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NORTH MAIN STREET, MEMPHIS




The Tale of a Kite


It’s safe to say that we Jews of North Main Street are a progressive people. I don’t mean to suggest we have any patience with freethinkers, like that crowd down at Thompson’s Café; tolerant within limits, we’re quick to let subversive elements know where they stand. Observant (within reason), we keep the Sabbath after our fashion, though the Saturday competition won’t allow us to close our stores. We keep the holidays faithfully, and are regular in attending our modest little synagogue on Market Square. But we’re foremost an enterprising bunch, proud of our contribution to the local economy. Even our secondhand shops contain up-to-date inventories, such as stylish automobile capes for the ladies, astrakhan overcoats for gentlemen—and our jewelers, tailors, and watchmakers are famous all over town. Boss Crump and his heelers, who gave us a dispensation to stay open on Sundays, have declared more than once in our presence, “Our sheenies are good sheenies!” So you can imagine how it unsettles us to hear that Rabbi Shmelke, head of that gang of fanatics over on Auction Street, has begun to fly.


We see him strolling by the river, if you can call it strolling. Because the old man, brittle as a dead leaf, doesn’t so much walk as permit himself to be dragged by disciples at either elbow. A mournful soul on a stick, that’s Rabbi Shmelke; comes a big wind and his bones will be scattered to powder. His eyes above his foggy pince-nez are a rheumy residue in an otherwise parchment face, his beard (Ostrow calls it his “lunatic fringe”) an ashen broom gnawed by mice. Living mostly on air and the strained generosity of in-laws, his followers are not much more presentable. Recently transplanted from Shpink, some godforsaken Old World backwater that no doubt sent them packing, Shmelke and his band of crackpots are a royal embarrassment to our community.


We citizens of Hebrew extraction set great store by our friendly relations with our gentile neighbors. One thing we don’t need is religious zealots poisoning the peaceable atmosphere. They’re an eyesore and a liability, Shmelke’s crew, a threat to our good name, seizing every least excuse to make a spectacle. They pray conspicuously in questionable attire, dance with their holy books in the street, their doddering leader, if he speaks at all, talking in riddles. No wonder we judge him to be frankly insane.


It’s my own son, Ziggy the kaddish, who first brings me word of Shmelke’s alleged levitation. Then it’s a measure of his excitement that, in reporting what he’s seen, he also reveals he’s skipped Hebrew school to see it. This fact is as troubling to me as his claims for the Shpinker’s airborne faculty, which I naturally discount. He’s always been a good boy, Ziggy, quiet and obedient, if a little withdrawn, and it’s unheard of that he should play truant from his Talmud Torah class. Not yet bar mitzvahed, the kid has already begun to make himself useful around the store, and I look forward to the day he comes into the business as my partner. (I’ve got a sign made up in anticipation of the event: J. Zipper & Son, Spirits and Fine Wines.) So his conduct is distressing on several counts, not the least of which is how it shows the fanatics’ adverse influence on our youth.


“Papa!” exclaims Ziggy, bursting through the door from the street—since when does Ziggy burst? “Papa, Rabbi Shmelke can fly!”


“Shah!” I bark. “Can’t you see I’m with a customer?” This is my friend and colleague Harry Nussbaum, proprietor of Memphis Bridge Cigars, whose factory supports better than fifteen employees and is located right here on North Main. Peeling bills from a bankroll as thick as a bible, Nussbaum’s in the process of purchasing a case of Passover wine. (From this don’t conclude that I’m some exclusively kosher concern; I carry also your vintage clarets and sparkling burgundies, blended whiskeys and sour mash for the yokels, brandies, cordials, brut champagnes—you name it.)


Nussbaum winces, clamping horsey teeth around an unlit cigar. “Shomething ought to be done about thosh people,” he mutters, and I heartily concur. As respected men of commerce, we both belong to the executive board of the North Main Street Improvement Committee, which some say is like an Old Country kahal. We chafe at the association, regarding ourselves rather as boosters, watchdogs for the welfare of our district. It’s a responsibility we don’t take lightly.


When Nussbaum leaves, I turn to Ziggy, his jaw still agape, eyes bugging from his outsize head. Not from my side of the family does he get such a head, bobbling in his turtleneck like a pumpkin in an eggcup. You’d think it was stuffed full of wishes and big ideas, Ziggy’s head, though to my knowledge it remains largely vacant.


“You ought to be ashamed of yourself.”


“But, Papa, I seen it.” Breathless, he twists his academy cap in his hands. “We was on the roof and we peeped through the skylight. First he starts to pray, then all of a sudden his feet don’t touch the floor…”


“I said, enough!”


Then right away I’m sorry I raised my voice. I should be sorry? But like I say, Ziggy has always been a pliant kid, kind of an amiable mediocrity. Not what you’d call fanciful—where others dream, Ziggy merely sleeps—I’m puzzled he should wait till his twelfth year to carry such tales. I fear he’s fallen in with a bad crowd.


Still, it bothers me that I’ve made him sulk. Between my son and me there have never been secrets—what’s to keep secret?—and I don’t like how my temper has stung him into furtiveness. But lest he should think I’ve relented, I’m quick to add, “And never let me hear you played hooky from cheder again.”


And that, for the time being, is that.


But at our weekly meeting of the Improvement Committee—to whose board I’m automatically appointed on account of my merchant’s credentials—the issue comes up again. It seems that others of our children have conceived a fascination for the Shpinker screwballs, and as a consequence are becoming wayward in their habits. Even our chairman Irving Ostrow of Ostrow’s Men’s Furnishings, in the tasteful showroom of which we are assembled—even his own son Hershel, known as an exemplary scholar, has lately been delinquent in his studies.


“He hangs around that Auction Street shtibl,” says an incredulous Ostrow, referring to the Hasids’ sanctuary above Klotwog’s Feed Store. “I ask him why and he tells me, like the mountains should tremble”—Ostrow pauses to sip his laxative tea—“‘Papa,’ he says, ‘the Shpinker rebbe can fly.’ ‘Rebbe’ he calls him, like an alter kocker!”


“Godhelpus!” we groan in one voice—Nussbaum, myself, Benny Rosen of Rosen’s Delicatessen—having heard this particular rumor once too often. We’re all of a single mind in our distaste for such fictions—all save old Kaminsky, the synagogue beadle (“Come-insky” we call him for his greetings at the door to the shul), who keeps the minutes of our councils.


“Maybe the Shmelke, he puts on the children a spell,” he suggests out of turn, which is the sort of hokum you’d expect from a beadle.


At length we resolve to nip the thing in the bud. We pass along our apprehensions to the courtly Rabbi Fein, who runs the religious school in the synagogue basement. At our urgency he lets it be known from the pulpit that fraternizing with Hasids, who are after all no better than heretics, can be hazardous to the soul. He hints at physical consequences as well, such as warts and blindness. After that nothing is heard for a while about the goings-on in the little hall above the feed store that serves as the Shpinkers’ sanctuary.


What does persist, however, is a certain (what you might call) bohemianism that’s begun to manifest itself among even the best of our young. Take, for instance, the owlish Hershel Ostrow: in what he no doubt supposes a subtle affectation—though who does he think he’s fooling?—he’s taken to wearing his father’s worn-out homburg; and Mindy Dreyfus, the jeweler’s son, has assumed the Prince Albert coat his papa has kept in mothballs since his greenhorn days. A few of the older boys sport incipient beards like the characters who conspire to make bombs at Thompson’s Café, where in my opinion they’d be better off. Even my Ziggy, whom we trust to get his own hair cut, he talks Plott the barber into leaving the locks at his temples. He tries to hide them under his cap, which he’s begun to wear in the house, though they spiral out like untended runners.


But it’s not so much their outward signs of eccentricity as their increasing remoteness that gets under our skin. Even when they’re present at meals or their after-school jobs, their minds seem to be elsewhere. This goes as well for Ziggy, never much of a noise to begin with, whose silence these days smacks more of wistful longing than merely having nothing to say.


“Mama,” I frown at my wife, Ethel, who’s shuffling about the kitchen of our apartment over the liquor store. I’m enjoying her superb golden broth, afloat with eyes of fat that gleam beneath the gas lamp like a peacock’s tail; but I nevertheless force a frown. “Mama, give a look on your son.”


A good-natured, capable woman, my Ethel, with a figure like a brick mikveh, as they say, she seldom sits down at meals. She prefers to eat on the run, sampling critical spoonfuls as she scoots back and forth between the table and the coal-burning range. At my suggestion, however, she pauses, pretending to have just noticed Ziggy, who’s toying absently with his food.


“My son? You mean this one with the confetti over his ears?” She bends to tease his side locks, then straightens, shaking her head. “This one ain’t mine. Mine the fairies must of carried him off and left this in his place.” She ladles more soup into the bowl he’s scarcely touched. “Hey, stranger, eat your knaidel.”


Still his mother’s child, Ziggy is cajoled from his meditations into a grudging grin, which I fight hard against finding infectious. Surrendering, I make a joke: “Mama, I think the ship you came over on is called the Ess Ess Mein Kind.”


Comes the auspicious day of Mr. Crump’s visit to North Main Street. This is the political boss’s bimonthly progress, when he collects his thank-yous (usually in the form of merchandise) from a grateful Jewish constituency. We have good reason to be grateful, since in exchange for votes and assorted spoils, the Red Snapper, as he’s called, has waived the blue laws for our district. He also looks the other way with respect to child labor and the dry law that would have put yours truly out of business. Ordinarily Boss Crump and his entourage, including his handpicked mayor du jour, like to tour the individual shops, receiving the tributes his shvartze valet shleps out to a waiting limousine. But today, tradition notwithstanding, we’re drawn out of doors by the mild April weather, where we’ve put together a more formal welcome.


When the chrome-plated Belgian Minerva pulls to the curb, we’re assembled in front of Ridblatt’s Bakery on the corner of Jackson Avenue and North Main. Irving Ostrow is offering a brace of suits from his emporium, as solemnly as a fireman presenting a rescued child, while Benny Rosen appears to be wrestling a string of salamis. Harry Nussbaum renders up a bale of cigars, myself a case of schnapps, and Rabbi Fein a ready blessing along with his perennial bread and salt. Puffed and officious in his dual capacity as neighborhood ward heeler and committee chair, Ostrow has also prepared an address: “We citizens of North Main Street pledge to be a feather in the fedora of Mayor Huey, I mean Blunt…” (Because who can keep straight Mr.Crump’s succession of puppet mayors?)


Behind us, under the bakery awning, Mickey Panitz is ready to strike up his klezmer orchestra; igniting his flash powder, a photographer from the Commercial Appeal ducks beneath a black hood. Everyone (with the exception, of course, of the Shpinker zealots, who lack all civic pride) has turned out for the event, lending North Main Street a holiday feel. We bask in Boss Crump’s approval, who salutes us with a touch to the rim of his rakish straw skimmer, his smile scattering a galaxy of freckles. This is why what happens next, behind the backs of our visitors, seems doubly shameful, violating as it does such a banner afternoon.


At first we tell ourselves we don’t see what we see; we think, maybe a plume of smoke. But looks askance at one another confirm not only that we share the same hallucination but that the hallucination gives every evidence of being real. Even from such a distance it’s hard to deny it: around the corner of the next block, something is emerging from the roof of the railroad tenement that houses the Shpinker shtibl. It’s a wispy black and gray something that rises out of a propped-open skylight like vapor from an uncorked bottle. Escaping, it climbs into the cloudless sky and hovers over North Main Street, beard and belted caftan aflutter. There’s a fur hat resembling the rotary brush of a chimney sweep, a pair of dun-stockinged ankles (to one of which a rope is attached) as spindly as the handles on a scroll. Then it’s clear that, risen above the telephone wires and trolley lines, above the water tanks, Rabbi Shmelke floats in a doleful ecstasy.


We begin talking anxiously and at cross-purposes about mutual understanding through public sanitation and so forth. We crank hands left and right, while Mickey Panitz leads his band in a dirgelike rendition of “Dixie.” In this way we keep our notables distracted until we can pack them off (photojournalist and all) in their sable limousine. Then, without once looking up again, we repair to Ostrow’s Men’s Furnishings and convene an extraordinary meeting of the Improvement Committee.


Shooting his sleeves to show flashy cuff links, Ostrow submits a resolution: “I hereby resolve we dispatch to the Shpinkers a delegatz, with the ultimatum they should stop making a nuisance, which it’s degrading already to decent citizens, or face a forcible outkicking from the neighborhood. All in agreement say oy.”


The only dissenting voice is the one with no vote.


“Your honors know best”—this from Kaminsky, a greenhorn till his dying day—“but ain’t it what you call a miracle, this flying rebbe?”


For such irrelevance we decide it also wouldn’t hurt to find a new secretary.


En route across the road to the shtibl, in the company of my fellows, I give thanks for small blessings. At least my Ziggy was telling the truth about Shmelke. Though I’m thinking that, with truths like this, it’s maybe better he should learn to lie.


We trudge up narrow stairs from the street, pound on a flimsy door, and are admitted by one of Shmelke’s unwashed. The dim room lists slightly like the deck of a ship, tilted toward windows that glow from a half-light filtering through the lowered shades. There’s a film of dust in the air that lends the graininess of a photogravure to the bearded men seated at the long table, swaying over God only knows what back-numbered lore. By the wall there’s an ark stuffed with scrolls, a shelf of moldering books, spice boxes, tarnished candelabra, amulets against the evil eye.


It’s all here, I think, all the blind superstition of our ancestors preserved in amber. But how did it manage to follow us over an ocean to such a far-flung outpost as Tennessee? Let the goyim see a room like this, with a ram’s horn in place of a clock on the wall, with the shnorrers wrapped in their paraphernalia mumbling hocus-pocus instead of being gainfully employed, and right away the rumors start. The yids are poisoning the water, pishing on communion wafers, murdering Christian children for their blood. Right away somebody’s quoting the Protocols of Zion. A room like this, give or take one flying rebbe, can upset the delicate balance of the entire American enterprise.


Returned at least in body from the clouds, old Shmelke sits at the head of the table, dispensing his shopworn wisdom. An unlikely source of authority, he appears little more substantial than the lemon shaft pouring over him from the open skylight.


“It is permitted to consult with the guardian spirits of oil and eggs…,” he intones, pausing between syllables to suck on a piece of halvah; an “Ahhh” goes up from disciples who lean forward to catch any crumbs. “…But sometimes the spirits give false answers.” Another sadder but wiser “Ahhh.”


When our eyes adjust to the murk, we notice that the ranks of the Shpinkers (who until now have scarcely numbered enough for a minyan) have swelled. They’ve been joined this afternoon, during Hebrew school hours no less, by a contingent of the sons of North Main Street, my own included. He’s standing in his cockeyed academy cap, scrunched between nodding Hasids on the rebbe’s left side. To my horror Ziggy, who’s shown little enough aptitude for the things of this world, never mind the other, is also nodding to beat the band.


“Home!” I shout, finding myself in four-part harmony with the other committee members. Our outrage since entering having been compounded with interest, we won’t be ignored anymore. But while some of the boys do indeed leave their places and make reluctantly for the door, others stand their ground. Among them is Ostrow’s brainy son Hershel and my nebbish, that never before disobeyed.


Having turned toward us as one, the disciples look back to their tzaddik, who God forbid should interrupt his discourse on our account. Then Hershel steps forth to confront us, pince-nez identical to Shmelke’s perched on his nose. “You see,” he explains in hushed tones, though nobody asked him, “figuratively speaking, the rebbe is climbing Jacob’s ladder. Each rung corresponds to a letter of tetragrammaton, which in turn corresponds to a level of the soul…” And bubkes-bobkes, spouting the gibberish they must’ve brainwashed him into repeating. I look at Ostrow, who’s reaching for his heart pills.


Then who should pipe up but the pipsqueak himself, come around to tug at my sleeve. “Papa”—like he can’t decide whether he should plead or insist—“if they don’t hold him down by the rope, Rabbi Shmelke can fly away to paradise.”


I can hardly believe this is my son. What did I do wrong that he should chase after moth-eaten yiddishe swamis? Did he ever want for anything? Didn’t I take him on high holidays to a sensible synagogue, where I showed him how to mouth the prayers nobody remembers the meaning of? Haven’t I guaranteed him the life the good Lord intends him for?


Not ordinarily combative, when the occasion calls for it I can speak my mind. To the papery old man whom I hold personally accountable, I ask point-blank, “What have you done to my child?”


Diverted at last from his table talk, Rabbi Shmelke cocks his tallowy head; he seems aware for perhaps the first time of the presence among his faithful of uninvited hangers-on.


“Gay avek!” he croaks at the remaining boys. “Go away.” When nobody budges, he lifts a shaggy brow, shrugs his helplessness. Then he resumes in a voice like a violin strung with cobweb, “Allow me to tell you a story…”


“A story, a story!” The disciples wag their heads, all of them clearly idiots.


The rebbe commences some foolishness about how the patriarch Isaac’s soul went on vacation while his body remained under his father’s knife. Along with the others I find myself unable to stop listening, until I feel another tug at my sleeve.


“Papa,” Ziggy’s whispering, Adam’s apple bobbing like a golf ball in a fountain, “they have to let him out the roof or he bumps his head on the ceiling.”


“Do I know you?” I say, shaking him off. Then I abruptly turn on my heel and exit, swearing vengeance. I’m down the stairs and already crossing Auction Street, when I realize that my colleagues have joined me in my mortification. I suggest that drastic measures are in order, and as my anger has lent me an unaccustomed cachet, all say aye.


They agree there’s not a minute to lose, since every day we become more estranged from our sons. (Or should I say sons and daughters, because you can’t exclude old Kaminsky’s orphaned granddaughter Ida, a wild girl with an unhealthy passion for books.)


But days pass and Rabbi Fein complains that even with the threat of his ruler, not to mention his assistant Nachum (whom the boys call Knock ’em), he can’t keep his pupils in Hebrew class. Beyond our command now, our children are turning their backs on opportunity in favor of emulating certifiable cranks. They grow bolder, more and more of them exhibiting a freakish behavior they no longer make any pretense to conceal. For them rebellion is a costume party. They revel in the anomalous touch, some adopting muskrat caps (out of season) to approximate the Hasid’s fur shtreimel. Milton Rosen wears a mackintosh that doubles as a caftan, the dumb Herman Wolf uses alphabet blocks for phylacteries. My own Ziggy has taken to picking his shirttails into ritual tassels.


He still turns up periodically for meals, silent affairs at which even Ethel is powerless to humor us. For his own good I lock him in his bedroom after dinner, but he climbs out the window, the little pisher, and scrambles down the fire escape. “Not from my side of the family does he get such a streak of defiance,” I tell Ethel, who seems curiously resigned. “I think maybe comes the fairies to take him back again,” she says, but am I worried? All right, so I’m worried, but I’m confident that, once the Shpinkers have been summarily dealt with, my son will return to the fold, tail between legs.


Still the problem remains: what precisely should we do? Time passes and the Shpinkers give no indication of developing a civic conscience; neither do they show any discretion when it comes to aiding their blithering rebbe to fly. (If you want to dignify what he does as flying; because in midair he’s as bent and deflated as he is on earth, so wilted you have to wonder if he even knows he’s left the ground.) In response to their antics, those of us with any self-respect have stopped looking up.


Of course we have our spies, like Old Man Kaminsky, who has nothing better to do than ogle the skies. He tells us that three times a day, morning, noon, and evening, rain or shine, and sometimes nonstop on Shabbos, Shmelke hovers above the chimneys. He marks us from a distance like some wizened dirigible, a sign designating our community as the haven of screwballs and extremists. We’re told that instead of studying (a harmless enough endeavor in itself), the shiftless Shpinkers now spend their time testing various grades of rope. From the clothesline purchased at Hekkie’s Hardware on Commerce Street, they’ve graduated to hawser obtained from steamboat chandlers down at the levee. They’ve taken to braiding lengths of rope, to splicing and paying them out through the skylight, so that Shmelke can float ever higher. Occasionally they might maneuver their rebbe in fishtails and cunning loop-the-loops, causing him to soar and dive; they might send him into electrical storms from which he returns with fluorescent bones. Sometimes, diminished to a mote, the old man disappears in the clouds, only to be reeled back carrying gifts—snuffboxes and kiddush cups made of alloys never seen on this planet before.


Or so says Old Man Kaminsky, whom we dismiss as having also fallen under Shmelke’s mind control. We’re thankful, in any case, that the Shpinkers now fly their tzaddik high enough that he’s ceased to be a serious distraction. (At first the yokels, come to town for the Saturday market, had mistaken him for an advertising ploy, their sons taking potshots with peashooters.) But out of sight isn’t necessarily to say that the rebbe is out of mind, though we’ve gotten used to keeping our noses to the ground. We’ve begun to forget about him, to forget the problems with our young. What problems? Given the fundamental impossibility of the whole situation, we start to embrace the conviction that his flights are pure fantasy.


Then Ziggy breaks his trancelike silence to drop a bombshell. “I’m studying for bar mitzvah with Rabbi Shmelke,” he announces, as Ethel spoons more calf’s-foot jelly onto my plate. But while his voice issues the challenge, Ziggy’s face, in the shadow of his academy cap, shows he’s still testing the water.


Ethel’s brisket, tender and savory as it is, sticks in my gorge. I want to tell him the tzaddik’s a figment of his imagination and let that be an end to it, but Ziggy’s earnestness suggests the tactic won’t work.


“What’s wrong,” I ask, clearing my throat with what emerges as a seismic roar, “ahemmm… what’s wrong with Rabbi Fein?”


“He ain’t as holy.”


Directly the heartburn sets in. “And what’s holy got to do with it?”


Ziggy looks at me as if my question is hardly deserving of an answer. Condescending to explain, however, he finds it necessary to dismount his high horse, doffing his cap to scratch his bulbous head. “Holy means, you know, like scare… I mean sacred.”


“Unh-hnh,” I say, folding my arms and biting my tongue. Now I’m the soul of patience, which makes him nervous.


“You know, sacred,” he reasserts, the emphasis for his own sake rather than mine.


“Ahhh,” I nod in benign understanding, enjoying how his resolve begins to crack.


“That’s right,” pursues Ziggy, and tries again to fly in the face of my infernal tolerance, lacking wings. “Like magic.”


I’m still nodding, so he repeats himself in case I didn’t hear.


“Oh sure, ma-a-agic,” I reply, with the good humor of a parent introduced to his child’s imaginary friend.


Flustered to the point of fighting back tears, Ziggy nevertheless refuses to surrender, retreating instead behind a wall of hostility.


“You wouldn’t know magic if it dumped a load on your head!”


You have to hand it to the kid, the way he persists in his folly; I never would have thought him capable of such high mishegoss. But when the admiration passes, I’m fit to be tied; I’m on my feet, jerking him by the scrawny shoulders, his head whipping back and forth until I think I’m maybe shaking it clear of humbug.


“I’ll magic you!” I shout. “Who’s your father anyway, that feeble-minded old scarecrow or me? Remember me, Jacob Zipper, that works like a dog so his son can be a person?” Then I see how he’s staring daggers; you could puncture your conscience on such daggers, and so I pipe down.


I turn to Ethel, cooling her backside against the hardwood icebox, an oven mitten pressed to her cheek. “So whose side are you on?” I appeal.


She gives me a look. “This is a contest already?”


But tempted as I am to make peace, I feel they’ve forced my hand; I cuff the boy’s ear for good measure and tell my wife, “I don’t know him anymore, he’s not my son.”


Understand, it’s a tense time; the news from the Old Country is bad. In Kiev they’ve got a Jew on trial for blood libel, and over here folks are grumbling about swarms of Hebrews washing onto our shores. Some even blame the wreck of the Titanic on the fact that there were Guggenheims onboard. It’s a climate created by ignorance, which will surely pass with the coming enlightened age—when our sons will have proved how indispensable we are. But in the meantime we must keep order in our own house.


At the next meeting of the North Main Street Improvement Committee I propose that the time is ripe to act.


Ostrow and the others stir peevishly, their hibernation disturbed. “Act? What act?” It seems they never heard of fanatics in our bosom or the corruption of our youth.


“Wake up!” I exhort them. “We got a problem!”


Slowly, scratching protuberant bellies and unshaven jaws, they begin to snap out of it; they swill sarsaparilla, light cigars, overcoming a collective amnesia to ask me what we should do.


“Am I the chairman?” I protest. “Ostrow’s the chairman.” But it’s clear that my robust agitation has prompted them to look to me for leadership, and I’m damned if I don’t feel equal to the test.


“Cut off the head from the body,” I’m suddenly inspired to say, “and your monster is kaput.”


At sundown the following evening the executive board of the Improvement Committee rounds the corner into Auction Street. There’s a softness in the air, the stench of the river temporarily overwhelmed by potted chicken wafting from the windows over the shops. It’s a pleasant evening for a stroll, but not for us, who must stay fixed on the critical business at hand. We’re all of one mind, I tell myself, though yours truly has been elected to carry the hedge shears—donated for the deed by Hekkie Schatz of Hekkie’s Hardware. Ostrow our titular chair, Nussbaum the treasurer, Benny Rosen the whatsit, all have deferred the honor to me, by virtue of what’s perceived as my greater indignation.


This time we don’t knock but burst into the dusty shtibl. As it turns out our timing is perfect: a knot of disciples—it appears that several are needed to function as anchors—is unraveling the rope beneath the open skylight. Rising into the lemon shaft (now turning primrose), his feet in their felt slippers arched like fins, Rabbi Shmelke chants the Amidah prayer: “Baruch atoh Adonoy, blessed art Thou, our God and God of our Fathers…”


The Shpinkers start at our headlong entrance. Then gauging our intentions by the sharp implement I make no attempt to hide, they begin to reel their rebbe back in. My colleagues urge me to do something quick, but I’m frozen to the spot; though Shmelke’s descending, I’m still struck with the wonder of watching him rise. “Decease!” cries Ostrow, to no effect whatsoever; then he and the others shove me forward.


Still I dig in my heels. Disoriented, I have the sensation that the room is topsy-turvy; above is below, and vice versa. Standing on the ceiling as the rebbe is hauled up from the depths, we’re in danger of coming unglued, of tumbling headfirst through the skylight. I worry for our delinquent sons, who now outnumber the Shpinkers, and in their fantastic getups are almost indistinguishable from the original bunch. Among them, of course, is Ziggy, elflocks curling like bedsprings from under his cap, perched on a chair for the better view.


Then the room rights itself. Holding the handles of the hedge shears, I could say that I’m gripping the wings of a predatory bird, its mind independent of my own. I could say I only hang on for dear life, while it’s the shears themselves that swoop forth to bite the rope in two. But the truth is, I do it of my own free will. And when the rope goes slack—think of a serpent when the swami stops playing his pipe—I thrill at the gasps that are exhaled (“Ahhh”) all around. After which: quiet, as old Shmelke, still chanting, floats leisurely upward again, into the primrose light that is deepening to plum.


When he’s out of sight, my Ziggy is the first to take the initiative—because that’s the type of person we Zippers are. The rascal, he bolts for the open window followed by a frantic mob. I too am swept into the general exodus, finding myself somehow impelled over the sill out onto the fire escape. With the others I rush up the clattering stairs behind (incidentally) Ida Kaminsky, who’s been hiding there to watch the proceedings. I reach the roof just in time to see my son, never an athletic boy—nor an impulsive or a headstrong or a rebellious one, never to my knowledge any of these—I see him swarm up the slippery pane of the inclined skylight (which slams shut after) and leap for the rope. Whether he means to drag the old man down or hitch a ride, I can’t say, but latched on to the dangling cord, he begins, with legs still cycling, to rise along with the crackpot saint.


Then uttering some complicated mystical war cry, Hershel Ostrow, holding on to his homburg, follows Ziggy’s lead. With his free hand Hershel grabs my boy’s kicking right foot, and I thank God when I see them losing altitude, but this is only a temporary reversal. Because it seems that Rabbi Shmelke, handicaps notwithstanding, has only to warble louder, adjusting the pitch of his prayer to gain height. I console myself that if he continues ascending, the fragile old man will come apart in the sky; the boys will plummet beneath his disembodied leg. Or Ziggy, whose leap I don’t believe in the first place, unable to endure the burden of his companion, will let go. I assure myself that none of this is happening.


From beside me the wild Ida Kaminsky has flung herself onto Hershel’s ankle, her skirt flaring to show off bloomers—which make a nice ribbon for the tail of a human kite. But even with her the concatenation doesn’t end: the shambling Sanford Nussbaum and Mindy Dreyfus, the halfwit Herman Wolf, Rabbi Fein’s own pious Abie in his prayer shawl, Milton Rosen in his mackintosh, all take their turn. Eventually every bad seed of North Main Street is fastened to the chain of renegade children trailing in the wake of old Shmelke’s ecstasy.


One of the rebbe’s zealots, having mounted a chimney pot, makes a leap at the flying parade, but for him they’re already out of reach. Then another tries and also fails. Is it because, in wanting to pull their tzaddik back to the earth, his followers are heavy with a ballast of desire? This seems perfectly logical to me, sharing as I do the Hasids’ despair.


Which is why I shout “Ziggy, come back! All is forgiven!” and make to jump into the air. In that instant I imagine I grab hold and am carried aloft with the kids. The tin roofs, the trolley lines, the brand-new electric streetlights in their five-globed lamps, swiftly recede, their incandescence humbled by the torched western sky. Across the river the sunset is more radiant than a red flare over a herring barrel, dripping sparks—all the brighter as it’s soon to be extinguished by dark clouds swollen with history rolling in from the east. Then just as we’re about to sail beyond those clouds, I come back to myself, a stout man and no match for gravity.




Lazar Malkin Enters Heaven


My father-in-law, Lazar Malkin, may he rest in peace, refused to die. This was in keeping with his lifelong stubbornness. Of course there were those who said that he’d passed away already and come back again, as if death were another of his so-called peddling trips, from which he always returned with a sackful of crazy gifts.


There were those in our neighborhood who joked that he’d been dead for years before his end. And there was more than a little truth in this. Hadn’t he been declared clinically kaput not once but twice on the operating table? Over the years they’d extracted more of his internal organs than it seemed possible to do without. And what with his wooden leg, his empty left eye socket concealed by a gabardine patch, his missing teeth and sparse white hair, there was hardly enough of old Lazar left in this world to constitute a human being.


“Papa,” my wife, Sophie, once asked him, just after the first of his miraculous recoveries, “what was it like to be dead?” She was sometimes untactful, my Sophie, and in this she took after her father—whose child she was by one of his unholy alliances. (Typically obstinate, he had always refused to marry.)


Lazar had looked at her with his good eye, which, despite being set in a face like last week’s roast, was usually wet and amused.


“Why ask me?” he wondered, refusing to take the question seriously. “Ask Alabaster the cobbler, who ain’t left his shop in fifty years. He makes shoes, you’d think he’s building coffins. Ask Petrofsky, whose lunch counter serves nobody but ghosts. Ask Gruber the shammes or Milstein the tinsmith. Ask your husband, who is as good as wearing his sewing machine around his neck…”


I protested that he was being unfair, though we both knew that he wasn’t. The neighborhood, which was called the Pinch, had been dead since the war. Life and business had moved east, leaving us with our shops falling down around our ears. Myself and the others, we kidded ourselves that North Main Street would come back. Our children would come back again. The ready-made industry, we kept insisting, was just a passing fancy; people would return to quality. So who needed luftmenschen like Lazar to remind us that we were deceived?


“The Pinch ain’t the world,” he would inform us, before setting off on one of his mysterious peddling expeditions. He would haul himself into the cab of his corroded relic of a truck piled with shmattes and tools got on credit from a local wholesale outfit. Then he would sputter off in some random direction for points unknown.


Weeks later he would return, his pockets as empty as the bed of his truck. But he always brought back souvenirs in his burlap sack, which he prized like the kid in the story who swapped a cow for a handful of beans.


“I want you to have this,” he would say to Mr. Alabaster or Gruber or Schloss or me. Then he would give us a harp made out of a crocodile’s tail; he would give us a Negro’s toe, a root that looked like a little man, a contraption called a go-devil, a singletree, the uses of which he had no idea. “This will make you wise,” he told us. “This will make you amorous. This came from Itta Bena and this from Nankipoo”—as if they were places as far away as China, which for all we knew they were.


“Don’t thank me,” he would say, like he thought we might be speechless with gratitude. Then he would borrow a few bucks and limp away to whatever hole in the wall he was staying in.


Most of my neighbors got rid of Lazar’s fetishes and elixirs, complaining that it made them nervous to have them around. I was likewise inclined, but in deference to my wife I kept them. Rather than leave them lying around the apartment, however, I tossed them into the storage shed behind my shop.


No one knew how old Lazar really was, though it was generally agreed that he was far past the age when it was still dignified to be alive. None of us, after all, was a spring chicken anymore. We were worn out from the years of trying to supplement our pensions with the occasional alteration or the sale of a pair of shoelaces. If our time should be near, nobody was complaining. Funerals were anyhow the most festive occasions we had in the Pinch. We would make a day of it, traveling in a long entourage out to the cemetery, then back to North Main for a feast at the home of the bereaved. You might say that death was very popular in our neighborhood. So it aggravated us that Lazar, who preceded us by a whole generation, should persist in hanging around.


He made certain that most of what we knew about him was hearsay. It was his nature to be mysterious. Even Sophie, his daughter by one of his several scandals, knew only the rumors. As to the many versions of his past, she would tell me to take my pick. “I would rather not, if you don’t mind,” I said. The idea of Lazar Malkin as a figure of romance was a little more than I could handle. But that never stopped Sophie from regaling me by telling stories of her father the way another woman might sing to herself.


He lost his eye as a young man, when he refused to get out of the way of a rampaging Cossack in his village of Podolsk. Walking away from Kamchatka, where he’d been sent for refusing to be drafted into the army of the czar, the frostbite turned to gangrene and he lost his leg. Or was it the other way around? He was dismembered by a Cossack, snowblinded in one eye for good?… What did it matter? The only moral I got out of the tales of Lazar’s mishegoss was that every time he refused to do what was sensible, there was a little less of him left to refuse with.


It puzzled me that Sophie could continue to have such affection for the old kocker. Hadn’t he ruined her mother, among others, at a time when women did not go so willingly to their ruin? Of course, the living proofs of his wickedness were gone now. His old mistresses had long since passed on, and it was assumed there were no offspring other than Sophie. Though sometimes I was haunted by the thought of the surrounding countryside populated by the children of Lazar Malkin.


So what was the attraction? Did the ladies think he was some pirate with his eye patch and clunking artificial leg? That one I still find hard to swallow. Or maybe they thought that with him it didn’t count. Because he refused to settle down to any particular life, it was as if he had no legitimate life at all. None worth considering in any case. And I cursed myself for the time I took to think about him, an old fool responsible for making my wife a bastard—though who could think of Sophie in such a light?


“You’re a sick man, Lazar,” I told him, meaning in more ways than one. “See a doctor.”


“I never felt better, I’ll dance on your grave,” he insisted, asking me incidentally, did I have a little change to spare?


I admit that this did not sit well with me, the idea of his hobbling a jig on my headstone. Lie down already and die, I thought, God forgive me. But from the way he’d been lingering in the neighborhood lately, postponing his journeys, it was apparent to whoever noticed that something was wrong. His unshaven face was the gray of dirty sheets, and his wizened stick of a frame was shrinking visibly. His odor, no longer merely the ripe stench of the unwashed, had about it a musty smell of decay. Despite my imploring, he refused to see a physician, though it wasn’t like he hadn’t been in the hospital before. (Didn’t I have a bundle of his unpaid bills to prove it?) So maybe this time he knew that for what he had there wasn’t a cure.


When I didn’t see him for a while, I supposed that, regardless of the pain he was in, he had gone off on another of his peddling trips.


“Your father needs a doctor,” I informed Sophie over dinner one night.


“He won’t go,” she said, wagging her chins like, what can you do with such a man? “So I invited him to come stay with us.”


She offered me more kreplach, as if my wide-open mouth meant that I must still be hungry. I was thinking of the times he’d sat at our table in the vile, moth-eaten overcoat he wore in all seasons. I was thinking of the dubious mementos he left us with.


“Don’t worry,” said my good wife. “He won’t stay in the apartment…”


“Thank God.”


“.…But he asked if he could have the shed out back.”


“I won’t have it!” I shouted, putting my foot down. “I won’t have him making a flophouse out of my storehouse.”


“Julius,” said Sophie in her watch-your-blood-pressure tone of voice, “he’s been out there a week already.”


I went down to the little brick shed behind the shop. The truth was that I seldom used it—only to dump the odd bolt of material and the broken sewing machines that I was too attached to to throw away. And Lazar’s gifts. Though I could see through the window that an oil lamp was burning beneath a halo of mosquitoes, there was no answer to my knock. Entering anyway, I saw cobwebs, mouse droppings, the usual junk—but no Lazar.


Then I was aware of him propped in a chair in a corner, his burlap sack and a few greasy dishes at his feet. It took me so long to notice because I was not used to seeing him sit still. Always he was hopping from his real leg to his phony, being a nuisance, telling us we ought to get out and see more of the world. Now with his leg unhitched and lying across some skeins of mildewed cloth, I could have mistaken him for one of my discarded manikins.


“Lazar,” I said, “in hospitals they at least have beds.”


“Who sleeps?” he wanted to know, his voice straining up from his hollow chest. This was as much as admitting his frailty. Shocked out of my aggravation, I proceeded to worry.


“You can’t live in here,” I told him, thinking that no one would confuse this with living. “Pardon my saying so, but it stinks like Gehinnom.” I had observed the coffee tin he was using for a slop jar.


“A couple of days,” he managed in a pathetic attempt to recover his native chutzpah, “and I’ll be back on my feet again. I’ll hit the road.” When he coughed, there was dust, like when you beat a rug.


I looked over at one of the feet that he hoped to be back on and groaned. It might have been another of his curiosities, taking its place alongside the boar’s tusk and the cypress knee.


“Lazar,” I implored, astonished at my presumption, “go to heaven already. Your organs and limbs are waiting there for a happy reunion. What do you want to hang around this miserable place anyway?” I made a gesture intended to take in more than the shed, which included the whole of the dilapidated Pinch with its empty shops and abandoned synagogue. Then I understood that for Lazar my gesture had included even more. It took in the high roads to Iuka and Yazoo City, where the shvartzers swapped him moonshine for a yard of calico.


“Heaven,” he said in a whisper that was half a shout, turning his head to spit on the floor. “Heaven is wasted on the dead. Anyway, I like it here.”


Feeling that my aggravation had returned, I started to leave.


“Julius,” he called to me, reaching into the sack at his feet, extracting with his withered fingers I don’t know what—some disgusting composition of feathers and bones and hair. “Julius,” he wheezed in all sincerity, “I have something for you.”


What can you do with such a man?


I went back the following afternoon with Dr. Seligman. Lazar told the doctor don’t touch him, and the doctor shrugged like he didn’t need to dirty his hands.


“Malkin,” he said, “this isn’t becoming. You can’t borrow time the way you borrow gelt.”


Seligman was something of a neighborhood philosopher. Outside the shed he assured me that the old man was past worrying about. “If he thinks he can play hide-and-go-seek with death, then let him. It doesn’t hurt anybody but himself.” He had such a way of putting things, Seligman.


“But Doc,” I said, still not comforted, “it ain’t in your backyard that he’s playing his farkokte game.”


It didn’t help, now that the word was out, that my so-called friends and neighbors treated me like I was confining old Lazar against his will. For years they’d wished him out of their hair, and now they behaved as if they actually missed him. Nothing was the same since he failed to turn up at odd hours in their shops, leaving them with some ugly doll made from cornhusks or a rabbit’s foot.


“You think I like it,” I asked them, “that the old fortz won’t get it over with?” Then they looked at me like it wasn’t nice to take his name in vain.


Meanwhile Sophie continued to carry her noodle puddings and bowls of chicken broth out to the shed. She was furtive in this activity, as if she were harboring an outlaw, and sometimes I thought she enjoyed the intrigue. More often than not, however, she brought back her plates with the food untouched.


I still looked in on him every couple of days, though it made me nauseous. It spoiled my constitution, the sight of him practically decomposing.


“You’re sitting shivah for yourself, that’s what,” I accused him, holding my nose. When he bothered to communicate, it was only in grunts.


I complained to Sophie: “I was worried a flophouse, but charnel house is more like it.”


“Shah!” she said, like it mattered whether the old so-and-so could hear us. “Soon he’ll be himself again.”


I couldn’t believe my ears.


“Petrofsky,” I confided at his lunch counter the next day, “my wife’s as crazy as Lazar. She thinks he’s going to get well.”


“So why you got to bury him before his time?”


Petrofsky wasn’t the only one to express this sentiment. It was contagious. Alabaster, Ridblatt, Schloss, they were all in the act, all of them suddenly defenders of my undying father-in-law. If I so much as opened my mouth to kvetch about the old man, they told me hush up, they spat against the evil eye. “But only yesterday you said it’s unnatural he should live so long,” I protested.


“Doc,” I told Seligman in the office, where he sat in front of a standing skeleton, “the whole street’s gone crazy. They think that maybe a one-legged corpse can dance again.”


The doctor looked a little nervous himself, like somebody might be listening. He took off his nickel-rimmed spectacles to speak.


“Maybe they think that if the angel of death can pass over Lazar, he can pass over the whole neighborhood.”


“Forgive me, Doctor, but you’re crazy too. Since when is everyone so excited to preserve our picturesque community? And anyway, wouldn’t your angel look first in an open grave, which after all is what the Pinch has become?” Then I was angry with myself for having stooped to speaking in riddles too.


But in the end I began to succumb to the general contagion. I was afraid for Lazar, I told myself, though—who was I kidding?—like the rest, I was afraid for myself.


“Sophie,” I confessed to my wife, who had been treating me like a stranger lately, “I wish that old Lazar was out peddling again.” Without him out wandering in the boondocks beyond our neighborhood, returning with his cockamamie gifts, it was like there wasn’t a “beyond” anymore. The Pinch, for better or worse, was all there was. This I tried to explain to my Sophie, who squeezed my hand like I was her Julius again.


Each time I looked in on him, it was harder to distinguish the immobile Lazar from the rest of the dust and drek. I described this to Seligman, expecting medical opinion, and got only that it put him in mind of the story of the golem—dormant and moldering in a synagogue attic these six hundred years.


Then there was a new development. There were bits of cloth sticking out of the old man’s nostrils and ears, and he refused to open his mouth at all.


“It’s to keep his soul from escaping,” Sophie told me, mussing my hair as if any ninny could see that. I groaned and rested my head in my hands, trying not to imagine what other orifices he might have plugged up.


After that I didn’t visit him anymore. I learned to ignore Sophie, with her kerchief over her face against the smell, going to and fro with the food he refused to eat. I was satisfied it was impossible that he should still be alive, which fact made it easier to forget about him for periods of time.


This was also the tack that my friends and neighbors seemed to be taking. On the subject of Lazar Malkin we had all become deaf and dumb. It was like he was a secret we shared, holding our breath lest someone should find us out.


Meanwhile on North Main Street it was business (or lack of same) as usual.


Of course I wasn’t sleeping so well. In the middle of the night I remembered that, among the items and artifacts stored away in my shed, there was my still-breathing father-in-law. This always gave an unpleasant jolt to my system. Then I would get out of bed and make what I called my cocktail—some antacid and a shpritz of soda water. It was summer and the rooms above the shop were an oven, so I would go out to the open back porch for air. I would sip my medicine, looking down at the yard and the shed—where Lazar’s lamp had not been kindled for a while.


On one such night, however, I observed that the lamp was burning again. What’s more, I detected movement through the little window. Who knew but some miracle had taken place and Lazar was up again? Shivering despite the heat, I grabbed my bathrobe and went down to investigate.


I tiptoed out to the shed, pressed my nose against the filthy windowpane, and told myself that I didn’t see what I saw. But while I bit the heel of my hand to keep from crying out loud, he wouldn’t go away—the stoop-shouldered man in his middle years, his face sad and creased like the seat of someone’s baggy pants. He was wearing a rumpled blue serge suit, its coat a few sizes large to accommodate the hump on his back. Because it fidgeted and twitched, I thought at first that the hump must be alive; then I understood that it was a hidden pair of wings.


So this was he, Malach ha-Mavet, the Angel of Death. I admit to being somewhat disappointed. Such a sight should have been forbidden me, it should have struck me blind and left me gibbering in awe. But all I could feel for the angel’s presence was my profoundest sympathy. The poor shnook, he obviously had his work cut out for him. From the way he massaged his temples with the tips of his fingers, his complexion a little bilious (from the smell?), I guessed that he’d been at it for a while. He looked like he’d come a long way expecting more cooperation than this.


“For the last time, Malkin,” I could hear him saying, his tone quite similar in its aggravation to the one I’d used with Lazar myself, “are you or aren’t you going to give up the ghost?”


In his corner old Lazar was nothing, a heap of dust, his moldy overcoat and eye patch the only indications that he was supposed to resemble a man.


“What are you playing, you ain’t at home?” the angel went on. “You’re at home. So who do you think you’re fooling?”


But no matter how much the angel sighed like he didn’t have all night, like the jig was already up, Lazar Malkin kept mum. For this I gave thanks and wondered how, in my moment of weakness, I had been on the side of the angel.


“Awright, awright,” the angel was saying, bending his head to squeeze the bridge of his nose. The flame of the lamp leaped with every tired syllable he uttered. “So it ain’t vested in me, the authority to take from you what you won’t give. So what? I got my orders to bring you back. And if you don’t come dead, I take you alive.”


There was a stirring in Lazar’s corner. Keep still, you fool, I wanted to say. But bony fingers had already emerged from his coatsleeves; they were snatching the plugs of cloth from his ears. The angel leaned forward as if Lazar had spoken, but I could hear nothing—oh, maybe a squeak like a rusty hinge. Then I heard it again.


“Nu?” was what Lazar had said.


The angel began to repeat the part about taking him back, but before he could finish, Lazar interrupted. “Take me where?”


“Where else?” said the angel. “To paradise, of course.”


There was a tremor in the corner that produced a commotion of moths.


“Don’t make me laugh,” the old man replied, actually coughing the distant relation of a chortle. “There ain’t no such place.”


The angel: “I beg your pardon?”


“You heard me,” said Lazar, his voice become amazingly clear.


“Okay,” said the angel, trying hard not to seem offended. “We’re even. In paradise they’ll never believe you’re for real.”


Where he got the strength then I don’t know—unless it was born from the pain that he’d kept to himself all those weeks—but Lazar began to get up. Spiderwebs came apart and bugs abandoned him like he was sprouting out of the ground. Risen to his foot, he cried out,


“There ain’t no world but this!”


The flame leaped, the windowpane rattled.


This was apparently the final straw. The angel shook his melancholy head, mourning the loss of his patience. He removed his coat, revealing a sweat-stained shirt and a pitiful pair of wings no larger than a chicken’s.


“Understand, this is not my style,” he protested, folding his coat, approaching what was left of my father-in-law.


Lazar dropped back into the chair, which collapsed beneath him. When the angel attempted to pull him erect, he struggled. I worried a moment that the old man might crumble to pieces in the angel’s embrace. But he was substantial enough to shriek bloody murder, and not too proud to offer bribes: “I got for you a nice feather headdress…”


He flopped about and kicked as the angel stuffed him headfirst into his own empty burlap peddler’s sack.


Then the world-weary angel manhandled Lazar—whose muffled voice was still trying to bargain from inside his sack—across the cluttered shed. And hefting his armload, the angel of death battered open the back door, then carried his burden, still kicking, over the threshold.


I threw up the window sash and opened my mouth to shout. But I never found my tongue. Because that was when, before the door slammed behind them, I got a glimpse of kingdom come.


It looked exactly like the yard in back of the shop, only—how should I explain it?—sensitive. It was the same brick wall with glass embedded on top, the same ashes and rusty tin cans, but they were tender and ticklish to look at. Intimate like (excuse me) flesh beneath underwear. For the split second that the door stayed open, I felt that I was turned inside out, and what I saw was glowing under my skin in place of my kishkes and heart.


Wiping my eyes, I hurried into the shed and opened the back door. What met me was a wall, some ashes and cans, some unruly weeds and vines, the rear of the derelict coffee factory, the rotten wooden porches of the tenements of our dreary neighborhood. Then I remembered—slapping my forehead, stepping gingerly into the yard—that the shed had never had a back door.


Climbing the stairs to our apartment, I had to laugh out loud.


“Sophie!” I shouted to my wife—who, without waking, told me where to find the bicarbonate of soda. “Sophie,” I cried, “set a place at the table for your father. He’ll be coming back with God only knows what souvenirs.”




Zelik Rifkin and the Tree of Dreams


I. THE LOST TRIBE


Even by the infernal standards of the Memphis summers, this one was unnaturally hot. So intense was the swelter in the flats above the shops on North Main Street that the wallpaper bubbled and the menorah candles melted into shapes like choirs of ghosts. Great blocks of ice dissolved in their tongs to tiny cubes before the iceman in his saturated apron could carry them upstairs. Ceiling fans turned sluggishly if they turned at all, mired in the heaviness of the humid air. Housewives cooked stuffed kishkes on their windowsills and complained that their own kishkes boiled, their brains stewed in the ovens of their claustrophobic apartments.


All day the population of the Pinch—mostly Jews who liked to call themselves a lost tribe, so far were they scattered from the more kosher habitats of their brethren—kept as much as possible to the shade. Wearing ice bags in place of their yarmulkes they gathered in panting quorums to say prayers invoking rain. In the evenings they sat in folding chairs outside their shops, fanning themselves till all hours with limp newspapers from which the print had run. Later on they brought out picnic baskets and cradles, rolled-up pallets and little spirit lamps. Then they took the short walk over to Market Square Park, where they bedded down alfresco for the night.


A relatively barren parcel of land where an auction block for slaves had once stood, Market Square was tucked behind a row of shops on North Main. It was bordered by an ironworks and the redbrick pile of the Anshei Sphard Synagogue, and the Neighborhood House, where the greenhorns were taught how to box-step and brush their teeth. As a park Market Square had only the barest of parklike attributes. There was a dried-up stone fountain and a ramshackle band pavilion, behind whose trellised skirts local lovebirds conducted trysts. There was an enormous old patriarch oak. It was under the broad boughs of the oak, as if wanting shade from the starry firmament itself, that the citizens of the Pinch made their outdoor dormitory.


II. FRIENDS AND RELATIONS


Famous for his cowardice all along the length and breadth of North Main Street, Zelik Rifkin spied on the other boys at their adventures. Often he went out of his way just to frown in disapproval over the foolhardy risks they took. Walking home from the Market Avenue School, for instance, he sometimes made wide detours in order to pass by their haunts. He spooked about the levee, hiding behind rafts of lumber and cotton bales, or peeked around corners, looking up into a slice of sky between alley walls. Then he was likely to see them, the redoubtable Jakie Epstein and his cronies, hurtling in their daredevil competitions from roof to roof.


Taking a dim but fascinated view of their activities, Zelik kibitzed the pranks they played on unsuspecting citizens. From a safe distance he watched them singeing a cop’s mustaches with a well-aimed magnifying glass, setting fire to the gazette in a reader’s hands. He watched them angling with bamboo poles for the sheitel wigs of the Orthodox wives, or stealing a camera from the pawnshop to take photographs of couples necking under the bandstand, threatening to blackmail them for the evidence.


Sometimes, though it tied his stomach in knots, Zelik was a witness to their shadier exploits. He saw them waltzing the ticket holders in front of the Phoenix Athletic Club for the purpose of deftly picking their pockets, or beating up on trespassing members of the Irish Mackerel Gang in Market Square. Once or twice he was there in the alley behind the Green Owl Café, when racketeers dispatched them into Negro precincts with booklets of policy stubs. He saw them receiving the bottles that Lazar the bootlegger handed them out the Green Owl’s back door.


If ever they caught him at his spying, Jakie and the boys might invite Zelik to join in their operations, confident that the invitation alone would scare him away. “Nu, Rifkin,” they shouted, “come and help us roll Charlie No Legs for muggles. Come on already, we’ll get shikkered blind and jump off the Harahan Bridge.”


Flushed from hiding, Zelik would tell them, “Thanks all the same.” Then pulling down his golf cap to the bridge of his beaky nose, he’d coax his legs in their baggy knee pants into motion.


He’d duck out of sight, as he did today, and run straight home to his widowed mother.


“It’s me, Mama,” hailed Zelik upon entering the cramped apartment above Silver’s Fruit & Vegetable. He always announced himself as if the remote Mrs. Rifkin, listlessly pumping the treadle of her sewing machine, might take him for somebody else. She might mistake him for one of the dead relations she set such store by, and thus be given a fright. Behind her rose a mound of unstitched jackets and pants like a hill of straw that refused to be spun into gold.


Smiling wanly, more to herself than to her son, Mrs. Rifkin kissed the air next to the cheek that Zelik offered.


“I killed a man this morning” he confided, secure in the knowledge that she never heard him. “I robbed the Planters Bank and rubbed out a teller.”


“Just so you’re careful,” replied his mother, absently feeding fabric to the bobbing needle. “Don’t climb too high, you won’t sink too low. All I ask is that you be careful. Remember, your father, Mr. Avigdor Rifkin, peace on his soul, was struck down in his prime.”


From his vague recollection of his father, a herring-gutted garment peddler with a fruity cough, Zelik doubted that the man had ever had a prime.


Pausing a moment in her labor, Mrs. Rifkin looked up to note the date on a calendar hanging from the faded wallpaper. Produced by a company that had created a device called a rational body brace, the calendar was decorated with illustrations of women in harness. “I see that today is your great-aunt Frieda’s yahrzeit,” acknowledged Zelik’s mother in a tone of dreamy anticipation. “That means we’ll have to go to shul after dinner.” Sighing wistfully, she tucked a strand of mousy brown hair behind an ear and proceeded with her automatic toil.


For his part, Zelik had no idea who his great-aunt Frieda was. In fact, most of the relations whose birthdays, anniversaries, and memorial yahrzeits (mostly yahrzeits) filled every available date on his mother’s calendar, were entirely hearsay to him. He and his mama were the only Rifkins, living or dead, that he knew. But in an otherwise shut-in existence, her trips to the synagogue to light candles and say commemorative prayers were Mrs. Rifkin’s sole excursions into the world. They were all she looked forward to, and Zelik, with nothing better to do himself, had acquired the habit of tagging along beside her.


Dumping his schoolbooks in the curtained alcove that served for his bedroom, Zelik excused himself. “Good-bye, Mama, I’m running away to join the circus and ride panthers through hoops of flame.” As he started downstairs to his afternoon job in Mr. Silver’s market, he could hear his mother faintly uttering her cautionary proverb behind him.


Not gifted with an especially enterprising nature, Zelik was a less than inspired greengrocer’s assistant. It was a negligence abetted by the grocer himself, who worried enough for the both of them, making the market the one place where Zelik relaxed.


A troubled man with care lines stamped into his brow as with a brand, Mr. Silver was much too busy looking over his shoulder to keep tabs on a daydreaming stock boy. He was a bachelor, the skittish grocer, said to have fled his native Carpathian village in advance of a rumored pogrom. But despite the considerable distance he’d put between himself and the Old Country, Mr. Silver had yet to feel safe from approaching disaster, and often he confused the local gentiles with the hell-raising Cossacks of his youth. His particular fear was of the Ku Klux Klansmen who staged regular mounted parades up Main Street, with both themselves and their horses enshrouded in sheets and visored cowls.


But for all his apprehensions, Mr. Silver was a generous employer, generous beyond Zelik’s worth and occasionally his own means.


“You sure you didn’t make a mistake?” Zelik had asked upon receiving his first weekly salary; to which the grocer, sudden prey to a blinking fit in one sad eye, replied, “Maybe you are needing more?” Then he’d thrown in a peck of apricots as a bonus, and enjoined his employee to “Give your mama a health on her head from Leon Silver.”


After a while Zelik could take the hint: Mr. Silver’s largesse was not so much for the benefit of his assistant as for his assistant’s mother. It seemed that the grocer was harboring a secret affection for the seamstress, which he was too timid to express through means more direct than his philanthropy.


At the end of the token few hours he put in at the grocery, Zelik went back upstairs for his Hebrew lesson with Mr. Notowitz. To support herself and her son after the death of her husband, Mrs. Rifkin had taken in piecework from the neighborhood tailors. But even supplemented by contributions from the Anshei Sphard widows’ fund, her labors brought only a pittance, and so she had been forced to take in boarders. The current was Aharon Notowitz, a teacher of Hebrew and therefore just a cut above a common shnorrer. Chronically short of the rent, the moth-eaten Mr. Notowitz had offered to compensate his landlady by giving her son “post–bar mitzvah lessons” free of charge. It was a wholly impractical arrangement that would have added to the boarder’s liability, were it not for the windfall profits Zelik had come by since going to work at Silver’s Fruit & Veg.


He would find the old teacher in his windowless bedroom lit by a dirty skylight, sunk as usual in a hobbled armchair surrounded by heaps of unshelved books. Formally attired in the gabardine suit he slept in, his beard discolored by ashes and crumbs, eyes like bloodshot fried eggs, Mr. Notowitz seldom got around to actually teaching. Instead he recounted his sorrows. This was fine with Zelik, who’d long since lost the knack of taking religious instruction; it was only as a concession to his mother, who now and then nourished the notion of her son’s becoming a rabbi, that he’d agreed to the lessons in the first place. Moreover, a steady diet of Mrs. Rifkin’s memorial days, garnished with the threat of Mr. Silver’s transplanted Cossacks, had prepared Zelik to appreciate the old melammed’s complaints. By the time he came to hear them, such heartsick lamentations were for Zelik an acquired taste.


Touting himself as a once-celebrated scholar, descended on his mother’s side from the archwizard Isaac Luria, Mr. Notowitz had a favorite gripe: he’d lost his faith. “To this farkokte country are following us the demons,” he liked to repine, removing a finger from his tufted nostrils to examine the pickings. “But God”—pointing the finger aloft—“He stays behind.”


III. PRINCE OF DREAMS


That summer, secure within his circle of ritual, apprehension, and regret, Zelik found himself stealing more frequent glimpses outside it. Though he remained true enough to the routine of his days, a restlessness he couldn’t account for had seeped into his reluctant bones. He was spending his evenings as always in the company of his mother, going along on her commemorative errands when it was called for. And since school was out, he worked longer hours in the greengrocery; he hung around Mr. Notowitz’s rubbish-appointed bedroom. But still he had considerable time on his hands. There were stretches when, lurking aimlessly, Zelik tried to remember what he’d done during previous summers. Then it seemed to him that, every inch his foggy mother’s son, he had sleepwalked through the whole of his sixteen years. But if that were the case, he reasoned, to wake up now might be a shock to his system from which he would never recover.


From a furtive vantage Zelik kept watch on the exploits of Jakie Epstein and company. He watched them with his typical nervous censure but found it increasingly difficult to turn away.


Though most of the boys had legitimate jobs of their own to attend to—they hawked newspapers, plucked chickens, sold dry goods in their families’ shops—they never seemed to let work get in the way of a good time. With school out they found ample opportunities to run wild. Levy’s Candy Store excepted, they tended to avoid North Main Street during off-hours, staying out from under the eyes of parents stationed at the soaped windows of their retail emporiums. Instead they preferred to lurk around the margins of things. They prowled the tenement rooftops and the wagon yards crammed with farmers’ tin lizzies, the back alleys with their stables fronting for underworld goings-on. They challenged the rival Goat Hills and Mackerels to baseball in Market Square, games that generally ended in free-for-alls. But mostly they loitered about the cobbles along the levee just below the Pinch.


They sponged dimes from passengers on the paddle-wheeled excursion boats in exchange for the false promise of watching their motorcars. They shot craps in the shadow of cotton bales with roustabouts who told them stories of blown boilers, wrecked packets, crimes of passion, and floods. Defying the treacherous current (to say nothing of the undertow, the parasites, poisonous snakes, and man-eating garfish with which Zelik had heard the water was rife), they held swimming races across the river to Mud Island. On the far shore they drank “gnat’s piss” and swapped lies with the fishermen, who lived there in a shantytown made from old Moxie signs.


They swarmed up the arm of a huge, freight-loading gantry crane and dived off. This stunt in itself would have been sufficiently harebrained, but the Pinch Gang liked to gild the lily. From the crane’s dizzy pinnacle they executed backward somersaults and cunning jackknives, sometimes (as in the case of Captain Jakie) wearing blindfolds to heighten the danger. Barely clearing the docked barges and houseboats, they shouted obscenities and clutched their testicles before hitting the water. In this way they were sure of getting the attention of the girls, who lolled against bollards and floats pretending not to notice.


When they were done showing off, Jakie and the boys would wander over to where the girls sat sunning themselves. The clown Augie Blot, wearing only wet underpants and goggles, might shake himself like a dog in their vicinity, prompting universal screams. Hyman Myer might invite Sadie Blen to feel his muscles and, if she complied, press her to let him return the favor. A playful tussling would ensue. But sometimes their tussling wasn’t so playful, and Zelik, peeping wide-eyed from behind a packing crate or a parked DeSoto, would draw in a horrified breath.


Once he saw the overgrown Lieberman twins, Ike and Izzy, yank Rose Padauer’s pinafore over her head. While Ike held the upgathered material in a meaty fist, Izzy whipped off his belt and bound the package tight. “Give a look,” cried Ike, the more articulate of the two. “We made a flower.”


“Yeah,” said Augie Blot with mock sentimentality, “a rose.”


The other boys howled, asserting that the change was an improvement, while the girls stomped their feet in angry protest. But shocked as he was, Zelik had to admit that she did indeed look like a flower: a pale yellow one with a pair of kicking, pink-stockinged stems, and frilly white drawers at the blossom’s base.


When especially wrought up, Zelik imagined himself, preferably masked, swooping down Douglas Fairbanks–style to rescue the girls from the Pinch Gang’s wicked designs. Afterward he was ashamed for indulging such dumb fantasies, involving as they did the childish heroics with which he had no patience. Besides, the truth was that the girls were seldom in any real distress. In fact, they usually gave as good as they got, teasing the boys relentlessly. They cast doubts on the gang’s much-vaunted experience of the opposite sex, requesting positive proof of their manhood, reducing them to sheepish blushes, then pushing the advantage: “Whatsa matter, can’t you take it?”


One of the girls, Minnie Alabaster by name, was particularly distinguished for her unmercifulness. Her mouth was a neighborhood scandal, causing general embarrassment whenever she opened it. “Your mother seen those warts on your palm?” was her standard greeting to the boys, after which her conversation was likely to degenerate even further. Her remarks were notorious. Regarding the Lieberman brothers, who were forever digging at themselves, she might inquire with alarm, “You guys got carnivals in your pants, or what?” And when Moe Plesofsky had his head shaved due to an infestation of ringworm, she’d thoughtfully observed, “It looks like a putz, only smaller.” She always had some off-color joke (“A guy takes a girl for a ride in his car, parks by the river. ‘Shtup?’ he asks, and she says, ‘I usually don’t, but you talked me into it.’”) or a fanciful aside concerning the foibles of North Main Street:


“So I’m on the streetcar when I hear Mrs. Ridblatt whisper to her husband, ‘Shmuel, your business is open.’ And he whispers back, ‘Is my salesman in or out?’”


Nobody, not even the otherwise unassailable Jakie Epstein, was spared the sting of her tongue. Wary of it, the boys tended not to cross her, seldom daring to make her the object of their gags. Also, though Zelik had seen no hard evidence, it was generally acknowledged that Minnie was Jakie’s girl. This was not so much on account of her formidable tongue as her devilish prettiness—her gimlet green eyes and puff of ginger hair cropped after the fashion of Clara Bow, her lips like a twittering scarlet butterfly. The pendulum sway of her hips in the pleated skirts that she wore above her dimpled knees. For such attributes it was assumed that nobody but the gang’s intrepid captain should deserve her, though Zelik wondered if anyone had bothered to consult with Minnie herself on this point.


Naturally he was as intimidated by her bold-as-brass manner as he was by the antics of Jakie and the boys. Minnie’s forwardness, scalding his ears, was as much a subject of Zelik’s eavesdropping disapproval as the Pinch Gang’s hazardous stunts. All in all, he concluded, the youth of North Main Street were playing with fire, and you couldn’t blame Zelik Rifkin, who played it safe, if they got burned.


But when he was alone, Zelik found that he continued to think about Minnie. He imagined that her brazen exterior concealed untapped tenderness and fidelity. She had a pure and sympathetic heart that only he, with the well-kept secret of his amorous nature (a secret to himself until now), could detect. And at night, under sweat-soaked sheets, he came to realize a not entirely welcome truth: he had conceived an infatuation for Minnie Alabaster. It was a passion out of keeping with any emotion he’d ever experienced—an immoderate, reckless passion, so lofty in its aspiration that it left him, afraid as he was of heights, a prey to chronic nosebleeds; not to mention the gnawing discontent that kept Zelik lingering a little longer in the neighborhood streets.


He became less furtive in his daily espionage, sometimes dawdling in full view of the other kids. This wasn’t so much a function of audacity as imprudence, the result of an overwhelming desire to be nearer to Minnie. Thanks to his short stature and the meager frame that enhanced his semi-invisibility, however, Zelik was regarded as harmless if he was regarded at all. Powerless as he was to stay put, he was thus further encouraged to step out from behind the wardrobe in front of Shafetz’s Discount or the wooden Indian next to Levy’s Candy Store.


At the very worst Zelik’s proximity to his peers earned him only the usual spurious invitations, the standard verbal abuse. Twitching his leaky nostrils, Augie Blot might begin the chant, “What’s that I’m sniffkin’?” to which the choral response was, “Must be a Rifkin—peeyoo!” Occasionally even Jakie himself, ordinarily above such banter, couldn’t resist taking a shot at the figure of fun. “Vey is mir,” he might exclaim, popping his gum with a freckled jaw, “it’s Zelik the Shiv! Run for your lives!” Then the lot of them would beat it down an alley in stitches.


Sometimes the girls would enter into the ragging, and Minnie Alabaster was often foremost among them. But Zelik had become a glutton for even her most barbed remarks. Once, with her distinctive flair for the dramatic, she’d clutched at a precocious bosom heaving beneath her sailor blouse.


“Come closer,” she beckoned the intruder, “Zelik Rifkin, prince of my dreams.”


He knew that he ought to feel mortified; she was mocking him shamelessly, but mockery and mortification were second nature to Zelik. What mattered was that she had spoken exclusively to him, and her words—once he’d stripped them of their original context—could be savored in the privacy of his alcove. They could be recalled in such a way as to evoke a sensation that swelled Zelik’s shallow breast and surpassed his understanding.


IV. ACROPHILE


Then came the heat wave that sent the whole of North Main Street to sleep outside in the park. Formerly, during prolonged hot spells, a family might be forced to spend the night on the roof of their building; they would haul up lamps and mattresses until they’d created a kind of poor man’s penthouse. But this summer’s heat was of a more hellish intensity than the most longtime residents of the Pinch could recall. All day it baked the tenements, so that, even in the slightly less oppressive evening air, the rooftops remained scorching to the touch. The soles of shoes might adhere to the simmering tar paper, arresting movement, leaving you stuck and exposed till the sun rose to bleach your bones. So the families took to the park instead.


Thus far the Rifkins had remained an exception to the late evening exodus, which included even old Mr. Notowitz. Complaining that the foul breath of demons was driving him out of his room, he’d fled the apartment bookless in his filthy suit. (Though not before loosening his necktie and unfastening his collar stud as a statement of how extreme things had become.) Mr. Silver had warned Zelik and anyone else who would listen that the blistering heat was a conspiracy: “It’s the Ku Kluxers that they have cooked it up for getting in one spot the Jews. Then by a single swoop they would slaughter them all.” But in the end the grocer also succumbed, preferring to be murdered out of doors than suffocated inside.


Zelik supposed that his mother, whose calendar knew no climate, didn’t feel the heat so much as others. She appeared no more languid and done in from her drudgery than usual. As for himself, Zelik felt it all right, and what was worse, the terrific heat seemed only to further inflame his passion for Minnie. He yearned for her with a desire that grew like a genie let out of a bottle, too large now to ever stuff back in again. It was a longing beyond his control, that despite himself gave him crazy ideas, and would have kept him awake nights regardless of the weather.


Still, Zelik didn’t need his mother with her wholesale distrust of nature to list reasons to stay out of the park. Didn’t he already have her litany by heart? There were worms in the grass that crept into your liver through your feet, earwigs that crawled into your brain, mosquitoes indistinguishable in their size and thirst for blood from vampire bats. At night rabid animals stalked the perimeter of the Pinch, with now and again a werewolf among them; and never mind the marauding Klansmen promised by Mr. Silver, when the kids from rival neighborhoods were unfriendly enough.


But on this especially torrid night, as he stood in a window mopping his forehead, watching the neighbors strolling en masse toward Market Square, Zelik achieved a restlessness that challenged his legion of fears. Among the strollers he spied Mr. Alabaster the tinsmith in a knotted headrag, his broad-beamed wife in a fancy leghorn hat, with their pistol of a daughter sashaying behind them, and what once had been clear and present dangers seemed suddenly no more than superstition.


“Mama,” Zelik announced at the door of Mrs. Rifkin’s bedroom, “I’m off to join the wild Indians and cut the scalps from my enemies.”


“Just be careful, tateleh,” murmured his mother from her bed. “Chase the wind you nab a devil, stay at home you don’t wear out your shoes.” Though her voice was much the same waking or sleeping, she nevertheless surprised her son by rolling over to complain about the heat.


In the park the holiday mood of the gathered North Main Street community confirmed Zelik in his feeling that he didn’t belong. He felt as if he’d blundered uninvited into the starlit bedroom of strangers, though he was perfectly familiar with everyone there. He saw Bluesteins, Taubenblatts, Rosens, Shapiros, Padauers, Dubrovners, Blens—all of them camped out like pashas on throw-cushioned carpets and folding cots, enjoying the after-hours conviviality. They were exchanging gossip and debating local politics, banqueting on cold chicken and assorted nosherai, decanting samovars to sip glasses of tea through sugar cubes. By lamplight, the perambulators surrounding them like circled wagons, women changed the diapers of bawling infants. They played mah-jongg in upraised sleeping masks while their husbands—in bathrobes, flicking cigars—fanned themselves with their poker hands. Here a voice was heard reciting scripture, there another naming the constellation of Berenice’s Hair. A Victrola with a tuba-sized speaker, blaring a Mischa Elman nocturne, vied with the Original Dixieland Jazz Band through the crackling static of a wireless radio. Children ran around in pajamas chasing fireflies, though some already lay curled up on blankets fast asleep.


Even Mr. Silver, although vigilant in his tasseled nightcap, looked sufficiently comfortable where he sat under cover of a lilac bush, nibbling fruit from a paper bag. And Mr. Notowitz, wrapped in newspapers like a fish but recognizable from his gartered ankles and volcanic snores, was the picture of one who’d slept on stone benches all his life. Meanwhile, having strayed from their family bivouacs, young people were clustered among the roots at the foot of the patriarch oak. The boys roughhoused and scratched initials on the bricks that filled the hollow of the tree trunk like a walled-up door. The girls turned their backs and conspired in whispers.


As he sidled to within earshot, Zelik could hear Augie Blot proposing a contest to see which of the Lieberman twins was the dumber. “Okay, Izzy, first question: are you Izzy or Ike?” Jakie Epstein was leaning against the tree trunk with folded arms, looking as if the whole proceedings depended on the grace of his lanky, sandy-haired presence. From her giggling confab with Sadie Blen and Rose Padauer, Minnie Alabaster turned on a dare to the silent ringleader: “Hey, Jakie, you still dating that shikse what’s-her-name, Mary Fivefingers?” Some of the neighbors in Zelik’s vicinity commented in exasperation over the mouth on that Alabaster girl.


Then Augie went into his nose-twitching routine. “What’s that I’m smellik?” he called out once or twice before he’d elicited a halfhearted chorus from a couple of the boys: “Must be Zelik.” “Rifkin, man of the hour,” greeted Augie, showing teeth like blasted hoardings. “Jakie, wasn’t you just saying how we needed Rifkin to complete our minyan?”


Jakie frowned his irritation at Augie’s putting words in his mouth, especially concerning so uninteresting a subject. But then there was always the chance that, under Augie’s instigation, something interesting might develop.


Zelik knew it was time to back off and dissolve into shadows, but in the moment that he hesitated (a moth drawn to Minnie’s flame) the Liebermans took hold of his arms. They ushered him forward and planted him directly in front of Jakie, who took his measure with a dispassionate gaze that made him shrink. He shrank further from his acute awareness that Minnie was looking on with a sardonic grin.


Man of action though he was, Jakie condescended to speech when his office obliged. “You see, Rifkin,” he began with a pop of the jaw, “we got this problem. Seems there’s this…,” leaving the problem for Augie to define.


“This kite,” supplied Augie, pointing straight up.








































































































































































































































































































































































