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The Letter W riter

I

HeRMAN GOMBINER opened an eye. This was the way he. woke up eatcl;
morning;-gradually, first with one eye, then the other. His g}llar:lce m: 2
cracked ceiling and part of the building across the street. He had gon 0
bed in the early hours, at about three. It had taken him a long tmtl,? °
fall asleep. Now it was close to ten o’clo.ck. Lately, Herman GOfn ntl;,
had been suffering from a kind of amnesia. When he got up during h.e
night, he couldn’t remember where he was, who he was, Pr even _1s
name. It took a few seconds to realize that he was no longer in Kalomin,
or in Warsaw, but in New York, uptown on one of the streets between
Avenue and Central Park West.
CO]III:D‘::: winter. Steam hissed in the radiator. :I‘he Second World We‘xr
was long since over. Herman (or Hayim David, as he was callec.l in
Kalomin) had lost his family to the Nazis.. I:Ie was now an gdltor,
proofreader, and translator in a Hebrew publishing house called Zion. It
was situated on Canal Street. He was a bachelor, almost fifty years old,
i an. o
and‘?vt’lg:t,n:ime is it?” he mumbled. His tongue was coat.ed, hlsh;')s
cracked. His knees ached; his head pounded; there was a bitter taste in
* his mouth. With an effort he got up, setting his feet down on the“wom
carpet that covered the floor. “What's this? Snow?” he muttgred. Well,
it’s winter.”
e \‘;;e stood at the window awhile and looked out. 'I"he broken-down
cars parked on the street jutted from the snow.like rehcfs of a l.ong-lost
civilization. Usually the street was filled with rubbish, noise, and

children—Negro and Puerto Rican. But now the cold kept everyone

indoors. The stillness, the whiteness made him think of his old home, of
Kalomin. Herman stumbled toward the bathroom.

Translated by Alizah Shevrin and Elizabeth Shub
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The bedroom was an alcove, with space only for a bed. The living

- room was full of books. On one wall there were cabinets from floor to

ceiling, and along the other stood two bookcases. Books, newspapers,
and magazines lay everywhere, piled in stacks. According to the lease,
the landlord was obliged to paint the apartment every three years, but
Herman Gombiner had bribed the superintendent to leave him alone.
Many of his old books would fall apart if they were moved. Why is new
paint better than old? The dust had gathered in layers. A single mouse
had found its way into the apartment, and every night Herman set out
for her a piece of bread, a small slice of cheese, and a saucer of water to
keep her from eating the books. Thank goodness she didn’t give birth.
Occasionally, she would venture out of her hole even when the light was
on. Herman had even given her a Hebrew name: Huldah. Her little
bubble eyes stared at him with curiosity. She stopped being afraid of him.

The building in which Herman lived had many faults, but it did not
lack heat. The radiators sizzled from early morning till late at night. The
owner, himself a Puerto Rican, would never allow his tenants’ children
to suffer from the cold. ' '

There was no shower in the bathroom, and Herman bathed daily in
the tub. A mirror that was cracked down the middle hung inside the
door, and Herman caught a glimpse of himself—a short man, in over-
size pajamas, emaciated to skin and bone, with a scrawny neck and a
large head, on either side of which grew two tufts of gray hair. His
forehead was wide and deep, his nose crooked, his cheekbones high.
Only in his dark eyes, with long lashes like a girl’s, had there remained
any trace of youthfulness. At times, they even seemed to twinkle
shrewdly. Many years of reading and poring over tiny letters hadn’t
blurred his vision or made him nearsighted. The remaining strength in
Herman Gombiner’s body—a body worn out by illnesses and under-
nourishment—seemed to be concentrated in his gaze.

He shaved slowly and carefully. His hand, with its long fingers,
trembled, and he could easily have cut himself. Meanwhile, the tub filled
with warm water. He undressed, and was amazed at his thinness—his
chest was narrow, his arms and legs bony; there were deep hollows
between his neck and shoulders. Getting into the bathtub was a strain,
but then lying in the warm water was a relief. Herman always lost the
soap. It would slip out of his hands playfully, like a live thing, and he
would search for it in the water. “Where are you running?” he would say
to it. “You rascal!” He believed there was life in everything, that the so-
called inanimate objects had their own whims and caprices.’

Herman Gombiner considered himself to be among the select few
privileged to see beyond the fagade of phenomena. He had seen a blotter
raise itself from the desk, slowly and unsteadily float toward the door,
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there, float gently down, as if suspended by an invisible string
:[e\;ic; g;cs‘:)me unseen }%and.y The whole thing-had be?n thoroughly sense-
less. No matter how much Herman thought about it, he was unable to
figure out any reason for what had taken place. 'It had bee::n one of tho;e
extraordinary happenings that cannot be explained by science, or re h_l-
gion, or folklore. Later, Herman had bent dqwn anc.] picked up the
blotter, and placed it back on the desk, where it .rem.amed to t.hls d;y,
covered with papers, dusty, and dried out—an inanimate object that
for one moment had somehow freed itself from physical laws. Herman
Gombiner knew that it had been neither a hallucinat.ion nor a dre:am. It
had taken place in a well-lit room at eight in the evening. He hadn’t been
ill or even upset that day. He never drank liquor, and he had been wide
awake. He had been standing next to the chest, about to take a handker-
chief out of a drawer. Suddenly his gaze had been attracted to the desk
and he had seen the blotter rise and float. Nor was thl.S the only such
incident. Such things had been happening to him s._ince ghlldhood. .
Everything took a long time—his bath, drying himself, putting or;
his clothes. Hurrying was not for him. His competence was the resqlt od
deliberateness. The proofreaders at Zion worked so qmck!y they misse
errors. The translators hardly took the time to check meanings they were
unsure of in the dictionary. The majority of American .and even Israeli
Hebraists knew little of vowel points and the subtieties of grammar.
Herman Gombiner had found the time to study all these things. It was
true that he worked very slowly, but the old man, Morris Korver, wh.o
owned Zion, and even his sons, the half Gentiles, had always appreci-
ated the fact that it was Herman Gombiner who had earned the h.ouse its
reputation. Morris Korver, however, had become 9]d and senile, and
Zion was in danger of closing. It was rumored that his sons could hardly
wait for the old man to die so they could liquidate the business. ]
Even if Herman wanted to, it was impossible for him to do anything
in a hurry. He took small steps when he walked. It too_k him. h.alf an
hour to eat a bowl of soup. Searching for the right‘ word in a dictionary
or checking something in an encyclopedia could involve Pours of work.
The few times that he had tried to hurry had ended in disaster; he had
broken his foot, sprained his hand, fallen down the §tairs, even been run
over. Every trifle had become a trial to him—shaving, dressing, tak,ng
the wash to the Chinese laundry, eating a meal in a restaurant. .Crossmg
the street, too, was a problem, because no sooner would the light turn
green than it turned red again. Those behind the wheels of cars possessed
the speed and morals of automatons. If a person couldn’t run fast
enough, they were capable of driving right over him. Recently, he had
begun to suffer from tremors of the hands and feet.. He had once had a
meticulous handwriting, but he could no longer write. He used a type-
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writer, typing with his right index finger. Old Korver insisted that ay|

Gombiner’s troubles came from the fact that he was a vegetarian; with.
out a piece of meat, one loses strength. Herman couldn’t take a bite of
meat if his life depended on it. :

Herman put one sock on and rested. He put on the second sock, and
rested again. His pulse rate was slow—fifty or so beats a minute. The
least strain and he felt dizzy. His soul barely survived in his body. It had
happened on occasion, as he lay in bed or sat on a chair, that his
disembodied spirit had wandered around the ‘house, or had even gone
out the window. He had seen his own body in a faint, apparently dead.
Who could enumerate all the apparitions, telepathic incidents, clair-
voyant visions, and prophetic dreams he experienced! And who would
believe him? As it was, his co-workers derided him. The elder Korver
needed only a glass of brandy and he would call Herman a superstitious
greenhorn. They treated him like some outlandish character. '

Herman Gombiner had long ago arrived at the conclusion that
modern man was as fanatic in his non-belief as ancient man had been in
his faith. The rationalism of the present generation was in itself an
example of preconceived ideas. Communism, psychoanalysis, Fascism,
and radicalism were the shibboleths of the twentieth century. Oh, well!
What could he, Herman Gombiner, do in the face of all this? He had no
choice but to observe and be silent.

“Well, it’s winter, winter!” Herman Gombiner said to himself in a
voice half chanting, half groaning. “When will it be Hanukkah? Winter
has started early this year.” Herman was in the habit of talking to him-
self. He had always done so. The uncle who raised him had been deaf.
His grandmother, rest her soul, would wake up in the middle of the
night to recite penitential prayers and lamentations found only in out-
dated prayer books. His father had died before Herman—Hayim David
——was born. His mother had remarried in a faraway city and had had
children by her second husband. Hayim David had always kept to him-
self, even when he attended heder or studied at the yeshiva. Now, since
Hitler had killed all of his family, he had no relatives to write letters to.
He wrote letters to total strangers.

“What time is it?” Herman asked himself again. He dressed in a
dark suit, a white shirt, and a black tie, and went out to the kitchenette,
An icebox without ice and a stove that he never used stood there. Twice
a week the milkman left a bottle of milk at the door. Hernian had a
few cans of vegetables, which he ate on days when he didn’t leave the
house. He had discovered that a human being requires very little. A half
cup of milk and a pretzel could suffice for a whole day. One pair of
shoes served Herman for five years. His suit, coat, and hat never wore
out. Only his laundry showed some wear, and not from use but from the
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chemicals used by the Chinese laundryman. The furniture certainly
never wore out. Were it not for his expenditures on cabs and gifts, he
could have saved a good deal of money.

He drank a glass of milk and ate a biscuit. Then he carefully put on
his black coat, a woolen scarf, rubbers, and a felt hat with a broad brim.
He packed his briefcase with books and manuscnpts It became heavier
from day to day, not because there was more in it but because his
strength diminished. He slipped on a pair of dark glasses to protect his
eyes from the glare of the snow. Before he left the apartment, he bade
farewell to the bed, the desk piled hlgh with papers (under which the
blotter lay), the books, and the mouse in the hole. He had poured out
yesterday s stale water, refilled the saucer, and set out a cracker and a
small piece of cheese. “Well, Huldah, be well!”

Radios blared in the hallway Dark-skinned women with uncombed
hair and angry eyes spoke in an unusually thick Spanish. Children ran
around half naked. The men were apparently all unemployed. They
paced idly about in their overcrowded quarters, ate standing up, or
strummed mandolins. The odors from the apartments made Herman feel
faint. All kinds of meat and fish were fried there. The halls reeked of
garlic, onion, smoke, and something pungent and nauseating. At night
his neighbors danced and laughed wantonly. Sometimes there was fight-
ing and women screamed for help. Once a woman had come pounding
on Herman’s door in the middle of the night, seeking protection from a
man who was trying to stab her.

I1

Herman stopped downstairs at the mailboxes. The other residents sel-
dom received any mail, but Herman Gombiner’s box was packed tight
every morning. He took his key out, fingers trembling, inserted it in the
keyhole, and pulled out the mail. He was able to recognize who had sent
the letters by their envelopes. Alice Grayson, of Salt Lake City, used a
rose-colored envelope Mrs. Roberta Hoff, of Pasadena, California, sent
all her mail in the business envelopes of the undertaking establishment
for which she worked. Miss Bertha Gordon, of Fairbanks, Alaska, ap-
parently had many leftover Christmas-card envelopes. Today Herman
found a letter from a new correspondent, a Mrs, Rose Beechman, of
Louisvillé, Kentucky. Her name and address were hand-printed, with
flourishes, across the back of the envelope. Besides the letters, there
were several magazines on occultism to which Herman Gombiner sub-
scribed—from America, England, and even Australia. There wasn’t
room in his briefcase for all these letters and periodicals, so Herman
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stuffed them into his coat pocket. He went outside and waited for a
taxi.

It was rare for a taxi, particularly an empty one, to drive down this
street, but it was too much of an effort for him to walk the half block to
Central Park West or Columbus Avenue. Herman Gombiner fought his
weakness with prayer and autosuggestion. Standing in the snow, he
muttered a prayer for a taxi. He repeatedly put his hand into his pocket
and fingered the letters in their envelopes. These letters and magazines
had become the essence of his life. Through them he had established
contact with souls. He had acquired the friendship and even the love of
women. The accounts he received from them strengthened his belief in
psychic powers and in the world beyond. He sent gifts to his unknown
correspondents and received gifts from them. They called him by his
first name, revealed their thoughts, dreams, hopes, and the messages
they received through the Ouija board, automatic writing, table turning,
and other supernatural sources.

Herman Gombiner had established correspondences with these

women through the periodicals he subscribed to, where not only ac-

counts of readers’ experiences were published but their contributors’
names and addresses as well. The articles were mainly written by
women. Herman Gombiner always selected those who lived far away.
He wished to avoid meetings. He could sense from the way an experi-
ence was related, from a name or an address, whether the woman would
be capable of carrying on a correspondence. He was almost never
wrong. A small note from him would call forth a long letter in reply.
Sometimes he received entire manuscripts. His correspondence had
grown so large that postage cost him several dollars a week. Many of his
letters were sent out special delivery or registered.

Miracles were a daily occurrence. No sooner had he finished his
prayer than a taxi appeared. The driver pulled up to the house as if he
had received a telepathic command. Getting into the taxi exhausted
Herman, and he sat a long while resting his head against the window
with his eyes shut, praising whatever Power had heard his supplication.
One had to be blind not to acknowledge the hand of Providence, or
whatever you wanted to call it. Someone was concerned with man’s
most trivial requirements.

His disembodied spirit apparently roamed to the most distant places.
All his correspondents had seen him. In one night he had been in Los
Angeles and in Mexico City, in Oregon and in Scotland. It would come
to him that one of his faraway friends was ill. Before long, he would
receive a letter saying that she had indeed been ill and hospitalized, Over
the years, several had died, and he had had a premonition each time.
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For the past few weeks, Herman had had a strong feeling that Zion
was going to close down. True, this had been predicted for years, but
Herman had always known that it was only a rumor. And just recently
the employees had become optimistic; business had improved. The old
" man talked of a deficit, but everybody knew he was lying in order to
avoid raising salaries. The house had published a prayer book that was a
best-seller. The new Hebrew—-English dictionary that Herman Gombiner
was completing had every chance of selling tens of thousands of copies.
Nevertheless, Herman sensed a calamity just as surely as his rheumatic
knees foretold a change in the weather.

The taxi drove down Columbus Avenue. Herman glanced out the
window and closed his eyes again. What is there to see on a wintry day
in New York? He remained wrapped up in his gloom. No matter how
many sweaters he put on, he was always cold. Besides, one is less aware
of the spirits, the psychic contacts, during the cold weather. Herman
raised his collar higher and put his hands in his pockets. A violent kind
of civilization developed in cold countries. He should never have settled
in New York. If he were living in southern California, he wouldn’t be
enslaved by the weather in this way. Oh, well . . . ‘And was there a
Jewish publishing house to be found in southern California?

111

The taxi stopped on Canal Street. Herman paid his fare: and added a
fifty-cent tip. He was frugal with himself, but when it came to cabdriv-
ers, waiters, and elevator men, he was generous. At Christmastime he
even bought gifts for his Puerto Rican neighbors. Today Sam, the ele-
vator man, was apparently having a cup of coffee in the cafeteria across
the street, and Herman had to wait. Sam did as he pleased. He came
from the same city as Morris Korver. He was the only elevator man, so
that when he didn’t feel like coming in the tenants had to climb the
stairs. He was a Communist besides. :

Herman waited ten minutes before Sam arrived—a short man, broad-
backed, with a face that looked as if it had been put together out of
assorted pieces: a short forehead, thick brows, bulging eyes with big
bags beneath them, and a bulbous nose covered with cherry-red moles.
His walk was unsteady. Herman greeted him, but he grumbled in an-
swer. The Yiddish leftist paper stuck out of his back pocket. He didn’t
shut the elevator door at once. First he coughed several times, then lit a
cigar. Suddenly he spat and called out, “You’ve heard the news?”

“What’s happened?” - °

“They’ve sold the building.”
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“Aha, so that’s it!” Herman said to himself. “Sold? How come?” he
asked. '

“How come? Because the old wise guy is senile and his sonny boys
don’t give a damn. A garage is what’s going up here. They’ll knock
down the building and throw the books on the garbage dump. Nobody
will get a red cent out of these Fascist bastards!” -

“When did it happen?” ;

“It happened, that’s all.” :

Well, I am clairvoyant, Herman thought. He remained silent. Fo,
years, the editorial staff had talked about joining a union and working
out a pension plan, but talk was as far as they had got. The elder Korver
had seen to that. Wages were low, but he would slip some of his cronies
an occasional five- or ten-dollar bonus. He gave out money at Hanuk-
kah, sent Purim gifts, and in general acted like an old-style European
boss. Those who opposed him were fired. The bookkeepers and other
workers could perhaps get jobs elsewhere, but the writers and editors
would have nowhere to go. Judaica was becoming a vanishing specialty
in America. When Jews died, their réligious and Hebrew books' were
donated to libraries or were simply thrown out. Hitlerism and the war
had caused a temporary upsurge, but not enough to make publishing
religious works in Hebrew profitable.

“Well, the seven fat years are over,” Herman muttered to himself.
The elevator went up to the third floor. It opened directly into the -
editorial room—a large room with a low ceiling, furnished with old
desks and outmoded typewriters. Even the telephones were old-fash-
ioned. The room smelled of dust, wax, and something stuffy and stale.

Raphael Robbins, Korver’s editor-in-chief, sat on a cushioned chair
and read a manuscript, his eyeglasses pushed down to the tip of his
nose. He suffered from hemorrhoids and had prostate trouble. A man of
medium height, he was broad-shouldered, with a round head and a
protruding belly. Loose folds of skin hung under his eyes. His face
expressed a grandfatherly kindliness and an old woman’s shrewdness.
For years his chief task had consisted of eating lunch with old Korver.
Robbins was known to be a boaster, a liar, and a flatterer. He owned a
library of pornographic books—a holdover from his youth. Like Sam,
he came from the same city as Morris Korver. Raphael Robbins’s son, a
physicist, had worked on the atomic bomb. His daughter had married a
rich Wall Street broker. Raphael Robbins himself had accumulated
somg capital and was old enough to receive his Social Security pension.
As Robbins read the manuscript, he scratched his bald pate and shook'

 his head. He seldom returned a manuscript, and many of them were

lying about gathering dust on the table, in his two bookcases, and on
cabinets in the kitchenette where the workers brewed tea.
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The man who had made Morris Korver rich and on whose shoulders
the publishing house had rested for years was Professor Yohanan Abar-
banel, a compiler of dictionaries. Nc one knew where his title came

from. He had never received a degree or even attended a university. It
" was said that old Korver had made him a professor. In addition to
compiling several dictionaries, Abarbanel had edited a collection of
sermons with quotations for rabbis, written study books for bar-mitzvah
boys, and put together other handbooks, which had run into many edi-
tions. A bachelor in his seventies, Yohanan Abarbanel had had a heart
attack and had undergone surgery for a hernia. He worked for a pit-
tance, lived in a cheap hotel, and each year worried that he might be laid
off. He had several poor relatives whom he supported. He was a small
man, with white hair, a white beard, and a small face, red as a frozen
apple; his little eyes were hidden by white bushy eyebrows. He sat at a
table and wheezed and coughed, and all the while wrote in a tiny hand-
writing with a steel pen. The last few years, he couldn’t be trusted to
complete any work by himself. Each word was read over by Herman
Gombiner, and whole manuscripts had to be rewritten..

For some reason, no one in the office ever greeted anyone else with a
“hello” or a “good morning” on arrival, or said anything at closing time.
During the day, they did occasionally exchange a few friendly words. It
might even happen that, not having addressed a word to one another for
months, one of them might go over to a colieague and pour out his
heart, or actually invite him to supper. But then the next morning they
would again behave as if they had quarreled. Over the years they had
become bored with one another. Complaints and grudges had accumu-
lated and were never quite forgotten.

Miss Lipshitz, the secretary, who had started working at Zion when
she was just out of college, was now entirely gray. She sat at her type-
writer—small, plump, and pouting, with a short neck and an ample
bosom. She had a pug nose and eyes that seemed never to look at the
manuscript she was typing but stared far off, past the walls. Days would
pass without her voice being heard. She muttered into the telephone.
When she ate lunch in the restaurant across the street, she would sit
alone at a table, eating, smoking, and reading a newspaper simul-
taneously. There was a time when everyone in the office—old Mr. Kor-
ver included—had either openly or secretly been in love with this clever
girl who knew English, Yiddish, Hebrew, stenography, and much more.
They used to ask her to the theater and the movies and quarreled over
who should take her to lunch. For years now, Miss Lipshitz had isolated
herself. Old man Korver said that she had shut herself up behind an
invisible wall.

Herman nodded to her, but she didn’t respond. He walked past Ben
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Melnick’s office. Melnick was the business manager—tall, swarthy, with
a young face, black bulging eyes, and a head of milky-white hair. He
suffered from asthma and played the horses. All sorts of skifty charac-
ters came to see him—bookies. He was separated from his wife and was
carrying on a love affair with Miss Potter, the chief bookkeeper, another
relative of Morris Korver’s. ) )

Herman Gombiner went into his own office. Walking through the
editorial room, and not being greeted, was a strain for him. Korver
employed-a man to keep the place clean—Zeinvel Gitzis—but Zeinvel

- neglected his work; the walls were filthy, the windows unwashed. Packs

of dusty manuscripts and newspapers had been lying around for years.

Herman carefully removed his coat and laid it on a stack of books.
He sat down on a chair that had horsehair sticking through its uphol-
stery. Work? What was the sense of working when the firm was closing
down? He sat shaking his head—half out of weakness, half from regret.
“Well, everything has to have an end,” he muttered. “It is predestined
that no human institution will last forever.” He reached over and pulled
the mail out of his coat pocket. He inspected the envelopes, without
opening any of them. He came back to Rose Beechman’s letter from
Louisville, Kentucky. Li a magazine called the Message, Mrs. Beechman
had reported her contacts over the last fifteen years with her dead grand-
mother, Mrs. Eleanor Brush. The grandmother usually materialized dur-
ing the night, though sometimes she would also appear in the daylight,
dressed in her funeral clothes. She was full of advice for her grand-
daughter, and once she even gave her a recipe for fried chicken. Herman
had written to Rose Beechman, but sevén weeks had passed without a

- reply. He had almost given up hope, although he had continued sending

her telepathic messages. She had been ill—Herman was certain of it.

Now her letter lay before him in a light-blue envelope. Opening it
wasn't easy for him. He had to resort to using his teeth. He finally
removed six folded sheets of light-blue stationery and read:

Dear Mr. Gombiner:

I am writing this letter to you a day after my return from the hospital
where I spent almost two months. I was operated on for the removal
of . spinal tumor. There was danger of paralysis or worse. But fate, it
seems, still wants me here . . . Apparently, my little story in the Message
caused quite a furor, During my illness, I received dozens of letters from
all parts of the country and from England.

It so happened that my daughter put your letter at the bottom of the
pile, and had I read them in order, it-might have taken several weeks
more before I came to yours. But a premonition—what else can I
call it?—made me open the very last letter first. It was then that I realized,
from the postmark, yours had been among the first, if not the very first,
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to arrive. It seems I always do things not as I intend to but according
to a command from someone or something that I am unaware of. All I
can say is: this “something”” has been with me as long as I can remember,
perhaps even since before I was capable of thinking.

Your letter-is so logical, so noble and fascinating, that I may say
it has brightened my homecoming. My daughter has a job in an office
and has neither the time nor the patience to look after the house. When
I returned, I found things in a sorry state: I am, by nature a meticulous
housekeeper who cannot abide disorder, and so you can imagine my
feelings. But your profound and truly remarkable thoughts, as well as
the friendliness and humanity implicit in them, helped me to forget my
troubles. I read your letter three times and thanked God that people
with your understanding and faith exist. .

You ask for details. My dear Mr. Gombiner, if 1 were to relate all
the facts, no letter would suffice. T could fill a whole book. Don't forget
that these experiences have been going on for fifteen years. My saintly
grandmother visited me every day in the hospital. She literally” took
over the work of the nurses, who are not, as you may know, overly’
devoted to their patients—nor do they have the time to be. Yes, to
describe it all “exactly,” as you request, would take weeks, months. I can
only repeat that everything I wrote in the Message was the honest truth.
Some of my correspondents. call me “crackpot,” “crazy,” “charlatan.”
They accuse me of lying and publicity-seeking. Why should I tell lies
and why do I need publicity? It was, therefore, especially pleasing to
read your wonderful sentiments. I see from the letterhead that you are
a Jew and connected with a Hebrew publishing house. I wish to assure
you that I have always had the highest regard for Jews, God’s chosen
people. There are not very many Jews here in Louisville, and my per-
sonal contact has been only with Jews who have little interst in their
religion. I have always wanted to become acquainted with a real Jew,
who reveres the tradition of the Holy Fathers. .

Now I come to the main-point of my letter, and I beg you to forgive
my rambling. The night before I left the hospital, my beloved grand-
mother, Mrs. Brush, visited with me till dawn. We chatted about various
matters, and just before her departure she said to me, “This winter you
will go to New York, where you will meet a man who will change the
direction of your life.” These were her parting words. I must add here
that although for the past fifteen years I have been fully convinced that
my grandmother never spoke idly and that whatever she said had
meaning, at that moment for the first time I.felt some doubt. What

business did I, a widow living on a small pension, have in far-off New:

York? And what man in New York could possibly alter my existence?

It is true I am not yet old—ijust above forty—and considered an
attractive woman. (I beg you not to think me vain. I simply wish to
clarify the situation.) But when my husband died eight years ago, I
decided that was that. I was left with a twelve-year-old daughter and
wished to devote all my energies to her upbringing, and I did. She is
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today good-looking, has gone through business school and has an ex-
cellent position with a real-estate firm, and she is engaged to marry an
extremely interesting and well-educated man (a government official). I
feel she will be very happy.

I have since my husband’s death received proposals from men, but
H l'mve always rejected them. My grandmother, it seems, must have agreed
with me, because I never heard anything to the contrary from her.
I mention this because my grandmother’s talk of a trip to New York
and th.e man I would meet there seemed so unlikely that I believed she
ha}d said it just to cheer me up after my illness. Later, her words actually
slipped my mind. i

In.lagme my surprise when' today, on my return from the hospital,
I re.cel.ved a registered letter from a Mr. Ginsburg, a New York lawyer,
notifying me of the death of my great-aunt Catherine Pennell and telling
me tha't she had left me a sum of almost five thousand dollars. Aunt
Catherine was a spinster and had severed her ties with our family over
ﬁfty yea}rs ago, before I was born. As far as we knew, she had lived on
a farm in Pennsylvania. My father had sometimes talked about her and
her ecc.:entricities, but I had never met her nor did I know whether she
was alive or dead. How she wound up in New York is a mystery to me
as is the reason for her choosing to leave me money. These are the facts:
and I must come to New York concerning the bequest. Documents have
to be signed and so forth.

When I read the lawyer's letter and then your highly interesting and
dear one, I suddenly realized how foolish I had been to doubt my grand-
mother’s words. She has never made a prediction that didn’t later prove
true, and 1 will never doubt her again.

This lett‘er is already too long and my fingers are tired from holding
the pen. I simply wish to inform you that I will be in New York for
several days in January, or at the latest in early February, and I would
consider it a privilege and an honor to meet you personally.

T cannot know what the Powers that be have in store for me, but
1 km?w that meeting you will be an important event in my life, as I hope
meeting me will be for you. I have extraordinary things to tell you. In
the meantime, accept my deepest gratitude and my fondest regards.

I am, very truly yours,
Rose Beechman

Iv

Everythl.ng.happened quickly. One day they talked about closing down
tlfe publishing house, and the next day it was done. Morris Korver and
his sons called a meeting of the staff. Korver himself spoke in Yiddish
pounded his fist on a bookstand, and shouted with the loud voice of ;
young man. He warned the workers that if they didn’t accept the settle-
ment he and his sons had worked out, none of them would get a penny.
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One son, Seymour, a lawyer, had a few words to say: in English. In
contrast with his father’s shouting, Seymour spokc; qme?ly. The older
employees who were hard of hearing moved their .chaxrs closer and
turned up their hearing aids. Seymour displayed a list of figures. The
publishing house, he said, had in the last few years lost sever'al hundred
thousand dollars. How much can a business lose? There it all was,
written down in black and white. '

After the bosses left, the writers and office workers voted whether or
not to agree to the proposed terms. The majority voted to accept. It was
argued that Korver had secretly bribed some employees to be on h!s
side, but what was the difference? Every worker was to receive his
final check the following day. The manuscripts were left. lying on the
tables. Sam had already brought up men from the demo¥mon company.

Raphael Robbins carefully put into his satchel the l_lt.tlt? cushion on
which he sat, a magnifying glass, and a drawerful of medicine. He tqok
leave of everyone with the shrewd smile of a man who knew everything
in advance and therefore was never surprised. Yohanan Abarbanel took
a Single dictionary home with him. Miss Lipshitz, th? secretary, walked
around with red, weepy eyes all morning. Ben Melnick broug.ht a huge
trunk and packed his private archives, consisting of horse-racing forms.

Herman Gombiner was too feeble to pack the letters and books that
had accumulated in his bookcase. He opened a drawer, looked at the
dust-covered papers, and immediately started coughing: He said good-
bye to Miss Lipshitz, handed Sam a last five-dollar tip, went to the
bank to cash the check, and then waited for a taxi.

For many years, Herman Gombiner had lived in fear of t!xe day
when he would be without-a job. But when he got into the taxi to go
home at one o’clock in the afternoon, he felt the calm of resignation. He
never turned his head to Jook back at the place in which he had “{astqd
almost thirty years. A wet snow was falling. The sk_y was gray. Sitting in
the taxi, leaning his head back against the seat, with eyes closefi, Her-
man Gombiner compared himself to a corpse returning from its own
funeral. This is probably the way the soul leaves the body and starts its
spiritual existence, he thought.

He had figured everything out. With the almost two thousand dollars
he had saved in the bank, the money he had received from Morris
Korver, and unemployment insurance, he would be able to manage for
two years—perhaps even a few months longer."I‘hen he would hav? to
go on relief. There was no sense in even trying to get another job.
Herman had from childhood begged God not to make him dependent on
charity, but it had evidently been decided differently. Unless, of course,
death redeemed him first.

Thank God it was warm in the house. Herman looked at the mouse’s
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hole. In what way was he, Herman, better than she? Huldah also had to
depend on someone. He took out a notebook and pencil and started to
calculate. He would no longer need to pay for two taxis daily, or have
to eat lunch in a restaurant, or leave a tip for the waiter. There would be
no more contributions for all kinds of collections—for Palestine, for
employees’ children or grandchildren who were getting married, for re-
tirement gifts. He certainly wouldn’t be paying any more taxes. Herman
examined his clothes closet. He had enough shirts and shoes to last
him another ten years. He needed money only for rent, bread, milk,
magazines, and stamps. There had been a time when he considered
getting a telephone in his apartment. Thank God he had not done it.
With these six dollars he could manage for a week. Without realizing it
would come to this, Herman had for years practiced the art of reducing
his expenditures to a minimum, lowering the wick of life, so to speak.

Never before had Herman Gombiner enjoyed his apartment as he
did on that winter day when he returned home after the closing of the
publishing house. People had often complained to him about their lone-
liness, but as long as there were books and stationery and as long as he
could sit on a chair next to the radiator and meditate, he was never
alone. From the neighboring apartments he could hear the laughter of
children, women talking, and the loud voices of men. Radios were
turned on full blast. In the street, boys and girls were playing noisily.

The short day grew darker and darker, and the house filled with
shadows. Outside, the snow took on an unusual blue coloring. Twilight
descended. “So, a day has passed,” Herman said.to himself. This partic-
ular day, this very date would never return again, unless Nietzsche was
right in his theory about the eternal return. Even if one did believe that

--time was imaginary, this day was finished, like the flipped page of a

book. It had passed into the archives of eternity. But what had he,
Herman Gombiner, accomplished? Whom had he helped? Not even the
mouse. She had not come out of her hole, not a peep out of her all day.
Was she sick? She was no longer young; old age crept up on everyone . . .

As Herman sat in the wintry twilight, he seemed to be waiting for a
sign from the Powers on high. Sometimes he received messages from
them, but at other times they remained hidden and silent. He found
himself thinking about his parents, grandparents, his sisters, brother,
aunts, uncles, and cousins. Where were they all? Where were they rest-
ing, blessed souls, martyred by the Nazis. Did they ever think of him?
Or had they risen into spheres where they were no longer concerned
with the lower worlds? He started to pray to them, inviting them to
visit him on this winter evening, '

The steam in the radiator hissed, singing its one note. The steam
seemed to speak in the pipes, consoling Herman: “You are not alone,
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you are an element of the universe, a child of God, an integral part of

Creation. Your suffering is God’s suffering, your yearning His yearning.

Everything is right. Let the Truth be revealed to you, and you will be
. filled with joy.” :

Suddenly Herman heard a squeak. In the dimness, the mouse had
crawled out and looked cautiously around, as if afraid that a cat lurked
nearby. Herman held his breath. Holy creature, have no fear. No harm
will come to you. He watched her as she approached the saucer of
water, took one sip, then a second and a third. Slowly she started
gnawing the piece of cheese.

Can there be any greater wonder, Herman thought. Here stands a2
mouse, a daughter of a mouse, a. granddaughter of mice, a product of
millions, billions of mice who once lived, suffered, reproduced, and are
now gone forever, but have left an heir, apparently the last of her line.
Here she stands, nourishing herself with food. What does she think
about all day in her hole? She must think about something. She does
have a mind, a nervous system. She is just as much a part of God's
creation as the planets, the stars, the distant galaxies.

The mouse suddenly raised her head and stared at Herman with a
human look of love and gratitude. Herman imagined that she was saying
thank you.

\%

Since Herman Gombiner had stopped working, he realized what an
effort it had been for him to wake up in the morning, to wait outside
for a cab, to waste his time with dictionaries, writing, editing, and
traveling home again each evening. He had apparently been working
with the last of his strength. It seemed to him that the publishing house
had closed on the very day that he had expended his last bit of remain-
ing energy. This fact in itself was an excellent example of the presence
of Godly compassion and the hand of Providence. But thank heaven he
still had the will to read and write letters.

Snow had fallen. Herman couldn’t recall another New York winter
with as much snow as this. Huge drifts had piled up. It was impossible
for cars to drive through his street. Herman would have had to plow his
way to Columbus Avenue or Central Park West to get a taxi. He would
surely have collapsed. Luckily, the delivery boy from the grocery store
didn’t forget him. Every other day he-brought up rolls, sometimes. eggs,

_ cheese, and whatever else Herman had ordered. His neighbors would
knock on his door and ask him whether he needed anything—coffee,
tea, fruit. He thanked them profusely. Poor as he was, he always gave a
mother a nickel to buy some chocolate for her child. The women never
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left at once; they lingered awhile and spoke to him in their broken
English, looking at him as if they regretted having to go. Once, 2 woman

;t'roked Herman’s head gently. Women had always been attracted to
im,

There had been times when women had fallen desperately in love
with him, but marriage and a family were not for Herman. The thought
of raising children seemed absurd to him. Why prolong the human
tragedy? Besides, he had always sent every last cent to Kalomin.

His thoughts kept returning to the past. He was back in Kalomin. He
was going to heder, studying at a yeshiva, secretly teaching himself
modern Hebrew, Polish, German, taking lessons, instructing others. He
experienced his first love affair, the meetings with girls, strolls in the
woods, to the watermill, to the cemetery. He had been drawn to ceme-
teries even as a youngster, and would spend hours there, meditating
among the tombstones and listening to their stony silence. The dead
spoke to him from their graves. In the Kalomin cemetery there grew tall,
white-barked birch trees. Their silvery leaves trembled in the slightest
breeze, chattering their leafy dialect all day. The boughs leaned over
each other, whispering secrets. '

Later came the trip to America and wandering around New York
without a job. Then he went to work for Zion and began studying
English. He had been fairly healthy at that time and had had affairs with
women. It was difficult to believe the many triumphs he had had. On
lqnely nights, details of old episodes and never-forgotten words came to
him. Memory itself demonstrates that there is no oblivion. Words a
woman had uttered to him thirty years before and that he hadn’t really
understood at the time would suddenly become clear. Thank God he had
enough memories to last him a hundred years. !

For the first time since he had come to America, his windows froze
over. Frost trees like those in Kalomin formed on the windowpanes—
upside-down palms, exotic shrubs, and strange flowers. The frost
painted like an artist, but its patterns were eternal. Crystals? What were
crystals? Who had taught the atoms and molecules to arrange them-
selves in this or that way? What was the connection between the mole-
cules in New York and the molecules in Kalomin?

The greatest wonders began when Herman dozed off. As soon as he
closed his eyes, his dreams came like locusts. He- saw everything with
clarity and precision. These were not dreams but visions. He flew over

_Oriental cities, hovered over cupolas, mosques; and castles, lingered in

strange gardens, mysterious forests. He came upon undiscovered tribes,

spoke foreign languages. Sometimes he was frightened by monsters.
Herman had often thought that one’s true life was lived during sleep.

Waking was no more than a marginal time assigned for doing things.
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Now that he was free, his entire schedule was turned around. It
seemed to happen of itself. He stayed awake at night and slept during
the day. He ate lunch in the evening and skipped supper altogether. The
alarm clock had stopped, but Herman hadn’t rewound it. What differ-
" ence did it make what time it was? Sometimes he was too lazy to turn
the lights on in the evening. Instead of reading, he sat on a chair next
to the radiator and dozed. He was overcome by a fatigue that never left
him. Am I getting sick, he wondered. No matter how little the grocery
boy delivered, Herman had too much;

His real sustenance was the letters he received. Herman still made
his way down the few flights of stairs to his letter box in the lobby. He
had provided himself with a supply of stamps and stationery. There was
a mailbox a few feet from the entrance of the house. If he was unable to
get through the snow, he would ask a neighbor to mail his letters. Re-
cently, 2 woman who lived on his floor offered to get his mail every
morning, and Herman gave her the key to his box. She was a stamp
collector; the stamps were her payment. Herman now spared himself the
trouble of climbing stairs. She mailed his letters and slipped the ones he
received under the door, and so quietly that he never heard her footsteps.

He often sat all night writing, napping between letters. Occasionally
he would take an old letter from the desk drawer and read it through a
magnifying glass. Yes, the dead were still with us. They came to advise

their relatives on business, debts, the healing of the sick; they comforted -

the discouraged, made suggestions concerning trips, jobs, love, marriage.
Some left bouquets of flowers on bedspreads, and apported articles from
distant places. Some revealed themselves only to intimate ones at the
moment of death, others returned years after they had passed away. If
this were all true, Herman thought, then his relatives, too, were surely
living. He sat praying for them to appear to him. The spirit cannot be
burned, gassed, hanged, shot. Six million souls must exist somewhere.

One night, having written letters till dawn, Herman inserted them
in envelopes, addressed and put stamps on them, then went to bed.
When he opened his eyes, it was full daylight. His head was heavy. It lay
like a stone on the pillow. He felt hot, yet chills ran across his back. He
had dreamed that his dead family came to him, but they had not be-
haved appropriately for ghosts; they had quarreled, shouted, even come
to blows over a straw basket.

Herman looked toward the door and saw the morning mail pushed
under it by his neighbor, but he couldn’t move. Am I paralyzed, he
wondered. He fell asleep again, and the ghosts returned. His mother and
sisters were arguing over a metal comb. “Well, this is too ridiculous,” he
said to himself. “Spirits don’t need metal combs.” The dream continued.
He discovered a cabinet in the wall of his room. He opened it and letters

~
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started pouring out—hundreds of letters. What was this cabinet? The
letters bore old datemarks; he had never opened them. In his sleep he
felt troubled that so many people had written to him and he hadn’t
‘answered them. He decided that a postman must have hidder the letters
in order to save himself the trouble of delivering them. But if the post-
man had already bothered to come to his house, what was the sense of
hiding the letters in the cabinet?

_Herman awoke, and it was evening. “How did the day pass so
qulck}y?” he asked himself. He tried to get up to go to the bathroom,
Put his head spun and everything turned black. He fell to the floor. Well
it’s the end, he thought. What willkbgcome of Huldah? ,

He lay powerless for a long time. Then slowly he pulled himself up,
and by moving along the wall he reached the bathroom. His urine was
brown and oily, and he felt a burning sensation.

It took him a long time to return to his bed. He lay down again, and
the bed seemed to rise and fall. How strange—he no longer needed to
tear open the envelopes of his letters. Clairvoyant powers enabled him
to read their contents. He had received a reply from a woman in a small
town in Colorado. She wrote of a now dead neighbor with whom she
had always quarreled, and of how after the neighbor’s death her ghost
had broken her sewing machine. Her former enemy had poured water on
her floors, ripped open a pillow and spilled out all the feathers. The dead
can be mischievous. They can also be full of vengeance. If this was so,
he thought, then a war between the dead Jews and the dead Nazis was
altogether possible. i | - '

.That night, Herman dozed, twitched convulsively, and woke up
again and again. Outside, the wind howled. It blew right through the
house. Herman remembered Huldah; the mouse was without food or
watc’:r. He wanted to get down to help her, but he couldn’t move any part
;)ft ht: lt)ody. He prayed to God, “I don’t need help any more, but don’t
€t that poor creature die of hunger!” He ple i
Then he bl steep g pledged money to charity.

He'rme_m opened his eyes, and the day was just beginning—an over-
cast wintry day that he could barely make out through the frost-covered
windowpanes. It was as cold indoors as out. Herman listened but could
hear no tune from the radiator. He tried to cover himself, but his hands
lacke‘d the strength. From the hallway he heard sounds of shouting and
running feet. Someone knocked.on the door, but he couldn’t answer.
There was more knocking. A man spoke in Spanish, and Herman heard

a }voman’s voice. Suddenly someone pushed the door open and a Puerto
Rican man came in, followed by a small woman wearing a knitted coat

and matching hat. She carried a huge muff such as Herman had never
seen in America.

v
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The woman came up to his bed and said, “Mr. GOfnbiner?" She
pronounced his name so that he hardly 1ecognized it—with the accent
on the first syllable. The man left. In her hand the. woman held the
letters she had picked up from the floor. She had fair §km, dark eyes,
and a small nose. She said, “I knew that you were sick. I am M.rs.
Beechman—Rose Beechman.” She held out a letter she had sent him
that was among those she found at the door.

Herman understood, but was unable to speak. He heard her say,
“My grandmother made me come to you. I was con-xing to New York
two weeks from now. You are ill and the furnace in your house has
exploded. Wait, I'll cover you. Where is your telephgne?” o

She pulled the blanket over him, but the bedding W‘aS like ice. She
started to move about, stamping her boots and clapping her hands.
“You don’t have a telephone? How can I get a doctor?”

He wanted to tell her he didn’t want a doctor, but he was too weak.
Looking at her made him tired. He shut his eyes and immediately forgot
that he had a visitor.

Vi

“How can anyone sleep so much?” Herman asked himself. This.sleepi-
ness had transformed him into a helpless creature. He opened his eyes,
saw the strange woman, knew who she was, and immediately fell. asleep
again. She had brought a doctor—a tall man, a giant—and this man
uncovered him, listened to his heart with a stethoscope, squeezed his
stomach, looked down his throat. Herman heard the word “pneu-
monia”; they told him he would have to go to the hospital, 'but he
amassed enough strength to shake his head. He would _rather die. The
doctor reprimanded him good-naturedly; the woman tnefi to persuade
him. What's wrong with a hospital? They would make him well there.
She would visit him every day, would take care. of him.

But Herman was adamant. He broke through his sickness and spoke
to the woman. “Every person has the right to determine his own fate.“
He showed her where he kept his money; he looked at her pleadingly,
stretched out his hand to her, begging her to promise that he would not
be moved.

One moment he spoke clearly as a healthy man, and the next he

returned to his torpor. He dreamed again—whether asleep or awake he
himself didn’t know. The woman gave him medicine. A girl came afld
administered an injection. Thank God there was heat agafn. The rgdla-
tor sang all day and half the night. Now the sun shone m—t.h'e bit of
sunlight that reached his window in the morning; now the ceiling light
burned. Neighbors came to ask how he was, mostly women. They
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brought him bows of grits, warm milk, cups of tea. The strange woman
changed her clothes; sometimes she wore a black dress or a yellow
dress, sometimes a white blouse or a rose-colored blouse. At times she
appeared middle-aged and serious to him, at others girlishly young and
playful. She inserted a thermometer in his mouth and brought his bed-
pan. She undressed him and gave him alcohol rubs. He felt embarrassed
because of his emaciated body, but she argued, “What is there to be
ashamed of? We are all the way God made us.” Sick as he was, he was
still aware of the smoothness of her palms. Was she human? Or an
angel? He was a child again, whose mother was worrying about him. He
knew very well that he could die of his sleepiness, but he had ceased
being afraid of death. :

 Herman was preoccupied with something—an event, a vision that
repeated itself with countless variations but whose meaning he couldn’t
fathom. It seemed to him that his sleeping was like a long book which he
read so eagerly he could not stop even for a minute. Drinking tea, taking
medicine were merely annoying interruptions. His body, together with
its agonies, had detached itself from him.

He awoke. The day was growing pale. The woman had placed an ice
pack on his head. She removed it and commented that his pajama top
had blood on it. The blood had come from his nose. :

“Am I dying? Is this death?” he asked himself. He felt only curiosity.

The woman gave him medicine from a teaspoon, and the fluid had

. the strength and the smell of cognac. Herman shut his eyes, and when he

opened them again he could see the snowy blue of the night. The woman
was sitting at a table that had for years been cluttered with books, which
she must have removed. She had placed her fingertips at the edge of the
table. The table was moving, raising its front legs and then dropping
them down with a bang.

For a while he was wide awake and as clearheaded as if he were
well. Was the table really moving of its own accord? Or was the woman _
raising it? He stared in amazement. The woman was mumbling; she
asked questions that he couldn’t hear. Sometimes she grumbled; once
she even laughed, showing a mouthful of small teeth. Suddenly she went
over to the bed, leaned over him, and said, “You will live. You will
recover.” ,

He listened to her words with an indifference that surprised him.

He closed his eyes and found himself in Kalomin again. They were
all living—his father, his mother, his grandfather, his grandmother, his
sisters, his brother, all the uncles and aunts and cousins. How odd that
Kalomin could be a part of New York. One had only to reach a street
that led to Canal Street. The street was on the side of a mountain, and it
was necessary to climb up to it. It seemed that he had to go through a
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cellar or a tunnel, a place he remembered from other dreams. It grew
darker and darker, the ground became steeper and full of ditches, the
walls lower and lower and the air more stuffy. He had to open 2 door to
. a small chamber that was full of the bones of corpses, slimy with decay.
He had come upon a subterranean cemetery, and thf.re he met a beadle,
or perhaps a warden or a gravedigger who was attend.mg to tl‘l‘e bones. u

“How can anyone live here?” Herman asked h_lmself. Who woul
want such a livelihood?” Herman couldn’t see this man now, but he
recalled previous dreams in which he had seen him—bearded af‘ld
shabby. He broke off limbs like so many rotten roots. He laughed wnt'h
secret glee. Herman tried to escape from this ]a.lbyrmth, crawllpg on his .
belly and slithering like a snake, overexerting himself so that his breath-
i ed. o
e ;tlzpfwakened in a cold sweat. The lamp was not lit, but a faint glow
shone from somewhere. Where is this light coming from, Herman won-
dered, and where is the woman? How miraculous—he felt well. ]

He sat up slowly and saw the woman asleep on a cot, 'cove.red with
an unfamiliar blanket. The faint illumination came from a tiny light bulb
plugged into a socket near the ﬂqqr. Herman sat still and let the
perspiration dry, feeling cooler as it dried. ) 3

“Well, it wasn’t destined that I should die yet,” he muttered. “But
why am I needed here?” He could find no answer. '

Herman leaned back on the pillow and lay still. H? remembered
everything: he had fallen ill, Rose Beechman had arrived, and pad
brought a doctor to see him. Herman had refused to go to the h.o'spltal.

He took stock of himself. He had apparently passed the crisis. He
was weak, but no longer sick. All his pains were gone. He .could breathe
freely. His throat was no longer clogged with phlegm. This woman had
saved his life. o

Herman knew he should thank Providence, but something inside him
felt sad and almost cheated. He had always hoped for a revelation. He
bad counted on his deep sleep to see things kept from the healthy eye.
Even of death he had thought, Let’s look at what is on the other side of

the curtain. He had often read about people who were ill and whose -

astral bodies wandered over cities, oceans, and deserts. Others had come
in contact with relatives, had had visions; heavenly lights h'fzd appeared
to them. But in his long sleep Herman had experienced nothing Put alot
of tangled dreams. He remembered the little table that had raised an.d
lowered its front legs one night. Where was it? It stood not far from. his
bed, covered with a pile of letters and magazines, apparently received
during his illness.

Herman observed Rose Beechman. Why had she come? When had
she had the cot brought in? He saw her face distinctly now—the small
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nose, hollow cheeks, dark hair, the round forehead a bit too high_ for a
woman. She slept calmly, the blanket over her breast. Her breathing
couldn’t be heard. It occurred to Herman that she might be dead. He
stared at her intently; her nostrils moved slightly.

Herman dozed off again. Suddenly he heard a mumbling. He opened
his eyes. The woman was talking in her sleep. He listened carefully but
couldn’t make out the words. He wasn’t certain whether it was English
or another language. What did it mean? All at once he knew: she was
talking to her grandmother. He held his breath. His whole being became
still. He made an effort to distinguish at least one word, but he couldn’t
catch a single syllable. The woman became silent and then started to
whisper again. She didn’t move her lips. Her voice seemed to be coming
out of her nostrils. Who knows? Perhaps she wasn’t speaking a known
language, Herman Gombiner thought. He fancied that she was suggest-
ing something to the unseen one and arguing with her. This intensive
listening soon tired him. He closed his eyes and fell asleep.

He twitched and woke up. He didn’t know how long he had been
sleeping—a minute or an hour. Through the window he saw that it was
still night. The woman on the cot was sleeping silently. Suddenly Her-
man remembered. What had become of Huldah? How awful that
throughout his long illness he had entirely forgotten her. No one had fed
her or given her anything to drink. “She is surely dead,” hé said to
himself. “Dead of hunger and thirst!” He felt a great shame. He had
recovered. The Powers that rule the world had sent a woman to him, a
merciful sister, but this creature who was dependent on him for its
necessities had perished. “I should not have forgotten her! I should not-
have! I've killed her!” - ‘

Despair took hold of Herman. He started to pray for the mouse’s
soul. “Well, you’ve had your life. You've served your time in this for-
saken world, the worst of all worlds, this bottomless abyss, where Satan,
Asmodeus, Hitler, and Stalin prevail. You are no longer confined to
your hole—hungry, thirsty, and sick, but at one with the God-filled
cosmos, with God Himself . . . Who knows why you had to be a
mouse?” )

In his thoughts, Herman spoke a eulogy for the mouse who had
shared a portion of her life with him and who, because of him, had left
this earth. “What do they know—all those scholars, all those philoso-
phers, all the leaders of the world—about such as you? They have
convinced themselves that man, the worst transgressor of all the species,
is the crown of creation. All other creatures were created merely to
provide him with food, pelts, to be tormented, exterminated. In relation
to them, all people are Nazis; for the animals it is an eternal Treblinka.
And yet man demands compassion from heaven.” Herman clapped his
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hand to his mouth. “I mustn’t live, I mustn’t! I can no longer be a part
of it! God in heaven—take me away!”

For a while his mind was blank. Then he trembled. Perhaps Huldah
was still alive? Perhaps she had found something to eat. Maybe she was
lying unconscious in her hole and could be revived? He tried to get off
the bed. He lifted the blanket and slowly put one foot down. The bed
creaked.

The woman opened her eyes as if she hadn’t been asleep at all but
had been pretending. “Where are you going?” :

“There is something I must find out.”

“What? Wait one second.” She straightened her nightgown under-
neath the blanket, got out of bed, and went over to him barefooted. Her
feet were white, girlishly small, with slender toes. “How are you feel-
ing?”

i “] beg you, listen to me!” And in a quiet voice he told her about the
mouse. ,

The woman listened. Her face, hidden in the shadows, expressed no
surprise. She said, “Yes, 1 did hear the mice scratching several times
during the night. They are probably eating your books.”

“It’s only one mouse. A wonderful creature.”

- “What shall I do?”

“The hole is right here . . . I used to set out a dish of water for her
and a piece of cheese.” '

“I don’t have any cheese here.” '

“Perhaps you can pour some milk in a little dish. I'm not sure that
she is alive, but maybe . ..” ' '

“Yes, there is milk. Figst I'll take your temperature.” She took a
thermometer from somewhere, shook it down, and put it in his mouth
with the authority of a nurse.

Herman watched ner as she busied herself in the kitchenette. She
poured milk from a bottle into a saucer. Several times she turned her
head and gave him an inquiring look, as if she didn’t quite believe what
she had just heard. '

How can this be, Herman wondered. She doesn’t look like a woman
with a grown daughter. She looks like a girl herself. Her loose hair

“reached her shoulders. He could make out her figure through her bath-
robe: narrow in the waist, not too broad in the hips. Her face had a
‘mildness, a softness that didn’t match the earnest, almost severe letter
she had written him. Oh, well, where is it written that everything nust
match? Every person is a new experiment in God’s laboratory.

- The woman took the dish and carefully set it down where he had

indicated. On the way back to the cot, she put on her house slippers. She

The Letter Writer 273

took the thermometer out of his mouth and went to the bathroom, where
Z 12ght ‘was burning. She soon returned. “You have no fever. Thank
od.”

*“You have saved my life,” Herman said.

“It was my grandmother who told me to come here. I hope you've
read my letter.”

“Yes, I read it.”

“I see that you correspond with half the world.”

“I'm interested in psychic research.”

“This is your first day without fever.”

for a while, both were silent. Then he asked, “How can I repay
you?”

The woman frowned. “There’s no need to repay me.”

VII

Herman fell asleep and found himself in Kalomin. It was a summer
evening and he was strolling with a girl across a bridge on the way to the
mill and to the Russian Orthodox Cemetery, where the gravestones bear
the photographs of those interred. A huge luminous sphere shimmered
in the sky, larger than the moon, larger than the sun, a new incompar-
able heavenly body. It cast a greenish glow over the water, making it
transparent, so that fish could be seen as they swam. Not the usual carp
and pike but whales and sharks, fish with golden fins, red horns, with
skin similar to that on the wings of bats. ‘

“What is all this?” Herman asked. “Has the cosmos changed? Has
the earth torn itself away from the sun, from the whole Milky Way? Is it
about to become a comet?” He tried to talk to the girl he was with, but
she was one of the ladies buried in the graveyard. She replied in Rus-
sian, although_ it was also Hebrew. Herman asked, “Don’t Kant’s cate-
gories of pure reason any longer apply in Kalomin?”

He woke up with a start. On the other side of the window it was still
night. The strange woman was asleep on the cot. Herman examined her
more carefully now. She no longer mumbled, but her lips trembled
occasionally. Her brow wrinkled as she smiled in her sleep. Her hair was
spread out over the pillow. The quilt had slid down, and he could see the
bunched-up folds of her nightgown and the top of her breast. Herman
stared at her, mute with amazement. A woman had come to him from
somewhere in the South—not a Jewess, but as Ruth had come to Boaz,
sent by some Naomi who was no longer among the living.

Where had she found bedding, Herman wondered. She had already
brought order to his apartment—she had hung a curtain over the win-
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dow, cleaned the newspapers and manuscripts-from the large table. How
strange, she hadn’t moved the blotter, as if she had known that it was
the implement of a miracle. .

Herman stared, nodding his head in wonder. The books in the book-
cases did not look so old and tattered. She had brought some kind of
order to them, too. The air he breathed no longer smelled moldy and
dusty but had a moist, cool quality. Herman was reminded of a Passover
night in Kalomin. Only the matzos hanging in a sheet from the ceiling
were lacking. He tried to remember his latest dream, but he could only
recall the unearthly light that fell across the lake. “Well, dreams are all
lost,” Herman said to himself. “Each day begins with amnesia.”

He heard a slight noise that sounded like a child sucking. Herman
sat up and saw Huldah. She appeared thinner, weak, and her fur looked
grayer, as if she had aged. .

“God in Heaven! Huldah is alive! There she stands, drinking milk
from the dish!” A joy such as he had seldom experienced gripped Her-
man. He had not as yet thanked God for bringing him back to life. He
had even felt some resentment. But for letting the mouse live he had to
praise the Higher Powers. Herman was filled with love both for the
mouse and for the woman, Rose Beechman, who had understood his
feelings and without question had obeyed his request and given the
mouse some milk. “I am not worthy, I am not worthy,” he muttered. “It
is all pure Grace.” : :

Herman was not a man who wept. His eyes had remained dry even
when he received the news that his family had perished in the destruc-
tion of Kalomin. But now his face became wet and hot. It wasn't fated
that be bear the guilt of a murderer. Providence—aware of every mole-
cule, every mite, every speck of dust—had seen to it that the mouse
received its nourishment during his long sleep. Or was it perhaps possi-
ble that a mouse could fast for that length of time? ‘

Herman watched intently. Even now, after going hungry for sovong,
the mouse didn’t rush. She lapped the milk slowly, pausing occasionally,

- obviously confident that no one would take away what was rightfully
hers. “Little ‘mouse, hallowed creature, saint!” Herman cried to her in
his thoughts. He blew her a kiss.

The mouse continued to drink. From time to time, she cocked her

head and gave Herman a sidelong glance. He imagined he saw in her.

eyes an expression of surprise, as if she were silently asking, “Why did
you let me go hungry so long? And who is this woman sleeping here?”
Soon she went back to her hole.

Rose Beechman opened her eyes. “Oh! You are up? What time is
it?” : : -
“Huldah has had her milk,” Herman said.
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“What? Oh, yes.”

“I beg you, don’t laugh at me.”

“I’m not laughing at anyone.”

“You've saved not one life but two.”

“Well, we are all God’s creatures. Il make you some tea.”

Herman wanted to tell her that it wasn’t necessary, but he was
thirsty and his throat felt dry. He even felt a pang of hunger. He had
come back to life, with all its needs. ‘

The woman immediately busied herself in the kitchenette, and
shortly she brought Herman a cup of tea and two biscuits. She had
apparently bought new dishes for him. She sat down on the edge of a

chair and said, “Well, drink your tea. I don’t believe you realize how
sick you were.”

“I am grateful.”

“If I had been just two days later, nothing would have helped.”

“Perhaps it would have been better that way."”

“No. People like you are needed.”

“Today I heard you talking to your grandmother.” Herman spoke,
not sure if he should be saying this.

She listened and was thoughtfully silent awhile. “Yes, she was with
me last night.”

“What did she say?” :

_ The woman looked at him oddly. He noticed for the first time that
her eyes were light brown. “I hope you won’t make fun of me.”

“God in heaven, no!” ‘

“She wants me to take care of you; you need me more than my
daughter does—those were her words.”

A chill ran down Herman’s spine. “Yes, that may be true, but—"

“But what? I beg you, be honest with me.”

“I'have nothing. T am weak. I can only be a burden . . .”

“Burdens are made to be borne.”

“Yes. Yes.,”

“If you want me to, I will stay with you. At least until you recover
completely.”

“Yes, I do.” .

“That is what T wanted to hear.” She stood up quickly and turned
away. She walked toward the bathroom, embarrassed as a young Kalo-
min bride. She remained standing in the doorway with her back toward
him, her head bowed, revealing the small nape of her neck, her un-
combed hair. ’

Through the window a gray light was beginning to appear. Snow was
falling—a dawn snow. Patches of day and night blended together out-
side. Clouds appeared. Windows, roofs, and fire escapes emerged from
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the dark. Lights went out. The night had ended like a dream and was
followed by an obscure reality, self-absorbed, sunk in the perpetual
mystery of being. A pigeon was flying through the snowfall, intent on
carrying out its mission. In the radiator, the steam was already whis-
tling. From the neighboring apartments were heard the first cries of
awakened children, radios playing, and harassed housewives yelling and
cursing in Spanish. The globe called Earth had once again revolved on
its axis. The windowpanes became rosy—a sign that in the east the sky
was not entirely overcast. The books were momentarily bathed in a
purplish light, illuminating the old bindings and the last remnants of
gold-engraved and half-legible titles. It all had the quality of a revela-
tion. :
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