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STORIES 

... 

He strolled along the bank of the Vistula, thinking, "Today she
will come." 

And so thinking, he saw it all in the most vivid colors: He is sitting
on the bed in his room, in the darkness, waiting. Every sound on
the stairs makes his heart beat faster, and he asks himself, "Why?
I'm not in love with her, am I?" 

And then it is really she; he recognizes the light, swimming step.
He gets up and kindles the lamp on the table. She, meanwhile,
pauses on the other side of the door. She is catching her breath; the

1 flight of stairs is a long one. She is putting her hair in order; she
stops and peeps in through the keyhole. Then she taps with one
finger on the door, almost inaudibly. 

"Prosze. Come in." 
She opens the door, and asks from the doorway, "Got any stories

for me?" 
"Yes, I have." 
If he hasn't, she turns back. She doesn't like him, she says. In fact

she's frightened of Jews. But she loves his stories. 
Their acquaintance began in Warsaw's Saxony Park, in a downpour

of rain. She stood under a tree. She wore a thin white blouse, and
she had no galoshes on. The tree afforded little protection, and she
kept glancing up through the sparse branches, her face expressing
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mingled fright and hope. As h� was carrying � umbrella, he went 
up to her and offered his assistance. She hesitated. He �lea?ed 
earnestly with her, and finally she yielded. She excused her hesitation: 
there are so many bad people about. ... But his voi�e, she sai?, 
gave her confidence. Encouraged, he offered her his arm; still 
hesitant, she took it and gave him her address. 

As they walked along the streets-he had not the mciney f<:>r a 
droshky-she told him she was a seamstress. (True, he had nouced 
that her fingertips were pitted with tiny holes.) And she learr�ed 
from him that he was a writer. Does he write songs? No, stones. 
Stories! She loves stories! To which he answered that he could tell 
her no end of stories. Would she let him come to see her? No. She 
had no father, and her mother was mean. When she said this, her 
voice trembled a little. The idea! A man coming to visit her, and a­
a Jew at that . She did. not use the word "Jew" easily; sh�, blushed
and threw a comical sideways glance at him. He asked, How do 
you know I'm a Jew?" The eyes, the hair, the way he s�ok�, and­
well-the nose. She giggled. Her voice was pure and childlike; and 
yet the forehead was already wrinkled. . .

During the summer they used t� meet m Saxon� Park. Durmg 
the winter she would steal up to his room, at rare mtervals, for a 
story. When she planned to do that, she would leave a message_ for
him in the morning with the janitor. This very day he had re�e1ved 
such a note from her. Her Polish was illiterate-a dozen mistakes 
on every line-but so childishly warm. 

"Jew, have a story ready for me. But a happy one, with� princess. 
Life is so sad. And you musn't dare to touch me. I'm not mterested 
in you. You are so ugly'. If you 1touch me, I shall scream and run 
away. Do you hear?" . .

And yet he had ways of softening her: the story he 1s telling takes 
on a mournful tone-the king's son and the queen's daughter are 
in danger. The lovers have been driven apart by a terrible slander, 
the work of false people. And if he feels like it, he can _ throw �he 
queen's daughter into a dungeon, while somewhere e�e, m �n. al.1en 
land, the king's son is being led to the gallows. They re the victims 
of a horrible frame-up. And then the listener throws hers�lf on h�r 
knees before him and catches his hand; or she strokes his face m 
sheer pity for the unfortunate lover_s. The?, for one �iss on the lips,
he conjures away the dangers and bnngs prmce and prmcess together 
to the strains of the wedding march. 

Why does he do that? What does he want her kiss fo_r? . 
He is sorry for it every time it happens-and yet there 1s somethmg 
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Yantek obeys. 
"Yantek, put on the robe, tie up the girdle, put on the skullcap." 
Yantek obeys. 
''.Give him a chair. Yantek, sit down!" 
Yantek sits down in robe and skullcap. 
"Open the Haggadah and say the prayers with us." 
The celebrants tremble and mumble the prayers, and Yantek 

murmurs with them. Suddenly, the door is broken open. It is the 
old story. They have come to look for the corpse they planted under 
the table-there is no sign of it. The intruders withdraw, baffied and 
ashamed. 

The Baal Shem turns to the resurrected corpse: 
"Yantek! Close your eyes again, and go to the cemetery and bury 

yourself. And because it has been your privilege to wear a Jewish 
prayer robe, and say a Jewish prayer, your resting place will be the 
Jewish cemetery. And when you meet Father Abraham, you will say 
to him-" 

A light tap on the door. 
"Come in." 
"Got any stories?" 
"All kinds." 

1903 (translated by Maurice Samuel) 

 




