ones, and another hundred went to three glowering toughs at the
Chisinau train station who were demanding money from all the arriving passengers.
The station was dark and the policemen were still sleeping, so old Jan prudently decided to pay.
At home he counted what remained of his money and crossed himself for the n th time that day.
“Fifteen hundred euros!"” gasped Jan quietly. “Enough for a lifetime!”
*
In three months, the old timer had paid for his granddaughter’s wedding, the christening party of his nephew
twice-removed, and buried his sister.
The money had run out. Jan’s back pain grew worse. In one year’s time Jan had aged ten, and he went to
Chisinau to get himself an artificial kidney.
As a recipient of the Veteran of Labor medal, he thought the government ought pay for it. In Chisinau they
laughed at the old man and advised him to buy a coffin and a cemetery plot.
Back in the village, Jan spent the pension he hadn’t touched in half a year ordering all sorts of medical literature. At the post office he lied and told them he was trying to get into medical school. Everyone was quick to rag
on him.
“Keep laughing, you chumps,” he whispered, gripping the weighty packet of books in his arms. “This old timer here’ll be laughing at you when I get my two kidneys again, both healthy and strong. When you’re pushing up
daisies, I’ll still be here to mow the lawn!”
*
The old man was planning to get his kidney back in an unusual way.
Somewhere he’d heard that animal organs could be transplanted to humans, so he decided to transplant a
kidney. In choosing a beast for this honorable mission, he settled on a pig. As the well-informed Jan already knew,
pig organs were very similar to human ones.
True, there was a “but” …
“People who receive transplants from pigs sometimes acquire the physical characteristics of these animals,” a
quack in a lab coat had mentioned on the TV program Health.
“Such are the results of my many years of experiments. I conducted one experiment with our biological ancestors, monkeys, involving the transplant of various pig organs. Afterwards, in some monkeys we observed a change
in behavior toward porcine habits. Specifically, they became less discriminating in what they ate. They began to
gorge themselves on anything and everything.
“I postulate that something similar can happen with human beings.”
Jan the old timer very nearly despaired. Then he got to thinking, it’s better to be a living dirty pig than a dead
gentlemen. The enterprising retiree undertook an inspection of his personal means and, combining the capital
from his pension with the money he brought in by selling his last sack of corn, Jan bought a piglet.
“I’ll call you Sunrise, since you symbolize a new life,” he said proudly to the sweet little piglet oinking around
the small pigsty.
“Just as the sunrise conquers the night, your kidney will postpone my death and prolong my life!”
*
Unsuspecting of his noble purpose, Sunrise happily gobbled up the buckets of slops the old timer gave him and
dropped off to sleep. He liked it in Jan’s pigsty. The old man fed him well enough, and on top of that, he let the
pig drink wine.
“Why not?” Jan reasoned to himself. “I’m going to be using the damn thing’s kidney. Might as well get him
used to my usual portion while he’s still a youngin. ‘
Sadly, the piglet never learned to smoke Jan's crude cigarettes, but he did guzzle wine with pleasure. Jan’s future kidney was clearly acclimatizing with no problems. This made Jan happy.
In time, the piggy boy became a piggy man. Everything was going according to plan. Only a few details remained. The most important one, Jan understood, was to cut open Sunrise’s belly without harming the kidney.
And then—the transplant.
Jan liked to dream about this moment while he stood there, watching Sunrise at dawn.
“As for the kidney, I’ll slip it in there myself. No big deal. I’ll drink a hundred grams of vodka. As an anes thewhatever. It’ll give me courage. I’ll make the incision and slip it in. It’ll grow fast.
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“Christ, the body’s no fool. It feels and understands. I mean, bones grow along with people!”
The old timer understood the risk was great but he had no choice. An operation cost an absurd amount of
money, and the only place to get one done was in Switzerland. Even if the old man sold another of his kidneys,
the money would just be enough for a preliminary medical exam.
He could only count on himself.
And on Sunrise.
*
One morning in June, Jan realized the time had come. Notwithstanding the chill in the air, the day promised to
be impossibly hot. Nary a cloud floated across the sky, blue as the cobalt teapot belonging to Jan’s wife.
With each day Jan grew weaker. As the doctors explained, it was especially taxing to be in the heat with only
one kidney. Patting Sunrise on the snout, the old man fed the hog no more. He didn’t want to strain the kidney.
Right there in the barn he began preparing for the operation, which would take place in the evening. He put a
decanter of strong moonshine (from up north, near Balti) and two glasses on a table he brought in. There wouldn’t
be anybody to drink with, but to have only one glass would be somehow inhuman. Jan spread a towel across the
table and took out a jar of pickles, to help the medicine go down. Then, he took out an expertly sharpened knife
and undertook to slaughter Sunrise.
“So long, friend.” Showing no emotion, the old timer quickly slashed the pig’s throat.
“Hello, kidney!” The pig, expecting breakfast, was unsuspecting.
And with a mighty blow he pricked the convulsing, dying Sunrise in the heart. The hog twitched a while longer
then went still.
The old man carefully extracted the pig’s kidneys and laid them in the icebox. He threw the carcass in there
too, so the meat wouldn’t spoil. According to the scientific literature on the subject, the kidneys had to cool off
now. You couldn’t transplant them warm.
After washing his hands, Jan crossed himself and went to work in the fields. In the evening, when the heat had
fallen off, he walked past his house and headed straight for the barn. He picked up the knife, took a deep breath,
drank a glass of moonshine, picked up the knife again, exhaled and stabbed himself smack in the side.
Pressing the wound with his hands, he ran to the icebox and couldn’t find the kidneys.
“Jan,” his wife Anastasia yelled to him from the doorway. “Come inside this minute. I cooked up those kidneys
you carved out. They’re still warm. Come quick! You’ll lick your fingers clean! Jan!
“What the … Jan, what’s wrong? Jan!”
Leaking blood, guts and tears, the old timer was crawling toward Anastasia so he could stab her, too, but halfway there, in the middle of the yard, he died.
*
The autopsy revealed that Jan Sandutsa, b.1927, died from shock and loss of blood, but both kidneys were in
place.
However, his gallbladder, half of his liver, one lung, two heart ventricles and for some reason his appendix had
all gone missing …/fn{Below: the Coat of Arms of Moldova}
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The Church of All Saints, Chisinau Municipality, Moldova: two views
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The Cathedral of Divine Providence, Chisinau Municipality, Moldova

The Metropolitan Cathedral, Chisinau Municipality, Moldova
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The Church of the Nativity, Chisinau Municipality, Moldova: two views
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The Church of St. Panteleimon, Chisinau Municipality, Moldova

The Apostolic Church of the Holy Mother of God, Chisinau Municipality, Moldova
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The Church of St. Lazarus, Chisinau Municipality, Moldova

The Basilica of St. Constantine and St Elena, Balti Municipality, Moldova
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The Church of Bender Fortress, Bender Municipality, Moldova
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The Cathedral of the Transfiguration, Bender Municipality, Moldova
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The Church of St. Demetrius, Anenii Noi, Anenii Noi District, Moldova: two views
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The Church of Basarabeasca, Basarabeasca District, Moldova: two views
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A wooden church, Larga, Briceni District, Moldova: two views, and a detail without the scaffolding
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115

The Church of St. Basil, Cahul, Cahul District, Moldova

The Church of the Archangels Mihail and Gavriil, Colivas Village, Cahul District, Moldova
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The church in Ciietu, Cantemir District, Moldova

Going to church after breakfast on Easter Morning, Hanaseni de Prut Village, Cantemir District, Moldova:
breakfast detail below
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The Church of the Protection of the Holy Virgin, Palanca Village, Calarasi District, Moldova
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The church of the Frumoasa Monastery, Frumoasa Villaga, Calarasi District, Moldova

The Church of the Assumption of Our Lady, Causeni, Causeni District, Moldova
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The Orthodox Church of Cimislia, Cimislia District, Moldova

The Church of the St. Great Martyr Gheorghe, Zloti Village, Cimislia District, Moldova
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The Church of Criuleni, Criuleni District, Moldova,

The caption on the photograph reads: “Donduseni Church” [Donduseni District, Moldova]
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The Cathedral of Our Lady, Drochia, Drochia District, Moldova

The caption says this is “the new church built in the village of Pohrebea, Dubasari District” [Moldova]
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A church in Dubasari, Dubasari District, Moldova

Two churches (one just below) in Edinet, Edinet District, Moldova
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The Church of St. Nicholas, Falesti, Falesti District, Moldova
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The Church of St. Trinity, Glinjeni Village, Falesti District, Moldova: two views and a detail
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The Church of St. Mitrofan and the Church of St. Nicholas (below), Floresti, Floresti District, Moldova
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The Church of Hijdieni, Glodeni District, Moldova
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The Church of Balatina, Glodeni District, Moldova

A church in Stolniceni, Hincesti District, Moldova
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The monastic church at Secareini, Hincesti District, Moldava

“The small orthodox church” of Hincesti, Hincesti District, Moldova
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The Church at Rusesti Noi Village, Ialoveni District, Moldava

The Church of Vasieni, Ialoveni District, Moldova
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An Orthodox church in Leova, Leova District, Moldova

The church at Tigheci, Leova District, Moldova
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One of the monastic churches at the Hancu Monastery, Bursuc, Nisporeni District, Moldova
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A Church in Ocnita, Ocnita District, Moldova

A church in Clocusna, Ocnita District, Moldova
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Detail of a wooden church in Hadarauti, Ocnita District, Moldova

The chapel of the Curchi Monastery, nr. Orhei, Orhei District, Moldova
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The church of the Curchi Monastery, Orhei District, Moldova: two views
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A church in or near Ciniseuti Village, Rezina District, Moldova: two views
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A church in Tareuca Village, Rezina District, Moldova: two views
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A church in Riscani, Riscani District, Moldova

A church in Alunis Village, Riscani District, Moldova
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A church in Iezarenii Noi Village, Singerei District, Moldova

A church in Flaminzeni, Singerei District, Moldova
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The Church of the Holy Trinity, Soroca District, Moldova

The Church of St. George, Straseni District, Moldova
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The stone church of the Capriana Monastery (1491-1496), Straseni District, Moldova: two views
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The Church of St. Michael the Archangel, Soldanesti District, Moldova: two views
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A church in Caplani Village, Stefan Voda District, Moldova: two views
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The Church of St. George the Victor, Taraclia, Taraclia District, Moldova

A church in Albota de Sus, Taraclia District, Moldova
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A church in Crasnaceni Village, Telenesti District, Moldova

A church in Budai Village, Telenesti District, Moldova
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A church in Ungheni, Ungheni District, Moldova

The Church of St. Nicholas (1882), Ungheni, Ungheni District, Moldova
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A church in Morenii Noi, Ungheni District, Moldova: two views
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The Chapel of Alexander Nevsky (1905), Ungheni, Ungheni District, Moldova
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A church in Ceadir-Lungir, Gagauzia Autonomous Territory, Moldova: two views
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An orthodox church at Besalma Village, Gagauzia Autonomous Territory, Moldova

The orthodox church at Comrat, Gagauzia Autonomous Territory, Moldova
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The Church of the Nativity, Tiraspol, Transnistria Autonomous Territory, Moldova

The Chapel of St. George, Tiraspol, Transnistria Autonomous Territory, Moldova: two views
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