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The Birds of the Square

Sholem Asch
translated by Sima Beeri and Barry Burland

Introduction: “The Birds of the Square,” a short story by dramatist and novelist
Sholem Asch, is presented here in the version published in Warsaw in 1924. Framed
by a depiction of the scrappy denizens of Trafalgar Square, it describes two Jewish
immigrants finding a way to make a living on their own terms, as streetwalkers in
London. The story takes a sympathetic view of the societal pressures that forced
young women from their birth communities in Eastern Europe. It also examines,
realistically but empathetically, the economic and sexual exploitation that they
encountered in interwar England.

Historians have noted that Asch’s contemporaries reached something of a moral
panic about the involvement of Jews, particularly young Jewish female immigrants,
in prostitution.' Amongst his contemporaries, Asch was neither the first nor the only
one to write about the issue. Sholem Aleichem’s short story “Der mentsh fun Buenos
Aires” (1909),? for example, has to be read in the context of women being forcibly
trafficked to Argentina. In the story here, Asch introduces the young women as
rational, autonomous actors who reject the drudgery, difficulty, poverty, and
harassment of workshops and their owners in the East End in favour of sex work in
the more glamorous, and remunerative, surrounds of the West End. Indeed, Asch
repeatedly uses the word xnpowovwya (basheftikung), that is, an occupation or
employment, to describe what they do and to acknowledge its remunerative value.
This theme, and this perspective, is a thread in Asch’s infamous play, Got fun
nekome (1907). It is noteworthy that it is the female characters—both of the two
central women, Rosa and Dusha, but also the minor female characters around
them—that have personality and agency in the story. The men are caricatures, merely
foils for the exploits of the women.

Although he was based in Warsaw in the early 1920s, Asch travelled widely and spent
several weeks in London in the spring of 1922 (possibly in conjunction with the
performance of Got fun nekome there in the early 1920s).? This story was written
that year and first published shortly afterwards in the Forverts in August 1922. It

! See, for example, “Protecting the Jewish Daughters’: Mass Migration, Trafficking, and the Crisis of
Traditional Jewish Society, the 1880s—1914,” Gal-Ed Journal: On the History and Culture of Polish
Jewry 26 (2021), 15—-39.

? “The Man from Buenos Aires” is one of Sholem Aleichem’s Railroad Stories. It is available in English
in Tevye the Dairyman and the Railroad Stories, trans. Hillel Halkin (Schocken Books, 1987).

3 See the memoirs of Moysheh Oyved who, it seems, spent much of that time with him. Oyved,
Moysheh, Visions and Jewels (Ernst Benn Limited, 1925), 104—111. In the version of the memoirs
published in Yiddish 1931) 2w uwhy7x 1R WIRrM) see 87—92.
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was later republished in December 1923 in the Nayer haynt.* These versions differ
slightly from the version we have chosen to present here—the last edited one—from a
collection of Asch’s short stories, Naye ertseylungen, by the Kultur-lige in Warsaw in
1924. Such original publication in installments, and republication with further
editing along the way, was commonplace at the time, especially for a popular author
such as Asch. In one instance, however, we have used the 1922 text, since there
appears to be an error in the grammar and the sense of the 1924 text.

Despite Asch’s time in London, however, he seems only passingly familiar with the
city: His name for Trafalgar Square (in the original Yiddish) is Admiral’s Square; his
description of the National Gallery recalls more correctly the facade of the British
Museum (which is some distance away). It would have been much likelier that
streetwalkers would have congregated around Piccadilly Circus (which is adjacent to
what was the Café Royal, one of the locations mentioned in the story), but that area is
not quite so well known for its pigeons as Trafalgar Square.

We suspect that some of Asch’s obfuscation may be deliberate. Asch’s choice to
portray this site, with its particular characters, is notable in its departure from more
well-known Yiddish imaginaries of London. We look here to the history of the Jewish
East End of London, as studied by one of the translators, Sima Beeri,® and more
recently by the historian Vivi Lachs.® The original sources cited in that scholarship
were published in and focused on the central districts and community institutions of
Jewish London. This story, on the contrary, looks at its margins: young women who
work far away in the West End and do not (and cannot) speak of that work back
home. Indeed, the few glances we get of the East End are anything but
complimentary. Asch is careful to let the readers see, and hear, the perspective of his
protagonists.

Sensitive to Asch’s choice of locating the story in London, and his centering of the
young women, we have chosen to render it in a largely British English register. We
note two aspects where Asch is clearly familiar with that language, which he would
have heard in London. First, Asch uses (and highlights by quotation marks, which we
have retained in appropriate instances) many professional words that such young
women would likely have used, whether speaking English or even assimilating
English into their Yiddish conversation, such as “gentlemen”and “by appointment.”
Second, Asch is sensitive to the accents and grammatical infelicities they would have
retained, which we too have placed in quotation marks, as in the original, but with
spelling that copies Asch’s reproduction of their mode of speech: “steh-dee
kostomer” [steady customer], “soh-sai-eh-ti” [society].

We, the translators, enjoyed collaborating. We found it particularly useful that one of
us, Sima Beeri, is a native Yiddish speaker, and the other, Barry Burland, a native

4 Available at https://www.nli.org.il/en/newspapers/hyt/1923/11/30/01/article/42.

5 Sima Beeri, “Anglo-Jewish Culture in Anglo-Jewish Newspapers 1920-1930” (MA diss., Jewish
History and Culture, Dept. of History, University of Southampton, 1999). Much of this work has been
published as Sima Beeri, “Volkskultur in der anglo-jiidischen Presse (1920—1930)” in Die jiidische
Presse im europdischen Kontext, 1686—1990, ed. Susanne Marten-Finnis and Markus Winkler
(Edition Lumieére, 2006), 235—245.

6 Her most recent work, in collaboration with Barry Smerin, is a collection of translations of
“felyetons” (feuilletons): East End Jews: Sketches from the London Jewish Press (Wayne State
University Press, 2025).
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(British) English speaker; we were therefore immediately able to understand the
idiomatic use of many phrases and convey them similarly in the equivalent
translation. For example, 17138 X 7293 7%Y X Pw Prooyn o the words are
comprehensible (“They can find a solution without us”) but make much more sense
as “They’ll manage without us.” Moreover, generally throughout the story, Asch has
used the terms vavar» 7 and vayvyoy 7 for the two women. We have generally
translated that as “the younger one” and the “older one,” despite those phrases
sounding a little clunky; in the Yiddish, to our ear, the usage is similarly stilted.
While the errors and infelicities remain our own, we would also like to thank,
especially, Barry Smerin, who had many helpful suggestions on the translation, as
well as the editors of In geveb.

A final note on birds: Asch seems to have been fascinated all his life by pigeons, or at
least their use as a metaphor. His later novel East River (1946) begins with an
extended discourse on the birds and their fanciers in the Lower East Side of New
York. We cannot say how Asch would feel about the pigeons no longer being in
Trafalgar Square; some years ago they were deemed a nuisance, feeding them was
prohibited, and, most effectively, a hawk was brought to live in the square and scare
them away.” The present translators have no information about the situation after
sunset.

7 See, for example, the answer of the Mayor of London to a question posed in meeting of the London
Assembly, available at
https://www.london.gov.uk/who-we-are/what-london-assembly-does/questions-mavor/find-an-ans

wer/trafalgar-square-pigeons.
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The Birds of the Square
by Sholem Asch

I

Pigeons have flocked to London’s beloved Trafalgar Square since time immemorial.
Under the gaze of Admiral Nelson, erect on his column, they build their homes high
up in the cornices of the National Gallery, the world-famous art museum bordering
the square, where Greek gods and goddesses are carved grandly in stone. The
pigeons are not bothered by the gods; they make their nests among them. They've
even settled under the hat of the great admiral himself, the national hero, whose
broad epauletted shoulders make a comfortable resting place after a frenzied day.

The pigeons took up residence in the square many moons ago. They are so used to
city life that they don’t shy away from people. They have learned to eat out of the
hands of adults and of children whose mothers bring them to the square carrying
breadcrumbs to feed the birds. Some loonies even collect money for the Trafalgar
Square pigeons in their local churches and bring the birds their daily keep. The noise
and clamour of the square are just background noise to the pigeons as they perch on
benches and on engines of the hundreds of buses that rush around the square all day
long. The birds chase each other between the wheels, fighting in droves over a crumb
of bread; they alight on the pavement right in the throng, then fly back into the thick
of the busy motor traffic. It seems that at any moment a pigeon will be run over,
crushed beneath the wheels, trampled by the foot traffic. But it never happens that a
pigeon is run over, crushed, trampled, or even grabbed. They are so experienced, so
skilled in the daily hustle and bustle, that they outwit certain death and emerge,
unscathed, from under the tyres.

Most of the pigeons were born and raised in the square. Their parents conceived
them between the wheels of Zeus’s chariot or under the shapely legs of Apollo, whose
figures are sculpted on the Greek pediment above the portico of the square’s royal
museum. Others first saw the light of day in Admiral Nelson’s hat or on the national
hero’s shoulders. Every now and then, one of the square’s she-pigeons goes against
the current and entices a he-pigeon from the country into the city. The country
pigeon tries his best to join the square’s pigeons in the city hubbub. Sometimes, he
slowly adjusts to city life and learns how to survive between the car wheels. But in
most cases, the bumpkins disappear. They either fly back to their towns or are found
a few days later, squashed between the wheels of the buses. Sometimes, exhausted,
out of sorts, they tumble from the Admiral’s column, and their blood splatters onto
the dusty marble of the pedestal below. No one notices, no one sees.

At dusk, when the sun begins to set far beyond the city (which the city dwellers only
note when the street lamps are lit), the pigeons hide in their nests, taking refuge
among the gods and goddesses on the pediment and in the large hat of Admiral
Nelson. Then, birds of a very different feather make their appearance in the square:
nocturnal birds in the shape of young women, wearing very elegant dresses with
noticeably short skirts that reveal long graceful legs in flesh-coloured silk stockings
and black Grecian shoes; from under high wide-brimmed hats adorned with lace,
their black, sapphire, amber, and chestnut eyes cast seductive gazes at young and old.
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Most of the young women roaming the square in the evening are local, like the
pigeons, born on the square, raised between car wheels and bus engines, in terraced
houses on asphalt streets, hatched under the street lights. Just like the pigeons, they
slip through the throngs, weaving between the feet of passers-by and mingling with
visitors from all over the world who stroll around the square in the evenings. They
brush up against the foreign kind, but remain unaffected, never losing their birdlike
girlishness. Now and then, however, a country girl wanders in amongst the town
dwellers ...

One evening, in the glare of the electric lamps, two such girls could be found strolling
in the square among the many passers-by. Both were dressed in the striking,
provocative style popular with a certain type of woman—a style which other women,
not of their profession, strive to copy without success. The two girls looked about the
same age, though one was actually older than the other. Lost in a conversation about
personal matters, they’d forgotten why they had come ...

“Did Mother cry a lot when you left?” one asked the other in Yiddish.
“No, she didn’t cry. Why should she, when she knew I was coming to you?”

“And what do they think of me at home? What do they say I'm doing here?” the older
one inquired, probably for the hundredth time.

“Father told everyone in our shul what you wrote in your letter, that you work in a
large linen store and are making a pretty penny.”

“And they believe that at home? Do they, really?”
“Why shouldn’t they believe it, if that’s what you wrote.”
The older one was silent for a moment.

“Maybe you don’t believe me? That I actually worked in a linen store? For two years I
slaved away for that redhead Boruch, Yosl’s son, from back home in Kratsnits. He
has a store in Whitechapel. At first, I slogged away in the workshop for twenty
shillings a week,® then he told me that if I was a ‘good girl’ he’d add an extra two
guineas,® on condition I didn’t tell the others. Once he got his hooks into me he didn’t
leave me alone for a minute! From the moment he moved me into the store, I was
already ‘his,” sold like a dog. So, I thought, rather than give myself for free, better to
do it for money. Then at least you get something in return.”

Now the younger one fell silent.
“And believe me, there isn’t much of a difference between a workshop girl and a

respectable store assistant. Is either one of them really respectable? All of them
belong to the managers, and to the ‘bosses’ too. Can they just do as they please?”

8 A shilling is twelve pence. There are twenty in a pound. Rosa’s wage was on the low end for this type
of work, which would have ranged from twenty to thirty-six shillings a week.

® A guinea was one pound and one shilling. An extra two guineas would have more than tripled Rosa’s
wages.
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The younger one still said nothing.

“Here, I at least know what’s what. I stroll around the square for a few hours, earn a
couple of guineas,’ and I'm a free woman. No one bothers me. I give the policeman a
couple of shillings a week, and I'm as free as a bird, living where I want and wearing
what I like.”

“And no one knows about it?” the younger one asked.

“You think this is Kratsnits, where everyone knows what you’re doing? Here
everyone minds their own business.”

The younger one was quiet again.

“And when it comes to the kind of gentlemen you meet here—you think they’re like
the men in Kratsnits?” the older one continued. “Here, not just anyone goes out with
a lady. Here only a real gentleman goes out with you, takes you out for supper in a
fine restaurant or a dance hall. It can become a real ‘party’ sometimes. I have had so
many ‘chances,” so many ‘high society’ gentlemen, with good ‘positions,” worship at
my feet and suggest to me that we have an arrangement.”

“So why wouldn’t you?”

“That’s the wrong way,” explained the older to the younger, “to associate with such
gentlemen so much. It’s not for the likes of us. We should just meet a ‘gentleman’ for
supper, go out with him, be with him, and get paid. Then you go your way and he
goes his. I don’t know you, you don’t know me. Otherwise, you wouldn’t know who
you were getting involved with. You could get into trouble, have your couple of
guineas taken off you, or find yourself in even bigger trouble. That’s no good at all.”

In the meantime, a young man who had passed by them several times already drew
nearer again. He looked into their faces, but still could not make up his mind
whether to approach them or not.

“Look at this greenhorn hanging around us,” whispered the older girl and then called
out to him, “Come here, sonny.”

The young man shot a silky, if nervous, glance at the younger girl. For a moment it
seemed as if he might stop and speak to her, but again his courage failed him and he
walked on.

“I'd swear he fancies you, Dusha,” the older girl said. “You could get a good few
guineas out of a prize catch like him. He’s a complete novice. You only need to know
how to go about it.”

The younger girl, embarrassed and a bit frightened, didn’t know what to say.

' That is, more than a week’s wages, but in a few hours’ work.
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“Quiet—here he comes again. Pretend you don’t see him and aren’t the least bit
interested. The less attention you pay him, the lower he’ll throw himself at your feet.
But if he seems about to back off, give him just one glance, but make it a look that
pierces him to the core.”

The younger one was silent and fearful. Then the young man plucked up his courage,
approached, and stopped right in front of them. Her heart began beating faster.

“May I escort you?” the young man stuttered.

The younger girl looked at her older companion.

“That depends where to,” the older girl replied.

The young man, confused by the reply, stammered in response: “Well, where to?”
“To the Café Royal. They play nice music there.”

“Yes, to the Café Royal,” the young man stammered, and started walking along next
to them.

“You see how it’s done?” the older girl prompted the younger in Yiddish. The younger
girl said nothing, but her heart was pounding.

“Come on, walk next to him. He likes you,” said the older one, and twisted away
skillfully so that her younger companion was by his side.

The younger one stood stunned for a moment. She was sure her heart could be heard
beating loudly enough for everyone to hear.

“Don’t be afraid, I'll do the talking. You just look him in the eyes,” the older girl
instructed.

And the three of them walked off together in the direction of the Café Royal.
II

Khaym the fishmonger had beautiful daughters, girls with ruddy cheeks and shining
eyes and plaits of black hair so thick, people said they could wrap them around a tree
and pull it out by the roots. His girls were known throughout the country, so Khaym
the fishmonger was able to arrange good matches for them. He married one off to a
widower from Krushnevits, a wealthy horse dealer; another he paired with a
butcher’s son. Three were still rattling around with him at home." He wouldn’t send
them off to work as housemaids; it wouldn’t be appropriate for any daughter of his to
work as a servant. So the three girls spent their time flirting with all the young men
in town. They did nothing all day long. In the summertime, all three would lounge
there on the porch in the narrow street, dressed only in open blouses and colourful
skirts, with their bare arms and bosoms exposed to the sunshine, embroidering their

1 “Rattling around” means “hanging around” in British English, but with a much stronger sense of
having nothing to do or no purpose in it.
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linen dresses and singing songs. In the evening, the fullers, the young quilt makers,
and the shop workers headed home and washed up with scented soap. Whoever had
a necktie would don his best one to attract the young women’s attention. All evening
the whole street teemed with young men, swarming around the girls like bees around
honey. Some were lucky enough to be allowed near, and they’d sit on the steps of the
porch singing songs. Others just hung around in the street. The young people would
make a racket till late at night, so that none of the neighbours, man or woman, could
get a moment’s sleep. In the end, the fishmonger would come out onto the porch in
his underpants and drive his girls into the house with a belt. And to the young men
he’d shout: “Clear off home! To hell with the lot of you!”

And when the young men saw that the girls had disappeared into the house, they
would disperse, and the street could finally get some sleep.

On summery Sabbath afternoons, while the whole town was reciting the season’s
Pirkei Avot, the girls would gather the young men together for a dance. When the
rabbi found out, he sent for Khaym the fishmonger and threatened to declare that his
fish weren’t kosher unless he put an end to the “new dance trend.” So Khaym drove
the young men away, and there was no more dancing.

Then the girls had nothing to do and nowhere to go in the little town. So they began
to think about leaving home for the big city. One of them left for Lodz immediately
after the holidays and stayed there the whole winter. The next Pesach, she came
home, bringing along a trunk full of underwear and dresses, a winter coat, a pair of
shoes, and a pair of galoshes. She said she’d been working in a large store as a sales
assistant. But in town, people said she was just a housemaid. And some hinted at
even worse ...

Well, Khaym the fishmonger got wind of the gossip. Soon he was out in the street
giving the rumormongers a dressing down. When the holiday came around, there
was a mighty row at the fishmongers’ synagogue. Khaym came home very angry and
refused to speak for the rest of the holiday. When his daughter started packing for
Lodz again, the fishmonger said he would not let her go. She would remain at home.
And if she didn’t like it at home, she could go and work as a maid in someone else’s
house, but he was not letting her go back to Lodz. He locked away the girl’s clothes
and underwear, along with the shoes and the pair of new galoshes. But his daughter
sneaked off in the night. A young man helped her get the trunk with her things, and
so she ran away.

For a long time, no one heard anything from the runaway. A few years later, a letter
arrived from her from London. Inside was a cheque for a few pounds; her parents
had no idea what it was. In the letter, she wrote that she had nothing to complain
about, thank God. Things were not so bad. She had a job in a linen store and her boss
treated her well. She hoped to share some good news soon that would make her
parents happy. She was getting engaged, she wrote, adding three little dots, full of
meaning.

Her father took the letter to the synagogue and let everyone read it.

A long time passed again, but no “good news” was forthcoming. Just as the parents
were giving up hope, a Rosh Hashanah card arrived. It was big as a dinner plate, with
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illustrations of a ship, doves, and all sorts of other pictures, but not a single word.
Some time later, around Pesach, a cheque for five pounds arrived, again without a
word. But soon afterwards a letter came, addressed to “Dear Father, Dear Mother.”
She wrote that things were going well. She lacked nothing, God forbid, except one
thing: “a mother’s love.” It was hard living among strangers, like a sheep that has
wandered far from her flock. Only now, for the first time, did she realise what parents
mean to a child. In a strange land, you learn what to value. If only she had a loved
one with her, she would have everything she needed ... How the family wept at this
letter, as mournfully as on the ninth of Av. There was no longer a “dear mother” to
dampen the letter with hot tears—she had already passed away.

At home, the daughter of Uncle Zorech, may he rest in peace, was still living with the
elderly Khaym. Having already married off his own daughters, Khaym had taken the
girl in after his brother’s death and looked after her like his own child. But the elderly
fishmonger was getting even older, and there was no dowry for his niece, and he
could not arrange an engagement for the girl. So a letter was sent to the sister in
London: “Our mother, may she rest peacefully in heaven, is no longer alive, and
Father is too old to make a living from fishing in the lakes. If someone could take in
Uncle Zorech’s daughter, who is living with our father, he could go and live with his
son-in-law in Krushnevitz. He could assist him a little in the butcher shop, and so
earn his daily bread.”

Only a few weeks letter, a letter—and a cheque in pounds—arrived from London.
Uncle Zorech’s daughter, Dusha, the letter said, should come to London as soon as
possible. “She will be happy here,” the sister wrote.

So a trunk was packed with everything for the girl, and an agreement was reached
with Note, the coachman, that he would smuggle her across the border. Note swore
on the lives of his wife and child that he would look after the girl like the apple of his
eye until he had got her over the border safely. And once over the border, he would
entrust her to a party of Litvaks who were also bound for London.

III

When her cousin arrived in London, Rosa had no idea what to do with her. Rosa
made a decent living as a streetwalker, no less. She had no friends and few
acquaintances other than her landlady, the caretaker, a kindly old Irishwoman with
whom she had become quite close. The Irishwoman often came up to Rosa’s room
and ate with her, and Rosa gave her gifts. All along, the good woman hoped that Rosa
would embrace the true faith in Christ and become a Baptist, like her.”* Rosa’s

12 The Yiddish term used here can be translated as “baptized” or “Baptist.” In the translators’ view,
however, the word baptistin is best translated to “Baptist.” Both the poor Irish and the poor Jews of
the East End of London were the targets of a great deal of evangelical and missionary work around the
era of this story, by various Church denominations. See Curtis, R. “Evangelical Anglican missionaries
and the London Jews Society: Palestine Place at Bethnal Green and related developments,
1813—1895,” Jewish Historical Studies, 50:1 (2018), 69—100; and Gilley, S. “The Roman Catholic
Mission to the Irish in London, 1840—-1860,” Recusant History 10:3 (1969), 123—145. By the early
twentieth century, the East London Tabernacle, an enormous Baptist church, as well as Baptist
tabernacles in Shoreditch, Woolwich, and Poplar, all parts of the East End, were the most prominent
of such evangelising communities, and they particularly focused on their missionary work on the
Jewish community. See:
https://university.open.ac.uk/arts/research/religion-in-london/resource-guides/baptist#:~:text=The
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profession didn’t bother her: “It’s not easy for anyone to make a living,” she told
herself. But the fact of Rosa’s religion would not let her rest in peace, and she
persisted in the hope that the beautiful Jewish girl would be taken under Christ’s
wings, and under his Baptist wings especially. But Rosa would respond that she was a
streetwalker, true enough, but she would never abandon her parents’ religion, even
for a king’s ransom.

Rosa did not really understand why streetwalking was such a bad thing, but because
everyone considered it a shameful occupation, she bowed to the general opinion and
was careful to hide it from her acquaintances and people from the old country. So she
never walked any streets where she might meet a compatriot and avoided
Whitechapel and all of the East End entirely. She spoke English and behaved like a
lady. She already knew how to dress from back home. She always worked high-class
streets—from Piccadilly to Trafalgar Square—or sat in hotel lobbies. Over time she
acquired a steady clientele, a few “gentlemen” who would take her to supper “by
appointment only.”

She lived in her own room, in her Irish friend’s house. She never brought anyone,
besides her other “lady” friends, to her room. The neighbours had no idea how she
made a living, neither could anyone tell from her clothes or manners. When her
cousin first arrived, she stayed with her, and so Rosa did not walk the streets in the
evenings. Needless to say, she didn’t tell her cousin how she made a living. But the
situation soon took a toll on her finances. Money was short, and she had to live like
every proletarian, from hand to mouth. Then her regular clientele began to drift
away. So she rented a separate room for her cousin elsewhere in the Jewish
neighbourhood and resumed her professional activities.

Uncle Zorech’s daughter tried to earn some money by getting a job in a workshop.
But there was little work to be had, and what she did manage to earn was not enough
to support her. Moreover, the work itself was so hard that in the first few weeks the
young greenhorn lost her fresh complexion, and the rosy cheeks she had brought
with her from the old country grew pale. Her lips became drawn and her eyes lost
their glitter. It broke Rosa’s heart to see what had become of her cousin.

Meanwhile, the younger woman had become aware of how her older cousin made a
living. But she didn’t mind, since she did not see anything disagreeable about it, quite
the opposite: Her cousin lived in a nice flat and wore silk dresses, embroidered
blouses, and the most beautiful hats. Her cousin did nothing all day, had no “boss”
telling her what to do, didn’t have to sit in a workshop for hours in the heat of the
summer. In the evenings she went out to have supper with fine gentlemen who
treated her with great care and respect. On the contrary, her cousin’s profession
impressed her—she was proud to have such a fine lady for a cousin. Dusha would
often come over to Rosa’s flat, sit with her, and admire her clothes, shoes, and hats.
In the end, she moved back in and the two young women began living together once
more.

%20Daily%20News%20census%200f.training%20Baptists%20ministers%20in%20london. and
https://eltbaptistchurch.org/about/our-history/.


https://university.open.ac.uk/arts/research/religion-in-london/resource-guides/baptist#:~:text=The%20Daily%20News%20census%20of,training%20Baptists%20ministers%20in%20London.
https://eltbaptistchurch.org/about/our-history/
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At first, only the older girl brought in any money, and the younger one stayed at
home. She dressed in her cousin’s used clothes, ate well, and soon recovered her
fresh complexion. The memory of the workshop faded like a bad dream, never to
return. She gave no thought to any other occupation, nor was there any available. No
other type of work seemed as easy, as pleasant, and as respectable as her cousin’s.
Then one day the two young women bumped into one of Rosa’s regulars on the
street, an elderly “gentleman” of a very respectable type, who was delighted to make
the acquaintance of Rosa’s sister, Rachel (for that is how Rosa introduced her). And
he often invited the two “sisters” to “supper” at the Monaco Hotel. Yes, all very
respectable. Gradually Rosa began taking her cousin along and sharing the secrets of
her trade. That brings us back to Piccadilly, where we met them near the square with
the pigeons, with Rosa taking her cousin with her on the street and now leading her
to the Café Royal.

IV

The three of them had already been sitting for a while in the Café Royal, and had
drunk coffee and liqueurs, when Rosa said to the other two: “What’s the point of us
all just sitting around? I'll leave you two alone for now. You can manage by
yourselves.”

“No, Rosa my love, please don’t leave,” said the younger one, grabbing her cousin by
the arm. “I'm scared of being on my own.”

“Scared? No one’s scared in London,” the older girl laughed. “Go on, silly. Stay with
him by yourself. He won’t bite you. Gentlemen like to be left alone with their ladies.”

“Iznt so?” she asked the young man, in her English.
“Sure. You're right,” the young man stammered in embarrassment.

“And take the money first, you hear. No less than I said you should. And don’t drag it
out with him,” she said to the younger woman in Yiddish, so the gentleman wouldn’t
understand.

The younger one blushed. Her heart began thumping even louder. She looked all
around the café, at the other customers, at the other young women sitting at the
tables smoking cigarettes, at everyone but her own “intended” sitting right across.

The young man ordered more coffee and drinks. He was speaking with Rosa in
English, which her younger cousin only half understood.

“She hasn’t been in London very long. She still doesn’t know how to go out with
‘gentlemen,” said Rosa, apologising for her cousin to their host.

“On the contrary, that’s what makes her so beautiful,” said the young man, gazing at
her.

“The most beautiful girl in the square,” said Rosa, and, giving her cousin a little
shove in the back, she added in Yiddish: “The goy has fallen in love with you. You
could fleece him good and proper, my little greenhorn.”
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But her younger cousin just sat there in embarrassment, her cheeks burning, her
heart pounding, not knowing what to do or say.

“Shall I do the talking, size things up, see if it’s worth it?” said the older cousin.

“Rosa, my dear, I'm begging you,” her cousin replied, grabbing the older girl’s arm to
try to silence her.

“How is this going to end? It’s getting late. If I made such a big deal of things and
messed around like this with every man I came across, I wouldn’t look so beautiful. I
wouldn’t have any nice shoes to wear, that’s for sure.”

“Rosa, my dear, I want to go home,” said the younger one.

“Why?”

“I don’t know why. I'm scared.”

“What are you scared of?”

“I don’t know. I'm just scared.”

“It’s not nice to insult a customer. He’s already spent money on us,” Rosa said, then
turned to the young man with a provocative smile.

“My friend isn’t feeling well. She’s a little out of sorts. Perhaps the gentleman would
like to stay with me, after all.”

“As long as your friend isn’t jealous.”
She laughed.

“Okay? Here, take the key and go home.” She handed over the key to her cousin and
added quickly in Yiddish, “I’ll finish with him soon.”

Later that night, when Rosa got back to their flat, she took a five pound note out of
her silk stocking and tossed it to her young cousin.

“Here! See what I managed to drag out of that pig.”

The younger girl was wide awake. She was lying on the bed, still dressed, with her
hair down. She let the five pound note fall, her cheeks burning.

“Go on, take it. It’s your money.”
The younger girl blushed even redder.
“Mine?” she asked, with a smile.

“Yes, I went with him for you.”
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The younger one said nothing.
“Why didn’t you go with him? He was ‘a nays djentlman.”
“I didn’t like him,” the younger one replied.

“But, silly, you don’t have to marry him. Are you getting engaged, or what? Today you
know him, tomorrow you don’t. What do you care?”

The younger one again said nothing.

“You know what? This profession isn’t for you,” said Rosa, taking her stockings off.
“In this line of work you need a different kind of personality. You have to know how
to deal with it, like I do. And I don’t think you’ll ever be able to.”

The younger one remained silent.

“You acted too much like a bride with him, like he was your groom. I could have got
through three customers in that time,” the older cousin said, removing her second
stocking.

“But I'm just a beginner. I'll surely get used to it,” said the younger girl.

“I'm afraid not. You need a very different kind of personality for it,” said the older
cousin, taking off her dress.

A\

For the next few weeks, Rosa didn’t take her cousin along to work. The girls lived and
ate together, Dusha dressed up in Rosa’s petticoats and blouses, and Rosa gave her
spending money. Rosa resumed her occupation, going out for appointments every
evening. If she didn’t have any “appointments” she went to Trafalgar Square looking
for business, to earn a living for herself and her cousin. Her cousin didn’t work at all.
During the day, the girls cooked, sewed, and embroidered pretty undergarments,
telling each other stories of home. They laughed together happily, but they both felt
some sort of longing, though they could not tell what for. Sometimes they talked
about Rosa’s occupation. Rosa told stories about some of the “gentlemen” she had
had supper with the previous night, and more than once made fun of them, sharing
the most intimate details without shame or embarrassment, without a feeling of
saying something indecent.

Whether because she felt uncomfortable living on Rosa’s earnings, or for whatever
other reason—who knows?—Dusha suddenly felt an urge to go back to the shop.
When Rosa heard of her plans, she exclaimed: “What on earth are you thinking?
Sacrificing your health and your life for twelve shillings a week? What good will it do
you?”

The younger girl was silent for a moment. Then, her heart beating fast, she replied:
“What I really want to say, Rosa, is—” and broke off abruptly.
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“What do you want to say?”

“I don’t really want to go back to the shop either.”

“So, who’s making you?” the older girl replied, and fell silent.
“Then what shall I do?”

“What should you do?”

And there the conversation ended.

*

A couple of days later, Rosa received a request for a “ran-deh-voo” from a “steh-di
kostomer.” The “steh-di kostomer” asked her to bring a friend, because he would
bring along another “djentlman,” a fine man, one of his friends. They were all to meet
in the “lob-ee” of a well-known hotel. The “steh-di kostomer” asked that the friend be
a “nays-lookeeng goyrl” who knew how to behave in “soh-sai-eh-ti.” The party would
have supper together in a nice restaurant. Rosa spent a long time thinking about who
to bring. Dusha knew about the occasion and helped Rosa prepare and get dressed
for the “pahr-ti.” Rosa consulted with Dusha about what dress to wear, how to do her
hair, how to arrange her shawls. While she was getting dressed, Rosa muttered to
herself: “Who should I take with me?”

Dusha responded quietly, shyly: “I could come with you, if you like?”
“You?” Rosa replied in astonishment. “This isn’t something for you.”
“Why not?” Dusha asked, blushing.

“You have to know how to handle it. It isn’t suitable for someone with your
personality.”

“Is this about what happened the last time?... I was a greenhorn, I didn’t know
anything.” Dusha said.

“Well, come, if you insist,” said Rosa, “but you’ll have to be quick, they’re already
waiting for us.”

“Rosa, ‘di-ehr’!” Dusha fell on Rosa’s neck, kissing and hugging her.

“But you've got to be dressed to Kkill,” said Rosa, pulling out hidden treasures from
her trunks—brightly coloured silk skirts, dresses of various shapes and styles,
embroidered lace, bracelets, earrings, belts—and helping Dusha dress like a lady, so
that men would fall at her feet.

The “steh-di kostomer” brought a friend with him, a young man. The four of them
met in the hotel lobby. Rosa introduced Dusha to the young man. Then she took her
“steh-di kostomer” by the arm, confident that the new couple behind her, Dusha and
the young man, would manage all right on their own. Only at supper did she see that
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Dusha was back to her old ways. She was sitting there like a blushing bride, head
lowered, stealing sideways glances at the young man, instead of looking him straight
in the eyes and smiling. She was shy. She blushed, grew pale, and wouldn’t say a
word.

The street girl’s “small-town blushing bride” act seemed to amuse the young man,
who was playing along and acting like a shy bridegroom. Rosa didn’t like this at all,
but there was nothing she could do. She winked at Dusha, nudged her, and
murmured to her in Yiddish. But Dusha ignored her, keeping her head lowered to the
ground, stealing glances at the young man, for all the world like a shy bride.

Rosa soon forgot about them anyway. She was already a bit tipsy and preoccupied
with her “steh-di kostomer.” When they were about to leave, Rosa again took the
“steh-di kostomer’s” arm and left the other two behind. “They’ll manage without us,”
she said with a coquettish smile.

Dusha raised her head and looked at Rosa with such despair and desperation that
Rosa might as well have been leaving her behind in a death cell.

“What is it?”
“Rosa, dear!” Dusha pleaded.

“You've started embarrassing me again in front of ‘kostomers,” haven’t you? You
shouldn’t have started this. You're scaring them all away,” Rosa hissed.

Dusha stared at the ground.

“Let’s go!” said Rosa, “They can manage without us!” And she swept out with her own
customer, leaving Dusha with the young stranger.

*

The next day Rosa came home late and found Dusha in bed crying, with the blanket
pulled up over her head. Rosa ran over in a fright, sat down on the edge of the bed,
and wrapped the girl in her arms.

“What’s the matter? Are you ill?”

Dusha didn’t say a word, only buried her face in Rosa’s chest and cried on and on.
“Rosa, Rosa dear ...”

“What happened?”

Dusha couldn’t stop sobbing. “Rosa, Rosa dear ...”

“I told you from the start it wasn’t for you. This occupation doesn’t suit your
character. But you wouldn'’t listen,” said Rosa reproachfully.
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Dusha was silent for a minute, then, snuggling deeper into Rosa’s chest, she
whimpered: “Rosa dear, I've got something to tell you ...”

“What?”

“I love him,” Dusha sobbed.

“Who?” Rosa asked in astonishment.

“Alex.”

“Who’s Alex?” asked Rosa in surprise.

“The young man your friend brought along.”

“Oh, that’s it?” Rosa said with a laugh. “So, that’s all it is—ha-ha-ha!”

Dusha stared at her in amazement: “Why are you laughing?”

“Why am I laughing?” Rosa smiled ruefully. “Our kind, we can’t let ourselves fall in
love. That’s all right for ‘goyrls,” we have no time for such foolishness. Here today,
gone tomorrow. Getting too involved with one man is not a good idea.”

Dusha looked even quieter and sadder now, and just went on staring at Rosa.

Rosa stretched and yawned. “I was once in love too, but that was so long ago.”

But Dusha kept staring at her with those big eyes, so she added: “I told you, this
profession is not for you. In this profession you can’t fall in love. No good can come

of it.”

And Dusha sat on the bed, lost in thought, staring into the distance ...
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