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Chapter 3: Sasha Lurie

As a child, he’d been a troublemaker, an arrogant boy who always seemed to get what he
wanted, whom no one would dare refuse anything. At school his teachers were less strict
with him than with the others. Everyone knew about his wealthy family. He was a
capable but lazy pupil, always wanting things to come to him of their own accord.

Pride was his defining trait. Learning held no interest for him, but if another
pupil happened to overtake him, getting a better mark than him, he would not tolerate
it.

This is how it always went:

If he started a stamp collection it had to be the very best collection. His skis, the
very best. His books, in the most luxurious binding.

He was the son of a Lurie after all. He had been pampered since the day he was
born.

The Luries . . .

Their name was always uttered with the utmost reverence. Theirs was a wealthy
family, of good character and lineage, and they were always ready to help others.

They had a carriage with two black horses. The only Jewish-owned carriage in the
city. It could arrive at the gates of the gymnasium, and Sashkele would ride home with
his books like a little prince.

The whole street would watch: Look at that! He’s only a boy and they send two
such magnificent horses to pick him up! He rides in a carriage with rubber tyres . . .
People envied and marvelled at the family’s wealth.

The Luries . . .

They had business abroad; the governor himself paid them visits, and yet they
were not arrogant; they comported themselves like decent Jews—to the extent possible
for such a rich family.

Sasha was their great hope, they loved him very much.

And the portly school boy had the best friends; everyone was his friend.

Later, when the boy grew into a young man, he fell in love with a girl from his
class. She was the most beautiful in the city. Everyone in Grodno spoke of her beauty.
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Everyone, even officers, stood to attention whenever she walked down Soborna Street.
And perhaps it was because everyone else was talking about her that Sasha fell in love.

Her parents were poor, while he was a Lurie. And yet somehow the girl wanted
nothing to do with him:

“Tubby there just isn’t my type.”

Sasha was plump and round though he had a gentle, charming voice and dark,
shining eyes.

His enemies called him “Tubby” which greatly offended him whenever he heard
it. He would lose his temper, stamp his feet, and scream.

“Tubby there just isn’t my type,” the schoolgirl said, and she went around with
other boys and even with officers.

With everyone except Lurie’s son.

It was his first taste of defeat in life.

For the nineteen-year-old it was enough to cause him deep melancholy,
culminating in a large dose of arsenic which was very nearly the end of him.

For a long time after, he continued to speak about taking his own life. They even
found him with a revolver, though he had no bullets for it.

All these experiences left their mark on “Tubby.” He grew thin and silent, broke
off his studies, and fled from his friends.

Later his parents brought him abroad, taking him from Berlin to Paris, from Paris
to Zurich. He stayed in Zurich for a time, where he found some peace and resumed his
studies.

He made many acquaintances and friends in Zurich and in other cities in
Switzerland. It was a time when the youth was consumed with hatred for the Tsar. New
parties were forming all the time. The Russian immigrants, and among them thousands
of young Jews, had one dream, one desire: to be free of despotism, to organize the
workers. Every day there were meetings, public readings, lectures. Sasha Lurie was also
mixed up in those circles, but he did not join any particular faction.

He would, from time to time, help one revolutionary or another with large sums
of money.

Various factions thought that he would soon join their ranks. But no; the next
morning he would head off to the mountains with a new “acquaintance.” Women were
fond of him and he had more money than the others. He received a generous allowance
from Grodno.

Sasha studied hard and prepared to write a dissertation. He had grown into his
face, which had become more refined. In the mountains, tourists mistook him for a
Levantine. His appearance would stop people in their tracks as he strode by with calm,
bearlike steps.
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He was rarely impassioned, seldom reacted noticeably in circumstances where
others would be surprised.

He was a world unto himself, one who, through his exterior calm and aloofness,
drew attention to himself.

At gatherings, which he attended out of boredom, he would listen and content
himself with a laconic phrase.

More than once he was heard to say things like: “There are too many people in
the world, too many to share in God’s bounty. We’re doomed to squabble for all eternity
... well, so be it—sometimes that can be quite interesting.”

“But Sasha, one person works for the other’s benefit: from each according to his
ability, to each according to his needs . ..”

He would remark that he had no desire to be drawn into a discussion, and would
snap with a habitual firm: “Naplyevat!™ and remove himself from the crowd.

And yet, many remarked that, if he wanted to, he could be a great orator—a doer,
a man who everyone would follow. Different groups called him to them. He would smile:

“Sometimes I like the world just as it is, with all its joys and pain, and other
times, when I hate it, I hate everything about it, including you and all those who want to
create the world anew. So please do leave me in peace!”

No one was offended by his harsh words, but they were disappointed:

“Such a waste, a talented young man like that living without purpose.”

Often, upon receiving a large sum of money from back home, he would head off
to Monte Carlo, fritter it all away and return energized.

Such a feeling! To be a millionaire one minute and to lose it all a minute later.

His head was on fire, his nerves trembled: a world of experiences there in Monte
Carlo, in that hell of gold.

The others would regard his behaviour with mild contempt; when all was said
and done, he remained a child of the bourgeoisie and wasn’t likely to change.

Despite his minimal efforts he nevertheless finished his studies with better grades
than the others. He always scorned books and those who read them and yet somehow
found himself unwittingly reading most of the classics; he took an interest in botany and
astronomy and whatever information found its way into his head usually stayed there.
When it came to debates he was an opponent to be reckoned with.

But none of it mattered to him; not his studies, not Monte Carlo, and not his
adventures with women.

“What do you live for?” people would ask him.

“A strange question,” he would respond.

“Everyone has a purpose.”

! Russian “I couldn’t give a damn!”
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“And what does one get out of having a purpose?”

“Agh, you're impossible to talk to, Sasha!”

“Who’s asking you to talk . . .”

And in those moments he would stretch out his stiff, well-nourished body and
stare off into the distance like an irritated prince who had been disturbed by some trivial
matter.

On one occasion he got involved with a woman—one thing led to another and in
the end he was confronted by a Christian student who insulted him with crude words.
Lurie the Grodnor raised his firm hand and slapped him. A commotion broke out in the
colony: a duel, there would be a duel!

Sasha was challenged to fight with swords.

He categorically declined:

“I despise such childish games. I give him a scratch, or he gives me a scratch. I
have no time for such foolishness.

Many urged upon him: “We will bear the brunt of this—they will say that Jews are
cowards.”

Things grew heated and eventually Sasha allowed himself to be convinced.

“Fine. I will fight him, but not with swords; if a thing is worth doing, it’s worth
doing right . . . with revolvers!”

Both factions were shocked: it could end in death. But Sasha Lurie was resolute
and he prevailed.

Rules were drawn up, the “seconds” strove to make them as lenient as possible.

And so, one bright dawn, a foreign nobleman from Bavaria and the foreign Sasha
Lurie from Grodno took their places, one opposite the other, armed with revolvers.

The offended party fired first. And missed. Lurie remained calm and fired,
gravely wounding his opponent. Afterwards he had long troubles with the Swiss police.

Sasha became a hero to many, but he considered it the most foolish thing he had
ever done. The only thing that consoled him was that on that morning, as he fired his
revolver, there had been an unusually beautiful sunrise, and the mountains were
wonderfully illuminated.

That morning remained engraved in his heart.

For a long time he could not forgive himself for having allowed others to draw
him into their foolishness.

After the incident with the duel, he took a long trip through Italy. He hiked alone
in the mountains and by the shore of the sea. More than anything he enjoyed wandering
among the ruins of old crumbling castles. He gazed with curiosity at the ruined
buildings, not knowing why it gave him such pleasure to observe everything fall to
pieces.

After his journey in Italy, he returned home.
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He had left as a young lad with round shoulders, fleeing from his first defeat in
life, from unrequited love, and he returned to Grodno as a young man with a diploma,
which he would never attempt to make use of.

He moved back into his rich father’s house and settled back in.

Having seen the mountains, and experienced the bustle of life abroad, Grodno
now seemed so provincial. Everything: all the people, the buildings, even his former
love—how could he have fallen in love like that, sighing for love like that, wanting to
poison himself for love?

No, that had been a different Sasha.

What did he bring home with him from abroad?

Naturally he now had an education, but it was never put to use in the service of
others, nor did it serve Sasha in any way.

He did nothing.

He greeted people with a skeptical affability, and paid them visits.

Not often, admittedly—the greater part of his time was spent on his father’s
comfortable sofa. He slept a great deal, and ate a great deal.

Sometimes he would take a book and spend a little time on it before losing
himself once again to his thoughts.

Thoughts of who knows what.

A Swiss landscape, an evening, an encounter would drift past his mind’s eye and .
.. time for a stroll down Soborna Street.

Such boring days and such a tedious street: the Soborna, with its gymnasium
pupils, who now looked at him with respect—no small thing, an educated man, who’s
spent so many years abroad!

He seldom found people to spend time with, to speak with, or while away the
hours rowing on the peaceful river Neman.

He was often to be seen sitting alone on a park bench, always in new clothes, but
always in the same shabby gray hat, which he had brought back from abroad.

People understood it all:

Lurie’s first-born had gone abroad to study: Who else should study abroad, if not
the son of such a rich man? Lurie’s son had come back from abroad, all educated, and
was doing nothing . . . what of it? Only the wealthy can allow themselves such luxuries.

Lurie’s son played cards in the club with the officers, and sometimes got drunk
with them. People had no problem understanding any of this.

But the one thing they could not understand was why someone like Sasha Lurie
wore such a shabby old hat. And Sasha wore it to spite them all. Always and
everywhere—the same gray hat.

Girls recognized him from afar thanks to his gray hat.. . .
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Mostly he walked alone through Grodno’s narrow streets. People haggled in the
modest shops, mothers were preoccupied with finding matches for their daughters,
while the provincial girls conducted love affairs.

Sometimes there was a funeral . . .

Sometimes a wedding . . .

Sometimes a fire, a bankruptcy!

How does such a city live?

But Lurie’s son, the plump youth with his eternal hat, with his gaze that seemed
to notice nothing and no one, lent the gray life of the city a new color.

And whenever some young lady or other walked alongside him, it aroused great
surprise and curiosity:

“Haha, look who’s walking with Gray-Hat!”

“There she goes, cozying up to his father’s millions.”

People would look with jealousy at such girls, but he had no intention of finding a
wife, and paid little attention to the city and its preoccupations.

It seemed as though he had fallen into a slump and could not get out again, as if
he were in exile.

He received various German and French newspapers from abroad. Once a month
he would plunge into them, leafing through the pages, before casting them aside.

He was often bored, and the boredom poisoned his will, robbing him of the
energy to leave—so be it.

Boredom led him to strange whims.

Sasha Lurie fell enamoured of dogs.

Pugs, St. Bernards, hunting dogs, it was an all-consuming passion for him. He
began buying dogs, seeking out hunters to find the best breeds. When he grew bored of
one creature he moved on to the next.

“That idler is hanging around with mutts!” the neighbors laughed.

His parents indulged him; he was, after all, still their little Sashele who deserved
whatever his heart desired.

In those days Sasha was rarely to be seen alone; he was always accompanied by
one of his four-legged companions.

When people have such wealth.

When there’s nothing to worry about.

They befriend dogs. So be it! Dogs have a right to live too, and the dogs were
happy to fall into the hands of someone like Sasha.

How many times did the Luries open their door to find some shabby stranger on
their doorstep, asking:

“You're looking to buy a dog? Good pedigree . . .”
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“Not me,” old Lurie would laugh, “I'm in the lumber business. Dogs are my son’s
trade.” And he would call out: “Sasha, come to the door; there’s some merchandise here
for you.”

Sasha would inspect the wares, with a friendly pat.

But everything has its limit, and Sasha soon grew weary of that too. All the St.
Bernards and greyhounds disappeared from view and Sasha was once again left with the
gray hat . . .

Sometimes with books.

Sometimes playing cards with the officers in the club.

Sasha remained on everyone’s lips:

“If he wanted to he could have found the best match.”

“And business . . . his father isn’t getting any younger. Strangers are managing his
father’s forests and sawmills.”

“Such a waster.”

“Such a nobody . ..”

And yet no-one harbored any ill-will towards him.

People called him “Sashke,” though not everyone knew him personally and he
was reluctant to make new friends.

His father and relatives would confront him:

“Throw away that old hat!”

Sasha would laugh good-heartedly and shrug.

If you asked his father about it, he would say:

“He was abroad, it cost me a fortune. And all he brought back was an old hat, that
old hat of his!”

But his father loved him and gave him as much money as he desired.

Sasha went through a card playing phase. He didn’t come home for days on end
and they say he could play non-stop for three days straight, taking short naps in his seat
and then playing on.

His family knew all about it, but no one said a word to him.

“It will pass,” said old man Lurie, and he knew his son.

One fine day, Sasha put aside his cards. Why?

He felt that it was becoming the center of his life, and that was the thing he feared
more than anything. As far as he was concerned, being a slave to his passions meant
being in hell, and he prefered to stay in this world . . .

He was lazy and slow to work, and he had received an education that had allowed
him to avoid confronting life’s hardships.

He was no fool. He laughed about Grodno, that backwater, provincial city, and
the whole world . . .

And that was the end of the card playing . . .
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He even stopped frequenting the club.

It was summer by then. Every evening he would take a boat and travel far
downstream, smoking a cigar.

Young couples would recognize his boat a mile off in the darkness.

“It’'s Sasha . ...”

“...the flame of his cigar!”

He had still not thrown away his gray hat.

A strange affectation. Perhaps the hat reminded him of his student years abroad?
Perhaps. Everyone has a curiously stubborn attachment to little things.

After the cards he spent several weeks lost in books, eating and sleeping. He slept
by night and he slept during the day. Perhaps he himself did not realise how zealously
his sleep was safeguarded. The servants had been warned not to bang the doors, not to
make any noise . . .

Even his father would speak with clients in the furthest room so as not to disturb
his son.

His son, however, did nothing, and it was clear for all to see.

Decent people look out for one another.

Old Lurie urged upon him many times:

“Come with me to the forest sometime; I have such a large estate and I'm getting
old—who am I amassing it all for? Help me a little.”

Sasha would shrug and say nothing.

One time though, he did answer his father’s request:

“Perhaps . .. we'll go.”

For his father this was a joy. He believed in his son, believed that eventually he
would make a man of himself, that one day he would throw away his gray hat and put all
that foreign nonsense behind him.

Sasha would become a man.

It would just take a little time, and Sasha was in no particular hurry. The white
sofa seemed to fit him like a glove and lying there he could imagine he was in a dacha in
Lososno. He would notice someone there, a splendid figure, silent, a little to his taste.

He visited Lososno a few times but eventually dismissed the affair with a wave of
the hand. With one short phrase he put an end to his momentary enchantment:

“Too educated.”

He was the first to bring up what he’d promised his father and asked:

“So, when are we going to visit your forests?”

“We might as well go tomorrow,” his father said, not wanting to waste any time in
case Sasha changed his mind.

Riding together the next morning through the pastures and into the woods, they
smoked cigars in silence.
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They eventually arrived in the forest. Old Man Lurie checked in on Iser to go over the
accounts, while Sasha waited by the stream which was surrounded by tall pine trees.

The forest sang and a yearning took hold of the boy’s soul.

He smiled.

“My father has forests and he cuts them down. What a beautiful life you could
lead in a place like this, how peacefully you could sleep here.”

This is what he was thinking when a barefoot girl arrived—it was Tsilke.

Sasha recognised her from his childhood.

He approached her.

“I remember you as a little girl, I see you've grown up!”

“The forest grows too, so long as your father doesn’t have it chopped down . ..”

The whole forest somehow felt like home. He suddenly felt the urge to speak
simple good-natured words . . .

Deep in his heart, unbeknownst to Sasha, something rejoiced inside him.

He could not find his words.

Tsilke returned to the stream and silently gazed into the green brightness of the
water.

She was slimly built, and even in her simple summer dress there was something
extraordinary about her.

Their silence lasted a long time. The forest meanwhile continued to sing.

“You visited us once in Grodno, didn’t you?” Sasha asked.

“And then ran away,” Tsilke answered hastily.

“Why?”

“I truly loved the woods back then . . .”

“And now?” Sasha pressed her.

“Now, I'm older. I long to be near people. I'd like to see what the world looks

like.”

“The world is very large, and, at the same time, very small . . .” Sasha began.

“If that’s how you’re going to talk to me, don’t expect me to understand—I'm a
simple girl.”

Just then Nikhe came running.

“Tsilke, we need to prepare some food for the guests, come and help me.”

The women disappeared into the house and Sasha was left alone by the water
which, without a will of its own, continued to bubble and swirl.

He lit a cigar and tried to think, to peacefully reflect, as was his habit.

But he could not concentrate. His gaze was constantly drawn towards the large,
one-story house which stood so close. Simple windows with unpainted shutters. The
cracks in the walls were stuffed with greenish black moss.

And from inside, he could hear snippets of song:
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“Reyzke sees through the window
That Ester’s sad and listless,
‘What’s the matter Esterke?’

My lover has a mistress.”

He had already observed her closely, appraising her. Those blue eyes, the mountain of
fair hair on her head, and her bare feet . . . That’s how one grows up in the forest!

He did not want to eat and so he went off deeper into the woods.

He walked and bashed the trees with a stick as if to announce: “Here I am.”

Suddenly a thought came to him:

“Imagine if someone like her showed up in Nice or Monte Carlo! Such a fresh
beauty, you can see the Jewish look in her eyes, if she hadn’t been a Jew she might have
gone completely wild in that forest.”

He became angry with himself.

“Why am I thinking so much? Childish games.”

When it was time to leave with his father he glanced around but Tsilke wasn’t
there. The sun was setting, casting ruddy brass reflections, which followed them as
though someone were tracing their path with a torch.

When he got back to Grodno he told several people:

“There’s a warden out there in my father’s woods, a silent Jew with a large beard
that covers his mouth. And he has a daughter...”

He began frequenting his father’s woods, next to the village of Mistebove.

He would go by carriage and the journey of several dozen leagues would fly by.

Sometimes he would accompany his father. Old man Lurie was delighted that
Sasha wanted to come with him.

Admittedly his son didn't actually do any work there. He would sit by the stream
with Tsilke, or wander around in the endless labyrinth of trees

But let people think that his heir in the eternal gray hat is taking an interest in
something and is not a sworn good-for-nothing.

On one of their trips, Sasha turned to his father and began:

“You know, father; in Paris or some other big city a girl like Tsilke would be quite
something.”

“How do you mean?” his father asked.

“Father, she’s a rare specimen; she’s a person of nature, cat-like.”

Old Lurie, plump, good-natured magnate, had been contemplating a plan the
Germans from Konigsberg had suggested to him: building a sawmill and delivering
finished lumber to Germany.

It took him a few seconds to understand what his son had told him.

10
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“Hhm, Tsilke? Yes, a fine girl, always has been, but a little wild. Do you
remember, when she was a child, the time she ran away from Grodno and went back to
the forest on foot? A wild one sheis...”

But Sasha, immediately regretting having broached the subject, fell silent and
stared off into the fields and the woodlands . . .

Until the carriage brought them to Iser the forest steward.

From behind the trees he could hear singing; Tsilke was singing, and it was a long
time before Sasha found her hiding place.

“You're here again?”

What a question. Sasha was offended.

“If you'd prefer, I can go right back, the carriage is waiting.”

“Go on then, off you go!”

He strode off, and she broke into laughter.

“Fool!”

She spoke to him, a grown man, in a tone like that? She who never left the forest.
Barefoot and uncultivated.

And yet it was so refreshingly pleasant to hear such tender words from her, such
sylvan laughter.

He was not going home. They both had a lot of work to do: Aunt Nikhe had done
laundry, and Tsilke and Sasha had to hang out the clean laundry on the line to dry.

The forest sang and they talked.

“She’s always washing, that aunt of yours, always down by the stream with
laundry.”

“That’s what she’s like, always washing or scrubbing.”

Meanwhile Aunt Nikhe felt uneasy. She has always known, it was a law of nature
for her, that a boy and a girl should never be left alone together.

And there was only one set of eyes on hand to watch them. Aunt Nikhe would
have to keep a close eye on them to prevent an unfortunate incident.

She followed them, she called them indoors. But it was no use.

All couples have one thing in common: they want nothing more than to be alone
together, and Nikhe had heard stories about this Sasha, that he was a pleasure seeker
who played cards and got drunk with officers.

Terrible.

What can you expect from the likes of him?

She tried to have a word with Iser about it:

“You're a father, with an only child, take care.”

At which point Iser lost his temper and cursed Aunt Nikhe with insults like never
before.

Then he left.

11
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She only heard him muttering something.

“With my child . . . God forbid!”

Nikhe took to reciting the psalms more often. Meanwhile the forest stirred. The
wind played its mute, soundless melodies with millions of fresh green pine needles.

All around, woodlands as far as the eye could see, the entire area sheathed in
copper pines with green caps.

Elsewhere high, proud trees were being chopped down, but these golden forests
had not lost their joy.

The squirrels squeaked to one another.

Underneath, by the foot of the trees, streams snaked and bustled.

Hush now, forest, hush now world. The humans are always in some hurry,
building and making, doing bad and doing good.

But we silver messengers of eternity . . . we rush, and glide, reflecting back the
forest, the cities, the skies. We spiral underground and overground. We flow into seas
and come out of seas, over mountains, over valleys.

And why do we rush, why do we carve through stone and rock? . ..

God sent us.

We waters, great and small, we are the blood of the earth. We flow through its
veins and bring everything to life.

Forests, forests . . .

Wandering among the green tresses of the forest floor are butterflies, and birds,
colorful specks of life. They sing and flutter in the bright days. . .

Two people sit, a young man and a young woman, and they learn now how to
speak.

They need to find words, so that one should understand the other.

Because they are foreign to each other, from two different worlds.

They are close, though they do not quite understand each other, they lack the
language.

Perhaps the noise of the trees will teach them to speak? Perhaps from the babble
of the stream?

In the meantime they throw pine cones and twigs into the water, laughing at
carefree nothings.

A squirrel squeaks, and far off somewhere you can hear the sound of an axe.

The second cabin had been opened up, and Sasha had more or less made himself
at home inside. He would often spend the night. He brought books from home, and from
time to time he would work there.

In truth the forest always drew him back. He forged out his own little paths, and
got to know the road watchman. He had visited all the villages and settlements in the
area, often with Tsilke, and very often alone.

12
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Tsilke . . .

Once, as they were out walking—he, in his light-gray town suit and old hat; she,
barefoot in a light, little white dress, her hair covered with a peasant’s kerchief—she
listened to him, laughing at everything he said. Suddenly she asked him:

“Sasha, are we having a love affair?”

He stood still for a moment, somewhat perplexed, and answered:

“I like you, Tsilke. You're a real child of nature, you're—"

“Don’t talk to me about those other things of yours!”

“Other things” was how she referred to all those subjects she did not understand.

“No, Tsilke,” Sasha said mockingly, “for now we are not yet having a love affair,
perhaps we will one day.”

“When? When?” She insisted “All the girls in Mistebove are having love affairs.”

“The first thing you're supposed to do is fall in love.”

Tsilke fixed him with her radiant eyes. She did not understand his words, but at
that moment she liked him. The green of the forest cast a matte shine over his face, and
his kind, dark eyes lit up and smiled. In that moment he thought this Tsilke knew
nothing, absolutely nothing, but when she would eventually awaken from her forest
slumber, when she would first embrace a man, it would be a fire to be reckoned with. . .

But Tsilke gazed into his eyes for several seconds; she did so because her aunt
had always told her that one needed to look deep into a person’s soul in order to know
them.

He would stroll slowly with bearlike steps. Telling Tsilke stories, both true and
invented. He strained to adapt himself to her, so that she would understand him.

What did he want from her?

What was he seeking here in the forest?

He himself did not quite know. He was already acquainted with mankind and the
world. He had not grown tired of the world. He was not afraid of boredom—even a small
thing like a cigar was enough to drive off any tedium. But he, who had never had to
worry, who had never had to struggle for his life, still possessed a few lyrical cords in his
soul and those cords sought to find echoes.

He often found such echoes in solitude, in peace, in his thoughtful seclusion.

Climbing on alpine peaks he had often taken in the breath of the new morning, or
the final soundless breath of the day’s end . . .

In those moments he would lose himself in thought. Leaning against a rock,
entirely surrounded by the red light of sunset, he could clearly perceive his solitude.

He alone, no one else, had climbed up to these heights. Why? Why had he not
stayed with them down below, with their bustle and day-to-day trifles?

He would begin to see himself as different, as a chosen one . . . until he burst out
laughing in self derision and went back down to the others at the bottom of the hill.
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And yet . . . Perhaps he was different? His not being able to mix with others, the
running away to play cards, the constant womanizing . . . perhaps it was all because he
wanted to get away from himself?

Perhaps he was a poet?

Indeed it was a vice he had dabbled with from time to time. He would often start
writing, but would then remember what the life of a writer entailed. He thought of the
poet types with the long hair, with sideburns and velvet jackets and, feeling ashamed of
himself, he would tear up what he had written.

What were the singing cords in his soul searching for?

He had an answer to that too: they were searching for something because that is
the only way they can sing.

Now, in the forest. ..

The tranquility embraced him on all sides. A year living in the stagnant swamp of
life in Grodno had forged his whole body, but now, here in the forest, the barefoot girl
with the light-colored eyes had woken him up, woken him like nature itself.

The cords sang all the louder. . .

But the smoke from his cigar kept all this from view; he controlled himself and
spent ever more time in the forest.

The summer days were long. You can do a lot of thinking with so many hours on
your hands, and with life so close.. ..

The barefoot Tsilke was a temptation.

He studied her and followed her. ..

Already with uneasiness.

Already angry at himself for unsatisfied desires.

And she herself . . .

She looked like a ripe apple.

Like an apple, unaware of its own flavor and charm.

A fire, that kindles others, but which does not burn itself.

Why had they got it into their heads that she was wild?

Where was the wildness?

Jewish girls are not wild.

Sasha would grow angry at himself, at her.. . .

But he would only leave the forest for very short spells, coming back soon
thereafter.

At home they began to notice something was afoot.

The Luries discussed it between themselves:

“He rushes off to the forest, he’s fond of Iser’s daughter,” said his father.

And his wife frowned haughtily.

“With our servant’s daughter?”
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Old man Lurie had a plan:

“Let’s hope she turns his head, let him marry her, then with any luck he’ll throw
away that old gray hat and all his other foolishness.”

If Sasha had heard the conversation he would have showered his parents in
insults; what right had they to interfere in his affairs?

He would have thrown a tantrum.

He had to be handled with kid gloves. So they kept it to a whisper . . .

Old taciturn Iser. . .

Once, quite early, when Tsilke was still sleeping, Iser came in to Sasha’s cabin
and got straight to the point:

“T know you’re a decent man. I know you don’t believe in God, but you have a
heart nonetheless, I can feel it . ..”

Sasha looked at him calmly.

“I have only one child . ..”

And he could feel the tears in the old man’s voice. He’d said his piece and quickly
left the room.

“Iser!” Sasha called out, and ran over to the window.

He noticed Iser wiping his eyes.

“Iser, I swear...”

What he swore was not clear even to himself in that moment. Iser silently walked
off and Sasha looked out into the early morning forest. The strips of sunlight now lay
much closer. The young pines were fragrant and, although Sasha was a little shaken by
the unexpected encounter, his spirits soared and he waited impatiently for Tsilke.

The day was beginning.

A peasant had brought two cows in from the field and they stood there, waiting
for something . . . two cows, brown like the pines.

Sasha liked the similarity of their colors.

“The forest leaves its trace.”

Tsilke’s hair is also like the pines.

Later, Aunt Nikhe returned from Mistebove. She had gone very early to run some
errands. She walked past the window. Sasha said, “Good morning,” and she answered
coldly.

“Don’t be mad at me, Aunt Nikhe.”

“I’'m not mad, Sasha!” and she went inside.

“I don’t believe in God, but I have a heart nonetheless. That’s what Iser had said .
.. And if it really means so much to him, maybe I'll even believe in God too. I have a
heart nonetheless.”

It’s good to have a heart.

To feel such a lovely morning.
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And...

Tsilke was already standing on the porch of her father’s house, squinting from the
sun and stretching with the suppleness of a newly awoken cat. She did not notice Lurie’s
son, the one who’d been abroad, Lurie’s son who was spending so much time in the
forest now . .. Why did he come here, that Sasha?

He stood and watched her, marvelling at her every bend, every glimmer of her
half-uncovered limbs . . .

Now there’s a woman . . . the kind of figure he had only seen in his most pleasant
dreams.

Suddenly she called out:

“Aunt Nikhe, Aunt, Nikhe! The cows are waiting”—at which she ran off,
disappearing into the stable.

She sang snippets of songs, stopping and starting and stopping again

While the forest sang without cease.
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