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    I can already hear everyone saying, A tree? So what’s a tree — a trunk, leaves, roots, some beetles in the bark, and a shapely crown at best; so? I can hear them saying, Don’t you have anything better to think about to give you that rapturous look like a hungry goat being shown a nice juicy bunch of grass? Or maybe you mean one tree in particular, a special one that for all I know gave its name to a battle, the Battle of the Black Pine, say, do you mean one like that? Or was someone special hanged from it? No, not even that? Oh, all right, it seems pretty inane, but if you get such a kick out of it, we can go on playing this silly game for a while, it’s up to you. Maybe you mean that soft sound people call rustling, when the wind has found your tree and improvises a tune on it? Or do you mean the number of board feet your tree yields? Or the well-known shade it casts? It’s a funny thing, but at the very mention of shade everyone thinks of trees, although buildings or blast furnaces cast much more shade. Do you mean the shade?




    No, all wrong, I say then, you can stop guessing, you’ll never get it. I don’t mean any of that, although its heating potential is not to be sneezed at. Quite simply, I mean a tree. I have my reasons. First of all, trees have played a certain role in my life, a role I may be overestimating, but that’s how it appears to me. When I was nine I fell out of a tree, an apple tree incidentally, and broke my left hand. It healed up fairly well, though there are a few intricate movements I can no longer perform with my left hand. I mention this merely because it had always been taken for granted that I would one day be a violinist, but that’s really not important. First my mother had the idea, then my father wanted it too, and finally all three of us wanted it. So, not a violinist.




    A few years later, I must have been about seventeen, I lay for the first time in my life with a girl, under a tree. This time it was a beech tree, a good fifty feet tall. The girl’s name was Esther — no, Moira, I think — at any rate it was a beech tree, and a wild boar disturbed us. Could have been more than one, we didn’t have time to look back. Then a few years later my wife, Hannah, was executed under a tree. I can’t say what kind of tree that one was, I wasn’t there, I was just told about it, and I forgot to ask about the tree.




    And now the second reason why I get that rapturous look when I think about that tree — probably or even certainly the more important reason of the two. It so happens that trees are not allowed in this ghetto (Ordinance 31: “It is strictly prohibited to maintain any kind of ornamental or edible plants within the confines of the ghetto. The same applies to trees. Should any wild plants have been overlooked during the establishment of the ghetto, these are to be removed immediately. Offenders will be …”).




    Hardtloff dreamed this up, God knows why, perhaps because of the birds. Countless other things are prohibited too, of course — rings and other valuable objects, keeping pets, being out on the street after eight at night — there’s no sense in listing them all. I try to picture what would happen to a person who, wearing a ring, is found with a dog on the street after eight P.M. Actually no, I don’t try to picture that at all. I don’t even think about rings or dogs or the time of day. I think only of this tree, and my eyes get that rapturous look. I can see their point of view, I mean, theoretically I can understand it: You are Jews, you are less than dirt, why do you need rings, why do you have to hang about on the street after eight P.M.? We have such and such plans for you and intend to carry them out in such and such a way. I can see their point of view; I weep over it, I would kill them all if I could, I would wring Hardtloff’s neck with this left hand of mine whose fingers can no longer perform intricate movements; still, I can see the logic of it. But why do they forbid us to have trees?




    I’ve tried hundreds of times to unload this blasted story, without success. Either I tried it with the wrong people, or I made some mistake or other. I mixed up a lot of things, I got names wrong, or, as I said, they were the wrong people. Every time I have a few drinks, it comes up again; I can’t help myself. I mustn’t drink so much. Every time I think these must be the right people, and I think I’ve got it all nicely together, nothing can go wrong when I tell it.




    Yet Jacob, to look at him, isn’t the least bit like a tree. There are men, after all, whom one might describe as “sturdy as an oak,” tall, strong, a bit awe inspiring, men one would like to lean against every day for a few minutes. Jacob is much shorter; he’d hardly reach the shoulder of any sturdy oak of a fellow. He is scared like all the rest of us, he is really no different from Kirschbaum or Frankfurter or me or Kowalski. The only thing that distinguishes him from the rest of us is that without him, this whole damn story could never have happened. But even there one can be of two minds.




    So it is evening. Don’t ask the exact time, only the Germans know that; we have no clocks or watches. It’s been dark for some time now, a few windows show light: that’s all I can tell you. Jacob is hurrying, there’s not much time left, it’s been dark for quite a while. Then suddenly there’s no time at all, not even half a second, for there he is, bathed in light. This happens right in the middle of the street, the Kurländischer Damm, close to the ghetto boundary where most of the tailors used to be located. There stands the sentry, fifteen feet above Jacob, on a wooden tower behind the barbed wire stretched clear across the street. At first the sentry says nothing, just holds Jacob in the beam of his searchlight, right there in the middle of the street, waiting. To the left, on the corner, is what used to be the store belonging to Mariutan, an immigrant Romanian who has meanwhile returned to Romania to safeguard the interests of his country at the front. And on the right is the business that used to belong to Tinten-fass, a local Jew now living in Brooklyn, New York, who continues to make high-class ladies’ dresses. And between them, standing on the cobblestones and alone with his fear, is Jacob Heym, really too old for such a test of nerves. He snatches off his cap, can’t make out a thing in the light; all he knows is that somewhere behind this dazzle are two soldier’s eyes that have found him. Jacob mentally runs through all the obvious transgressions and can’t think of any he has committed. He has his identity card on him, he hasn’t been absent from work, the yellow star on his chest is on exactly the prescribed spot — he glances down at it again — and he sewed on the one for his back only two days ago. If the man doesn’t shoot right away, Jacob can answer all his questions satisfactorily: just let him ask.




    “Am I mistaken, or is it forbidden to be on the street after eight o’clock?” the soldier says at last. One of the easygoing kind, his voice doesn’t even sound angry, quite mild in fact. One might feel like having a chat; a touch of humor might not be out of place.




    “It is forbidden,” says Jacob.




    “And what time is it now?”




    “I don’t know.”




    “But you ought to know,” the soldier says.




    Jacob might now say, That’s true, or he could ask, How could I? or, What time is it, then? Or he could say nothing and wait, which is what he does, as that seems the most advisable course.




    “Do you at least know what that building is over there?” asks the soldier, having realized, no doubt, that this partner is not the kind of person to keep a conversation going. Jacob knows. He hasn’t seen in which direction the soldier has nodded or pointed; he sees only the blinding searchlight, and beyond it are quite a few buildings, but, the way things are at the moment, only one can be meant.




    “The military office,” Jacob says.




    “What you do now is go in there and report to the duty officer. You tell him that you were out on the street after eight o’clock, and you ask him for a well-deserved punishment.”




    The military office. Jacob doesn’t know much about this building; he knows that it houses some sort of German administration — at least that’s what people say. As to what is being administered there, nobody knows. He knows that the tax department used to be there; he knows there are two exits, one in the front and one leading out of the ghetto. But above all he knows that the chances of a Jew leaving this building alive are very poor. To this day, no such case has ever been heard of.




    “Anything the matter?” asks the soldier.




    “No.”




    Jacob turns and walks away. The searchlight follows him, draws his attention to uneven spots in the paving, makes his shadow grow longer and longer, makes his shadow climb up the heavy steel door with its round peephole when Jacob still has many steps to go.




    “And what do you ask for?” says the soldier.




    Jacob stops, turns around patiently, and replies, “For a well-deserved punishment.”




    He does not shout — only people lacking in self-control or respect shout — but neither does he say it too softly, so as to be sure the man in the light can hear him clearly across the distance. He takes pains to find exactly the right tone; it should indicate that he knows what he is to ask for, all he needs is to be asked.




    Jacob opens the door, quickly shuts it again between himself and the searchlight, and looks down the long empty corridor. He has been here often; there used to be a small table just inside the entrance on the left, with a minor official seated behind it. As long as Jacob can remember, it was always Mr. Kominek who used to ask each visitor, “What can we do for you?” “I’ve come to pay my semiannual taxes, Mr. Kominek,” Jacob would reply. But Kominek would behave as if he had never seen Jacob before, although from October to the end of April he had been in Jacob’s little shop almost every week and eaten potato pancakes there. “Occupation?” Kominek would ask. “Tradesman,” Jacob would answer. He never showed his annoyance, not even a trace; Kominek invariably managed four pancakes, and sometimes he would bring his wife along too. “Name?” Kominek would ask next. “Heym, Jacob Heym.” “Letters F to K, room 16.” Yet whenever Kominek came to his shop he had never bothered to order pancakes; he would simply say, “The usual.” For he was a regular.




    Where the table once stood there is now no longer a table, but the floor still shows the four marks where its legs used to be, whereas the chair has left no trace, probably because it never stood as consistently on the self-same spot as the table had. Jacob leans against the door to catch his breath. The last few minutes have not been easy, but what does that matter now? The smell in this building has changed, somehow for the better. The acrid odor of ammonia that at one time pervaded the corridor has gone; instead there is, inexplicably, a more civilian smell. There is a hint of leather in the air, female sweat, coffee, and a trace of perfume. At the far end of the corridor a door opens, a woman in a green dress comes out, walks a few steps; she has nice straight legs, she goes into another room, two doors are left open, he hears her laugh, she comes out of the room again, walks back, the doors are closed again, the corridor is empty once more. Jacob is still leaning against the steel door. He wants to go outside again, maybe the searchlight is no longer waiting for him, maybe it has sought out something new, but maybe it is still waiting; it seems rather unlikely that it is not waiting; the soldier’s last question had sounded so final.




    Jacob walks along the corridor. There is nothing on the doors to indicate who is behind them, only numbers. Perhaps the duty officer has the room formerly occupied by the bureau chief, but one can’t be sure and it is not advisable to knock at the wrong door. What do you want, some information? Did you hear that? He wants information! We have such and such plans for him, and he comes wandering in here and wants information!




    Behind number 15, formerly TRADESMEN A–E, Jacob can hear sounds. He puts his ear to the door, tries to listen, can’t understand anything, only single words that make no sense; but even if the wood were thinner, it wouldn’t help much, for no one is likely to address another person as “Duty Officer.” Suddenly the door opens — what else but number 15! — but fortunately the doors here open outward so that the person coming out doesn’t see Jacob, who is hidden by the door. Fortunately, too, the person leaves the door open; he’ll be back in a moment — when people think there’s no one else around they leave doors open — and Jacob is concealed. Inside the room a radio is turned on; it crackles a bit, one of their “people’s radios” no doubt, but there is no music. Since being in the ghetto Jacob has never heard any music, none of us has, except when someone happened to be singing. An announcer is reporting trivialities from some headquarters, someone has been posthumously promoted to lieutenant colonel, next comes a bit about ensured supplies for the population, and then the announcer reads a bulletin that has just come in: “In a fierce defensive battle our heroically fighting troops succeeded in halting the Bolshevist attack twelve miles from Bezanika. In the course of the action our side…”




    Then the fellow is back in his room; he closes the door, and the wood is too thick. Jacob doesn’t move. He has heard a great deal: Bezanika is not that far away, more than a stone’s throw but certainly not an enormous distance. He has never been there, but he has heard of Bezanika, a very small town; if you travel southeast by train via Mieloworno and the district town of Pry, where his maternal grandfather once had a pharmacy, and you then change trains for Kostawka, you eventually arrive in Bezanika. It may be all of two hundred and fifty miles, maybe even three hundred, not more, he hopes, and that’s where they are now. A dead man has heard some good news and he is happy, he would like to go on being happy, but in his situation — the duty officer is waiting for him and Jacob must move on.




    The next step is the hardest; Jacob tries to take it but is stymied. His sleeve is caught in the door. The fellow who came back to the room has pinned him there without the slightest malicious aforethought; he simply closed the door behind him, and Jacob was caught. He gives a cautious tug. The door is well made, it fits perfectly, no superfluous gaps; you couldn’t slip a sheet of paper through. Jacob would like to cut off that piece of sleeve, but his knife is at home, and using his teeth, of which half are missing, would be a waste of time.




    It occurs to him to take off his jacket, simply take it off and leave it stuck in the door — what does he need a jacket for now anyway?




    He has already slipped out of one sleeve when he remembers that he does still need the jacket. Not for the approaching winter — when you’re in the ghetto the oncoming cold doesn’t scare you — but for the duty officer, if Jacob ever finds him. The duty officer doubtless could stand the sight of a Jew without a jacket — Jacob’s shirt is clean and only slightly mended — but hardly the sight of a Jew without a yellow star on his chest and back (Ordinance 1). Last summer the stars were on the shirt, you can still see the stitch marks, but not anymore; the stars are now on the jacket. So he puts it on again, sticks with his stars, tugs more firmly, gains a few millimeters, but not enough. The situation is, one might say, desperate; he tugs with all his might, something rips, making a sound, and the door opens. Jacob falls into the corridor, a man in civilian clothes stands over him, looking very surprised; the man laughs, then turns serious again. What does Jacob think he is doing here? Jacob gets up and chooses his words very carefully. Not that he’s been out on the street after eight. No, the sentry who stopped him had told him it was eight o’clock and he was to report here to the duty officer.




    “And then you decided to eavesdrop at this door?”




    “I wasn’t eavesdropping. I’ve never been here before and didn’t know what room to go to. So I was just about to knock here.”




    The man asks no more questions and nods his head toward the end of the corridor. Jacob walks ahead of him until the man says, “Right here”; it is not the bureau chief’s room. Jacob looks at the man, then knocks. The man walks away, but there is no answer from inside.




    “Go in,” the man tells him, and disappears behind his own door after Jacob has pressed down the latch.




    Jacob in the duty officer’s room: he stays by the door, he hasn’t put his cap back on since he got caught in the searchlight. The duty officer is quite a young man, thirty at most. His hair is dark brown, almost black, slightly wavy. His rank is not apparent as he is in shirtsleeves; his jacket is hanging from a hook on the wall in such a way that the shoulder boards cannot be seen. Hanging over the jacket is his leather belt with his revolver. Somehow this seems illogical; it should really be hanging under the jacket. Surely a man first takes off his belt and then the jacket, but the belt is hanging over the jacket.




    The duty officer is lying on a black leather sofa, asleep. Jacob believes he is fast asleep; Jacob has heard many people sleeping, he has an ear for it. The man isn’t snoring, but he is breathing deeply and regularly; somehow Jacob must make his presence known. Normally he would clear his throat, but that won’t do here, that’s something you do when visiting good friends. Although actually, when visiting a very good friend you don’t clear your throat; you say, Wake up, Salomon, I’m here, or you simply tap him on the shoulder. But, even so, throat clearing won’t do, that’s somewhere between here and Salomon. Jacob is about to knock on the inside of the door but drops his hand when he sees a clock on the desk, its back to him. He has to know what time it is; there is nothing he has to know more urgently right now than this. The clock says 7:36. Jacob walks softly back to the door. They’ve been having you on, or not they, just that one fellow behind the searchlight, he’s been having you on, and you fell for it.




    Jacob still has twenty-four minutes left; if they are fair, he actually has twenty-four minutes plus the time his stay here has already cost him. He still doesn’t knock. He recognizes the black leather sofa the duty officer is lying on; he has sat on it himself. It used to belong to Rettig, Rettig the broker, one of the richest men in the town. In the fall of 1935 Jacob borrowed some money from him, at 20 percent interest. The whole summer had been so cool that he could hardly sell any ice cream at all. Business had never been so slow; not even his famous raspberry ice cream had sold well. Jacob had needed to start selling potato pancakes as early as August but hadn’t yet made enough money for the potatoes, so he had to borrow. And he had sat on the sofa in February 1936 when he returned the money to Rettig. It had stood in the outer office; Jacob had sat on it for an hour, waiting for Rettig. He remembered how surprised he was at the extravagance; there was easily enough leather for two overcoats or three jackets — and in the outer office!




    The duty officer turns on his side, sighs, smacks his lips a few times; a cigarette lighter slips out of his trouser pocket and drops on the floor. Jacob simply must wake him up now; it would be a bad thing for him to wake up without Jacob rousing him. He knocks on the inside of the door, the duty officer says, “Yes?” moves, and goes on sleeping. Jacob knocks again — how can anyone be that fast asleep? — he knocks louder, the duty officer sits up before being properly awake, rubs his eyes, and asks, “What time is it?”




    “Just past seven-thirty,” says Jacob.




    The duty officer has stopped rubbing his eyes, sees Jacob, rubs his eyes again, doesn’t know whether to be angry or to laugh: it’s quite incredible, no one’s going to believe him. He stands up, takes his belt from the hook, then the jacket, puts them on, buckles his belt. He sits down behind the desk, leans back, stretches both arms wide apart.




    “To what do I owe this honor?”




    Jacob tries to answer, but he can’t, his mouth is too dry: so that’s what the duty officer looks like.




    “No false modesty, now,” says the duty officer. “Out with it! What’s the problem?”




    A bit of saliva has collected in his mouth. This seems to be a friendly fellow; maybe he’s new here, maybe he isn’t even aware of this building’s terrible reputation. For a moment it occurs to Jacob that possibly he miscalculated the distance, maybe Bezanika isn’t that far, maybe barely two hundred miles, or even a good deal less; maybe the man facing him is scared, and the smart thing is to be prepared; there must be a natural explanation for everything. But then he remembers that the report has only just reached the announcer; the duty officer has been asleep and can’t have heard it yet. Then again it might be just as well if he hasn’t heard it. The report mentioned that the Russians had been halted, you Germans have succeeded in stopping the advance, you’ve had a success, but maybe this fellow thinks that the Russians are still advancing. Jacob has been speculating too long; that’s not smart, the duty officer is getting impatient; he’s beginning to frown. “Don’t you speak to Germans?”




    Of course Jacob speaks to Germans, why wouldn’t he speak to Germans, that’s the last impression he wants to give, for God’s sake, we’re all sensible people after all, of course we can speak to each other.




    “The sentry on the tower on the Kurländischer Damm told me to report to you. He said I was out on the street after eight o’clock.”




    The duty officer looks at the clock in front of him on the desk, then pushes back his sleeve and looks at his watch.




    “And that’s all he said?”




    “He also told me I was to ask for a well-deserved punishment.”




    That answer can’t do any harm, Jacob thinks; it sounds obedient, disarmingly honest. Someone who carries his frankness to such an extreme might be entitled to fair treatment, especially when the offense of which he is accused was never committed: any clock can bear witness to that.




    “What’s your name?”




    “Heym, Jacob Heym.”




    The duty officer takes paper and pencil, writes down something, not only the name, goes on writing; he looks at the clock again, it’s getting later and later, he goes on writing, almost half a page, then puts the paper aside. He opens a little box, takes out a cigarette, and gropes in his trouser pocket. Jacob walks to the black leather sofa, bends down, picks up the lighter from the floor, and puts it on the table in front of the duty officer.




    “Thanks.”




    Jacob goes and stands by the door again; a glance at the clock on the desk has shown him that it’s already past 7:45. The duty officer lights his cigarette, takes a puff; his fingers fiddle with the lighter. He flicks it on a few times, then snaps it shut again; the flame is already quite small.




    “Do you live far from here?” he asks. “Less than ten minutes.”




    “Go on home.”




    Should he believe it? How many people had the duty officer said that to without their ever getting out of here? What will he do with his revolver when Jacob turns his back? What’s out there in the corridor? How will the sentry react when he sees that Jacob has eluded his well-deserved punishment? Why should Jacob Heym of all people, that insignificant, trembling little Jacob Heym with the tears in his eyes, be the first Jew to describe what the inside of the military office looks like? It would take another six days of the Creation, as the saying goes; the world has grown even more chaotic than it was then.




    “Come on now, beat it!” says the duty officer.




    The corridor is empty again, which was almost to be expected; it’s one of the minor sources of danger. But then the door to the outside: had it made any noise when he opened it before, did it open without a sound, or did it squeak or creak or grate? Go ahead, just try to take in every detail, quite impossible — if only he’d known in advance that it would really matter! Matter? In practical terms it makes absolutely no difference whether it can be moved quietly or not. If it doesn’t squeak, Jacob will open it; and if it does squeak, is Jacob supposed to stay where he is? At ten minutes to eight?




    Gently he presses down the latch. Too bad there’s no other word for gently — maybe very gently or infinitely gently, all equally far from what is meant. One might say, Open the door quietly; if he hears you, it could cost you your life, the life that has suddenly acquired meaning. So he opens the door. And then Jacob is standing outside: how cold it has suddenly become. The wide square lies before him, a joy to step into it. The searchlight has grown tired of waiting; it’s having fun somewhere else, it’s at a standstill, perhaps it’s resting up for new adventures. Keep close to the wall, Jacob, that’s it; once you’ve reached the corner of the building, grit your teeth for the twenty yards across the square. If he does notice anything, he’ll first have to swing the beam around and search, but here’s the corner already, only a measly twenty yards to go.




    It is almost exactly twenty yards, I’ve measured the distance: to be precise, fifty-nine feet six and a half inches. I’ve been there, the building is still standing, completely undamaged, only the watchtower is gone. But I had someone show me the exact spot, right in the middle of the Kurländischer Damm, and then I paced off the distance — I have a pretty good feeling for a yard. But it wasn’t accurate enough for me so I bought a tape measure, then went back and measured it again. The children looked on and took me for an important person, and the grown-ups watched in amazement and took me for a madman. Even a policeman turned up, asked me for my identity card, and wanted to know what I was measuring. In any case it’s exactly fifty-nine feet six and a half inches, no doubt about that.




    The building has come to an end; Jacob gets ready to take off. Almost twenty yards have to be covered a few minutes before eight; it’s a safe bet, and yet. A mouse is what one ought to be. A mouse is so insignificant, so small and quiet. And you? Officially you are a louse, a bedbug, we are all bedbugs, by a whim of our Creator absurdly overgrown bedbugs, and when was the last time a bedbug wanted to trade places with a mouse? Jacob decides not to run, he’d rather creep, it’s easier to control the sounds that way. If the searchlight starts moving, he can still speed up. Halfway across he hears the sentry’s voice — don’t panic, it’s not directed at him — the sentry says, “Yessir!” Again he says, “Yessir,” and again. There’s only one explanation: he’s on the phone. Maybe it’s a call from another sentry who is also bored. But he wouldn’t keep saying, “Yessir,” to him, of course he wouldn’t. So it’s the sentry’s superior giving him some sort of orders? Actually quite irrelevant, but, assuming the best, it’s the duty officer on the line: What the hell are you thinking of? Have you gone crazy, giving poor innocent Jews a scare like that? (“Yessir.”) Couldn’t you see the man was half out of his mind — his legs were trembling with fear! Don’t ever let me catch you at it again, is that clear? (“Yessir.”) At the fourth “Yessir,” Jacob has reached the opposite corner; let the fellow go on talking till he’s blue in the face. Then, in less than ten minutes, Jacob is home.


  




  

    Jacob shares a room with Josef Piwowa and Nathan Rosenblatt. They met for the first time here, in this room. None of them likes the others much; cramped quarters and hunger make for discord, but in all fairness it must be said that even the very first meeting was quite stiff.




    Rosenblatt died well over a year before Jacob’s safe return. He had eaten a cat that was careless enough to ignore the warning notices along the barbed wire, and one day there it lay in the yard, dead of starvation. Rosenblatt was the first to find it, and as I was saying, he ate it, and that’s what he died of. Piwowa has only been dead for three months. His passing was accompanied by certain mysterious circumstances; all that is known is that he was shot to death by a foreman in the shoe factory where he worked. He became insolent one day, uttered words that even in normal times are better left unspoken to a foreman, and predictably the enraged man shot him. Some said that Piwowa could never control his temper; he had always been subject to sudden rages and was bound to come to such an end. Others, however, maintained that a violent temper and emotions were no explanation here; they said it was a case of a perfectly ordinary though very skillfully provoked suicide. One way or the other, Piwowa has been dead for three months, Rosenblatt for well over a year. His bed went up the chimney last winter, while Piwowa’s bed, chopped into neat lengths, is still in Jacob’s basement waiting for the cold times ahead. So far no replacements for his roommates have appeared; the supply has been used up, damned or blessed be all cats and guards — in any case they hadn’t liked each other. At least Rosenblatt is silent when he is at home, sitting with closed eyes on his bed and praying; he is the last to go to bed and the first to get up because his debates with God consume all his time. Even after his death he didn’t give up this habit, but at least he is silent, sitting silently with closed eyes and only an occasional furtive glance.




    Piwowa is quarrelsome. The last to move in, he behaves as if he were the first: he changes everything around, has to sleep with his feet toward the window; our bread rations have to be hidden from him. To be frank, Piwowa used to work in the woods, as a poacher. His father before him had been a poacher, but he himself was an even better one; he has no children.




    So Jacob comes home. The day has been a great strain: many things experienced, endured, suffered, heard, with much trembling. Rejoice, brothers, go wild with joy, the Russians are twelve miles from Bezanika, if that means anything to you! Open your eyes, Nathan Rosenblatt; stop quarreling, Piwowa. The Russians are on their way, don’t you understand? Twelve miles from Bezanika! But Rosenblatt goes on praying; Piwowa goes on lying with his feet toward the window. Let them lie there and quarrel and pray and be dead. Jacob is home, and the Russians had better hurry.


  




  

    We e’re going to have a little chat now.




    We’re going to have a little chat, as befits any self-respecting story. Grant me my little pleasure; without a little chat everything is so sad and gloomy. Just a few words about doubtful memories, a few words about the carefree life; we’re going to whip up a cake with modest ingredients, eat only a mouthful of it, and push the plate to one side before we lose our appetite for anything else.




    I am alive, there can be no doubt about that. I am alive, and no one can force me to have a drink and remember trees and remember Jacob and everything to do with his story. On the contrary, I am offered some choices. They tell me to enjoy myself a bit: we only live once, my friend. Wherever I look, I see diversion: new cheerful worries interspersed with a little unhappiness; women, that’s not over yet; reforested woods; well-tended graves that at the least excuse receive such quantities of fresh flowers as to look almost overdone. I don't want to be demanding. Piwowa, whom I never saw, was demanding: game and bread had to be hidden from him; but I am not Piwowa.




    Hannah, my quarrelsome wife, once told me, “You’re wrong” — that’s how she began almost everything she said to me — “a person is only undemanding when he is content with what he’s entitled to. Not with less.”




    Seen like that, I must be very content. Sometimes I even feel privileged: people are kind, obliging, make every effort to look patient. I can’t complain.




    Sometimes I say, “That was the whole story, thank you for listening, you don’t have to prove anything to me.”




    “That’s not my intention. But you must realize that I was born in ’29—”




    “You don’t have to prove a thing to me!” I say again.




    “I know. But when the war was over I was just —”




    “Kiss my ass,” I say as I get up and leave. After five steps I could kick myself for being so rude, so needlessly insulting, and it hadn’t meant a thing to him. But I don’t turn around, I walk on. I pay the waiter and, as I go out, look back over my shoulder toward the table and see him sitting there with a baffled expression — What’s got into him? — and I shut the door behind me and refuse to explain.




    Or I’m lying in bed with Elvira. To make this clear: I am forty-six, born in 1921. I am lying in bed with Elvira. We work in a factory; she has the whitest skin I have ever seen. I imagine we’ll get married one day. We are still panting, we have never mentioned it, then suddenly she asks me, “Tell me, is it true that you …”




    God knows who told her. I can hear the pity in her voice and go crazy. I go into the bathroom, sit down in the tub, and start singing, to stop myself from doing what I know I will regret after five steps. When I come back after half an hour she asks me in surprise what suddenly came over me, and I say, “Nothing,” and give her a kiss, turn out the light, and try to fall asleep.




    The whole town lies in a green belt, the surroundings are incomparable, the parks well cared for, every tree invites my memories, and I make ample use of this. But when it looks into my eyes, that tree, to see whether I have that rapturous look, I have to disappoint it, for it’s not the right tree.


  




  

    Jacob tells Mischa.




    He hadn’t come to the freight yard with the intention of telling anyone, but neither had he planned not to tell anyone. He’d come there with no intentions at all. He knew he would find it hard to keep the news to himself, almost impossible: after all, it was the best possible news, and what’s good news for but to be passed on? But we know how it is: the informant is held responsible for all the consequences. In time the news becomes a promise, you can’t prevent it. At the other end of town they’ll be saying that the first Russians have already been sighted, three young ones and another who looked like a Tartar; the old women will swear to it and so will anxious fathers. Someone will say he heard it from so-and-so, and that person heard it from so-and-so, and someone down the line knows that it came from Jacob. From Jacob Heym? Inquiries will be made about him, everything connected with this most vital of all questions must be most carefully investigated; an honorable, reliable fellow, seems respectable enough, is said to have once owned a modest restaurant somewhere. Rejoicing seems to be in order.




    Then days will pass, weeks, if God finds it necessary — two or three hundred miles are a fair bit of country — and the looks Jacob encounters will no longer be quite as friendly, not quite. On the other side of the street there will be whisperings; the old women will commit the sin of wishing him ill. The ice cream he has sold will gradually turn out to have been the worst in the whole town, even his famous raspberry ice cream, and his potato pancakes never quite kosher, this can happen.




    Jacob is lugging crates with Mischa to a freight car.




    Or let’s look at another possibility. Heym says he has heard that the Russians are advancing, are already two hundred and fifty miles from the town. So where does he claim to have heard that? That’s the point: at the military office. At the military office?! A look of horror may follow, answered by a slow nod, a nod that confirms the suspicion. Who would ever have believed that of him, Heym of all people, never! But that’s how wrong you can be about a person. And the ghetto will have acquired one more suspected informer.




    Well, anyway, Jacob didn’t come to the freight yard with any firm intentions. It would be wonderful if they already knew about it without him, if they had met him with the news: that would be ideal. He would have rejoiced with them, wouldn’t have let on that there were three people already in the know: Rosenblatt, himself, and Piwowa. He would have kept his mouth shut and, at the most, asked after a few hours who had brought the news. But as soon as Jacob arrived at the freight yard he realized that they didn’t know yet; their backs were enough to tell him. The lucky break hadn’t happened, indeed it would have been crazy to count on it; two lucky breaks in such a short time can only happen to Rockefeller on a Sunday.




    They haul the crates to a freight car. As a carrying mate Jacob is not particularly sought after; no one is eager to have him; making pancakes is hardly conducive to muscle-building, and the crates are heavy. The yard is full of such people no one is eager to have; the big fellows are scarce. Everyone is eager to have them, but they don’t negotiate, preferring to haul together. Don’t talk to me about camaraderie and all that stuff; anyone who talks like that has no idea what goes on here, not the slightest. Personally I am not one of the big ones; I’ve cursed and hated them like the plague when I’ve had to haul with another fellow like myself. But if I had been one of them, I would have behaved exactly the same, exactly the same and not one bit differently.




    Jacob and Mischa are hauling a crate to the freight car.




    Mischa is a tall fellow of twenty-five, with light blue eyes, a great rarity among us. At one time he did some boxing at the hakoah, but only three fights, two of which he lost, and once his opponent was disqualified for hitting below the belt. He was a middleweight or, rather, more of a light heavyweight, really, but his trainer advised him to lose those few pounds in training, there being too much competition in the light-heavyweight class. Mischa took his advice, but it didn’t help much; he didn’t do all that well even as a middleweight, as was proved by his three fights. He was already toying with the idea of eating himself into a heavyweight; maybe he would have done better in that class. At about one hundred and eighty-five pounds the ghetto interfered with his plans, and ever since then his weight has gradually been going down. Even so, he is still in pretty good shape; he really deserves a better partner than Jacob. Many people believe that one day his good nature will cost him his head, but no one tells him that; maybe someday that person will suffer a similar fate.




    “Stop gawking and look where you’re going, or we’ll both trip and fall,” says Jacob. He is furious because the crate is so heavy, in spite of Mischa, and what annoys him most is the knowledge that Mischa will be the first person he tells; the trouble is, he doesn’t know how to begin.




    They heave the crates onto the edge of the freight car; Mischa’s mind really isn’t on his work. They go back to the pile to pick up another crate. Jacob tries to follow Mischa’s gaze: the fellow is driving him crazy the way he keeps looking sideways. The yard looks the same as always.




    “That freight car over there,” says Mischa.




    “Which one?”




    “On the next-to-last track. The one without a roof.” Mischa is whispering, although the nearest sentry is at least twenty yards away and not even looking in their direction.




    “What about it?” asks Jacob.




    “There are potatoes in that car.”




    Jacob grumbles all through the next haul. So there are potatoes in it, what’s so special about that? Potatoes are only interesting when you have some, when you can cook them or eat them raw or make pancakes out of them, but not when they’re lying around in some freight car or other at a yard like this one; potatoes in that freight car over there are the most boring thing in the world. Even if there were pickled herrings in there or roast goose or millions of pots of tsholnt… Jacob goes on and on, trying to get Mischa’s mind off the subject and draw him into conversation.




    Only Mischa isn’t listening; the sentries’ relief will soon show up, something they always turn into a little ceremony, standing at attention and reporting and shouldering arms, and that is the only moment at which to try. Jacob’s objections aren’t worth a second thought, Mischa says, of course there’s a risk — all right, even a great risk, so what? Nobody’s saying the potatoes are as good as eaten; every opportunity is a risk; must one explain that to a businessman? If there were no risk, there would be no opportunity either. Then it would be a sure thing, and sure things are rare in life; risk and the chance of success are two sides of the same coin.




    Jacob knows that time is running out; Mischa is in a state in which no normal conversation is possible with him. And then he sees the relief column marching up: now he has to tell him.




    “Do you know where Bezanika is?”




    “Just a moment,” says Mischa tensely.




    “Do you know where Bezanika is? I said.”




    “No,” says Mischa, his eyes following the column as it covers the last few yards.




    “Bezanika is about two hundred and fifty miles from here.”




    “Oh yes.”




    “The Russians are within twelve miles of Bezanika!”




    Mischa manages to tear his gaze for a moment from the marching soldiers; his unusual eyes smile at Jacob; actually this is very nice of Heym, and he says, “That’s nice of you, Jacob.”




    Jacob almost has a fit. Here you overcome all your scruples, ignore all the rules of caution and all your misgivings, for which there are reasons enough, you carefully choose a blue-eyed young idiot to confide in, and what does that snot-nose do? He doesn’t believe you! And you can’t simply walk away, you can’t leave him standing there in his stupidity, tell him to go to hell, and simply walk away. You have to stay with him, save up your rage for some later occasion, and you can’t even relish the vision of such an occasion. You have to beg for his indulgence as if your own life depended on it. You have to prove your credibility although you shouldn’t need to; he’s the one who needs to. And you have to do all that terribly fast, before the sentries face each other, slap their rifles on their shoulders, and exchange the information that there is nothing special to report.




    “Aren’t you glad?” asks Jacob.




    Mischa smiles at him kindly. “That’s fine,” he says in a voice that, while sounding a little sad, is intended to convey a certain appreciation of Jacob’s touching efforts. And then he has something more important to watch again. The column is approaching, it has already passed the little redbrick building used by the railway men and the sentries.




    Mischa is trembling with excitement, and Jacob tries to get his words out faster than the soldiers can approach. He tells his story in a shortened version — why hadn’t he started it earlier? He tells about the man with the searchlight, about the corridor in the military office, about the door that opened outward and hid him. About the report he heard coming from the room, word for word as he has been repeating it to himself a thousand times during the night, nothing added and nothing withheld. He omits his brief imprisonment in the doorjamb, keeps to essentials, nothing either about the man who took him to the duty officer, a minor figure in the story, only about the duty officer himself, who must have been human and hence a weak link in the otherwise logical chain of evidence. He had looked at the clock like a human being and then, like a human being, told Jacob to go home.




    And then to his horror Jacob sees that there is no stopping Mischa now. The only way is through certainty, and already the soldiers are facing each other. The enemy must be caught off guard, when his attention is at a low point. Mischa is crouching, ready to leap, certainty and the Russians are far away; the only thing left for Jacob to do is grab Mischa and hold on to his leg. They both fall to the ground, and Jacob sees the hatred in Mischa’s eyes: he has ruined his chance, at least he is trying to. Mischa wrenches himself free, nothing can stop him now, and he thrusts Jacob away.




    “I have a radio!” says Jacob.




    It’s not the sentries who have fired. So far, busy with their changeover ritual, they haven’t seen a thing — Jacob has fired, a bullet straight to the heart. A lucky shot from the hip without taking proper aim, yet it found its mark. Mischa sits there motionless: the Russians are two hundred and fifty miles from here, near some place called Bezanika, and Jacob has a radio. They sit on the ground staring at each other: there never was any freight car with potatoes, no one has ever waited for the sentries to be relieved, quite suddenly tomorrow is another day. Although it is still true, of course, that opportunity and risk are two sides of the same coin, one would have to be crazy to forget that there must be some sort of healthy relationship between the two.




    They go on sitting for a bit, Mischa with a blissful smile in his eyes, the result of Jacob’s handiwork. Jacob gets up; they can’t sit there indefinitely. He is angrier than ever. He has been forced to launch irresponsible claims, and it’s that ignorant idiot who has forced him, just because he didn’t believe him, because he suddenly had a craving for potatoes. He’ll tell Mischa the truth all right, not this minute but sometime today, no matter whether that freight car is still there tomorrow or not. Within an hour in fact, an hour at most, maybe even sooner, he’ll tell him the truth. Let the fellow enjoy a few more carefree minutes, not that he deserves them. Soon he won’t be able to live without that happiness, then Jacob will tell him the truth, and Mischa will have to believe what went on at the military office. After all, that doesn’t change anything about the Russians; he’ll have to believe it.




    “Pull yourself together and get up. And above all, keep your trap shut. You know what that means, a radio in the ghetto. Not a soul must find out about it.”




    Mischa couldn’t care less what that means, a radio in the ghetto. Even if a thousand regulations were to prohibit it on pain of death, let them — does that matter now, when suddenly tomorrow is another day?




    “Oh, Jacob …”




    The corporal in command of the sentry detail sees a lanky fellow sitting on the ground, just sitting there, hasn’t even collapsed, propping himself on his hands and staring up into the sky. The corporal straightens his tunic and comes striding toward them, little fellow that he is.




    “Watch out!” Jacob cries, nodding toward the danger approaching in all its dignity.




    Mischa regains his senses, comes down to earth, gets up, knows what is about to happen but can’t keep the look of pleasure off his face. He busies himself with the crates, is about to tip one on its side, when the corporal hits him from the side. Mischa turns toward him; the corporal is a head shorter than he and has trouble reaching up to hit Mischa in the face. It almost verges on the comical, not suitable for a German newsreel, more like a scene from an old slapstick silent movie when Charlie the little policeman tries to arrest the giant with the bushy eyebrows, and, try as he will, the big fellow doesn’t even notice him. We all know that Mischa could lift him off the ground and tear him to pieces. If he wanted to. The corporal hits him a few more times — by now his hands must be hurting — then shouts something or other that nobody’s interested in and only lays off when a thin trickle of blood runs out of the corner of Mischa’s mouth. Then he straightens his tunic again and belatedly notices that in the excitement his cap has fallen off; he picks it up, puts it on, goes back to his men, and marches away with the off-duty sentry detail behind him.




    Mischa wipes the blood from his mouth with his sleeve, winks at Jacob, and reaches for a crate.




    “All right, let’s get on with it,” he says.




    They lift up the crate, and, as they carry it, Jacob’s anger flares up again, almost tearing his teeth apart. He’s not superstitious, and there’s no such thing as a higher power, but in some inexplicable way — perhaps only because it verged on the comical — he feels that Mischa deserved the beating.




    “Oh, Jacob…”
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