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TO MY FATHER’S FATHER

BERNHARD MANDELBAUM
AND MY MOTHER’S MOTHER

REGINA UNGVARY
IN LOVING MEMORY




Prologue

DIFFERENT MEMBERS of the Spiegelglass family had different opinions of the Brick. Some considered it a sacrament. Others suspected—without ever saying so—that it was a millstone handed down from parent to child. For a sacrament it looked scruffy; it resembled a bathing sponge, ocher and creviced, rectangular and fossil-dry; stuck into its crevices were yellowed slips of paper which did not make it look prettier.

For a millstone, on the other hand, the Brick was rather light. It weighed a shade under three pounds. The day would come when swastikas would bloom like daisies in Austria; a day on which Leon Spiegelglass would carry the Brick easily in a box under his arm, running.

That was how the Brick left Vienna. It had gotten there a quarter of a millennium earlier with the Turkish armies of siege. In the summer of 1683 the Grand Vizier Kara Mustafa encamped before the Austrian capital, retinued not only by an assault force of three hundred thousand scimitars but also by a pet ostrich, a troop of caparisoned camels and a gang of captured Hungarian stonemasons.

The masons, forced to build Mustafa’s headquarters, had no idea that they were erecting an abode for the Brick; that these walls would enshrine the Spiegelglasses’ access to God; that here the family would cultivate an instrument transmuting into His eternal order all the perverse shocks of tomorrow down to the propeller roar of the Messerschmitts. Back in 1683 the masons only knew that they must ply their trowels for the glory of the grand vizier.

Embroidered tents, like those which served his subpashas, would not do for the Turkish commander. He decreed that his personal residence, his stables, and the barracks of his janissary guards be raised in stone. Each of the half-dozen buildings had a flat roof. Each roof wore a slim, comely little minaret. Through the shape of his lodging the grand vizier announced Muslim grace and Muslim power to Habsburg’s battlements.

For spiritual invigoration Kara Mustafa equipped himself with three items from Jerusalem: a sliver from Mahomet’s Rock at Mount Moriah; a marble egg carved from a pillar of the Church of the Holy Sepulcher; and a brick-shaped fragment taken from the last remnant of the Jews’ last temple, the Wailing Wall. When the grand vizier’s quarters stood finished, the triad of talismans was placed under the great pillow of his divan.

This was on July 20, 1683, at the beginning of a blood-drenched siege. On September 13 the Vienna militia flooded forth from the city gates, swords pointed, gonfalons flying. At the same time, the cavalry of the emperor’s Polish allies galloped down from the Vienna Woods. Together they overran the Turks. Kara Mustafa barely managed to snatch up the sliver of Mahomet’s Rock. Three months afterward, on December 25, the sultan had the grand vizier strangled with a cord of braided blue silk. The aga of the Janissaries burned his belongings. And the sliver from the Prophet’s Rock disintegrated among charred debris.

As for the egg carved from the Church of the Holy Sepulcher, it was claimed as trophy by Rüdiger von Starhemberg, the Habsburg generalissimo. He entrusted it to his chaplain, who in turn cut up the egg with an ax dipped in holy water. His Reverence then distributed (some say sold) the pieces as blessed amulets against the plague.

Only the Wailing Wall Brick remained. The court apothecary received permission to stab it one hundred times with a long needle he had anointed in fat rendered from the carcass of a two-headed calf. (This created the fissures in the Brick through which the Spiegelglasses would, in time, address the Almighty.) But then the needle, having done its work, failed to phosphoresce under the new moon. Gone was the hope of turning that piece of Jewish stone to gold. The Brick became one of alchemy’s final failures.

The Brick was returned to one of the grand vizier’s six houses, all of which had been declared Crown property. For decades they threw their minareted shadows into a void. Empty, protected by the double eagle seal from all intruders except mice and swallows, the buildings moldered in a minor wilderness west of Vienna’s ramparts, east of the first gabled villages of the Vienna Woods. In between, no construction was permitted; nothing that might obscure the lines of fire from the cannons of the capital. For the sake of any new war, only the dregs of old war were permitted here: rusted caissons, spokeless wheels, a dusty tangle of highways and, in the middle of the vacuum, those six stone houses. They were His Majesty’s forgotten booty, yet the shadow of Kara Mustafa still stained them. In popular lore the cluster of roofs became die Antichristkuchl. The Kitchen of the Antichrist. That was what many a father would call that spot, crossing himself, telling his children to walk faster.

In 1761 the Brick changed proprietors. Empress Maria Theresia had run out of money; her minister of the exchequer improvised elegant ways of extorting it. The head of Vienna’s Jewish Community Council was summoned. His Excellency announced that through an act of All Highest benevolence on the part of His Gracious Sovereign, the law preventing Jews from owning real estate would be suspended in one particular instance. He was empowered to sell to the Israelites the Brick of the Wailing Wall buried in the cellar of one of the houses of the Antichrist’s Kitchen, plus the house, plus the other five houses, for the sum of fifteen thousand talers, subject to a yearly real estate tax of twenty-five hundred talers.

The Jew was only vaguely familiar with the history of the Brick. He did appreciate, however, that the moment marked an advance for his people. What might have been a confiscatory pogrom was now a negotiation. And so the Jewish community of Vienna took title to the Kitchen of the Antichrist for twelve thousand talers, adding two thousand talers as yearly levy payable in advance.

Most of the city’s Jews had scant information about the Brick. Those community officials who knew made sure to leave the new acquisition untouched. No display was made of the object. No plaque was raised. It would not have been politic to flaunt Jewish ownership of the Antichrist’s Kitchen. The site was treated like a secret embarrassment. A custodian—usually recruited from the ghetto’s poor—kept the walls of the six houses mended, their roofs caulked, their doors locked, and the Brick from the Great Temple safely buried in a tin box under an upended wheelbarrow in the cellar of the easternmost of the six houses.

It wasn’t until one hundred and ten years later that the Brick and the Spiegelglasses began to converge, slowly. Shacks and vegetable patches had sprung up around the six houses. The Antichrist’s Kitchen was now known simply as Türkenplatzl—Turk Place—for by that time the fiendishness of the grand vizier’s specter had faded. By that time, too, Tziganer Nassig had appeared.

This personage had been born in a Jewish village in Slovakia, close to the hamlet of Varungy, where the Spiegelglasses lived. But soon he styled himself into a quite Western gentleman named Dr. Jacob M. Nassig. He carried a valise with a gilt lock guarding his law diploma from Graz University. Furthermore, he had acquired accomplished red mustaches, a neurasthenic Pekingese lapdog and a courtly way with opportunities—of which the razing of Vienna’s fortifications was one.

After the year 1870 most of the bastions had been leveled. Gone were not only the walls but the restrictions of the Middle Ages. From all over the empire poured thousands of peasants anxious to join the advancement of industry and progress. In the capital the demand tripled for horsemeat, for stale bread at half price, for tuberculosis remedies and for potions against Secret Diseases, for charms, soothsayings and necromantic healings.

To supply such needs Gypsies trooped in from Hungary. But at the city gates shakoed municipal guards turned them back. This was where Tziganer Nassig offered his service and where he got his name. He explained a certain wrinkle of the law to the Gypsy king. Yes, a Vienna ordinance forbade his people from living in the capital. But nobody could prevent them from trading there as long as they could prove “a domicile in a permanent structure outside the city.”

The six Kara Mustafa houses fit the requirement perfectly. Of course, the Jewish community still owned them, together with the Temple Brick. No matter. Tziganer Nassig installed himself as tenant, paying the community some one hundred gulden above its monthly tax expenses. He also made himself responsible for the wages of the current custodian of the Brick, a pious widower afflicted by a stutter.

Here at Turk Place, as the site was now officially identified in the Lower Austrian fiscal rolls, Tziganer Nassig subleased much of the space to the Gypsies and thus endowed them with a suitable legal address. Here he stabled their horses, manufactured and stored their good-fortune devices and realized to his gradual amazement that they were cheating him of a much larger part of their earnings than he had anticipated. More sudden was his discovery one morning that the custodian of the Brick had vanished. The man left behind a note in jaggedly calligraphed Yiddish saying that his daughter Tamarah would assume his duties but that he himself was “traveling to Jerusalem to report to the Grand Rabbi the pollution of the Holy Brick by Gypsy horses stabled under the same roof.”

The message did not disturb Dr. Nassig. A whole new tide of events generated in his mind an idea; a rather handsome idea; a Gypsyless idea; a very up-to-date idea; indeed an idea so modern that its consequences were unforeseen. It would anchor the name Spiegelglass to the Brick.





I

ON A GUSTY APRIL DAY in 1873 Dr. Nassig pulled up his trouser cuffs against some mud. This mud was unmitigatedly rural, though only a morning’s ride away from Vienna by an old horse. With some fastidiousness the doctor stepped from a covered wagon down into the village of Varungy. His Pekingese protested. It could not follow its master because the Gypsy driver held its silk collar. The kiss Dr. Nassig blew the dog stopped the barking and confused three women by the well.

Dr. Nassig walked straight to the door of the synagogue where Rabbi Asher Kohn gripped the brim of his hat with both hands. The wind wanted the hat. It billowed the blacksmith’s apron of young Berek Spiegelglass, who was nailing a lock onto the synagogue’s door.

Dr. Nassig gave a French bow before the rabbi. “My learned master,” he said. And then, after blowing the Pekingese one more kiss (which silenced its growls at passing geese), he informed the rabbi that he, Nassig, was pleased to offer work, housing and prosperity for everyone in Varungy in a location very close by the imperial capital itself.

Any man saying such words five years earlier, or indeed during any of the three hundred years preceding, would have been considered mad. For centuries the village had been dedicated to the worship of God and to the raising of geese, two stable pursuits expected to last forever. But nowadays nothing lasted forever. A strangeness had fallen upon the land. No longer did the huge four-horse vans from the slaughterhouses to the north stop by the village. They no longer bought Varungy’s famous geese, fat and sleek and snowwhite. Now the vans went to the district town of Szatmar, where a giant new goose factory force-fed the birds (using Tasmanian slaves, it was rumored) and supplied the pâté maker at Strasbourg with fatter goose livers at a cheaper price.

The men of Varungy could no longer support themselves by tending their fowl or by growing maize for bird fodder. Most had to stoop the day away, gathering flax in the fields of the Gentiles. Once the village geese had been placid and plump. Now they were scrawny, ravenous, dirty, ragged, furious—a web-footed mob in Varungy’s one street. They rampaged through kitchen larders. They snatched sandwiches from children’s hands. They even pecked at the Torahs in the synagogue. Indeed, the day of Dr. Nassig’s visit marked the first time in village history that a lock had to be put on the prayer house (some desperate birds had been known to nudge the doorknob open), young Berek Spiegelglass officiating as locksmith.

But at least the geese stayed in the village. It was the people who were moving out. The teacher no longer received his salary, nor funds for ink, quills and grammar texts; he had become a court clerk in Bratislava. Soon a wildly bearded goat was circling the blackboard and dining on old test papers in the schoolhouse. The innkeeper had abandoned his inn for a tinker’s cart; starlings whistled from nests built into the tavern’s bottle shelves; tails of field mice whisked in and out of taps of wine barrels gone dry. Varungy’s blacksmith shut up shop. He’d also been the village circumciser as well as railroad mechanic at the freight-line stop. But babies were no longer being born at Varungy; the station depot was about to be shut down. The blacksmith left for Budapest to serve as farrier for the equerry-in-chief to Prince Esterhazy. Before his departure he girded the waist of his journeyman, Berek Spiegelglass, with the guild belt that made the young man smithy-master of the village. But what horses were there to shoe? The rabbi himself had to travel to the district town twice weekly. Here he earned his bread by teaching chess openings to a flax jobber—a rabbi who must push pawns under a gorgeous silver crucifix.

All of which explained why Berek Spiegelglass was attaching a lock to the synagogue door during Dr. Nassig’s visit and why Rabbi Kohn did not frown at the idea of moving what was left of the village. The rabbi lifted his hat to wave its sail-like brim in the wind. For some reason this was the only gesture that would stop the perpetual riot of two hundred mangy geese in the street.

“Move all of us?” the rabbi asked in the temporary silence. “To Vienna? But how can one accomplish that?”

“Learned master,” Dr. Nassig said. “There is nothing modern man cannot accomplish with a good lawyer at his side. In our capital the emperor is building a boulevard with birdhouses the size of this synagogue. In May he will open the Vienna World’s Fair—and that’s where you people have your chance.”

“We?” the rabbi said.

“You,” Dr. Nassig answered. And went on to pronounce words the rabbi thought couldn’t be right because he heard them through Berek’s hammering of the lock, through the renewed natterings of the geese and the yaps of the Pekingese. Dr. Nassig appeared to say, under all these noises, that he himself had opened an exhibit at the great fair, showing the Seven Wonders of the World; and that he would sell there, to thousands of visitors, medallions containing not only a grain of salt from the Sea of Galilee on which the Savior of the Gentiles had walked, but also a grain of the Brick from the Wailing Wall sacred to the Jews; that he, Nassig, would manufacture the medallions himself and that these enterprises would provide prosperous employment to Varungyers once they removed to Vienna.

“Ah,” the rabbi said. He recalled Dr. Nassig’s sorties through the village. The doctor hawked, through an earringed associate, horoscopes printed in serpentine letters on purple paper. “Jews don’t shoot about like Gypsies.”

“Nobody will shoot about,” Dr. Nassig said. “You will reside in very excellent premises I have leased, just outside the capital. You just need a residential permit from the emperor, that’s all, based on your people’s employment in my medallion factory.”

The rabbi took a bitter breath. “From the emperor. Yes, I will ask him in my spare time.”

“You can wait till month after next,” Dr. Nassig said easily. “Till Whitsuntide. When you bring him the goose.”

“Bring the goose!” the rabbi said.

Of course, the Whitsuntide goose was never brought. It was an annual tribute sent at a great worshipful distance. For generations Varungyers had presented their most ermine goose to the Crown—a formality reaffirming the emperor’s direct overlordship that protected the village from the anti-Semitic whims of local magnates. But the goose was simply given to the imperial mail coach when it passed through on the way to the capital. In Vienna the bird was handed on to a charity designated by the Court. No Varungyer would dare bring his own person along with the goose.

“No, no,” the rabbi said.

“I’m just a humble lawyer,” Dr. Nassig said. In fact, he let the wind humiliate his mustaches into disorder. “But I have researched the law. The right of presentation of the Whitsuntide goose is joined to the right of petition in personal audience. Absolutely. If you petition for a Viennese residence permit for your people, His Majesty will grant it. He likes to encourage factories like mine. He wants more industry. You will see when you ask him.”

“Ask—him?” the rabbi said.

“You just take the Whitsuntide goose to him and make a reasonable request,” Dr. Nassig said. “I will arrange the paperwork beforehand. It’s easy. I have friends in the Chancellery.”

“You see, I am an old man,” the rabbi said. “Last year I had a kidney affliction.”

“How sad,” Dr. Nassig said. “In that case, I will have to help another village.”

Dr. Nassig was on the point of walking back to the wagon. The history of the Brick might have taken an entirely different turn if, at that moment, Berek Spiegelglass had not raised his voice. Having just driven home the final nail, he straightened up to say, “That medallion, sir? For the World’s Fair? What did you have in mind, bronze or brass?”

“Oh?” Dr. Nassig said.

“Because brass is a lot cheaper,” Berek said.

“Who is our young man?” Dr. Nassig said.

“Him, he’s the son of Meyer Spiegelglass, the goosedown maker, the pillow man,” Rabbi Kohn said with much more energy now that the topic was shifting. “The widower Spiegelglass, may he rest in peace, did you know him? This is his son Berek.”

“I see, we have an orphan here,” Dr. Nassig said.

“Meyer died of an evil kidney,” the rabbi said, touching himself above the hip. “One must be careful in the later years.”

“Very careful,” Dr. Nassig said, his eye steady on Berek. “Alas, in the end, most of us are orphans. And an orphan might be even better for a personal petition than a rabbi.”

“Thank you, Berek, for the lock,” the rabbi said.

The wind blew, it set shuddering the canvas of the wagon, it deranged the Pekingese’s combed fur, it flooded with dust the plumage of hordes of geese, it whined down Varungy’s half-dozen roofs, their chimneys lonely and smokeless in the plain. And Dr. Nassig in his flapping, belted greatcoat slowly retwirled his mustaches.



Berek Spiegelglass departed Varungy for the Imperial Palace in Vienna on May 3, 1873, seven days after his eighteenth birthday. It had been a nervous week for the remnants of the village.

First came the problem of the right goose. A worthy specimen had to be searched for amid the rabble of stringy creatures—a stately bird, fit to be the Whitsuntide tribute to Franz Joseph I. The one Berek picked was not only bulkier but stronger than the others. Three men had to help him hold it down in the waters of Varungy Brook until the grime was washed from its feathers. After that they dried it in the whitest cotton left in the village: it was wrapped in one of the snowy burial garments which would not be used because not enough people lived and therefore died in the village. The procedure infuriated the animal into honking guttural German-sounding curses. Not until Berek had the idea of feeding it brandy-soaked corn did it subside into grunts. At last it settled down on the floor of the wicker cage to await transport to His Majesty.

Then there was the matter of Berek’s clothes. His smeared blacksmith’s apron would never do for an imperial audience; nor would his old holiday suit, which exposed his ankles. Here the rabbi—by way of penance for not making the Vienna trip himself—helped. He gave Berek the frock coat and trousers for which he had grown too chubby. Berek’s cousin Riddah found him a bowler of her late father’s.

More difficult was the money question. Two weeks before the crucial day Dr. Nassig appeared again. He handed Berek an audience-admission card featuring the two-headed Habsburg eagle in gilt bas-relief. Dr. Nassig also brought the precise wording of the petition drafted beforehand in Vienna—as well as some unexpected news. He’d been in touch with the Palace Chancellery, and while the emperor in his graciousness was likely to grant the petition in audience, there was a certain requirement to be met a priori. Dr. Nassig explained the Latin phrase in courteous detail. It meant “first,” or “before the fact.” In other words, “in advance.” A residency bond of twenty gulden had to be posted in advance—six hundred gulden in toto (meaning “in total sum,” Dr. Nassig smiled)—since thirty Varungyers had requested the privilege of living and working in the imperial capital.

There was not—there never had been—such a thing as 600 gulden in Varungy. On the other hand, there was something else, the rabbi recollected: namely that chew-mouthed antiques dealer from Eisenstadt who prowled all the emptying villages in western Slovakia. This man had offered 410 gulden for the six ancient mezuzoth, the six decorative tubes containing holy parchments, nailed to the doorposts of Varungy’s six main houses.

Some settlements in the area could boast of mezuzoth even older. None were as exquisite as Varungy’s: slim and conchlike, crafted of delicately twisted iron inside which the scrolls with the sacred phrases were curled. Because of the beauty of these mezuzoth, the dealer came again after getting the rabbi’s letter. Again he squinted at the doorpost treasures. His mouth chomped on a celery stalk to help the brain calculate. He sighed. He raised his bid to 480 gulden, shivered at the rabbi’s demand for 600, shook hands on a compromise of 560. Now only 40 gulden were missing: a raisable amount.

Berek had earned his journeyman’s credentials at the smithy by repairing the oldest mezuzah. And that was only one of the reasons why he wanted to ram that celery stalk down the dealer’s throat. Berek could not accept the loss of the mezuzoth. He would not tolerate the death of Varungy nor people like the dealer who traded on that death and thus helped assassinate the universe.

These were an orphan’s emotions. The village was his father and mother. And what was the village? A few farms, barns, middens scattered about a center that consisted of two huddles of three houses each; low mended roofs leaning toward one another across an uncobbled alley. But when Berek came home from a day’s work he saw them leaning toward him, the very drainpipes reaching out with a welcoming and parental sweetness. They were his parents; parents who had never frowned, glowered, threatened, spanked or in any other way betrayed him; parents whom he’d never seen stumble, wrinkle, wince, go bald or fail. Never, that is, until the blight of the last few years. Until then the puszta heaven floating above—that entire cloud-streaked vastness—had been divinely rooted in the six tin chimneys of Varungy.

And now, looking up at the sky, the only young man left in the village, Berek felt that he was the agent of God’s permanence here. In fact, it was the idea of permanence which had attracted him to his trade. Iron might rust. Dust and soot might cover it. But those were changing masks under which the same metal endured. You could melt iron into disorder, make it boil and sting until only tongs but no human hands could touch it—all this in order to reshape it into a new form that retained its old substance. Inside it always remained itself.

Now Varungy boiled with the disorder of its geese. Shingles were melting from its roofs. Perhaps no human life would touch it while—the emperor willing—its inhabitants went to Vienna. But in the end it would reattain itself.

Only the week before, this faith of his had been confirmed by an odd source: a Gentile girl. The decline of Varungy had led him to do horseshoeing in nearby Christian villages—and, incidentally, to encounters with baptized flesh. Berek did well in forgotten attics, in high grass and locked sheds. He had a delicately hooked nose combined with eyes so blue and deep and steady, you never expected them to blink. His beard was coal-black, the kind of black that made the dimples all the more surprising. He was as deft with soft skin as with hard metal. Soon he’d learned how to stroke women into incandescence.

This one, daughter of the district surveyor, had told him of an “official” rumor. To celebrate the twenty-fifth anniversary of the reign of the emperor of Austria, who was also the king of Hungary, a highway paved in silver would be built from Vienna, the imperial capital, to Budapest, the royal capital—and the glitter of that thread would run right through the Varungy region.

The district surveyor’s daughter was the only Christian girl Berek ever kissed after he had once more put on his apron. He kissed her because she had impregnated him with an idea. Next week, when he and the Whitsuntide goose stood face-to-face with the emperor, he would add an item to his petition. He would tell Franz Joseph that all the Varungyers, engaged in medallion making in Vienna, would soon master all the metal arts. He, Berek Spiegelglass, would see to that. And he would ask the emperor to then let the villagers return to Varungy on the imperial payroll. They would build and maintain and repair forever the Slovakian part of the silver ribbon linking the sovereign’s two residences.

Of this he said nothing at home. He just told the others that he’d be very busy, preparing for the task ahead. During the day he learned the words of the petition he was to recite in the palace and which the rabbi repeated for him, over and over again. The night’s work he did alone, in secret. It was still more important.

After there had fallen the first of the last four dusks Berek was to see in Varungy, his furnace began to glow. In the darkness of that first night he went to the abandoned inn. He chopped from its wall an iron hook on which horses had once been tethered. In his smithy he cut the hook into six pieces, heated them to softness and wrought them into the shape of six slim, conchlike mezuzoth. The second night he spent firing and hammering, perfecting the fine rills and twists. The third night he put the six in the cage of a canary, long dead, that once had belonged to the teacher now court clerking in Bratislava. In the creamy mist of a three-quarter moon he lowered the cage into Varungy Brook. On the bottom of the waters pebbles gusted over the “mezuzoth” and performed excellent feats of corrosion. The fourth night he pulled the cage up by its rope; he let its wet contents weather in a breeze carrying owl hoots and lilac scents. While the village slept and his six creations rusted, he unscrewed the real mezuzoth from Varungy’s six doorposts and carried them to the cemetery. He buried them next to his father and mother. He said Kaddish over his parents’ crinkled little tomb. He smiled at the freshly turned earth beside it. There was no death here. After his village was whole again, he would raise those six from the ground once more.

The next morning was the morning of the day. Berek Spiegelglass pulled on the rabbi’s frock coat. Its sleeves were so long they tickled his knuckles. Its black was too solemn for a face with young dimples. What mattered, though, was that the antiques dealer drove up, just in time. In a tobacco pouch he carried the 560 gulden complementing the 40 which the rabbi had ready. The dealer was nibbling on a carrot, lips moistening with each nibble. Berek tried not to look as he handed over the six counterfeits he’d rendered so finely ancient.

This happened at noon. Not too long afterward, the barks of a Pekingese were heard in the distance. Dr. Nassig’s greatcoat loomed up in the Gypsy wagon. Six hundred gulden changed hands. Berek pushed the bowler down on his forehead. Faces filled those village windows which were still alive. The rabbi waved a newly laundered handkerchief. Berek lifted up to the Gypsy driver a cage shrouded in cotton; from within sounded the thick honks of a rum-drugged goose destined for the emperor. Berek climbed aboard with a small satchel. He only expected to stay away one night. One never knows when one will be overtaken by the journey of his life. Away the wagon rolled, away toward Kara Mustafa’s brick.



During the trip to Vienna Berek stayed under the wagon’s canvas with the goose. Outside, it would have been exposed to dust; the whiteness of its plumage might have suffered. He remained inside to guard it and therefore never saw the landscape stream away. He found himself in a lanternlit tent that was bouncing to some hooves’ tattoo. He felt that he was not really leaving home. Somehow it seemed that Varungy was expanding faster than the tent was moving, that in fact they were heading for some secret nocturnal center of the village he had never known before.

Meanwhile, there was company: a corpulent rosy-cheeked person in a blue smock and a cossack cap. At Dr. Nassig’s introduction the man jumped up from a straw pad, boot heels clicking.

This, Dr. Nassig said, was Herr Alois Schall, his valued associate and most accomplished designer. And this was Herr Berek Spiegelglass, the finest blacksmith-mechanic in Slovakia, two personalities whose handshake—bravo!—he was so happy to have brought about. Such a partnership, it just had to be successful in the capital. And here (Dr. Nassig gave a bow down to a sack on the wagon floor), here was material for the medallion. Very special stuff, specially shipped from the Holy Land to Prague, where Herr Schall had collected it—nothing less than salt distilled from the Sea of Galilee, on which Jesus Christ had walked!

Berek had been about to sit down on the sack. He sat down on the straw pad instead. Herr Schall joined him, crossing himself. Barking began at the front of the vehicle. The Pekingese had been chained to the driver’s seat to keep it off the goose.

“Gentlemen, I’m being paged,” Dr. Nassig said. “Pardon me.”

Now Berek was alone with his first authentic stranger from the big city. The man turned out to be friendly and unintelligible. Like most Slovakian Jews, Berek knew some German—German was, after all, a comprehensible garbling of Yiddish. But Herr Schall’s language sounded quite like the rattling of the wagon wheels. Berek had to keep shrugging his shoulders. Whereupon Herr Schall lifted a forefinger to indicate a remedy. From his smock pocket he produced a stack of little rectangular newspaper clippings, selected one, rolled himself a cigarette. Suddenly the exhalation of smoke enabled his mouth to transform its mysterious stream of Viennese dialect into a semi-High German Berek could unravel into a series of questions.

It was all right to indulge? … The goose tolerated smoke? … The straw pad was comfortable? … Had Herr Spiegelglass gotten permission from his rabbi?

Berek, having nodded yes all along, now said, “What? What permission?”

“Permission for a Jew to work on something Christian,” Herr Schall said. “A medal with a crystal from the lake touched by the Savior’s feet.”

“Oh, that’s all right,” Berek said.

“Oh, that’s good,” Herr Schall said. “Me, on my side, I have dispensation from Father Smylk. I can work with pieces from the Jewish Wailing Wall. In fact …” Herr Schall pulled out of his pocket a wafer-thin cardboard disk from which he blew some dust motes as if it were a freshly cut diamond.

“In case you are interested,” Herr Schall continued, holding it out with curved pinkie. “It’s my model for the medallion.”

Drawings covered both sides of the disk. One was a rather beautiful miniature landscape of a lake with a figure, bearded, robed, haloed, strolling across waves. The other side showed the Wailing Wall lined with prayer-shawled figures on their knees. Just as Berek held up these details to his eye, the wagon stopped suddenly. The lantern hanging from the canvas top, never steady, took flight. It swung away, dimming the light; it swung back and hurled such brightness at the cardboard disk as to make it transparent. Jewish scene and Christian panorama ignited into a single image. Berek saw Jesus wandering across the backs of Jews before the Wall. Wanderer and kneelers burned together in an underwater conflagration.

For a moment Berek became dizzy—not so much with what flashed at him as with the weight of his journey. He used his hand to steady himself against the canvas wall. He fastened on a practicality.

“That hole there,” he said, pointing to the center of the cardboard disk. “What’s that?”

Oh, that was for the glass bead, Herr Schall said. Inside the bead would be visible a salt crystal from the Sea of Galilee as well as a grain from the brick of the Wailing Wall.

“And the item is going to sell in the hundreds of thousands!” Dr. Nassig’s voice said.

Up front the Gypsy driver had parted the canvas curtain for the doctor, who reentered the covered part of the wagon. So buoyantly did he twirl his red mustaches even while being jarred by wagon jolts that Berek was encouraged to ask him a question: how could one put a salt crystal and a stone grain into a bead of glass?

“Ah.” Dr. Nassig smiled. Apparently, the squeak of the wheels caused him to mishear the question. Yes, he said, it was the bead of glass which made the design perfect. A typical Schall touch! But Herr Spiegelglass would soon see the Nassig Seven Modern Wonders Show in Vienna. There was an example of Herr Schall’s designing talent! Visitors from all continents, eager to see the great exposition at the capital—they were bound to patronize the Nassig-Schall exhibit right by the fairgrounds. It would put them in just the mood to purchase a medallion commemorating Judeo-Christian prodigies.

And then Dr. Nassig began to enumerate the miracles of modernity displayed at his show: a perfect small-scale model of the famous balloon that had crossed the Indian Ocean, rising from an accurate replica of the Taj Mahal; a steam engine of very advanced American manufacture traversing Niagara Falls on a tightropelike trestle, with a red Indian in full feathered headdress as the locomotive engineer; a parachutist descending from the Leaning Tower of Pisa; a New York City elevator rising to the top of a translucent skyscraper with President Lincoln, might he rest in peace, as passenger; the British battleship Marlborough steaming through the incredible Suez Canal, steered by Queen Victoria herself. Not to speak of other wizardries of progress.

“How were the ticket sales while I was away?” Herr Schall asked.

“Promising,” Dr. Nassig said. “Wait till the shock of the crash wears away. It’s just a scare. They’ll be trooping in.”

“Crash?” Berek asked.

“The stock market crash,” Dr. Nassig said. “It’s just panic mongering. The government won’t stand for it.”

Berek had never heard of a stock market crash before. He felt that if he admitted that, Dr. Nassig would never call him “Herr Spiegelglass” again and Varungy would shrink instantly into a square inch of goose excrement.

“Maybe,” he said. “Maybe I’ll find out the truth about the crash from the emperor tomorrow.”

“Capital idea!” Dr. Nassig said. “Wonderful. You bring up the point before His Majesty.”

“Is there a special way of talking at the audience?” Berek said, thinking about that extra, silver-road item he would add to the petition.

“Indeed, and it’s time to rehearse protocol,” Dr. Nassig said. “Now. Over there. Let’s assume that object is our monarch.”

Lying at the back end of the wagon, “that object” was a pouch containing goose fodder—rum-soaked corn. Even in the lantern’s dithering light there was something elegant about it; Berek’s cousin Riddah had wrapped the sack in white linen and tied it with a crimson ribbon. After all, the pouch would travel to the palace.

“Now, Herr Spiegelglass, if you’ll watch me and follow my motions,” Dr. Nassig said. “On entering the audience room, you will look down. You never look up to where our sovereign awaits you standing. You’ll approach him with your face down, your hat pressed against your heart—very good, you press it very well—and you’ll know what direction to take by just following the frayed part of the carpet—”

“Frayed?” Berek said.

“Of course,” Dr. Nassig said. “Thousands of petitioners have walked there before, and the path is left frayed on purpose so that you find the direction without looking up. It’s a beacon leading to the All Highest Lord. You walk along the frayed line in small humble steps like this.”

The frayed line reassured Berek. It was a bridge between Varungy’s threadbareness and the splendor of the capital. He followed Dr. Nassig, imitating his gait. Behind him Herr Schall did the same. The three swayed along in the rocky wagon, passed the goose cage from which came inebriated snorts, swayed on toward the feed pouch.

“Now, when you catch sight of the emperor’s shoes,” Dr. Nassig said, “you will stop. You will stand there, head bowed—yes, that’s good, that’s very sincere bowing—you will stand, head bowed, for a full seven seconds. Remember, the lectern at the emperor’s side has a sheet with facts of your life you yourself may not even know. He must be given a chance to look them over. After seven seconds you raise your eyes for that one moment’s direct glance at him while you say, ‘Your Apostolic Majesty, my Most Gracious Emperor and King!’ Then you lower your eyes again to pronounce your petition. You have learned your petition by heart?”

“Yes,” Berek said, looking down on the bobbing floor of the wagon.

“Very good,” Dr. Nassig said. “Except you don’t look at the floor at this point. You don’t look at the emperor’s face either, but you look at his hand resting on the lectern. It always rests on his lectern. You look specifically at his ring finger—will you remember that?—because there will be on it a diamond so powerful they say its side facet reflects the dream you dreamed the night before. But the main facet, facing you, that’s the important one for your guidance. That one gives you back your mirror image in miniature. It’s your chance to see any flaws in your posture which you can then correct on the instant. Any questions, please?”

The Pekingese had begun to bark. Dr. Nassig turned and screamed something passionate. Silence.

“Now,” Dr. Nassig said. “After the monarch has responded favorably and perhaps explained about the stock market, you will begin your retreat. Now, this is interesting. The signal that tells you the audience is over will be a gentle pull of the wire—”

“What wire?” Berek asked.

“How silly of me,” Dr. Nassig said. “I have not mentioned the wire. This is a very fine wire, just a thread. Before you enter the audience chamber, the adjutant will hook it into the back of your collar. They’re trained in that. He’ll pay it out as you advance toward the emperor. When the audience is over, the signal will be a polite little wire tug at your collar. You commence walking backward toward the door, facing the emperor. But have no fear, you’ll walk backward in the right direction, straight toward the door, by just yielding to the pull of that wire. Those adjutants are brilliant in hauling petitioners back out. That’s all. Easy. You see?”

“What if the wire hook doesn’t catch?” Berek felt the tight fit at the back of his collar.

“If it doesn’t catch,” Dr. Nassig said, “if there’s any little mix-up of any kind, there’s still no cause to worry. I have a perfect thing for you to do. Herr Schall, do we have a Leo horoscope of the police-chief kind?”

Herr Schall took from his trouser pocket a stack of what looked like golden playing cards wrapped in tissue paper. He spread the cards into a fan and gave Dr. Nassig one.

“Here,” Dr. Nassig said. “Our emperor was born on August eighteenth, under the sign of the lion. This is the Leo horoscope for this year—look at it, printed in blue velvet on golden silk, costing us twenty gulden apiece but not for sale. Literally priceless. We present it to police chiefs, burgomasters, etcetera, wherever there is prejudice against Gypsies doing business in a town. It won’t fail you tomorrow.”

“Uh, thank you,” Berek said.

“It should set your mind at ease,” Dr. Nassig said. “Any little mishap—this card will cure it. You just present it to the adjutant on your way out. You tell him that this modest golden gift is an extra token of respect to His Imperial and Royal Majesty, an emblem of apology, presented with humblest compliments by you and by Dr. Jacob M. Nassig. And that will make everything smooth again.”

“Also compliments from Alois Schall,” Herr Schall said.

“Of course, Herr Schall’s, too, as designer of the horoscope, that is understood,” Dr. Nassig said. “But are we clear about tomorrow now? All clear and serene? I want you to sleep well.”

“Well, I wanted to ask you,” Berek said. “About the glass bead. How can you get a salt crystal and a stone grain into a bead?”

“Exactly,” Dr. Nassig said. “I will address that problem. At my hotel tonight—that’s when I meet the gentlemen cofinancing our venture—exactly that item will be at the top of our agenda. We will engage a glazier-artist of the first water to handle that.”

“Another thing,” Berek said. “To make the glass bead stick to the metal, we’ll need a special glue—”

“We’ll get the most special one, because you are a most special young man,” Dr. Nassig said. “I see you crafting an extraordinary medallion. You’ll cross that bridge beautifully when you come to it. You don’t even know yet what a wonderful bridge crosser you are! Meanwhile I trust you’ll be comfortable sharing Herr Schall’s quarters tonight.”

The Pekingese had started barking again—but barking into a silence altogether new. There was no creaking or shaking of wheels. The wagon had come to a halt gently this time, but with a finality that ran cold down Berek’s back.

“I’d better hurry and get my end of the business organized for our big day,” Dr. Nassig said. And he did a funny thing. He gave Berek a long, lingering pat on the young beard. Then he shook hands briskly with both Berek and Herr Schall.

“Breakfast at eight, gentlemen. Rest well.”

He tipped his hat, parted the canvas, collected the Pekingese, stopped the barking and became footsteps tapering away.

Outside, Berek thought, my God, right outside must be Vienna.





II

IN LATER YEARS Berek Spiegelglass would try to recall what it had been like to climb down from the Gypsy wagon into the center of his future life. Whatever he could recover from the moment was always touched with childhood and fatigue, with singsong and wood smoke.

The daydream he’d nursed during the journey appeared to have spilled into the very real evening breeze brushing his face as he stepped out. After hours of travel he arrived in Varungy, where he had started—Varungy a bit transformed, to be sure, and moved close to the emperor’s residence.

He found this other Varungy lit up erratically by oil lamps and flames from an open fire. There was the same group of six two-story houses, somewhat bigger perhaps, and with the mezuzoth elevated from doorposts to roof corners. The Imperial Palace gleamed with the most fantastic glow less than half a mile away.

It turned out that Herr Schall had never heard of mezuzoth. He said that those things up on the roofs, those slim, twisted, conchlike turrets, were minarets. That’s why this place was called Turk Place. And those strong lights over there were not the Imperial Palace. Those were gas lamps, the first Berek had seen, which illuminated the huge army drill grounds separating Turk Place from the city gate.

And still Berek felt eerily at home. It wasn’t just the six houses. It was the black-haired men sitting cross-legged and chanting around a bonfire between the two short rows of roofs. The songs struck him as a very old, shut-away memory now awakened. His tiredness, beginning just then, seemed to have collapsed a fence inside him and readmitted the scene into his brain. When he’d been very little, toddling through a Varungy still healthy—hadn’t he heard just such singing in its one street?

Herr Schall shouldered the salt sack. He led Berek over the cracked tiles of a house entrance into a ground-floor apartment. On its door a sign said (Herr Schall held up the lantern to read it to him) DR. NASSIG & CO. LTD.—OFFICE. The office consisted of a big desk with a little castle made of glass. This was an inkstand next to which Herr Schall dropped the sack of Galilee salt. Berek followed suit with the goose cage and with the feed pouch, jarring the ink-stand. The ink did not stir. It had dried inside the castle with flaring black patches.

But something moved in the adjoining room. A girl was putting bedclothes on two cots. Herr Schall made his shoulders square, his neck very erect and official. He introduced. This was Fräulein Tamarah Liftitz.

Before long the Fräulein would become much more than a wife to Berek. Yet their first encounter wavered in the blue fog of his exhaustion. Perhaps Tamarah Liftitz—coming on top of everything else—was just too much to absorb. At the sight of the pillow in her hands, the full weight of four sleepless working nights tumbled down on him. What he noticed that evening was only the little red lilies printed on her babushka and the fact that her pinkie was so much smaller than the other fingers of an already small hand smoothing linen.

His limbs ached for bed. But he could not lie down until the girl had finished her work. Meanwhile, Herr Schall took him to the adjoining house on Turk Place. Once upon a time, Herr Schall said, this building had been a Turkish stable. Now it was the Gypsies’. The smell of axle grease, the acridity of horseflesh, the stamping of hooves and the snorts of nostrils inside feed bags … these impressions remained fragments of a broken picture. They all whirled, still separate, into a dream Berek dreamed minutes later when he fell onto a cot at last and was swept into a procession of hundreds of carriages, all drawn by striped stallions along an arc gleaming toward Varungy—a pageant headed by Rabbi Kohn turned into an emperor in flame-tinted robes, his head glowing with a crown of feathers, of rubies and of flowers.



In Varungy Berek’s cousin Riddah had a music box whose key had been broken off. It could no longer be wound up. Yet now and then, unpredictably, it would stammer a bit of music, a phrase from a melody that would remain forever unknown.

The next morning for a moment Berek thought that this was the sound that had awakened him. But it wasn’t Riddah in Varungy. It was a girl elsewhere, with sewing scissors she pinged against the lid of a metal box.

The girl, Tamarah, sat by a window full of sun. When not pinging, she embroidered a long gown of gorgeous black silk. It was studded with golden numbers, each wreathed in green laurel leaves. Berek had taught himself simple mathematics in Varungy; he recognized that all the numbers were 25’s. What he didn’t understand was why the girl was suddenly so pretty. And what there was about the room that wasn’t right.

The girl no longer wore the babushka of the night before. Her black hair was drawn back into a severely braided bun from which only tips stuck out—tips the size of her little nose. Under her dark blond brows her eyes were blue and softly shaped, softened still further by the tired mauve under her lower lids. She pinged her sewing scissors against the lid again. Berek yawned, and she smiled about a quarter of a smile. The ping was a gentle gong with which to waken him.

“What’s the matter?” he said. Something was.

“I want to … to show you something.” She touched a brownish brick encased in a tin box lying on his night table. At the same time he saw the sun light up the other cot’s emptiness.

“Herr Schall is gone,” he said.

“Before he … he comes back, I want to show you,” she said. “This is the Brick from our Wailing Wall, from our … temple in Jerusalem.”

“Oh yes, for the medallion. Where is Herr Schall?”

“He was in … a hurry. But you see, one mustn’t make … make money out of the Brick. One mustn’t take pieces out of it for medallions. It would be against God.”

She had a slight stutter. Each time her tongue slowed, her hand with the too short pinkie covered her mouth. He had to harden his lips against a smile. Very factually, he said, “We’ll just take one grain from the brick for each medallion.”

“Not even one grain,” she said. “The Brick is really … really from the Great Temple. Truly.”

“What?” he said.

“You write something to … to God,” she said. “You put your writing into the Brick. Like the pilgrims in Jerusalem, when they come to the Wailing Wall. They put their messages into the … the Wall cracks.”

He looked at her hand before her lips. It had tiny bolsters for knuckles.

“You write something to God,” she said. “You put it into the Brick. It will be answered.”

He was too sleepy still to discover the exact wrongness in the room. Certainly, the girl’s crazy words were no help.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “Did Herr Schall leave a message for me?”

She shook her head. “Before he comes, you write God something.” From under the Brick box she pulled a notepad and an ink pencil whose tip she wet with her tongue.

He wanted to get out of bed to look for Herr Schall. But he had no trousers on. And he didn’t know how to write.

“Our teacher went away from our village,” he said. “There was no longer a school when I was a child.”

“Oh. Then I will write for you. You dictate. Any … anything you want to ask God?”

He heard the beating of big bird wings from the next room. The goose was still there. “All right,” he said. “I ask that the emperor should grant our petition today.”

“P-l-e-a-s-e G-o-d t-h-e E-t-e-r-n-a-l,” she wrote. Her brows, slightly curved and surprisingly blond against the darkness of her hair, moved up and down in rhythm with her pencil. “M-a-k-e t-h-e E-m-p-e-r-o-r g-r-a-n-t o-u-r p-e-t-i-t-i-o-n.” She took another break. “And how

shall I sign? Your name?”

“Berek Spiegelglass. I have to get ready for the audience.”

“B-e-r-e-k S-p-i-e-g-e-l-g-l-a-s-s.” She tore off the sheet right below the signature and furled the scrap into a little scroll. “Here is your prayer. You put it in the Brick.”

He sat up with the sheet wrapped around him and began to pull on his socks.

“Put it in the Brick,” she said. “That’s the test. I know from my father. If the Brick takes your prayer, there will be an … an answer. You put it in.”

He took it. And he put it in. It found a fissure instantly—one of the alchemist’s holes. A moment later it looked as if it had been there for a long time, like the half-dozen other little curls. The Brick seemed to have grown the scroll as a porcupine grows a quill.

“You see!” she said. She was smiling fully for the first time, her eyes half closed as if she were basking in the sun. And that moment he knew at least half of what was wrong. The sun was much too strong.

“What time is it?” he said.

“When I heard the Christian bells it was eight.”

He was a country boy. He could tell from the angle with which the light struck the window. It must be closer to nine.

“It’s so late!” he said, now fully awake. “We’re supposed to meet Dr. Nassig here right now! My audience at the palace is at ten.”

“At the palace you tell the emperor to put the … the Brick under his protection,” she said. “It can’t be touched.”

“We need a grain for each medallion—”

“It can’t be touched.”

“But there’ll be a factory for the medallions,” he said. “My village already spent money—”

“I will pay back the money!”

She shook away her stutter with a headshake so fierce it loosened her bun into tossing braids. “Princess Wallers!” she said. “She’ll pay me fifty gulden for this gown! It’s for the ball, the twenty-fifth anniversary of the reign! You tell the emperor! And I’ll get more! Another twenty gulden when I embroider the laurels in two colors!” Footsteps sounded outside. “It’s just the crash,” she said, speaking lower, faster. “Otherwise, there’d be more embroidery work. But I’ll get more. I’ll give you the money. Just save the Brick!”

She had closed the Brick box, whisked it under an extra piece of gown cloth. “I’ll put it in with your stuff. You take it to the emperor for protection!”

He was astounded by the force coming from her soft face. But he had no time for astonishment. Herr Schall’s breathlessness filled the room.



Herr Schall, who would escort him to the palace, had rented a swallowtail frock coat, bought a white carnation for his button-hole and borrowed his brother-in-law’s fiacre.

Berek’s first fiacre ride was also the most turbulent of his life. Mud sprayed up. It threatened his audience clothes as well as the goose cage on his lap. Luckily, he came upon a blanket under the seat. Berek did some tight tucking, narrowed his eyes against the rush of streets and made his mind rehearse the words of his petition. But the image of the embroidering girl interfered. So did Herr Schall on the driver’s seat next to him.

Berek was surprised that a man in a top hat could be so distraught. Herr Schall kept muttering into the wind what he’d already muttered at Turk Place. He couldn’t locate Dr. Nassig. He kept trying to remember the name of Dr. Nassig’s new hotel; the doctor had mentioned it before he, Schall, had left for Prague to pick up the Galilee salt. What in the name of the Virgin was it? Because just now, trying to learn what kept Dr. Nassig, he’d found the old Nassig hotel shut down for renovations. The new one—Herr Schall cursed at a vegetable cart they almost overturned—the new hotel had to be the fancy Inner City kind, right for business meetings. That was it, for God’s sake—a hotel breakfast meeting! That’s why Dr. Nassig had not shown up at Turk Place! He had been waiting at his hotel!

“Is this the Inner City?” Berek asked.

Of course not, Herr Schall said, not at all, no point going to the Inner City now, no going crazy, running from place to place guessing which hotel, no, no—no, the surest place was the Seven Modern Wonders exhibit, the doctor always checked the ticket sales there every morning. And Herr Schall’s whip snapped over the two white horses’ manes, which floated like twin little snowstorms through the scudding air.

It was a comfort to know that this was not Vienna’s fancy Inner City through which they were passing: long files of low housefronts, all as shabby gray as the clouds which now hid the sun and therefore the time from Berek. Out of an endless succession of windows hung damp bedding or old heads astonished at the fiacre’s speed.

At last, they left the cobbles for a wide, crunching gravel path. Ahead loomed something like a tremendous square, filled with buildings and fronted by a tall portal. Berek had once seen a picture of it in a newspaper. It was the entrance to Vienna’s World’s Fair.

But the fiacre never reached it. The horses had slowed, not because of a specific signal but in response to the curious fact that Herr Schall seemed to be turning, openmouthed, into stone. When the carriage stopped, only Herr Schall’s right hand could move. With mechanical slowness the hand reached into a pocket in order to roll a cigarette. Before it got to a match it failed altogether. Tobacco and cigarette paper dropped from the driver’s seat to the ground. Herr Schall himself did too, but he fell on his feet.

On tiptoe, as though stalking a monster, he began to approach something about a hundred yards away. It consisted of splintered, discolored, disordered ashstrewn heaps. Nearby stood a policeman with a metal-trimmed helmet. Herr Schall began to talk to him. As he spoke, his hands rose up, in stages, toward his top hat. When he returned to the fiacre, both of his pink cheeks were being squashed by his fists. Berek realized that Herr Schall could be only a little older than himself. He looked so boyish in his dressed-up suffering.

“Fiend,” Herr Schall choked out at the wheel spokes. “That—is—why—the—fiend—made—me—go—to—Prague. Get—me—out—of—the—way … while—he—collects—the—insurance.”

Berek barely managed to keep the goose cage from crashing down. Suddenly, Herr Schall had pulled him off the fiacre, dragged him close to the debris.

“Look!” Herr Schall said. “Look!” It was as if a second pair of eyes would lessen the pain of the sight. “Our Seven Modern Wonders Show!” Herr Schall’s finger gored the air with such vehemence that the white carnation in his buttonhole wobbled. Here! That had been the long-distance balloon rising from the Taj Mahal—that blackened rag among the embers! And this singed hulk in the middle, ah, half the Union Jack was still left on it, that had been the British battleship steered by the Queen! And where was President Lincoln? Where was Mister Abraham Lincoln going up a New York skyscraper in an elevator? Buried under those ashes? And where was Dr. Nassig himself? Off and gone with the insurance money! That police officer over there, he had cosigned the damage statement over a week ago! Where was justice?

“That’s terrible,” Berek said. “But if Dr. Nassig is gone, do we need him to manufacture the medallions?”

“Five hundred gulden invested in that fiend! On my side we invested five hundred gulden in the Modern Wonders. And who designed them? Me! He must hang!”

“Perhaps we should calm down and think,” Berek said.

“And he wanted even more! It’s every penny I could raise. I’m finished! Fiend!”

“In Varungy we gave him all our money for the bonds,” Berek said. “But we should think this out.”

“What bonds?” Herr Schall said.

“The residency bonds,” Berek said. “So that my village can move to Vienna.”

“All fake and cheat!” Herr Schall said. “All you need is the petition. No bonds! And that’s no salt from the Sea of Galilee. That’s just a sack of fake. Sweet Jesus in heaven, please let him hang!”

“Is my audience card real?” Berek pulled it out together with the horoscope of the police-chief kind.

“Of course.” Herr Schall snatched it, threw it down. “I arranged that, through the Wallers office. What I do is real! I work hard! For what? For nothing!”

“The audience could still be good for something,” Berek said. The trouble he had taken with the goose, his work on the mezuzoth, the money for the bonds, the girl pinging on the metal lid—it could not possibly be all in vain.

“Ah.” Herr Schall stared at Berek. He pushed back his top hat. “Your audience. Right! Absolutely right.” He picked up the card, blew on it, handed it to Berek. “You can still go to the emperor! You tell him about this fiend. Turn the imperial police on him! There is a God in heaven. Let’s go!”

Berek turned to climb up to the driver’s bench, but Herr Schall raised his arm. “No, no. You get in back. You sit in the dignity seat. We must make the right impression to hang the fiend!”



Off they drove, even faster than before. So fast did they start that the blanket dropped from the fiacre without their noticing. Again mud splashed from the road and threatened Berek’s trousers. To keep them clean for the emperor, he took off his jacket and laid it inside out over his knees. That way stains would not show when he put it on again. He didn’t want to think too far ahead; neither about making the medallion, nor about saving Varungy. He mustn’t be eaten up by worry. He concentrated on the words of his petition, on protecting his clothes and dealing with the goose. Till now the bird had been quiet, but now it honked wildly. With each bounce of the carriage it took flying leaps against the cage walls.

Berek thought of the rum-soaked corn which had calmed the animal before. He opened the feed pouch tied to a bar of the cage. From inside, wreathed in laurel leaves, the number “25” stared at him. This was a piece of the gown material in which the girl had swaddled the box with the Wailing Wall Brick. It took him unawares. Her sweet stammer pulsed in the “25.” Berek lifted the Brick in its wrappings, scooped up a handful of the corn that was below, fed the goose, let his finger brush over the “25”—and heard the rumble of the cobbles melt into smoothness beneath the fiacre wheels. They were rolling along on nobler pavement.

To the left and to the right there carouseled the Ringstrasse, the famous circular boulevard the emperor had already pulled partly out of the ground. Where the city walls used to be, the imperial government was now constructing theaters, ministries, hotels and mansions. Around Berek curved endless scaffoldings surrounding endless emptiness—metal skeletons and mounds of masonry and huge raw-edged fragments of stone. It looked like a panorama not half built but half demolished.

Perhaps it was the girl’s stammer about the remnant of the Great Temple. Perhaps, the shambles of the Seven Modern Wonders. The dust of destruction whipped into Berek’s nostrils. The fiacre zoomed past ferocious blasting, along upheavals of earth and spatterings of mortar. He saw the Temple being laid waste several times over in different grandiose styles of havoc on successive segments of the boulevard. And he saw not only the Temple ravaged. He saw the silver highway crumpling even before it was finished, an arc of rubble dripping down from the horizon. He saw his own poor little Varungy reduced to broken walls and plaster dust. All that survived of multiple ruination was the Brick the girl had put into the feed pouch.

Herr Schall yanked at the reins. The fiacre halted. Before them towered a cast-iron gate, overwhelming as a cathedral’s shadow. Berek pulled on his jacket. Yet even here, at the emperor’s own palace, the volleys of disintegration would not stop. Sounds like artillery broadsides ricocheted against massive walls. The guards who came forward ignored the noise. They frowned at Berek, squinted at his audience card, waved on the fiacre. In an inner courtyard a man in silver and green livery acted bored by the commotion. He pointed at the shaking, honking goose but didn’t look at it.

“Would this be an offering to His Majesty?”

“Yes, sir,” Berek said.

Letting his silver-green arm hang down, the man snapped his finger. A second man in silver and green lifted the cage away. A third silver-green man wanted to take the feed pouch. But Berek had untied it from the cage and gripped it with both hands. Inside was the Brick, to be placed under All Highest protection. Another boom reverberated.

“He must be hanged!” Herr Schall whispered from the driver’s seat. “Beg His Majesty! No clemency!”

Booms caromed off fretted balconies. “This way to the audience chambers,” said the first silver-green man. “Let’s not linger. And let’s take off our little hat.”



With his head bare, with Herr Schall left behind, Berek walked alone among giants consisting entirely of scabbards, epaulets and boots. They pointed and kept him walking on the gleam of the parquet.

At an oil painting bigger than a village fair, he was stopped. A man under a white-plumed helmet checked Berek’s name against a list and told him he was three minutes late. A man with a cocked hat and brilliant gloves announced, not particularly in Berek’s direction, that foundations were being blasted for the Imperial and Royal Museums on the other side of the Ringstrasse and that if any explosion interrupted the petitioner, said petitioner was to stop and to begin the interrupted sentence anew for His Majesty’s understanding. Another man in another cocked hat kept his gloved right hand on the golden hilt of his sword and, with his left, picked a goose feather off Berek’s shoulder. Then, with a languidly commanding finger, he indicated that he wanted the feed pouch opened. Berek gripped it. But the gold hilt was too daunting. Berek opened. The man saw the laureled Imperial anniversary number, gave an absent grin and motioned permission to close. At that moment a paramount creaking overrode the rumble of another detonation. Two lackeys had grasped two doorknobs as high as their necks. The wings of an enormous gold-and-white door were parting. In the next room, Berek knew, stood his sovereign.

A crimson carpet led him forward. There was no frayed path in it. Still Berek advanced bowing, his bowler pressed against his heart. No wire hook had been fastened to the back of his collar as Dr. Nassig had predicted, yet Berek kept following Dr. Nassig’s instructions. His feet clumped along the exalted carpet. He had nothing to hold on to except the doctor’s advice and the feed pouch with the girl’s Brick.

Four legs of a high desk made of rosewood told him to halt. “Your Apostolic Majesty,” he said. “My Most Gracious Emperor and King!”

He lifted up his eyes. He was astonished. The ruination would not even stop before the emperor’s face. Berek had seen that face often before, on coins and on postage stamps. But the booms sounding that moment shook the young monarch halfway into old age. They blasted his forehead into baldness; they weakened the skin around his eyes and even burst some tiny veins on his left cheek.

“Your Apostolic Majesty,” he said. “My Most Gracious Emperor and King!” But this second start, too, failed to give him the momentum to go on. By now he ought to be saying what the girl had asked of him. He should be pleading for the survival of the Brick and of the Turkish Place that was the Brick’s dwelling and that looked like Varungy and might be Varungy’s continuation … But its preservation against the world’s wild booming blows … how could he entrust it to a coin face which had grown old before his eyes?

“Your Apostolic Majesty, my Most Gracious Emperor and King!”

The imperial forefinger tapped against the desk. Twice, impatiently. The sound jarred Berek’s tongue into continued motion. “Would it be allowed?” he said, pressing the bowler so hard against his jacket that dried bits of mud began to flake from the lining down to the carpet. “Would it be allowed to settle thirty people from the village of Varungy to Turkish Place near Vienna for … for the purpose of”—here he began to stammer, perhaps to fortify himself with the girl’s passion—“for the purpose of manufacturing in a new factory a … medallion … a medallion …”

“Yes?” the emperor said. He had a hoarse, unnervingly ordinary voice.

“… a medallion celebrating the twenty-fifth anniversary of the emperor’s reign? … Please?”

Thunder of three closely spaced explosions. They sent after-tremors through a baroque clock standing some nine feet tall in the corner of the room.

“An anniversary medallion?” the emperor said. “What do you mean?”

“It would look like this.” Berek opened the feed pouch. He was beckoned to step closer. He obeyed. In his blue general’s coat Franz Joseph I bent down and saw the laureled number “25,” crowned by the initials “FJ,” the gown material in which the Brick was wrapped. The emperor’s nose sniffed slightly. His supreme sensitivity toward the improper registered what had eluded his court officials. He smelled a strange smell. It was the odor of rum-soaked maize below the Brick.

Franz Joseph I straightened up. He glanced at the audience memorandum on his desk. His head performed a headshake of surprising ease considering its constraint by so tight a silver collar.

This petition, Franz Joseph said, was for an employment and residency permit involving the manufacture of a religious medal. The anniversary of the reign was not a religious occasion. Therefore the petitioner’s request did not conform to the written petition. In such cases petitioners had to apply for another audience at another time to present their revised requests.

Silence. Then two things happened almost at once. Another blast exploded at the building site of the Imperial and Royal Museums. And drops came slowly from Berek’s eyes. They rolled down into his young black whiskers. It was the first time he had cried in ten years. All good timing is instinct. Berek’s tears were superbly timed.

The emperor saw them and connected them and the peculiar smell to his misgivings throughout that morning. Lately, an appalling incorrectness—of which the stock market crash was just one example—had been afflicting his lands. It had affected his own judgment. For reasons of efficiency and economy in troubled times, he had yielded to his architects: he had allowed blasting across the street during audience hours. It had been an incorrect decision. The consequent disorder must have pushed this young man into deviations like the alcoholic smell or the tears which otherwise were appropriate only in the case of clemency-seeking mothers. He, Franz Joseph, might be responsible for the incorrectness unfolding before him. Therefore, some lenience might be exercised.

“However, in this case …” Franz Joseph said. It now came to him that the young man, by his very agitation, proved a finer barometer of the proprieties than those who had preceded him in audience. They had been deaf and dumb to the improperly sanctioned explosions. “However, in your case,” Franz Joseph said, looking for the young man’s name on the audience memorandum, for personal recognition was an important part of royal correctness. “In your specific instance, Herr Spiegelglass, we will consider your request, though it involves manufacture of a medallion whose nature is not … not exactly religious.” Franz Joseph scratched himself momentarily on his ear. The gesture expressed the energy of a slight smile which would have been uncalled for at this juncture. “We want to encourage industry in difficult times. Request is granted on receipt of a written emendation of the petition.”

To a blast not half as powerful as the hammer inside his chest, Berek retreated with his back toward the titanic door. He did not require a hook in his collar to tug him in the right direction. There was no need to give an adjutant the horoscope of the police-chief kind. He floated past scabbards, plumes, spurred boots, sword hilts. He bounded down a gargoyled ramp. He hugged the feed pouch because it contained the girl’s Brick and, hugging it, ran toward Herr Schall, who sat in the fiacre in the courtyard and who slowly lifted his top-hatted face from between his fists.





III

BEREK SPIEGELGLASS had become the creature of a speed that could not be resisted. With the feed pouch on his back he lunged up to the fiacre driver’s seat next to Herr Schall, snatched the reins and thundered the horses from the palace courtyard out into the Ringstrasse. More explosions sounded from the building site. But Herr Schall, excited, heard them as cymbals of vengeance. To him they announced, along with Berek’s glowing face, that Dr. Nassig had already been handcuffed by the emperor’s bailiffs. But then it became clear that they were driving the wrong way.

“Wait,” Herr Schall said. “The Palace of Criminal Justice is over there!”

“We are going to our street,” Berek said.

“What street?”

“The Turkish Place,” Berek said.

To Herr Schall it didn’t matter that this country blacksmith called Turk Place “our street.” What mattered was Dr. Nassig.

“You mean he hasn’t been caught? He has our money!”

“Something more important!” Berek called out into a brightening noon, over the sun-filled clatter of his speed. “We have permission!” he shouted. “The emperor said we can make another medallion! Is this the right way to our street?”

But he would have known even without Herr Schall’s nod. He was steering the horses by the sun, westward beyond the great cannonading smithereening scaffolds, beyond city limits, where a sweet cluster of small houses, his new Varungy, awaited him.

“What other medallion?” Herr Schall called.

With his left hand Berek opened the feed pouch to show the piece of gown material with the Imperial anniversary number. “We’ll manufacture a medallion like that!” he called. “Sell it to the fair visitors! You just have to change the petition!”

They had left the smooth paving of the Ringstrasse for cobbles that clanged against the fiacre wheels. Again and again, Herr Schall shouted that rewording the petition was very hard, that it took special care and skill and would take a long time. Finally, he screamed that it hadn’t been him—it had been an acquaintance of his on Prince Wallers’s business staff who’d written the petition in the first place. The horses scrambled to a halt. Berek had stopped them with a rein pull and the whoa whistle once used by the Varungy teamster.

“Your acquaintance did the petition,” Berek said. “Where is your acquaintance?”

“At Prince Wallers’s palais, but—”

“Where is this palais?”

“We passed it five minutes ago.”

Berek handed Herr Schall the reins and jumped off.

“You drive there and ask the acquaintance to change the petition.”

“But the point is,” Herr Schall said, “Dr. Nassig, this Antichrist—”

“That’s finished,” Berek said. “Now we move on to the new medallion with a new petition.”

“It’s a good idea, the anniversary medallion,” Herr Schall said, staring desperately at the “25” number, dropping the reins.

“Then drive back to the acquaintance with the good idea!”

“But you see, the money lost with Dr. Nassig,” Herr Schall had to say now. “Most of it belonged to my acquaintance.”

“You didn’t tell me!” Berek said. But he didn’t care. He had gotten past the emperor himself. He couldn’t let the acquaintance stand in his way. Not with the Brick in his lap.

“All right,” he said. “You tell the acquaintance he has to write a new petition. Otherwise, there’s no medallion, no income, nothing. He’ll never get back his money.”

“You think so?” Herr Schall said.

Berek closed Herr Schall’s fingers round the reins. “No question,” he said. “Tell him. Right now.”

“Actually, it makes sense,” Herr Schall said.

“I need a pawnbroker for smithy tools,” Berek said. “I must make a sample medallion.”

Herr Schall watched the cobbles rotating under the fiacre. In the course of two quick rides the future had melted into vertigo. It would be a relief to turn it over to this demon of a Hebrew bumpkin—at least until the cobbles settled down again.

“All right,” he said.

“Is there a pawnbroker on the way to our street?”

“All right,” Herr Schall said. “Yes. There’s a pawnbroker around the corner to the left.”

“See you at the Turkish Place,” Berek said. “Bring back the new writing from the acquaintance.”

By the time Herr Schall’s hand began to roll the cigarette paper, Berek had turned the corner.



Everything served Berek Spiegelglass that day, including the stock market crash weeks earlier. Ripples from the crash had caused an endless variety of destitution. Even an out-of-the-way pawnbroker on Vienna’s edge offered a rich assortment of objects unredeemed. Berek found a bellows damaged by only a moderate tear; coal tongs that would do for smithy work; a usably big hammer; and a steel tart mold, more or less of medallion size, that was not fatally dented.

All these he took. In exchange he left behind the frock coat and vest given him by Varungy’s last rabbi. Both featured mother-of-pearl buttons to whose resale value the pawnbroker had taken a fancy.

Five minutes later Berek spied the little minarets of Turkish Place. Their silhouettes inscribed upon the sky the shape of the mezuzoth he had buried in Varungy’s earth. Again it was like the rebirth of a view in which his childhood had been steeped. So much that had been lost, abandoned, betrayed, fragmented … here it seemed to grow whole again, in that small vista ahead. There it was in an alley standing alone beyond an empty drill ground. Elsewhere the world roared and shattered. Here was a haven cozy against the grandiose chaos.

And then, coming closer, he picked out the girl sitting on a bench before one of the six houses. He recognized her by her dark braids, her blond eyebrows and soft bodice. His soul rose together with his flesh. He had known Tamarah for less than a day. Never before had his desire for a new girl merged with longing to embrace something remembered, something somehow redemptive. Maybe that was why the sight of her released such need in him. He must weld himself into her no less than into the pavement touching her black, bright-buttoned shoes. Girl and street joined into the same marvelous flesh he yearned to make his bride. He could not wait to lay claim on Turkish Place with every member of his body. He began to run.

A few hours earlier Tamarah had watched the young blacksmith board the fiacre in his fine frock coat. Now he returned on foot, without carriage, without any outer garment. He was loping across the drill ground in his shirtsleeves, holding on to his bowler. On his back bounced, like rucksacks, the feed pouch and a bellows. Tamarah sat on a bench in the sun, leaning against the wall of Turk Place No. 5, and looked down again at the gown she was embroidering for Princess Wallers.

Arrived before her, he opened the bellows and took out the tools he’d just bartered for his clothes.

“Fräulein Tamarah,” he said. “Do you have a ladder?”

There was one in the Gypsy stable. She pointed and stood up; the simplest way to cover her confusion was to walk away and get what he’d asked for. He restrained her, cupping her wrist with both his hands.

“I will fetch it myself,” he said. “Now, please. Could you mend the tear in these bellows? And after that, will you put on your High Holiday dress?”

“What?”

“Your High Holiday dress.”

His breath high from running, his steady glance, his solemn smile—they all bore down on her. She looked away from the black of his beard, the light blue of his eyes.

“Will the emperor … protect the Brick?” she said, shielding her little stammer with four fingers.

“The emperor worked out all right,” he said. “We’ll make a different medallion that won’t use up the Brick.”

“Good,” she said.

“You and me,” he said. “We’ll be the protectors of the Brick.”

“We?”

He had taken the Brick box out of the pouch. Now he extracted the Brick itself, kissed it, and laid the kissed Brick before her feet.

Pleasure and embarrassment rushed into her head, but not the right words with which to ask about the High Holiday clothes.

“That’s a leather rip,” she said, tapping on the bellows. “I don’t know if I have a needle that’s strong enough.”

She hated blushing in bright daylight. Quickly, she replaced the Brick in the box and retreated into her house with box, bellows and embroidery clutched in her arms.



On Turk Place it was the beginning of the Spiegelglass principality. Berek walked into the stable. Horses and wagons were gone, off with the Gypsy men for the day’s forays. Berek kicked out of the way the fodder bags stored in the fireplace. He cleaned the flue with a broomstick and began to carry in logs from the campfire site in the street. Gypsy women watched, tightening the babushkas around their heads. The very idea of flames under a roof narrowed their eyes.

Berek ignored everything except his purpose. Humming that craft-absorbed rapt working hum later to become famous on Turk Place, still sporting the bowler, striding about like a possessed, half-dressed fop, he kept carrying logs to the fireplace, lit them, grinned, found the ladder and hauled it outside.

Hammer stuck into his belt, he climbed the lowest of the six houses, swung the hammer and lopped a minaret piece so cleverly off the roof that it dropped into his open palm. He climbed down to the Gypsy stares, returned to the stable and searched it till he found a small stove with a flat top. With one heave he upended it. With two hammer blows he tested its solid cast-iron bottom, facing upward now. “All right,” he said to himself aloud. “That’ll do. That’s an anvil.”

Tamarah came in and put the bellows down by the fireplace.

“It’s mended,” she said.

“Thank you.” He stared at her. She was wearing a cloak of rough homespun. “We have an important matter together,” he said. “That’s why I said holiday clothes.”

She turned slightly to let the flames light up the long skirt under the cloak.

“I used to go with Papa to the synagogue in this,” she said.

“Good,” he said. “We also need the Brick. The matter involves the Brick.”

“It’s in the other house,” she said. She didn’t ask what matter. It was a question to which she didn’t want to provoke an answer.

“We should go to the other house anyhow,” he said. “This is not something for the stable.” He fanned the fire with the bellows, threw on another log. Past Gypsy eyes they walked together to the house where he had slept the night before. They parted, briefly, while she went up the wooden stairs to the mystery of her rooms to fetch the Brick. He opened the door that still said DR. NASSIG & CO. LTD.—OFFICE. His shirt had become smudged, and he needed a garment to cover it. His appearance would have to do justice to what was coming now. Maybe he could borrow something of Herr Schall’s. There was a locker next to the cot; inside hung nothing except a cape. It was only a rain cape. But it was black with the blackness of a judge’s robe. He stood arrayed in it when she entered in her long dark dress, the Brick box in her hand.

“You still have the writing pencil?” he asked.

“There,” she said. She sat down at the desk on which the goose had slept the night before. Against the glass castle with the dried ink leaned a notepad next to a pencil. Actually, he had seen the pencil. But he needed a little more time; some more introductory words. He waited while she put down the Brick and took the pencil in her hand.

“Please write a request to God for me,” he said. “To be put into the Brick.”

To brace himself he gathered the cape firmly about his shoulders. “Please tell me when you are ready,” he said.

She lifted up the pencil a bit, to indicate that she was.

“All right, then.” He began to dictate. “I pray to God.” He reached up to adjust his bowler to a straight, undashing angle. He wanted his head to be reverently covered. He listened to her pencil make only the faintest whispering sound across the paper. From the window came a beating of sparrow wings and the crying of a Gypsy baby. All these sounds seemed to form a tune, as if pencil, sparrow and baby were members of one orchestra. Suddenly the light from the window took on spooky rainbow tints. What was happening here? He had to ceremonialize this new anchorage in life since everything old had melted away. This darling girl with the pencil—she was the anchor, and just because of that he suspected her. How could this creature set off such prickling of warmth and hope inside his skin? He felt ambushed by her importance. Yet it was a marvelous ambush, enveloping him in something that would otherwise die on the Slovakian plain. “I pray to God,” he said as he stood very straight in the rain cape, “that Tamarah Liftitz—am I saying the name right?—that Tamarah Liftitz will marry me and that we will live together on Turkish Place with our family and with people from my village, Varungy.”

He had said it in one valiant breath. She had stopped writing midway in the sentence.

“This is too fast,” she said at the glass castle.

“I can say it again, more slowly,” he said, though he knew what she meant.

“Yesterday was the first time we met.”

He looked at the line and a half she had written.

“It doesn’t matter,” he said. “This has to be.”

“This has to be?”

“Yes.”

“If you are sure,” she said, “my father … my father has to be asked.”

She had a lovely, very vertical handwriting, the line bolder than he had expected from so finely sharpened a pencil.

“You,” he said. “Are you sure?”

She bent her head down to the sheet of paper. The motion amounted to a nod. “My father lives in Palestine. A letter takes long. There is time to … to think.”

“We will write him,” he said. “We will telegraph. Meanwhile you write this.”

Her pencil did not move.

“Later you will teach me to write,” he said. “But now please write my prayer to God and we will put it into the Brick.”

Her pencil moved shakily and wrote out Berek’s prayer. She tore off the part of the sheet it covered. He rolled up the paper, thinking suddenly that this was very much like Herr Schall rolling a cigarette. But the frivolousness of the thought did not help him. The moment came when the Brick accepted the little scroll he pushed into it. He touched Tamarah Liftitz’s skirt on the waist. She entrusted into his hand her small palm rough from janitor work. But her cheek, offering itself to his kiss, was flawlessly smooth. “Tamarah,” he said to the warmth of the cheek. All of a sudden, struck by the irrevocability of his move, staggered by it, he threw off the rain cape. He informed her that he needed another sample from Princess Wallers’s gown for the medallion and ran back to the stable to get to work.



In subsequent hours Berek dismayed a variety of people. The first was Tamarah herself.

She met him in the stable with the sample he’d asked for. He pushed logs with the poker and told her that he wanted to see the inside of all the houses on Turkish Place.

“Right now?” she asked.

“I have time while the flames are building.”

“It’s not ‘Turkish,’ it’s … it’s ‘Turk Place,’” she said.

“‘Turk Place,’” he said undeterrably. “I should see what the rooms look like.”

“There was no chance for me to sweep today,” she said.

“That’s all right.” He threw down the poker.

Tamarah was charged with keeping the premises clean. But Gypsy braziers, tripods, coal mounds and blankets littered the ground-floor halls of the Turk Place houses. Upstairs, the rooms were storage bins stuffed with the debris of treks long past: saddles that the tribe had worn out in the Balkans; Sicilian earthenware mostly cracked but garishly colored; hundreds of pebbles from some Spanish beach, big as hawk eggs, on which jagged charms had been painted. And sand and pottery splinters everywhere.

This housekeeping disaster was not Tamarah’s fault. Yet she hated having to show him sleaziness just after the ceremony with the Brick. Berek looked around, nodded, grunted. He gave in to her refusal to let him enter her own small quarters. But he shook his head as though he failed to understand that this would not—not yet—be seemly. The worst came at the door next to hers. It was a high, arched entranceway, designed originally for the giant eunuch in charge of the grand vizier’s camels.

“Look at that,” Berek said. In Varungy, Rabbi Kohn’s house had been distinguished by a door taller than the others. “This is for our son. After he becomes a rabbi, this will be his study.”

Tamarah was not prepared for an embarrassment so intimate—the mention of a child she would have by the man next to her.

“We haven’t even asked my father yet!” she said.

Deaf to her discomfiture, he ran his hand up the doorjamb of his future son’s room. She walked away abruptly.

“I’m sending off the telegram to my father,” she said.

“And send a letter to Varungy,” he called over his shoulder. “Care of my cousin Riddah Mainzer, Varungy, Slovakia. Say I’m not coming back. They should come here. I’ll let them know when. All right?”

Tamarah was too upset to do anything but nod.

After disturbing her Berek returned to the stable and proceeded to disturb the Gypsies. He hammered into pieces the bronze chunk of minaret he had felled. With the coal tongs he plunged one bit into the fire and placed it, half melted, into the medallion-sized tart mold he’d gotten at the pawnbroker. All along, as he goaded the flames with great pantings from the bellows, Gypsy women gathered at the door, clutching their children. Campfire creatures, they were terrified by the indoorness of the blaze, by the fury to which Berek had roused it. And they saw that he had attracted from the distance another volcanic apparition.



As it emerged from the city gate, it looked like a blasting site that had detached itself from the downtown construction areas and begun moving westward. It was detonating its way across the drill ground toward Turk Place. It was surrounded by a livid cloud from which Herr Schall suddenly catapulted. Smoke-stained and top-hatted, he brushed past the Gypsies into the stable.

“It’s the chief steward!” he said. “Herr Spiegelglass? The chief business steward is coming! From the Wallers office! You should prepare yourself!”

At the upended oven serving as anvil, Berek was hammering the red-hot fragment of the minaret.

“There’s trouble!” Herr Schall said. “Please stop!”

“I have to work the metal while it’s hot,” Berek said. “This is very old bronze.”

“But we have a problem, I ran ahead to warn you!” Herr Schall said. “My acquaintance, you see, the money my acquaintance advanced, that was from Prince Wallers’s funds! He’s been dismissed! And the steward wants the money back and he won’t even rewrite the petition!”

“It’s all right, the girl here will do it,” Berek said. “She reads and writes and she will be my wife.” He was comparing his handiwork with the “25” pattern on the gown material.

“The caretaker girl?” Herr Schall said. “Fräulein Liftitz?”

Berek nodded and began hammering again.

“JesusMariaandJoseph,” Herr Schall said. “Congratulations. But now there is this very bad situation—”

“We will live here and work here,” said Berek, whose hammering now punctuated an awesome commotion on the street outside. Herr Schall crossed himself and ran to open the other wing of the stable door. An eruption rolled in on huge wheels. It rumbled and spewed and bedeviled the whole stable with black vapors. When the air cleared, Berek became visible, still hammering. Herr Schall stood desperately at attention. Four sobbing Gypsy children rubbed their eyes at the monumental tricycle.

It had a smokestack on top of an open steam engine that looked like a brass octopus. In front sat the driver, in sooty livery, goggled, sharply visored, ramrod straight. He resembled the tamer of a metallic beast, who had himself been turned into mineral. Behind him and above him, lofty on an upholstered rococo bench, an older gentleman was hunched, all in black. His hair and the buckles of his shoes were silver. One hand tapped a riding whip; the other held a handkerchief before his face.

Herr Schall’s voice began quavering. “I have the honor to present,” it said. “This is the chief business steward of Prince Wallers, and this is Herr Spiegelglass …”

Berek’s hands were occupied with hammer and tongs. Herr Schall lifted both Berek’s bowler and his own top hat in salute. Berek hammered.

“Spiegel … glass,” the old man said, tasting the name from the height of his tricycle seat. “Busy, busy, Bang-Bang Spiegelglass.” He spoke with a falsetto that sounded indolent and yet rang clearly over Berek’s blows. All of Herr Schall’s vehement headshakes at Berek had not been able to stop the din.

“Well, well, a little inventory.” The old man didn’t so much look around the stable as droop his handkerchief at the fly-ridden, splintered ceiling beams, at the smeared horse stalls, at the wet straw mixed with mud on the floor.

“So those are the assets,” he said. “That is the factory. Excellent security on which my ex-associate loaned out our money. All those wonderful machines here. Very pretty collateral.”

“Sir,” Herr Schall said. “We are just starting—”

“Of course you are,” the old man said. “Nowadays ambitious young men are always just starting, much loud wonderful excitement, boom-boom, bang-bang, hooray. They finish nice and quiet in some ditch. Fine smells in this factory.”

“If I may repeat,” Herr Schall said, “I didn’t realize that my acquaintance was using the wrong funds—”

“But he didn’t realize either,” the steward interrupted. “He didn’t realize he’d be found out; he’s the wave of the future and the future never thinks it will be found out. And our legal friend, with that lap rat of a dog, what was his name?”

“Dr. Nassig,” Herr Schall said. “Dr. Nassig’s behavior was a great shock—”

“Oh, not a shock,” the steward said. “He’s not interesting enough for that. He’s just traveling a little farther to his jail. They have tedious dungeons in Buenos Aires. And so we come to our Bang-Bang Spiegelglass here—”

“Please! You must please excuse his noise!” Herr Schall said. “He is fresh from the country, uneducated. But he has special—”

“Obviously.” The steward looked at Berek. “Look at that youth go. Bang-Bang, off on his own special way into the same ditch. Is he bang-banging our Wallers copper? Did my ex-associate loan him that, too?”

“I’m sure, no,” said Herr Schall, who hadn’t seen Berek lop off the minaret.

“You think your Bang-Bang here could be a mechanic for this car?” the steward said. “Work off our damage that way?”

“Oh, wonderful,” Herr Schall said. “Yes, he could, and I could help, too. He’s just not—not showing to good advantage now. It has not been an easy day—”

“On the contrary, much too easy. Look.” Not looking anywhere but at his handkerchief, the steward slapped his riding whip against the side of the tricycle. There was a plaque with an artfully interserpentined monogram of the letters A, F and P. “Young entrepreneur, AFP, whatever the name. One of our Lord High brass button manufacturers. That’s what AFP’s problem was: he had it much too easy until the crash. Metal from us on easy credit. Thirty button machines on easy credit. This steam car on easy credit. Three more years and he would have gotten a little knighthood on credit—do we follow so far?”

“Yes, sir,” Herr Schall said.

“But Bang-Bang Spiegelglass over there. Does he follow? One is trying to educate him.”

“I’m sure he follows,” Herr Schall said with a tentative smile, for Berek had stopped hammering at last. Berek had bent down to pick up a long nail which had dropped from the underside of the tricycle’s chassis. The chauffeur extended his hand for it.

“In a minute.” Berek began to tap and stroke the hot metal with the nail, using it as a shaping tool.

“Very good,” the steward said, watching him. “Nothing stops the modern bang-bangs. They’ll use everything until they get their due. Gentleman AFP must have gotten a very nice straw hat in debtors’ prison. And the bailiff has his thirty button machines downtown. And you know what we have at Prince Wallers’s office? We have these three wheels.”

“It is a fine vehicle,” Herr Schall said.

“It’s a horror, a punishment,” the steward said. “I’m riding it to prove to myself that I’ll miss nothing by missing modernity. I can’t even clear my sinuses with its smoke, and the motor keeps losing its bowels, and boy Bang-Bang here doesn’t even want to be its mechanic, does he?”

“I have to make a medallion,” Berek said. “Excuse me, sir.” On his way across the stable he stepped around the front wheel of the tricycle. Holding the hot metal with the tongs, he plunged it into the horses’ watering trough.

Herr Schall ran over to the trough. He pulled his top hat down to cover the whisper his teeth ground out at Berek: “Stop! Please be a steam car mechanic, just for a few weeks. Just on the side, in your spare time—”

“No. But I could use the steam car engine right here.” Berek lifted the cooled metal piece out of the water in order to inspect it.

“Insane!” Herr Schall whispered and yanked the tongs out of Berek’s hand to hurry over to the tricycle and present the metal piece to the steward on his high seat.

“Sir, look, the craftsmanship,” he said. “I mean, don’t mind what he says. Look what he can do!”

“He can make me wet.” The steward wiped drops from his black velvet lapel. But all of a sudden his nose grew a pincenez. A cackle coughed out of his face. “Bless us. It’s not only wet, it’s wrong. It’s even more wrong than it’s wet.” He brought closer to the pincenez the fretted laurel leaves of the medallion model, the delicate angles of the emperor’s initials rising in bas-relief from the bronze disk that once had been part of the base of a little minaret.

“It still needs polishing and finishing,” Berek said.

But the steward waved away the interruption. “It’s so wrong it doesn’t even manage to be vulgar. So Bang-Bang Spiegelglass did that? Man’s not fit to repair our modern steam car. We need a competent vulgarian.”

Berek put out his hand for the medallion. “I need it back. I have to take it out of the mold before it sticks.”

The steward gave a still more impatient wave. “Bang-Bang Spiegelglass doesn’t even know how to make sensible junk. This isn’t ten hellers apiece. That’s a two-gulden prestige item, absolutely unsalable.”

“Oh, but, sir!” Herr Schall said. “Maybe we can find a prestige market! The medallion comes from a pattern on Princess Wallers’s ball gown—”

“Devils and saints!”

Another cackle came down from the tricycle. This time it was wholehearted and hoydenish. “That’s why the thing is familiar,” the steward said.

“Excuse me, sir.” Berek took the tongs away. He immersed the medallion in the horse trough again and began to knock it against the side of the trough.

“Tell you what, we’ll save the day with a joke,” the steward said. He leaned back on his seat, folding his handkerchief vivaciously. “We’ll have Spiegelglass bang out—how many?—mm, I think three hundred and forty of these. And when he’s done, we’ll put Bang-Bang and partner in jail. Illegal exploitation of a private design, complicity in fraudulent loan solicitation, etcetera. No problem. And then we’ll confiscate the three hundred and forty medallions. Damages and all that. Now, there’ll be three hundred and forty guests at Their Graces’ ball. We’ll have three hundred and forty ball favors ready. That’s how we’ll recoup our loan loss. Rather neat.”

“Sir!” Herr Schall said, pale. “We didn’t exploit a private design! I’ll make another design—”

“Why? We’ll confiscate Bang-Bang’s medallions,” the steward said. “Let’s not spoil a good thing. Ball favors keyed to Her Grace’s gown. It’s always so tiresome thinking up favors. This way the work is done.”

“But—why confiscate?” Herr Schall said. “We can produce the medal on order for you! I can perfect the design for you! We’ll deliver cheap! We’ll deduct the money you lost from our bill! Sir? Couldn’t we do it that way?”

“Oh, I suppose we could,” the steward said. “I suppose we should, to keep Spiegelglass banging. But it’ll be less fun.”

“Sir, thank you!” Herr Schall said. “Wonderful. Thank you! And maybe we could use that AFP factory downtown, that bankrupt one—”

“No.”

The sudden word came from Berek. “Nothing downtown,” he said. “Turk Place. I work here and stay here.” He had pounded the medal disk loose from the mold and placed it on top of a horse stall to let it dry. Then he nodded at the pistons of the tricycle engine.

“Sir,” he said. “If you can’t use the vehicle because of the smoke, leave it here.”

“I see,” the steward said. “So Bang-Bang can put his monogram on it. So he can show off with it after he’s made his first million. He’ll puff-puff down to the Palace with it, where his son will have a mansion—”

“My son will be a rabbi here on Turk Place,” Berek said.

“Will he?” the steward said. “How interesting. Bravo. And an adorable rabbi, taking after Papa. What else does Papa have on his mind?”

“Excellency means you,” Schall said to Berek.

“I think I could use this tricycle motor,” Berek said. “I could make a factory machine out of it.”

“Nothing nicer than a well-bearded innocent young Jew,” the steward said. “All that juicy confidence ready to be corrupted. I should have met him when I was ten years younger.”

“Actually, I also need a ribbon of bronze,” Berek said, absorbed in the motor. “For a test run for the medallion favors.”

“The man is priceless,” the steward said. “In the end, his crash will be priceless, too. Shame I won’t live to see it. Well, I can launch him toward it, with a ribbon of bronze.”

“High-copper bronze would be good,” Berek said.

“Very well, high copper for better banging,” the steward said. “If it helps him work off the debt, we’ll even throw in this abominable tricycle. Let him take it. It is hereby stricken from Prince Wallers’s assets—this entire monogrammed obscenity I declare broken down and beyond repair and abandoned and the property of whoever stubs his virile Jewish toe on it.” The steward’s riding whip touched the driver on his shoulder. “Find me a carriage.”

The driver jumped off, saluted, departed. Whereupon the steward rose from his seat. Standing, he turned out to be a small, wispy creature with an askew left shoulder and the legs of an old gazelle. He beckoned to Berek and Herr Schall to help him down the brass steps.

“If a petition needs emending,” he said, while his silver-buckled shoe kicked away a clump of soiled stable straw, “it can be done at my office.”

“Thank you, sir.” Berek didn’t quite finish the “sir.” The steward cut him off by turning to him directly for the first time.

“Welcome to the future,” he said. “All three wheels of it.”





IV

WHAT THE FUTURE HAD TO BRING, sooner or later, was a fight.

The Gypsies did not like the change on Turk Place. They resented Berek’s indoor fire and his proprietary airs. They were suspicious of Dr. Nassig’s disappearance and the sudden steam carriage towering in the stable. Berek seemed to have turned the doctor into a swollen, triangular creature. The Gypsy chief decided to apply some countermagic. He began to make a death’s head mask just large enough to fit a huge dog.

It was used before the end of Berek’s initial week on Turk Place—a headlong week.

The good bronze promised by Prince Wallers’s steward failed to arrive during the first few days. That didn’t stop Berek. As miners quarry a mountain, so Berek Spiegelglass quarried the colossal tricycle. First, he separated from the vehicle’s side the plaque with the baronial initials. He cut it into six pieces, which he heated and hammered into the shape of bells—a form characteristic of Varungy’s house shields. He gave the raw shields to Herr Schall and asked him to design for them pretty numbers from one to six that would go with the words “Turk Place” in pretty letters.

While Herr Schall bent over a pad, Berek, with enormous blows, amputated the tricycle’s front wheel. Into its wooden spokes he screwed five of the many kerosene lanterns stacked in back of the stable.

Next came some ladder work. Berek drove holes into the ceiling beams to hang the lanterned wheel as a chandelier. The stable would be his factory. He would need good light during the short days of winter.

These labors took four days. On the fifth, Herr Schall handed him a lacy design for the house shields. “Thank you,” Berek said. “Good. Time for you to go to Prince Wallers’s office.”

“Just me?” Herr Schall asked.

“Yes, for the bronze we need,” Berek said. “And the changed petition, they ought to have that ready by now. And some cash in advance for the medallion order, at least fifteen gulden, because my fiancée is paying for our food.”

“Perhaps I shouldn’t go alone,” Herr Schall said.

“I’m too busy here,” Berek said. “And they should also draft a money agreement between you and me. I’ve been thinking about that.”

“I’ve been thinking, too,” Herr Schall said.

“You get one gulden out of every three earned here,” Berek said. “Is that all right?”

“One out of three,” Herr Schall said. “I was thinking one out of three plus room and board.”

“Plus room and board.” Berek ascended the ladder again.

“That’s all right,” Herr Schall said. “But maybe I shouldn’t go by myself to that office.” Herr Schall’s ears still shivered from the razorblade echoes of the steward’s voice. “At least I should take with me your Jewish brick.”

Berek stopped work for a moment. This was the first time Herr Schall had mentioned the Brick. “You don’t need it,” he said from the ladder.

“It cast a good spell for you with the steward,” Herr Schall said.
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