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“With boundless imagination and a vibrant style, Yaniv Iczkovits creates a colourful family drama that spins nineteenth century Russia out of control, and he delivers a heroine of unforgettable grit. Iczkovits wields his pen with wit and panache. A remarkable and evocative read”


DAVID GROSSMAN


“With the sweeping grandeur of a Russian epic and the sly, sometimes bawdy humour of the Yiddish greats, The Slaughterman’s Daughter is a magnificent triumph”


BRAM PRESSER


“A story of great beauty and surprise. A necessary antidote for our times”


GARY SHTEYNGART


“Totally compulsive reading”


ROSEMARY SULLIVAN


“The Slaughterman’s Daughter is a miraculous, contrary, patchwork-quilt of individual stories within stories told by different voices through which Fanny, the Belorussian Jewish slaughterman’s daughter, cuts with her butcher’s knife in search of justice. That quest for justice is the master story: a feminist picaresque set in a landscape of visionary and intimate historical and physical detail”


GEORGE SZIRTES


“What begins as a small family drama explodes in every possible direction in its virtuosity”


Haaretz


“An adventure story with few like it in modern Hebrew literature . . . A simply outstanding novel”


YARON LONDON, Walla


“A major novel that zigzags between characters and plots, between history and psychology, rooted in a brilliant narrative”


GILI IZIKOVITCH, Haaretz Gallery




For my daughters, Daria and Alona
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From Hamagid




Issue No. 6, Thursday Adar 2, 5654            (February 8, 1894)





THE CRY OF A MISERABLE WOMAN


I implore the honourable readers to pity me, a lonely and despondent woman, because my husband has left me and our three healthy children during Passover, just five years after our marriage. As he was making his way to Pinsk to earn our bread, he sent for me and I followed him until Sukkot. Now he has vanished without a trace, and I was told that he was seen in a hotel in Minsk, and later he was spotted in a railway carriage bound for Kiev, whereas I am left with nothing, dispirited and beleaguered, stripped of my possessions, penniless, with no-one to come to my aid. Therefore, honourable readers, I ask if perhaps one of you knows of my husband’s whereabouts? Have mercy upon me and at least obtain from him a duly signed writ of divorce. I am prepared to give money, up to one hundred and fifty roubles, to whoever releases me from my husband’s yoke. These are his details: his name is Meir-Yankel Hirsch of the town of Drahichyn, he is now twenty-four years of age, of average height, with brown, curly hair, fair beard, green eyes, and has a mother and a brother in the town of Uzlyany. I, the complainant, am Esther Hirsch, daughter of Shlomo Weiselfisch, righteous man of blessed memory.




I


Poor Esther Hirsch, Mende Speismann thinks, as she lies on her back and tucks the wrinkled clipping from Hamagid under the mattress. Three healthy fledglings she’s got? She said so herself. One hundred and fifty roubles in her pocket? At least! Not so shabby. Then why the rush to put an advert in the paper? Why give out her name and the name of her family so publicly? With that kind of money, one could hire a gentile investigator, a fearless brute who would pursue her Meir-Yankel and not give the man a moment’s peace, even in his dreams, and knock out all his teeth, save one for toothaches.


Mende pulls out the clipping again, careful not to move the shoulder on which her son Yankele is sleeping. She stretches slightly to relieve her cramped neck, which her daughter Mirl has been jabbing with her elbows. The heavy breathing of her in-laws, may they live long, drifts in from the next room. Soon, Mende knows, she must get up, light the stove, dress her children while they are still half-asleep and serve them a bit of milk in a tin bowl with grains of spelt. They will complain about the stale taste, as they always do, and she will ask Rochaleh, her mother-in-law, for a teaspoon of sugar, just one for the children to share. And Rochaleh will look back at her with disapproval that stretches her wrinkled face and scold, “No sugar! Nit! The party is over!” But after a few moments she will sigh in resignation. Every morning, a single teaspoon of sugar is grudgingly brought out.


And what is it about this notice of the loss suffered by poor Esther Hirsch that has made Mende check and reread it constantly for the past fortnight?


Although she would never admit it, this advertisement gives her pleasure, as do the two others that ran in a previous issue of Hamagid (one entitled “A Cry for Help!” and the other “Urgent Appeal!”), and the dozens of other similar notices that keep coming, day after day, from across the Pale of Settlement. Women who have been left behind, women chained to a husbandless marriage, miserable women, schlimazel women abandoned by their husbands with deceitful assurances and charades. One husband leaves for America, die goldene medina, with promises to bring the family over to New York; another sails for Palestine to be burned by the sun; a man tells his wife he is going into town to learn a trade, only to be swept up in the intellectual circles of Odessa; a father swears to his daughters that he will come back with a hefty dowry and, all of a sudden, one hears that he is “kissing the mezuzahs” of Kiev bordellos. Mende knows that only fools find consolation in the knowledge that others suffer the same woes as they, and yet contentment steals over her as she reads, overcoming any sentiment of feminine solidarity that she might have felt with these women. She is not like them, she will never be like them. She has not rushed off to publish advertisements, she has not complained to the leaders of the community and she has not circulated descriptions of Zvi-Meir Speismann, the man who tore her life to pieces. She will never do any of this.


*


Mende’s limbs are aching even though she is still in bed, as if she has strained herself in her sleep. The sour odour of sweat wafts in from the room of her elderly in-laws, God bless them. Even the reek of her husband’s parents is cause for thanking the Blessed Holy One. True, their house is only a dark, dilapidated old cabin of rotting wood, with two small rooms and a kitchen. But the walls are sealed against draughts, and it has a clay floor, wooden roof shingles and thick-paned windows. And sometimes, a small living space can be an advantage, particularly if the kitchen stove has to heat the entire house. True, chicken is never served here, and the Friday-night fishcakes contain little by way of fish and plenty by way of onion. But borscht and rye bread are served every lunchtime, and cholent stew without meat on Shabbat is not so terrible.


The Speismanns could easily have turned their backs on Mende. After all, they couldn’t stand their son, Zvi-Meir, as it was. When he was young, they had hoped that he would make them proud, and they sent him to the illustrious Volozhin Yeshiva with the notion that he should become one of its top students. But after his first year, they heard that their son was openly declaring that the yeshiva’s rabbis were all hypocrites, and that the Vilna Gaon himself would have been ashamed of them. “They are a bunch of good-for-nothing wastrels,” Zvi-Meir said. “No more than dishonest schemers masquerading as hakhamim.” So Zvi-Meir left Volozhin, declaring that he would be better off as a poor pedlar than a Torah sage, if being a sage meant that he had to be officious, greedy and aloof.


This change of career notwithstanding, Zvi-Meir still found plenty of reasons to blame and complain. He would bring his pedlar’s cart to the market but never encourage passers-by to buy his wares. He would stand there like the congregation’s rabbi, convinced that people would flock to his cart as they flocked to synagogue on Shabbat. But the “congregants” walked on by, thinking: if he does not behave like a vendor, why should I behave like a customer? So the Speismann household was one of the poorest in Motal. By the time Zvi-Meir abandoned his wife and children, they had already hit rock-bottom. They lit their house with oil instead of candles, and ate rye bread with unpeeled potatoes. When Mende tried to reason with her husband and give him business advice, he told her: “When the hen starts crowing like a rooster, it is time to take her to the slaughterhouse.” That is: never you mind. Heaven forfend, there’s nothing more to add.


*


Pressure on her chest is disrupting Mende’s breathing. Her children cling to her on her narrow bed. She keeps her body still, lest her fledglings awake, as her soul cries out, “Why are these children my concern?”, only to be immediately beset by guilt – “God Almighty! My poor babies! Heaven protect them!” – and she prays to the good God that He leave her body intact, so that she can provide for her children and offer them a place to rest their heads, and that He unburden her from the heretical thoughts that rise in her mind like the Yaselda in springtime, as it over-flows and floods the plains of Polesia, turning them into black marshes.


Another indigent morning lies in wait for her and the children, begging at the gates of dawn. Yankele will go to the cheder and Mirl will help her with the housekeeping at the Goldschmidt residence on Market Street, where the rich of Motal live. Together, they will scrub the floor tiles of the jeweller’s opulent stone house, and once again, they will ogle Mrs Goldschmidt’s pearl necklace worth three thousand roubles, the value of an entire lifetime of only just making ends meet. From there they will go on to more of the same at the Tabaksmann household, and then they will walk to the tavern: perhaps they will need a hand there too, and perhaps Yisrael Tate, the landlord, will treat Mende to another old issue of Hamagid that no-one wants to read anymore.


Cloths and rags, scourers and buckets, floor tiles and ovens, tin bowls and sinks. And so their fingernails peel away the time, one house after another, the smell of detergent clinging to skin and soul. Their toil ends at sundown, leaving them just enough time to regain their strength for the next day. And so the waters of the Yaselda surge on.




II


Once a week, Mende’s younger sister, Fanny Keismann, comes over from the village of Upiravah, a seven-verst ride from Motal, and takes Mirl’s place in the cleaning work, so that her niece can join her own daughters’ Hebrew and arithmetic lessons. Working as a charwoman is disgraceful, all the more so for a wife and mother. Mende is ridden with guilt for dragging her sister into her humiliating attempts to escape poverty. What is more, Mende does not know how to thank Fanny for her help, and is unkind to her instead. Everything that Fanny does or says is met with Mende’s rebuke: no-one cleans this way, and why did she forget to polish that window frame, and she must not use so much soap, lest they squander all their pay on suds.


Mende knows that her sister has no need for the meagre wage the cleaning earns her. Once, she saw Fanny slide into Mirl’s pocket the coins she had earned in her niece’s place. Although Mende said nothing, this infuriated her all the more. How dare she? Will she let this yishuvnikit, this rustic Jewess, come over from her village, flaunt her superiority, and give them handouts just to prove that she is better than they? And what will people say about Mende? That she borrows money from her younger sister? Heaven forfend!


Fanny had already gone too far when, not two months after Zvi-Meir went away, she suggested to her older sister that she come and live with her in the village. “You know that the children would love being together, sister, and we would enjoy it too.” Offended, Mende replied that village life was absolutely not for her, let alone for Yankele and Mirl, muttering to herself the word “weit”, which means remote, isolated, or even forsaken.


Fanny was silent, but Mende knew that her sister understood exactly what she meant. Why would any Jew live in a village these days? Whoever did so must be either mad or a recluse. Since when is what most Jews find agreeable not good enough for the Keismanns? What is wrong with a place like Motal, a proper town with a synagogue and a cemetery and a bathhouse and a mikveh? What could they possibly want among the goyim in the heartlands of fields and bogs? Who will protect their home from Jew-hating thugs?


“Weit,” Mende said again, and Fanny pretended not to hear.


Then Mende added, “Sometimes I do not understand Natan-Berl. Why does he insist on living in a village?”


Throwing Natan-Berl’s name into the conversation was a big mistake, an unnecessary tug on a rope that was overstretched as it was. Fanny sent back the cold, impregnable stare of a woman capable of beheading her sister without blinking. This alarmed Mende so much that she quickly glanced down to make sure that Fanny’s hands were where they should be, rather than on the hilt of her knife. Underneath her skirts, Mende knew, Fanny carried the knife gifted to her by their late father, who had raised them by himself after their mother had received an urgent summons from On High.


“Natan-Berl knows what he is doing,” Fanny said.


Mende had never managed to understand her younger sister’s shidduch, let alone its success. Natan-Berl Keismann was a burly hulk, more of a Goliath than a David, with a silent manner that was seen as a mark of wisdom by those who loved him and as feeble-mindedness by those who did not. He had the tan of a goy and the thick flesh of a drunk; black plumes of hair descended from his nape, growing thicker on his arms and curling around his fingers. Every day at dawn, he would rise to tend his geese and his sheep, using the sheep’s milk to make the fine cheeses that had earned him a reputation throughout the region. Whenever Mende and Zvi-Meir visited Upiravah, they could hardly wait for the moment when Natan-Berl would produce the triangular wooden tray with wedges of cheese that melted in the mouth and weakened the mind. Yellow, green and blue, bitter and spicy, greasy and fermented, too delicious to be of this world, too fine for a Jewish palate.


Mende does not dare tell Fanny the rumours she hears about the Keismanns. On Shabbat and holidays the Keismanns arrive at the Motal synagogue, come rain or hail or snow, and although they receive a cold welcome from the rest of the congregation, they always ask after their acquaintances with unwavering smiles on their faces. But still the rumours abound. It is said that the unfortunate Keismanns befriend goyim, and not just for commercial purposes either: they visit the gentiles with their children, feast on wine and cheese, and chat in a mixture of Yiddish, Polish and Russian. People say that their house is made of bricks and that it is only covered with wood to fool jealous eyes. People say that the Keismanns have money coming out of their ears. People say that they set up a lavatory in their courtyard, with five openings for ventilation and a barrel dug into the ground, which they take out once a year to fertilise their vegetable patch. People say that Fanny has already learned the native languages and speaks fluent Polish and Russian, and her husband, so they say, does not know a word of Hebrew, swaying at shul like a wheat stalk in the wind – a true golem. People say . . .


Mende militantly wards off these malicious stories about her sister: how could a Jew’s soul ever mix with the soul of a gentile? But this is what people say: the Keismanns have split loyalties, they are chameleons through and through. And had they lived in Berlin or Minsk, they would have long since followed the descendants of Moses Mendelssohn and become Christians.


Mende knows that what is said is sometimes more important than what is true, and so she politely declined Fanny’s invitation to live in the village with her family.


“Zvi-Meir,” she told her younger sister, with wholehearted faith, “will return to his home, sure enough. You know what he is like. He will not settle for anything less than the best. Even if he is doomed to be a trader rather than a scholar, it is only natural that he would want to expand his business. What would he say if he heard that his children had wandered off to the village and become yishuvnikim?”


A strange, pleasurable sensation spread through Mende’s limbs as she expressed her confidence in her husband. And even now, ten months after Zvi-Meir’s departure, it does not feel like such a long time has gone by. She has read in Hamagid of married women who had waited more than five years and lost all hope, when finally, without any warning at all, their husbands came home.


*


Today, with perfect timing, Mende is in for a surprise. Having been caught up in the humdrum of daily life, she has forgotten that today is the fifteenth day of the month of Sivan, in the year 5654. She will mark twenty-six springs today, and behind her back her sister and daughter have been scheming how best to celebrate. Today, Fanny is coming to replace not Mirl, but Mende, to allow her sister to take a day off and do whatever she pleases. They have already worked out all the details, these co-conspirators, and Providence has played along gamely and thrown in wonderful weather. After work, sister and daughter will go to the market to buy delicacies and prepare a royal banquet for Mende. They have even obtained Reb Moishe-Lazer’s promise to give her a blessing. In the meantime, Mende can rest at home, or perhaps she would like to leave the noise of the town and go for a walk in the forest across the river. Reb Moishe-Lazer bade them tell her that one’s birthday is an opportunity to be reborn.


Mende is uneasy about this rebirth business. Doubt begins to gnaw at her mind: how can she rest and let them work so hard? And why did the Blessed Holy One create Heaven and Earth in six days, and not seven? After all, she already has one day of rest every week. But Fanny and Mirl counter all of her misgivings.


“Shabbat is the Queen, it is for celebrating the sacred; a birthday is for celebrating the mundane.”


“But why celebrate my birthday as though it is a kind of achievement? And what is there to find in the forest?”


“Fresh air! Blackberries! Blueberries! Blackcurrants! Go out and enjoy this world a little.”


Mende scoffs.


“This world? This world is . . .” She wants to say: terrible, damned, but finds herself stuttering before her daughter. “And besides,” she goes on, “I have no way of crossing the river.”


Fanny and Mirl giggle.


“We knew you would invent obstacles. We have already thought everything through and talked to Zizek.”


“Cross the river in the same boat as a gentile rogue?”


“Zizek is not a goy.”


“Poor Zizek doesn’t know what he is, God help him,” says Mende.


Fanny and Mirl tease her. “Everybody is poor and miserable in Mende’s eyes.”


Mende gives her sister a cross look and turns to scold her daughter.


“And what about your lessons?”


Mirl’s eyes fill with tears, but Fanny whispers in Mende’s ear, “Let her, sister, this was her idea. We will help her catch up with her study later, I’ll see to it.”


And Mende is annoyed that every time Fanny turns to her, she calls her “sister” – as if their relationship were not obvious and had to be underlined each time anew. In the end, she concedes that the two of them have pushed her into a corner and now she has to celebrate, not on her account, but on theirs. The matter is settled.




III


Fanny and Mirl bid her farewell at the market’s entrance, next to Yoshke-Mendel’s stall. Mende sees them walking away, giggling, peeking back at her and giggling again. Come what may, she will not go out picking blueberries; she is not an adventurous woman. How far might Mende venture on her festive day? From the cucumber stand to the radish stall, if she really tests her limits.


The market is a-bustle with the clamour of man and beast, wooden houses quaking on either side of the parched street. The cattle are on edge and the geese stretch their necks, ready to snap at anyone who might come near them. An east wind regurgitates a stench of foul breath. The townsfolk add weight to their words with gestures and gesticulations. Deals are struck: one earns, another pays, while envy and resentment thrive on the seething tension. Such is the way of the world.


Yoshke-Mendel watches the passers-by as he stands over his “shop”, a wooden barrow offering this and that: pencil stubs and nails and toothpicks and kerchiefs and haberdashery. Everyone knows that you will find any useless item you can think of in Yoshke-Mendel’s wheelbarrow. Now he is smiling at Mende, his broken teeth cradled in a tousled beard, wrapped in a worn beggar’s kaftan and a wrinkled yarmulke. “Did I hear right, Mrs Speismann, a birthday? Mazel tov, then! Why not treat yourself to a hairpin from Yoshke-Mendel? Only two copecks, half-price, many thanks.” People are selling linen dresses and leather boots, roosters and meat all around her, and Yoshke is smiling with rotten teeth.


Birds of a feather flock together. Mende does indeed wish to indulge herself on her birthday and has found herself at Yoshke-Mendel’s wheelbarrow, and he is showering her with thanks before she has bought a thing. She winces when he calls after her, “Many thanks, come back later, I’ll be here.”


She walks by the luftmenschen, the “air men”, the intellectuals, yawning by the roadside, reeking of grog and vishniac, each of them with a solitary bearing even though they are sitting in groups. They gather at the market, foraging for occasional work to feed their families – sawmen and porters are always in demand. When times were especially rough, Zvi-Meir used to join them, the mujikim he called them, gypsies. They talk about money and luxuries all day long, and there isn’t a single broken copeck in their pockets. They admire the capitalists responsible for their poverty more than anyone else. Ask the “air men” if they would rather live decently without any prospect of becoming rich, or in poverty with an infinitesimal chance of making a fortune, and see what they tell you.


Now Mende senses that Zvi-Meir’s friends lower their eyes as she passes, like partners in her husband’s crime. Who among them is soon to join Zvi-Meir? Who will leave his home at dawn and abandon wife and children? This world is taking a turn for the worse, Mende thinks; suddenly everyone wants to revel in earthly delights and forget about the angels of destruction that await them in Sheol.


At the far end of the market, in the shadow of the church spire, stands the butcher’s shop of Simcha-Zissel Resnick, which is really the kitchen of his own house. In the shop window – that is, in the house’s front window – whole chickens hang from their thighs alongside cuts of meat and ribs and sausages. Mende usually hastens past this shop; the smell takes her back to her childhood in Grodno, to the days when she wanted for nothing.


Although her slaughterman father, Meir-Anschil Schechter, was never one to lavish affection on his daughters, he did make them banquets fit for kings. In recent times, however, Mende has scarcely touched meat herself, only ever sucking out the marrow of the chicken bones her children leave on their yontev plates on feast days. But now a terrible craving for meat has awakened within her, an uncontrollable desire for the taste of beef. A chasm opens up in her stomach and her head spins. Her mouth waters like the high seas, and she is so weak that she has to lean against the wall of the nearby synagogue. This will be her birthday present, it’s a clear-cut decision. A mechayeh, what a treat.


But how can she be so extravagant? Has she taken leave of her senses? Whoever heard of a Jewess craving beef at this hour of the morning? And what will people say about the gluttony that possessed Mende Speismann, that made her ready to deny her own children food for a fleeting moment of pleasure? However, these objections only intensify her craving and make her all the more frantic as she scuttles home to her in-laws’ house for more money.


Rochaleh sees her coming and wastes no time in venting her feelings. Doesn’t she, her daughter in-law Mende Speismann, doesn’t she care that her shviger has been scrubbing the house spotless for her birthday dinner? Who is all this effort for? Mende should come and see, she should at least notice that all the lamps have been polished and refilled with the kerosene Rochaleh has saved especially for the occasion.


“I’ve worked my fingers to the bone, all day long, and for what?” Mende’s shviger laments. The usual tirade. And now, Rochaleh goes on, if Mende would be so kind and go out again, they need more firewood. Mende apologises, aims a kiss at the forehead of the sour-faced Rochaleh, and slips away to the back room to take out the savings she keeps hidden in a box beneath the mattress.


One rouble should be enough for a decent cut of meat. She takes two roubles from the wooden box, then puts one back and quickly closes the lid, and then reopens it and thinks again and counts the coins: thirty-two roubles and seventy-one copecks, her entire fortune. In short, two out of thirty-two is no small matter. But even if she spends the two roubles, she will still have more than thirty left. And suddenly, in a spate of mania and craving, she empties the entire box into the pockets of her dress and leaves the house, as Rochaleh’s voice echoes after her: “All my bones are hurting, and for what?”


The eyes of the townspeople pierce Mende from every direction. Miserable beggars gawp at her. She avoids the market by taking a muddy alleyway between the wooden houses and arrives back on the main street by the churchyard fence, then she sneaks into Simcha-Zissel Resnick’s shop and surprises the butcher as he dozes at the counter; he is unimpressed. Normally Mende only comes to his shop to buy chicken legs for the High Holidays, and such clientele is nothing to write home about. He straightens the cap on his head and wets his lips, taking the feather-plucking knife in his hand.


“What would you like, Mrs Speismann? Chicken?”


But Mende asks for a cut of beef, and Simcha-Zissel rubs the tassels of his tzitzit in a request for the Almighty’s opinion on the matter. Four silver coins on the counter give him a quick answer and Simcha-Zissel disappears into the store in his courtyard and returns with a piece of beef wrapped in paper. Mende opens the wrapping, she cannot help herself. She could not have asked for a juicier cut, probably from the cow’s loin. The meat is red but not shiny, just as her father had taught her it should be, dry on the outside and muscular, covered by a fine layer of fat. Simcha-Zissel Resnick pats his belly and says, “Only the best for Meir-Anschil Schechter’s daughter!” She smiles back at him: four roubles have transformed her from a miserable wretch to so-and-so’s daughter.


She returns to the alleyway that skirts the busy market. Hunger grips her and her limbs tremble. She holds the cold meat against her middle and feels her heart beating faster and faster. Suddenly she freezes, horrified: how will she cook the meat? She cannot return to her in-laws’ home with four silver coins’ worth of beef, and even if one of her friends let her into their home, how would she justify this indulgence without making them jealous? How could she dare roast her meat before pale faces and starving eyes without offering an explanation, without offering to share?


Mende leans against the churchyard fence. Her body slides down to the boggy, black ground, and the sun strikes her face. The town of Motal is bathed in a bright light that imbues the market people with a translucent pallor. Beards, hats and head scarves blend with blinds and awnings. Voices and chatter merge with the buzzing of flies. She raises the package, removes the paper wrapping and, without stopping to think, takes a bite of the raw meat. Her teeth are startled by the cold, her eyes widen as she tries to tear off a stubborn, sinewy bite. The taste of blood clouds her senses, stings her lips and tingles on her tongue.


Fortunately, Simcha-Zissel Resnick, suspecting that something is not right, has been watching her through the window, and now he leaves his wife at the shop counter and hastens to Mende’s rescue. He gently pulls her to her feet, wraps the meat again, and leads her to a shed in the courtyard, a makeshift kitchen in which he stores wood, bags of grain and an old stove. He seats her before him on a stool, lights the stove and cuts the beef she bought from him into thick slices, which he brushes with oil and sprinkles with spices. Finally, he arranges the slices in a frying pan and fans the flames with the bellows, serving her the first piece a few moments later.


Mende devours the meat, which would have been enough for a family of four, or for six miserable paupers, or ten orphaned children. Simcha-Zissel watches her with some concern, urging her to slow down, to chew the meat and savour its taste. But she revels in her own lust, eyeing the door every other minute like an animal guarding its prey. And when the meat congests her stomach and travels back up her throat, she forces the masticated chunks down into the gluttonous surfeit. Simcha-Zissel watches her with a dismay mingled with barely suppressed desire. Then his wife calls him from the shop and he reluctantly leaves the shed.


In the meantime, Mende leans against a bag of wheat. The food fills her belly and its taste floods her with happiness. She bursts into laughter that keeps rolling on and on until she can hardly breathe. Never before has she laughed like this; no virtuous woman would lend herself to such frivolity, let alone a wife and mother. Indeed, for a moment, anxieties creep back into her thoughts: what has she done? What will happen if her in-laws find out? And what about the firewood she was supposed to bring home? And the money?


She feels the notes and coins in her pocket, but she does not want to go back to being Mende so soon. After all, Mende lashes out all the time, Mende is angry, Mende suffers, Mende worries, Mende blames: where is Mirl, where is Yankele, why does Fanny, how long, why here, how could he have left, when is he coming back . . . No more! Enough! Not now! She shakes these thoughts from her mind, rises and makes her way back to the market, one stall at a time, one cart at a time, one shop at a time. Before she realises what she is doing, she has chosen new handkerchiefs at Grossman’s and is sitting at Ledermann’s stall to buy fine leather shoes, and then breaking a twenty-five rouble note at Schneider’s to try on a turquoise tasselled dress – so bold! – and asking for a slice of plum torte at Blumenkrantz’s pastry shop. And they all take her money and give its full return: it is not every day that they are blessed with a new customer in such high spirits. They ask for ten roubles, she suggests eight, they settle on nine, all without any of the usual mutterings of “I wouldn’t even take it for free”, or “It’s not for me to pay your daughter’s dowry”. Mende meanders through the market like a bride on her wedding day, showering the stallholders with smiles and sprinkling compliments all around. Mordecai Schatz, the owner of the book cart, cannot help himself and asks, “What is the occasion, Mrs Speismann? Is Zvi-Meir back today?” And Mende roars with laughter and pulls from his cart a new issue of Hamagid, printed only twelve days ago, a true feast, and overpriced accordingly. But she could not care less, today she is buying it!


Once again, she comes across the cry of a miserable agunah, this time with a more understated headline: “Help”. She chuckles and reads the advertisement to Mordecai Schatz in a voice thick with crocodile tears: “I implore the honourable readers of Hamagid, perhaps they have heard of my husband, Reb Yosef Zilberstein, who left me nine years ago when he ventured out to the city of Minsk, and not a word has been heard from him since. Perhaps he caught the coughs and, God forbid, his heart stood still; maybe he was taken captive by bandits? Surely he will not deny his charity to me and his two hunger-stricken sons? In his absence, we feed on our own tears. These are his details . . .”


Mordecai Schatz looks at her in amazement, not knowing if he should laugh or cry, and Mende says with a sly smile, “Nine years, Reb Mordecai, what do you think? Ill? Dead? Taken captive?”


Mordecai Schatz lowers his browless, defenceless eyes. Mende pats him on the shoulder: “Taken captive by kurwas in a bordello!”


At that moment, an idea flashes up in her mind and she asks Mordecai Schatz for a blank sheet of paper. On she goes to Yoshke-Mendel’s “shop” and leaves a copeck for a quarter of a pencil. It all happens so quickly that Yoshke-Mendel doesn’t even have a chance to say “many thanks”. Mende slips away from the market and finds a shaded spot between the ramshackle huts where, with much excitement, she sits down to write her first letter to Hamagid, entitled “The Voice of a Merry and Contented Woman”:




I would like to thank the Blessed Holy One for having bestowed upon me bounty and grace, granting me a roof for my head and the heads of my two darling children. I, Mrs Mende Speismann, daughter of Meir-Anschil Schechter, am not waiting for my husband Zvi-Meir. I find it hard to remember his features; I do not have an image of his face in my mind, I do not know how to describe his beard, and the colour of his eyes is long forgotten. But, as long as I live, I shall continue fulfilling my duties for the sake of the Creator, whose generosity to me is plain to see.





For a moment she hesitates, wondering whether this advert is of any public interest and whether it might become a topic of discussion, no longer so sure of what she had wanted to say or whether she has made any spelling mistakes, but then she addresses the letter, according to the details in the issue in her hand, to the Dear Editor Ya’akov Shmuel Fuchs. This public notice, she knows, marks her rebirth, and with trembling hands she gives the envelope to Mordecai Schatz, who travels with his cart between Pinsk and Baranavichy and can post the letter at the Telekhany post office. The matter is settled.


*


On returning to the street she adjusts her scarf. The smell of excrement rising from the latrines behind the houses jolts her awake as if from a dream, and an elderly horse standing next to her unloads its own contribution of dung, deepening the stench of the malodorous brew. Flies swarm around the mass of faeces, and Mende’s full stomach is struck with nausea. She starts back to her home, but then she recalls the request to buy firewood. How time has flown by. She reaches the stall of the wood-seller Isaac Holz, and a chill washes through her body, freezing her breath. Three roubles and forty-five copecks is all that remains in her pockets. All the money she had saved for times of need, for buying a train ticket, for sending Yankele to the yeshiva, bribing an official for papers, giving Mirl something for her dowry and terms of marriage – she has squandered it all in a single fit of madness. And now she stands helpless before Isaac Holz, unable to give him her last coins in return for firewood.


In the distance, she sees two horsemen approaching the market, and Mende prays for the worst to happen. Let them be bandits, let them rob and massacre and burn everything to the ground. She recalls the horrific stories she heard as a child from her grandfather, Yankel Kriegsmann, who used to scare Fanny and her with tales of the pogroms wreaked by Bohdan Khmelnytzky. Her tears choke her, and she wishes desperately for the two riders to turn out to be Cossack brutes. But they are only Kaufmann the horse dealer, and his son, who ride by and greet her with a nod. Why must all the faces around her be so terribly familiar? Where can she find refuge and respite? The Jews have huddled so close to each other that they have not left themselves any space to breathe.


Her head bursts with pain. Cold shivers strike her back like the lashes of a whip. She must ask the vendors to take everything back. Even if they will only agree to half the original price. Or a quarter – anything. But Grossman cannot sell used handkerchiefs, and Ledermann has already hammered the nails into the soles of her new shoes, and Schneider has cut the fabric of her dress and started sewing, and they all refuse her requests and will not refund a single copeck.




IV


They will come looking for her soon. Her in-laws will wonder what has taken her so long, they will suspect that something is awry, and they will not wait idly at home for her return. The only way she’ll be able to excuse her lateness is if she crosses the river and pretends that she wanted to be frugal and buy cheaper firewood on the other bank.


Obviously, she will not tell a living soul about her uncontrollable fit, not even her sister, and she will make up the loss with additional cleaning work. Deep down, Mende knows that she will pay a heavy price for the sudden savage impulse that just engulfed her, and yet she cannot quite admit that it was a mistake. Her heart had never throbbed like that before.


She makes for the Yaselda. The sun, that old heretic, shoots gleaming crosses of light over her head, but the pines and oak trees help her along with their fleeting shade. She peeks over garden fences and follows a raucous discussion between some ducks and roosters. A shiksa comes out of her house with her two children, and sweeps the entrance with a straw broom. The woman flashes Mende a black-toothed smile, and Mende wonders if this shiksa has also been left alone with her children.


From a fair distance, she can see Zizek waiting in his boat, and as he is fixing the oars in place, she thinks that he has also spotted her and guessed her intention. She approaches him hesitantly, but says nothing. There’s no talking with Zizek. You board the boat, you are rowed to the other bank, and then you come back. He has no interest in discussing the past and he certainly will not subject his daily routine to scrutiny. But if one wants to share a cup of rum from the barrel in his boat, he is more than happy to oblige. He does not wear a hat, he does not wear a four-cornered undergarment with fringes like a good Jew, and he hasn’t seen a page of Gemara since he was twelve. Those who want to travel in his boat can come aboard. Those who don’t can walk away. And those who call him a sheigetz can try saying it to his face and see what happens to them.


*


Everybody knows that when he was a child, Zizek’s name was Yoshke Berkovits, and that his only sin was to be born into a very poor family at a very sorrowful time for the People of Israel. In 5587, Czar Nikolai the First, the Iron Czar (may his name and memory be blotted out), issued the Cantonist Decree, by which he ordered the conscription into the Russian army of one righteous and innocent boy for every thousand Jews in the population. Every town, village and settlement was forced to tear out the flesh of its flesh and sacrifice its children to Moloch. The heads of the community announced a fast, confronted high-ranking officials, attempted bribes, all to no avail. And so every household of Israel came to realise that it must fend for itself. Parents married off their sons when they were as young as twelve, because married men were exempt from service. Entire families fled the Pale of Settlement. Officials raked in bribes in return for “correcting” dates of birth and forging the number of registered household members. And whose names remained on the authorities’ conscription lists? Impoverished families to whom no-one was in a rush to marry off their daughters, who lacked the means necessary to either bribe or escape.


This is how the community leaders came up with the name of twelve-year-old Yoshke Berkovits, Lame Selig’s young son, and they sent the sborchik, the tax collector in charge of conscription, to break the news of the decision to the parents. Yoshke’s mother fell to the ground, and his father stamped about on his lean legs and punched the wall until his knuckles bled. Selig and Leah Berkovits rushed to the synagogue courtyard and implored the rabbi and heads of the congregation to withdraw their decision. They shouted and wept all night long, their wails kept everyone awake, and the rabbi shut himself up in his room and cried with grief. He knew full well that conscription meant almost certain death. These children would be baptised and educated according to the customs of the goyim. They would eat treif, they would no longer keep Shabbat, and, if they remained alive after battle, they would pray to that madman, Yeshu’a, who had fantasised that he was the Son of God.


In any case, the Berkovits parents would not leave the courtyard, and their presence became a nuisance. The residents of Motal passed them on their way to the morning prayer and watched them sobbing after the evening prayer. Holiness seemed to desert the synagogue, and everyone walked around with their eyes fixed on the ground, not daring to raise their heads. On the appointed date, Selig and Leah refused to deposit their son with the asesor, the local assessor. They kept him at home, did not send him to cheder and would not even let him go outside to draw water. And so the sborchik was forced to call in the khapper, Leib Stein, who made his living abducting children to fill conscription quotas. At the third watch, he broke into the Berkovits house with a band of thugs, struck Leah in the face when she tried to resist, and deposited Yoshke and two orphans in a prison cell not far from the synagogue. Leah Berkovits stood at the prison gates and wept with heart-wrenching sobs.


What escapades did Yoshke get up to in the Czarist army? No-one knows. Some people will swear they heard that Yoshke-Zizek slew two hundred Turks with his bare hands, while others believe that he was never any more than a paltry quartermaster. Either way, he was no longer a Jew. Clean-shaven, his hair parted on one side, decked out in army uniform and iron medals, and with an unmistakable air of majesty and grandeur, he suddenly reappeared in the town thirty years after he had been wrested from his home. Market pedlars were alarmed by the imposing legionnaire and hesitated before pointing out to him where his mother’s house stood. None of the neighbours recognised the gentle boy they had once known, suspecting a confidence trickster in his place. Three of his brothers had married and now lived far from Motal. The brother who still lived with his mother feared Yoshke’s vengeance, refused to open the door, and did not tell the old lady what was behind the commotion at the front door. Yoshke had intended to tell his father and mother that their youngest son was back, standing before them like a man raised from the dead. But then one of the neighbours yelled to him that his father had died of sorrow and that his mother avoided any contact with the outside world. And that now it would be best if he did not add to her sorrow; she would expire if she knew that he was there.


Even after this, Yoshke did not leave the residents of Motal in peace. He had acquired great wealth and many privileges as a soldier, and had even been granted a yellow card that permitted him to live anywhere outside the Pale of Settlement. No-one would let him rent a house in Motal, so he bought a parcel of land on the northern side of the river, beyond the lake. In the space of a few weeks he had built a sturdy dinghy for three passengers, with just about enough room for a fourth to squeeze in, although where the third and fourth seats should have been, he loaded a barrel of dark rum, to which he had become addicted during his service. And ever since then he had reported for duty on the Yaselda every day in his uniform, ready to effect a reconciliation between its two banks and burden the hearts of all who saw him with guilt. He began taking passengers thither and bringing those returning hither. And since he did not ask for any fee, and would even offer his customers a cup of grog as he rowed, he quickly built up a monopoly. Zizek transformed his undesirable presence into a necessity and a scourge for the guilt-ridden townsfolk.


What does Zizek want from the residents of Motal? If only he were to tell them, they might understand. At first they tried to get him to talk, offering to pay him with goods, but Yoshke Berkovits rejected all compensation. Then they suspected that he might not remember how to speak Yiddish and tried Russian and Polish instead. But he kept rowing and did not respond even when they addressed him by name. Does he blame them or is he in pain? Is he hopeful or disappointed? Has he come back to give them an eye for an eye or to turn his other cheek? One thing was clear: the name “Yoshke Berkovits” brought back forgotten memories that were best left where they were, and it was not a name fit for a man without religion or family. Therefore, when the name “Zizek Breshov”, his name in the Czarist army, was first mentioned, the people of Motal were relieved. Zizek is a popular name among the goyim and common enough among soldiers; in a way, it testified to Zizek’s full transformation from Jew to gentile.


*


Now though, as Zizek is nodding at Mende and as she hops into the boat, she glimpses poor Yoshke Berkovits behind the soldier’s uniform and feels pity for him. With an oar in each hand, he pushes away from the bank, careful not to rock the boat more than necessary. He rows with great precision and his face displays only an absolute calm. She makes the mistake of believing, like so many before her, that it is with her, of all people, that the unfortunate man will at last consent to talk, and she dares to address him by his original name: “Yoshke?” But nothing stirs in his face, his scarred lips remain sealed, his nostrils flare, and his bright-coloured eyes stay fixed on the bank. Suddenly, his serenity strikes her as apathy, his gaze seems to harbour death, like the vacant carcass of a deer, and a sharp pain pierces her heart. “What is wrong with this world?” cries out her soul, and she feels the few coins left in her pocket. A world where poor children are snatched away from their parents, where they can be torn from their faith, and the miserable wretches abandoned to lives of torment. Where is justice? God help us.


She is no longer thinking of herself, for she is not faring too badly, all in all. She has her commandments and customs, a roof over her head and her children, she earns a living and has good neighbours. But why is she in such a hurry now? To fetch firewood for the stove? To celebrate with a birthday meal? How is she any different from the goyim feasting in their homes while thugs burn down Jewish households? After all, she indulges her petty anxieties, just like them, as the truly unfortunate see their world fall apart.


“Stop,” she says, “I want to go back.”


But Yoshke keeps rowing across the river.


“Stop!” she begs. “I cannot go on.”


The splash of Yoshke’s oars continues unabated. His indifference terrifies her. She utters a prayer to the all-merciful God, and throws herself, head-first, into the waters of the Yaselda.




V


The Yaselda river does not lend itself to drowning. Its waters are shallow and its currents are restrained. In winter it freezes, in spring it floods the fields, and in summer its temperament is as moderate as that of a tzaddik, the righteous man, who never bellows his prayers until he is hoarse, never lavishes alms right and left on his trips to the market, and does not boast of his wisdom to others. The tzaddik keeps the commandments at home, gives charity in secret, and does not care whether or not he impresses the other members of the congregation.


Mende wakes up in her bed. Her eyes can barely open and her vision is blurred. She recognises her mother-in-law Rochaleh’s sour smell, and the hunched back and the loud voice with which Eliyahu, her father-in-law, wages war against his deafness. It is hard not to recognise Reb Moishe-Lazer, thanks to his enormous coiffured beard, and she would know the silhouettes of her children from any distance. Out of the corner of her eye she notices a girl, or perhaps a woman, probably her younger sister Fanny, nerves wracked, beating her fist on the wooden wall. A man is sitting at Mende’s bedside. She cannot turn her head to look at him and is only aware of the palm of his hand resting on her heart, when suddenly he rises and lowers his head towards her chin. Can it be? Has her plight driven Zvi-Meir to repentance? Has he finally returned to his wife and children? She tries to catch a glimpse of his face, but her neck is too stiff.


“She has woken up,” the man announces in a squeaky voice, and she needs another moment or two to realise that the voice belongs to Dr Itche-Bendet Elkana.


She flutters her eyelids and lets out a pained sigh. Everyone, apart from her younger sister, gathers around her. Her son Yankele lands heavily on her stomach and Mirl pulls him back. No, Mende wants to tell her, this is a wonderful pain, but her voice seems to choke in her throat. Rochaleh eyes her daughter-in-law long enough to conclude that the patient will live.


“Well,” she says, clutching Mende’s arm in an unnecessarily tight grip, “have you finished making us worry?” She plumps up the pillow under Mende’s head, keeping hold of her bedridden daughter-in-law’s arm.


“This is not her fault,” Eliyahu says. “I’ve been saying it for a long time: that Zizek is nothing but trouble.”


Mende thinks that this is the first time she has heard him say anything of the sort.


“Did he push you in the river?” interjects Reb Moishe-Lazer Halperin, by virtue of his responsibility for his congregants’ well-being.


“How could he push and save her at the same time, Reb Halperin?” her sister Fanny calls from the back of the room. “It was Zizek who brought her back here straightaway, and sent for the doctor.”


The rabbi is momentarily stymied by this reasoning, but rallies quickly. “He pushed to take revenge and saved to make amends, this is what happens to a man torn between the Jewish and Christian faiths.”


Mende shakes her head, still unable to get a word out. “There is your answer,” Fanny says. “She wanted to wet her face in the heat of the day and she slipped, did you not, sister? Now, stop interrogating her and send someone to thank dear Zizek for saving her life.”


Mende nods, and they all seem disappointed by this simple explanation for the accident. When disaster strikes there must be culprits, even if the victim does not have the courage to name them. Eliyahu pays the rabbi for his blessings and gives Dr Elkana his fee, and then bows in gratitude. Rochaleh sends Mende a glance more painful than the firm grip on the arm, which plainly says, “We spent one rouble and then another one, and for what?”


The doctor bids them farewell with a prescription they could have devised without his expertise: Mende should rest for a few days, regain her strength with three meals a day, drink plenty of water and stay warm; and should her temperature rise or her neck become swollen, God forbid, they should send for him right away. What will he do then? Everybody knows the answer: not much. Still, it is better to hear these things from a man with credentials than from a fool.


Reb Moishe-Lazer Halperin re-enters the room to say goodbye to Mende and informs her of the extraordinary level of interest in her well-being from the people of Motal. She will not believe her ears, but Ledermann the cobbler has sent complimentary leather boots and called in Chaya-Leike to utter her incantations and drive away the Evil Eye with eggs and chamomile paste. Schneider the tailor has promised a turquoise dress as a gift – “You know how crazy Schneider can be sometimes.” And Simcha-Zissel Reznick the butcher has brought over some leftover sausage, along with medicinal herbs and linden blossom. And they all want to know what else might bring her relief.


“I have never known such camaraderie in this town before,” he says, exultant, before calling Yankele and Mirl to come and visit the neighbours with him so that their mother can rest.


Mirl resists leaving her mother’s bedside but finally acquiesces, and once the children have gone, a loud argument ensues in the next room. Rochaleh and Eliyahu are complaining to Fanny, who is imploring them to leave her sister be.


“Leave her be?” Eliyahu shouts, this time not because of his deafness. “How can we leave her be when she is acting so foolishly? I’ve been saying for a long time that she is becoming unhinged.”


“Where did she vanish off to?” asks Rochaleh. “Can’t you explain? You are her sister!” with an accusatory emphasis on the word “sister”.


“Do you know we found a fortune in the pockets of her dress?” Eliyahu says. “What can she be doing with more than three roubles?”


“You owe us an answer,” Rochaleh continues, furiously. “Our lives have become a living hell, and for what?”


And Eliyahu says, “We did not take her into our home for her to ruin our reputation.”


Then quiet takes over, and many shushes disperse in the air. On hearing someone walk into her room, Mende pretends to be asleep.


“Sister,” says Fanny, “it’s me.”


But Mende retreats deeper into herself. Fanny’s words cannot assuage her, neither “sister” nor “it’s me”. Mende is alone in the world, and this world is not for her.


*


The days go by, a few nights sneak in between, a week elapses and there is no change. While Mende’s body is fully recovered, and her lungs are emptied of river water, her words remain trapped inside her and her soul remains despondent. She is barely able to get up from her bed, and as she can only nod in assent or shake her head in refusal, her carers switch to yes-or-no conversations with her: “Hungry? Thirsty? Tired? Do you want to get up? Are you comfortable? Want to go back to bed? Want us to cover you up?” Mende is actually beginning to like this form of communication. Firstly, it does not demand any effort or thinking on her part. Secondly, it focuses on corporeal matters and not so much on the soul. And thirdly, it deflects any further discussion about what happened on the river with Zizek.


But there is a downside. Mende’s thoughts have also shrunk to consist merely of “yea” or “nay”. Her gaze has become glazed, her lips are dry, and her company is becoming burdensome. But if she is possessed by a dybbuk, it is a strange dybbuk indeed. Her body does not convulse, her mouth does not spit curses, her faith is as strong as it has ever been, and the sages of Motal are unsure whether an exorcising ceremony to expel the dybbuk would improve her condition. The neighbours continue to bring talismans but keep their visits short: one minute in Mende’s company is all it takes for boredom to set in. Her in-laws cannot scold an inanimate object, and her children are too afraid to come near her.


Only her younger sister travels over from the village every day to visit, bringing with her a bit of bread and cheese, and sometimes a slice of coffee cake or some marmalade. Fanny opens the window, airs the room, straightens the sheets and then sits by her sister’s bed. She talks about the children for a while, telling Mende of Yankele’s mischief and the progress that Mirl and her own daughters are making in their Hebrew and arithmetic lessons, and then relates a little of the news she hears in Motal. But Fanny has never been much of a talker either.


At the weekends, Fanny brings Natan-Berl and their five children with her, and sometimes Natan-Berl’s mother, Rivkah Keismann, will tag along despite the torturous journey, and only because “they begged her to come”.


Mende Speismann does not know how much money Natan-Berl secretly gives her in-laws for her keep – twenty roubles, maybe thirty, each month. From Eliyahu’s obsequious tones, she knows that her in-laws’ household would not be able to make ends meet without her sister’s help. And yet Mende is incapable of showing her any warmth. One day, however, Fanny surprises Mende with the news that she is forced to go away for a while. Natan-Berl’s uncle is on his deathbed, and the entire family is to gather in Kiev. She does not know how long they’ll be away, a month, maybe two, but Mende is not to worry, because Fanny has already made all the necessary arrangements with Rochaleh and Eliyahu. Mende is robbed of her breath and choked by her tears. She half-rises from her bed and clings to her younger sister’s neck.


“Do not worry, sister,” Fanny whispers. “I will be back soon, definitely before the High Holidays.”


“I— I—” stutters Mende and closes her eyes to hold in the tears.


“I know, sister,” Fanny murmurs, relieved that Mende still remembers words other than “yes” and “no”.


*


Fanny’s absence is very much felt. The days meander, dates become meaningless and the High Holidays drift further and further away. The only significant effect the changing seasons have is that they dictate how wide they open the window for Mende, and the sounds of the vibrant world outside seem to mock the woman who is still shut away in her room. Rochaleh’s and Eliyahu’s resolute footsteps pound accusingly around the house. How much longer, Mende, how much longer? And her fledglings, who used to be the source of her joy and are now a source of torment, stand at her room’s threshold, yearning for affection.


One day, a package is delivered to her by Yisrael Tate, the tavern owner. A brand new issue of Hamagid, a rarity in godforsaken Motal, which doesn’t even have a post office. As soon as he has gone, Mende opens the paper with a mixture of excitement and shame: maybe it is her turn this time? What has become of her advertisement?


Yet she is in for a double disappointment today. Not only is there no trace of the announcement she wrote on her birthday, but she also comes across a new and oddly titled notice, “Wife Lost”, in which help is sought in finding a lady – a wife? – who has disappeared. This is strange, thinks Mende, reading the first few lines, which contravene common sense and morality alike, and her heart is filled with animosity towards the spoiled women who turn their backs on their calling.




A woman went out in the second hour after midnight and has not returned since. All of our efforts to look for her in villages and towns, forests and rivers have failed. Her whereabouts are unknown and there’s not a trace of her to be found. Therefore, anyone with the slightest bit of information regarding this woman should hasten to send it our way. She has left her husband, five children and miserable mother-in-law in despair in their village home.





Yishuvnikim, thinks Mende. Villagers. No wonder, the miserable wretches. Living among the goyim and imitating their manners. Black is white, bad is good, earth is sky, and woman is man. Hamagid is a despicable paper for consenting to run such abominable advertisements. What interest could the public have in this anomalous case, which tells them nothing about the way things ought to be? Besides, there’s no way of knowing whether this story is just a fabrication; perhaps all the writer wants is attention, to shock the public with their arrogance.


She drops the newspaper on the floor by her bed. Has the world turned upside down? Is the sea on fire? Is there nothing else to write about? Has the Messiah arrived? Is she in the rebuilt Jerusalem? Have Jews reached the point where wretched women can allow themselves to abandon their poor children and husbands, Heaven forfend? She begins to cry. Master of the World, I beseech you to place an obstacle in the path of this woman leaving her home in the second hour after midnight. Bring her back to her village, to her husband and five miserable children, and do not let her lead other women astray. Some catastrophe is about to happen, Blessed Holy One, I can feel it in my bones.


Mende picks up the newspaper again, this time searching for a sign between the lines that her prayer has been answered. She is drawn back to the “Wife Lost” notice, and reads on to the end.




These are her details: young, twenty-five years of age, her face is round, her hair fair (blonde), ash-grey eyes, simple, unfriendly, has a long scar marking the bite of a beast on her left arm, she was seen leaving dressed in black with a short, reddish jacket over the top. Her name is Fanny Keismann, and I, her mother-in-law, Rivkah Keismann, ask that you help my son, Natan-Berl Keismann, and I am prepared to pay generously anyone who knows of her whereabouts.







Grodno
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I


For many nights, Fanny Keismann had been unable to sleep. Mende’s sad eyes reminded her of their mother, during their Grodno childhood. Deep black eyes with bags underneath. When she was a girl, there was nothing that Fanny would not try to raise their mother’s spirits. She helped with the chores, made kreplach and krupnik, learned to read the Tzena U’Renah and the Teutsch Pentateuch, and even drew water from the Neman. She would spill half of it on the way back, but she carried as much as a young girl could. But whenever she approached her mother, hoping for a hug and a kiss in return, she was always met with the same answer: “Not now, Fannychka, not now. Mamme is tired.” A sigh.


Her father, Meir-Anschil Schechter, who was usually a stern man, had one joke that he liked to tell. He dismissed any theory that a dybbuk might have possessed his wife, and would never hear of exorcism and talismans. “Your mother,” he explained to Fanny and her sister, “is actually quite a happy woman, and there’s nothing in this world that she loves more than you two. But she can’t help being the righteous woman that she is. And if it is said ‘In pain shall you bear children’, then she must act accordingly.”


“There is no such commandment!” Fanny said with indignation.


“You are a bright child,” her father replied, his countenance softening. “Very clever.”


Throughout her childhood, Fanny used to tug down on her cheeks to avoid getting those same bags under her eyes that were so characteristic of her mother. And recently, having spent all those hours with Mende, she has noticed that her hands are once more pulling at her cheeks and her thoughts have been drawn, against her better judgment, back to those faraway days.


Even in the dead of night, at the second hour past midnight, as she left her home and climbed into Mikhail Andreyevich’s cart, which was waiting for her as arranged on the outskirts of the village with his horse, she felt as if she was racing to her mother’s final place of rest, somewhere between the fields of potatoes and the fields of wheat.


Fanny was ten when her mother’s light went out, and the child had watched as her mother’s dead body was laid out in the kitchen on a thin mattress covered with a white sheet. Her father explained to her that they were waiting for the lady morticians of the chevra kadisha, who had been delayed by a snowstorm. Her mother lay on the floor in this way all through the night, between the kitchen table and the oven, and Fanny could not sleep even for a moment. When she thought she could hear breathing and gurgling from the kitchen, she dared to leave her bed and go to her mother. She felt her mother’s cold hands and crept underneath the sheet that covered her. For the first time in her life, she encountered neither her mother’s broken voice saying “Not now, Fannychka, not now. Mamme is tired”, nor that damned sigh. The child clung to the body and held its hand, until her father found them there at the break of dawn. These hours were among the happiest she had ever known, and her father smiled down at her without any sign of alarm.




II


Meir-Anschil Schechter was a decent man: “in ehrlicher Yid”, as everyone used to say. Not a scholar, not a sage and not among the tzaddikim, but he was certainly God-fearing. Descended from a well-known family of shochetim, he had continued the family tradition of strictly observing the laws of animal slaughter, scrupulously following the rules of kashrut and naming a fair price for both buyer and seller. He refused to accept coins or notes from his customers. “They are for speculators,” he used to say. In return for his slaughtering services, clients would bring choice cuts of meat, bags of wheat, jugs of milk, fruit and vegetables, and even furniture and clothes. Monetary scepticism had been the hallmark of the Schechter family for many generations, and it had shielded them from worries about the depreciating impact various political situations had on the currency.


Meir-Anschil followed a strict daily routine. In the morning he would rise, wash his hands, say his benedictions, pray, eat his bread and go to sharpen his halaf on a stone. He took care of his daughters with punctilious devotion from the moment they awoke until they left the house, and then went his separate way to the abattoir for his day’s work.


The cattle and poultry would arrive at Meir-Anschil’s business tethered and crammed together, with the fear of death in their eyes. Cows and sheep and goats and calves and lambs and roosters came in, one after the other, on teetering legs, with dry tongues and broken spirits. As they were brought into the slaughtering pen, the animals smelled the blood and tried to resist with all the strength they had left in them. They kicked and bellowed until they tore their throats, letting out exactly the same cries they would have heard a few days earlier, coming from the direction of this very pen. Their owners cracked their whips, trying to crush any lingering resistance, but Meir-Anschil would take the animals from them and ask his customers to wait outside for a moment. Once he was all alone with an animal, Meir-Anschil never felt any real pity. True, he gave the cows water to drink and patted the calves, and looked into the subdued eyes of the lambs; but he did this out of a sense of necessity and respect, not sympathy. The animals registered the stern expression on his face, sniffed the blood on his apron, and knew that this final charity had been granted to them by none other than their executioner. It was his kindness, which exceeded that of their owners, that made them suspicious. Therefore, when he threw them on the ground, their feet bound and their bodies deep in the dirt, they gazed vacantly up at him, as if they already knew that their fate was sealed.


Once he had begun the job Meir-Anschil never tarried, guiding his knife in a single, smooth motion. He cut the trachea and the oesophagus, the carotid artery and the jugular in a single movement, without crushing the neck, or cutting from top to bottom. He did not insert the knife between the trachea and the oesophagus, did not point the halaf anywhere beyond the incision, did not tear at the flesh – either with the blade or with his hand – he did not press or crush the animal, and he never worked when he was tired. Only once he had checked and confirmed that the incisions were kosher and that the pipes of the trachea and oesophagus had been correctly severed, would he wipe his forehead and hands, give thanks to God for the commandment to “cover blood with dust” and throw some earth over the pool of blood to absorb it.


In the evening he returned home to his wife, Malka Schechter, and their two daughters, and because Malka usually confined herself to her room it was he who prepared a feast of a dinner for the four of them. Meir-Anschil and his daughters would eat heartily, dark bread and fresh vegetables and grains and noodles and meat, while his wife watched them with a preoccupied air. Meir-Anschil had built his home on the left bank of the Neman, a fair distance from the market square, and placed the slaughterhouse as far away as possible from the ears of the townsfolk. He never took any interest in gossip and usually resented the pilpul of sages, and therefore few guests ever frequented their home. In the evenings, his only wish was to be left in peace so that he could smoke his pipe and go to bed early.


He loved his wife with a mad passion. His parents had agreed to the terms of his marriage when he had been a boy of ten, and for years they told him about Malka’s beauty and wisdom. He fell in love with her before he had seen her even once.


They married two years after his bar mitzvah. All his life, his parents had taught him that marital relations evolve gradually, out of a sense of duty, but in Malka’s presence he felt like a man caught in a downpour: his face burned, his heart danced, and his mouth uttered nonsense and lies. He found himself unworthy of her beauty, of her round face, pink cheeks, scarlet lips, unworthy even of the little dimple on her chin, and he was riddled with anxiety whenever he was with her. He knew that the only reason for their shidduch was his profession, which guaranteed a good income, but it was precisely because of his job that he could not allow himself to touch his wife. How could he approach her, with hands that had so much blood on them? In his clothes, impregnated with the stench of death? How could he eclipse her splendour with his dark world? On their wedding night, he did not dare enter her bed, and it took months of sleeping next to each another in two separate beds for her to move over to his and lie down next to him, which obliged him to defile her slender body with his clumsy flesh and animal-like grunts. In the morning, when she smiled at him with blushing cheeks, he felt that she was only pretending, out of respect for him. He did not love her the way righteous men love their wives, from a sense of duty and a wish to observe the commandments; he desired her like a hungry beast and he was in thrall to her like a slave. Every evening, he returned home, certain that he would find her gone, and was eternally grateful that she was prepared to endure, if even for just one more day, his awkward appearance, his acrid smell, his slow mind and his despicable profession.


He received his warning sign from Heaven in a dream that began to haunt him. He would be at the slaughterhouse waiting for a client, who arrived pulling along a strange animal by a rope: a beast with the body of a cow and the head of an angel – an angel with Malka’s delicate face. They would be left alone, the shochet and this creature, her tongue parched and her eyes wide open. He would call out to the heavens with bitter tears, then raise the halaf above her neck, but in his anguish he would rip at her organs and defile the act. She would die in his arms, slowly, and he would wake from the nightmare drenched in sweat and petrified.


The image of his beloved wife’s face on the body of a cow was bad enough for Meir-Anschil, and the memory of the desperation on Malka’s face was indeed horrific. But something else unsettled him even more. How could his hands have behaved so clumsily and torn the creature’s organs like an inept amateur? He realised that if he were to continue on this path of uncontrollable desire for Malka, he would first lose his livelihood, and then both he and his family would be lost altogether. That summer, he expanded their wooden house into their back yard, built an extra room for himself and moved into it permanently.




III


Ever since she was a young girl, Malka had been eaten up by guilt. Her father, Yankele Kriegsmann, never stopped reminding her that she was responsible for all his misfortunes. Times were hard, only the Blessed Holy One could remember better days, and Yankele Kriegsmann’s livelihood hung by a thread. In his youth he had inherited vast stocks of wheat, which gradually rotted because he could not make up his mind about what to do with them. At first, he wanted to export them to the west, but was stalled by government bureaucracy. Then he learned to make beer, by which time Jews were banned from manufacturing and serving alcohol. He blamed these failures on his spoiled children, who necessitated his staying in one place and were a constant drain on his time. Consequently, he did not spare them his rod and terrorised them with stories about the angels that strike the dead with white-hot irons.


Yet even with lazy children such as his, Yankele Kriegsmann discovered that he could earn a nice income by taking in large dowries for his sons and paying out small dowries for his daughters. After all, there’s nothing undignified about making a profit. He was not especially particular, therefore, when his daughters began to receive marriage proposals, and decided that Malka, the prettiest of them all, should marry the son of Isaac-Wolf Schechter, who came from a family of slaughterhouse owners – which, admittedly, was not a respectable profession, but they were the best in their trade in the entire district. Malka was twelve when she married.


For Malka, it was no wonder that her husband did not come to her bed immediately after their wedding. In her own eyes, she had been a liability before the wedding and was to remain a liability ever after, and if her father knew this, how could she expect anything different from anyone else? This is why she was not puzzled when Meir-Anschil kept himself to himself on their wedding night, and why it came as no surprise when they continued to sleep in separate beds for many months. Nevertheless, she invented a game of prophetic signs that gave her both hope and warnings: if the rooster calls fewer than three times, Meir-Anschil will smile at her; but if it calls more than thrice, her husband will keep his usual sour face. If she pours the tea without spilling any, her husband will notice her beauty; but if she spills even one drop, he will think her ugly. If their horse neighs, good fortune will come their way; but if her shoes become covered in mud, disaster will strike. Needless to say, this chain of cause and effect that she imposed on reality was refuted over and over again. Yet all it took was just one prediction to be fulfilled for Malka to feel in control and invent a new pact. And so, one stormy night, she promised herself that if the window blew open, she would enter her husband’s bed – and when the wind duly opened the window, she did just that.


After that night, Meir-Anschil continued to pursue her, but she was not surprised when, several months later, he gave up and started sleeping in another room. She lay alone at night, unable to determine whether she was asleep or awake, fantasising about the baby that would need her and depend on her for solace. When Mende was born, Malka could not let her out of her sight and would not let anyone else come near her for fear of the Evil Eye. Malka tied the baby to her apron with a rope, because she knew that if the neighbours were to hold Mende she would not be able to find a husband for her daughter, and that if she ever left the house without her mother, the toddler would surely be run over by the wheels of a cart. Even the touch of Meir-Anschil on the baby seemed to Malka like the kiss of death.


A year later, with Fanny’s birth, things grew even worse. Malka lost control altogether and could only predict imminent catastrophe. She had no doubt that one day the Neman would overflow and that both her daughters would be overcome by the water. She visualised the girls drowning as she tried in vain to rescue them. Her grief over their loss barely permitted her to get out of bed. She gave birth to them in hope, and watched them grow in sorrow, helpless against their sealed fate.




IV


When Malka Schechter died, Meir-Anschil had no wish to fulfil the commandment to be fruitful and multiply with another woman, despite repeated attempts to bring his lack of male heirs to his attention. He kept on with his daily routine and left his daughters with their grandfather, Yankel Kriegsmann. The old man was asked to teach them Hebrew and arithmetic, but he devoted most of their lessons to his descriptions, in minute detail, of the fate awaiting them in Hell, where women are hung by their hair and breasts.


One evening, as Meir-Anschil was sitting with his daughters, he noticed that Mende was eating with an unusual appetite. Fanny matter-of-factly explained that her sister had broken the hinge of a door in their grandfather’s home and had therefore been punished. Meir-Anschil tried to understand the reasoning behind the decision to punish her by starvation, and it was only then that he discovered the grandfather’s educational methods. Without further ado, he instructed the girls to continue eating, took his halaf and left his house in the direction of his father-in-law’s. Kriegsmann was caught completely by surprise when his front door swung open, and the burly hulk of his son-in-law stood in the doorway, wearing a black cape and a fur hood, and wielding a knife. Meir-Anschil threw Kriegsmann across the kitchen table, grabbed him by the neck and pressed the halaf against his throat. The old man writhed in his grip and Meir-Anschil sent a fist flying into his jaw.


From that day on, Meir-Anschil left his daughters in the charge of Sondel Gordon, the tailor, so that they could learn his trade. Indeed, sewing is a low-paying profession whose practitioners risk dimming eyesight, but Meir-Anschil hoped that it would allow him to send his daughters to the Lower East Side in New York, where, rumour had it, seamstresses were in high demand and the Jews prospered. What is more, Gordon’s shop was not far from the slaughterhouse, and Meir-Anschil could keep as much of an eye on his daughters as he liked.


Yet Providence, as is its custom, had other ideas. For a few days, Meir-Anschil sensed that something was not right, and found himself constantly turning his head to see if someone was following him. The animals sensed his nervousness and struggled with even greater ferocity, while the customers noticed his hesitation when he took the tethers from their hands. At times, he wondered if the Blessed Holy One was watching him at work and scrutinising his technique, which disconcerted him each time he brought the halaf to an animal’s neck.


As it transpired, nothing of the sort was happening. In a moment of quiet concentration, as he covered blood with dirt, he heard noises coming from the roof and immediately concluded that he was indeed being scrutinised from above. But it was not the good God On High, but an unexpected voyeur who turned out to be none other than—


“—Fanny?!”


The child nearly rolled off the roof when she heard her father calling out her name; and when he carefully lowered her from the window, her first instinct was to run away. Meir-Anschil gripped her arm and felt her body tremble. Her grey eyes became impregnable and her face was quite calm.


“You should never have seen that,” he said, alarmed by the expression on his daughter’s face. “Now hurry back to Sondel Gordon.”


They said nothing to each other at dinner that evening, but when Mende cleared away the plates, Meir-Anschil announced that he wished to speak with his younger daughter.


“What you saw today,” he said, “is parnussah, which is how I make a living.” He hesitated. “Parnussah, that is, the animals and the blood.” He garbled his words. “Your grandfather was also a shochet,” he sighed. “And his grandfather,” he added. “The whole family, in fact. Anyway,” he finished, “I am sorry you saw it.” And he stopped talking.


“I want to learn too,” Fanny said, her eyes gleaming behind her fair hair. Meir-Anschil burst out laughing, startling Mende, but then he realised that Fanny, who was not yet eleven, was deadly serious.


“Learn what?” he asked, to make quite sure that he had understood her correctly.


“I want to learn how to use the knife,” she said.


Meir-Anschil’s heart flooded with pride. The blood of shochetim runs through her veins, he thought, and then he recalled that morning, a year earlier, when he had found Fanny lying beneath the white sheet next to her deceased mother. The girl had held her mother’s hand and had not been dissuaded by the soul’s dance as it exited the body. She had felt a need to be the last person to bid farewell to the corpse, exactly the feeling that compelled Meir-Anschil to report for work at the gates of annihilation each and every morning. If there was one thing Meir-Anschil detested, it was the self-righteous who feed on meat but are disgusted by death and blood. They complain about the screams and screeches, and want to move the slaughterhouse out of the town to keep the stench of the carcasses at a distance. And then what do they serve at their tables?


It was unthinkable that a girl should learn the slaughterer’s trade, let alone a future wife and mother. Nevertheless, in complete breach of her father’s wishes and instructions, Fanny clung steadfastly to her plan, and Meir-Anschil began to notice worrying signs in his daughter’s behaviour. Firstly, although Mende knew how to patch clothes immaculately by now, Fanny had not learned a thing from Sondel Gordon. Secondly, Meir-Anschil saw her nosing about the slaughterhouse on two further occasions. Thirdly, on rainy days the roof began to leak in several places, and when Meir-Anschil climbed up to inspect it, he discovered that some of the tiles had been moved and not replaced properly. Fourthly, the letter opener that disappeared from the kitchen table was found in Fanny’s room. And fifthly, Meir-Anschil began to notice deep scratches on the furniture around the house.


Whatever Fanny could deny, she denied: the spying, the tiles, the scratches, and more. But when, one evening, he glanced into her room and saw her wielding the letter opener in her left hand and grabbing an imaginary creature in her right, Meir-Anschil knew that he was in deep trouble. However, a man like him does not give in to his distress, so he forbade that which he saw from continuing and accepted that which was hidden from his eyes, in the hope that the whim would pass. And then the rabbi came to see him on behalf of Sondel Gordon the tailor, who feared speaking with Meir-Anschil about his younger daughter, and yet was also concerned about the letter opener, which, it transpired, she had been using to dismember insects on the shop floor.


The rabbi made it clear to Meir-Anschil that he was speaking to him as one father to another. After all, Fanny had only recently lost her mother, and her refusal to learn to sew and her activities with the knife were surely indications that she was going through a difficult time. Best to pay special attention to her and perhaps even seek the help of a woman at home; the Almighty knows that a girl needs a mother. Anyway, let it be clear that he had no wish to interfere with the child’s upbringing. As far as he was concerned, she could even become a female shochet, should the honourable gentleman so choose. It was only that it was best to put her on the straight and narrow path and avoid sealing her fate because of a childish caprice, and hence . . .


“What do you mean, ‘she could even become a female shochet’?” Meir-Anschil demanded.


“I did not mean to offend,” the rabbi said.


“She can be a female shochet?”


“Forgive me,” the rabbi said, raising both his hands, “but that is not what this is about.”


“Women can perform religious slaughter, they can actually perform the act?”


“Well, it is best if they don’t. But never mind that. The thing is . . .”


“If that is so, then they are forbidden to practise it?”


“Well,” the rabbi mumbled, “there is no explicit prohibition, and our law permits it in principle, but important halakhic rulers have already recommended that women had best refrain from practising the trade, due to their timidity and frailty. But, mind you, that is not why I came to see the honourable gentleman; that is not what is at stake.”


The next day, Meir-Anschil invited Fanny to come to the slaughterhouse. The conditions were clear: she must watch and be silent. He gave her an old, oversized apron and seated her on a stool in the corner. This was how he himself had started at the age of ten; he remembered all too well being rushed back to his home twice on account of his vomiting and dizzy spells. In the evening, his father had come into his bedroom and said, “True, you will not have beauty in your world, but there will not be a thing that you and your family will need and not have.” He had loathed his father for saying this and had always felt tortured by the profession he had inherited. Now, he felt a faint pang of remorse for having not promptly stopped his daughter from following him down the same path.


“Are you ready?” he asked Fanny, hoping that she might yet change her mind.


She nodded.


He brought a proud brown ram into the pen. Meir-Anschil pushed it to the ground and bound three of its legs. The ram struggled with its head and kicked with its free leg, but the shochet skilfully avoided the blows. He brought the halaf to the neck of the bleating animal and, with a sharp, masterful gesture, he slit its trachea and oesophagus.


Meir-Anschil looked over at his daughter as the ram began to convulse in a pool of blood. Instead of seeking consolation in her father’s eyes, Fanny was riveted by the animal’s final twitches. She appeared not to feel any emotion or fear, but to consider the job as a kind of game. When he approached her with his stained apron, she stretched out her fingers to touch the blood, and when the ram had stopped moving, Meir-Anschil held her arm to show her how to move the knife. The girl stood in the pool of blood and stared at the ram’s neck, apparently ready to perform kosher slaughter herself.


“You do realise that this is an animal?” he asked her. “That was alive?”


“Yes, I realise that.”


She watched her father in tense anticipation, for months on end, waiting for the moment when she would leave the world of theory and step into the world of practice. In the meantime, she learned the procedure from her father and helped him spread earth over spilled blood. After more than a year, on her twelfth birthday, Meir-Anschil gave her a small knife for slaughtering chickens. Fanny was thrilled and sharpened it regularly, and even asked Mende to sew her a rag doll on which she could practise.


Mende flatly refused. As far as she was concerned, her father and sister had taken leave of their sanity. She concluded that she should spend more time with the family of Sondel Gordon the tailor instead. Mende knew that an increasing number of townspeople did not look favourably upon her younger sister’s tomfoolery, and that the day when they would take their custom elsewhere was not far off, and then her father’s business would run aground; and she, the eldest daughter, would not find a proper shidduch. She was therefore always courteous, avidly fulfilled the commandments and made sure to appear gentle and modest before any man she encountered. She knew that people had started calling her “Mende Gordon” behind her back, but she thought that this malicious nickname might work in her favour. At any rate, it was better than her sister’s nickname: “die vilde chaya”, the wild animal.
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