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Praise for Collected Stories

‘It should be read by everyone’

Daily Telegraph

‘This anthology underlines her status as a genuinely brilliant modern writer’
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‘Ozick is a daring writer [who] merges fantasy and fable with comedy and melodrama in ways which are always unexpected and often brilliant … Ozick [is] the magician of words’

Literary Review

‘For some time, Cynthia Ozick has been writing stories … With realism and observation of a high degree … The sureness with which she can drop you into a life, a century, a misery, is compelling’

Todd McEwen, Guardian

‘It is no hyperbole to suggest that Cynthia Ozick is possibly the finest literary stylist writing today’

Jewish Chronicle
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The Pagan Rabbi

Rabbi Jacob said: ‘He who is walking along and studying, but then breaks off to remark, “How lovely is that tree!” or “How beautiful is that fallow field!” – Scripture regards such a one as having hurt his own being.’

– from The Ethics of the Fathers

When I heard that Isaac Kornfeld, a man of piety and brains, had hanged himself in the public park, I put a token in the subway stile and journeyed out to see the tree.

We had been classmates in the rabbinical seminary. Our fathers were both rabbis. They were also friends, but only in a loose way of speaking: in actuality our fathers were enemies. They vied with one another in demonstrations of charitableness, in the captious glitter of their scholia, in the number of their adherents. Of the two, Isaac’s father was the milder. I was afraid of my father; he had a certain disease of the larynx, and if he even uttered something so trivial as ‘Bring the tea’ to my mother, it came out splintered, clamorous, and vindictive.

Neither man was philosophical in the slightest. It was the one thing they agreed on. ‘Philosophy is an abomination,’ Isaac’s father used to say. ‘The Greeks were philosophers, but they remained children playing with their dolls. Even Socrates, a monotheist, nevertheless sent money down to the temple to pay for incense to their doll.’

‘Idolatry is the abomination,’ Isaac argued, ‘not philosophy.’

‘The latter is the corridor to the former,’ his father said.

My own father claimed that if not for philosophy I would never have been brought to the atheism which finally led me to withdraw, in my second year, from the seminary. The trouble was not philosophy – I had none of Isaac’s talent: his teachers later said of him that his imagination was so remarkable he could concoct holiness out of the fine line of a serif. On the day of his funeral the president of his college was criticized for having commented that, although a suicide could not be buried in consecrated earth, whatever earth enclosed Isaac Kornfeld was ipso facto consecrated. It should be noted that Isaac hanged himself several weeks short of his thirty-sixth birthday; he was then at the peak of his renown; and the president, of course, did not know the whole story. He judged by Isaac’s reputation, which was at no time more impressive than just before his death.

I judged by the same, and marvelled that all that holy genius and intellectual surprise should in the end be raised no higher than the next-to-lowest limb of a delicate young oak, with burly roots like the toes of a gryphon exposed in the wet ground.

The tree was almost alone in a long rough meadow, which sloped down to a bay filled with sickly clams and a bad smell. The place was called Trilham’s Inlet, and I knew what the smell meant: that cold brown water covered half the city’s turds.

On the day I came to see the tree the air was bleary with fog. The weather was well into autumn and, though it was Sunday, the walks were empty. There was something historical about the park just then, with its rusting grasses and deserted monuments. In front of a soldiers’ cenotaph a plastic wreath left behind months before by some civic parade stood propped against a stone frieze of identical marchers in the costume of an old war. A banner across the wreath’s belly explained that the purpose of war is peace. At the margins of the park they were building a gigantic highway. I felt I was making my way across a battlefield silenced by the victory of the peace machines. The bulldozers had bitten far into the park, and the rolled carcasses of the sacrificed trees were already cut up into logs. There were dozens of felled maples, elms, and oaks. Their moist inner wheels breathed out a fragrance of barns, countryside, decay.

In the bottom-most meadow fringing the water I recognized the tree which had caused Isaac to sin against his own life. It looked curiously like a photograph – not only like that newspaper photograph I carried warmly in my pocket, which showed the field and its markers – the drinking-fountain a few yards off, the ruined brick wall of an old estate behind. The caption-writer had particularly remarked on the ‘rope’. But the rope was no longer there; the widow had claimed it. It was his own prayer shawl that Isaac, a short man, had thrown over the comely neck of the next-to-lowest limb. A Jew is buried in his prayer shawl; the police had handed it over to Sheindel. I observed that the bark was rubbed at that spot. The tree lay back against the sky like a licked postage stamp. Rain began to beat it flatter yet. A stench of sewage came up like a veil in the nostril. It seemed to me I was a man in a photograph standing next to a grey blur of tree. I would stand through eternity beside Isaac’s guilt if I did not run, so I ran that night to Sheindel herself.

I loved her at once. I am speaking now of the first time I saw her, though I don’t exclude the last. The last – the last together with Isaac – was soon after my divorce; at one stroke I left my wife and my cousin’s fur business to the small upstate city in which both had repined. Suddenly Isaac and Sheindel and two babies appeared in the lobby of my hotel – they were passing through: Isaac had a lecture engagement in Canada. We sat under scarlet neon and Isaac told how my father could now not speak at all.

‘He keeps his vow,’ I said.

‘No, no, he’s a sick man,’ Isaac said. ‘An obstruction in the throat.’

‘I’m the obstruction. You know what he said when I left the seminary. He meant it, never mind how many years it is. He’s never addressed a word to me since.’

‘We were reading together. He blamed the reading, who can blame him? Fathers like ours don’t know how to love. They live too much indoors.’

It was an odd remark, though I was too much preoccupied with my own resentments to notice. ‘It wasn’t what we read,’ I objected. ‘Torah tells that an illustrious man doesn’t have an illustrious son. Otherwise he wouldn’t be humble like other people. This much scholarly stuffing I retain. Well, so my father always believed he was more illustrious than anybody, especially more than your father. Therefore,’ I delivered in Talmudic cadence, ‘what chance did I have? A nincompoop and no Sitzfleish. Now you, you could answer questions that weren’t even invented yet. Then you invented them.’

‘Torah isn’t a spade,’ Isaac said. ‘A man should have a livelihood. You had yours.’

‘The pelt of a dead animal isn’t a living either, it’s an indecency.’

All the while Sheindel was sitting perfectly still; the babies, female infants in long stockings, were asleep in her arms. She wore a dark thick woollen hat – it was July – that covered every part of her hair. But I had once seen it in all its streaming black shine.

‘And Jane?’ Isaac asked finally.

‘Speaking of dead animals. Tell my father – he won’t answer a letter, he won’t come to the telephone – that in the matter of the marriage he was right, but for the wrong reason. If you share a bed with a Puritan you’ll come into it cold and you’ll go out of it cold. Listen, Isaac, my father calls me an atheist, but between the conjugal sheets every Jew is a believer in miracles, even the lapsed.’

He said nothing then. He knew I envied him his Sheindel and his luck. Unlike our fathers, Isaac had never condemned me for my marriage, which his father regarded as his private triumph over my father, and which my father, in his public defeat, took as an occasion for declaring me as one dead. He rent his clothing and sat on a stool for eight days, while Isaac’s father came to watch him mourn, secretly satisfied, though aloud he grieved for all apostates. Isaac did not like my wife. He called her a tall yellow straw. After we were married he never said a word against her, but he kept away.

I went with my wife to his wedding. We took the early train down especially, but when we arrived the feast was well under way, and the guests far into the dancing.

‘Look, look, they don’t dance together,’ Jane said.

‘Who?’

‘The men and the women. The bride and the groom.’

‘Count the babies,’ I advised. ‘The Jews are also Puritans, but only in public.’

The bride was enclosed all by herself on a straight chair in the centre of a spinning ring of young men. The floor heaved under their whirl. They stamped, the chandeliers shuddered, the guests cried out, the young men with linked arms spiralled and their skullcaps came flying off like centrifugal balloons. Isaac, a mist of black suit, a stamping foot, was lost in the planet’s wake of black suits and emphatic feet. The dancing young men shouted bridal songs, the floor leaned like a plate, the whole room teetered.

Isaac had told me something of Sheindel. Before now I had never seen her. Her birth was in a concentration camp, and they were about to throw her against the electrified fence when an army mobbed the gate; the current vanished from the terrible wires, and she had nothing to show for it afterwards but a mark on her cheek like an asterisk, cut by a barb. The asterisk pointed to certain dry footnotes: she had no mother to show, she had no father to show, but she had, extraordinarily, God to show – she was known to be, for her age and sex, astonishingly learned. She was only seventeen.

‘What pretty hair she has,’ Jane said.

Now Sheindel was dancing with Isaac’s mother. All the ladies made a fence, and the bride, twirling with her mother-in-law, lost a shoe and fell against the long laughing row. The ladies lifted their glistering breasts in their lacy dresses and laughed; the young men, stamping two by two, went on shouting their wedding songs. Sheindel danced without her shoe, and the black river of her hair followed her.

‘After today she’ll have to hide it all,’ I explained.

Jane asked why.

‘So as not to be a temptation to men,’ I told her, and covertly looked for my father. There he was, in a shadow, apart. My eyes discovered his eyes. He turned his back and gripped his throat.

‘It’s a very anthropological experience,’ Jane said.

‘A wedding is a wedding,’ I answered her, ‘among us even more so.’

‘Is that your father over there, that little scowly man?’

To Jane all Jews were little. ‘My father the man of the cloth. Yes.’

‘A wedding is not a wedding,’ said Jane: we had had only a licence and a judge with bad breath.

‘Everybody marries for the same reason.’

‘No,’ said my wife. ‘Some for love and some for spite.’

‘And everybody for bed.’

‘Some for spite,’ she insisted.

‘I was never cut out for a man of the cloth,’ I said. ‘My poor father doesn’t see that.’

‘He doesn’t speak to you.’

‘A technicality. He’s losing his voice.’

‘Well, he’s not like you. He doesn’t do it for spite,’ Jane said.

‘You don’t know him,’ I said.

He lost it altogether the very week Isaac published his first remarkable collection of responsa. Isaac’s father crowed like a passionate rooster, and packed his wife and himself off to the Holy Land to boast on the holy soil. Isaac was a little relieved; he had just been made Professor of Mishnaic History, and his father’s whims and pretences and foolish rivalries were an embarrassment. It is easy to honour a father from afar, but bitter to honour one who is dead. A surgeon cut out my father’s voice, and he died without a word.

Isaac and I no longer met. Our ways were too disparate. Isaac was famous, if not in the world, certainly in the kingdom of jurists and scholars. By this time I had acquired a partnership in a small book store in a basement. My partner sold me his share, and I put up a new sign: ‘The Book Cellar’; for reasons more obscure than filial (all the same I wished my father could have seen it) I established a department devoted especially to not-quite-rare theological works, chiefly in Hebrew and Aramaic, though I carried some Latin and Greek. When Isaac’s second volume reached my shelves (I had now expanded to street level), I wrote him to congratulate him, and after that we corresponded, not with any regularity. He took to ordering all his books from me, and we exchanged awkward little jokes. ‘I’m still in the jacket business,’ I told him, ‘but now I feel I’m where I belong. Last time I went too fur.’ ‘Sheindel is well, and Naomi and Esther have a sister,’ he wrote. And later: ‘Naomi, Esther, and Miriam have a sister.’ And still later: ‘Naomi, Esther, Miriam, and Ophra have a sister.’ It went on until there were seven girls. ‘There’s nothing in Torah that prevents an illustrious man from having illustrious daughters,’ I wrote him when he said he had given up hope of another rabbi in the family. ‘But where do you find seven illustrious husbands?’ he asked. Every order brought another quip, and we bantered back and forth in this way for some years.

I noticed that he read everything. Long ago he had inflamed my taste, but I could never keep up. No sooner did I catch his joy in Saadia Gaon than he had already sprung ahead to Yehudah Halevi. One day he was weeping with Dostoevsky and the next leaping in the air over Thomas Mann. He introduced me to Hegel and Nietzsche while our fathers wailed. His mature reading was no more peaceable than those frenzies of his youth, when I would come upon him in an abandoned classroom at dusk, his stocking feet on the windowsill, the light already washed from the lowest city clouds, wearing the look of a man half-sotted with print.

But when the widow asked me – covering a certain excess of alertness or irritation – whether to my knowledge Isaac had lately been ordering any books on horticulture, I was astonished.

‘He bought so much,’ I demurred.

‘Yes, yes, yes,’ she said. ‘How could you remember?’

She poured the tea and then, with a discreetness of gesture, lifted my dripping raincoat from the chair where I had thrown it and took it out of the room. It was a crowded apartment, not very neat, far from slovenly, cluttered with dolls and tiny dishes and an array of tricycles. The dining table was as large as a desert. An old-fashioned crocheted lace runner divided it into two nations, and on the end of this, in the neutral zone, so to speak, Sheindel had placed my cup. There was no physical relic of Isaac: not even a book.

She returned. ‘My girls are all asleep, we can talk. What an ordeal for you, weather like this and going out so far to that place.’

It was impossible to tell whether she was angry or not. I had rushed in on her like the rainfall itself, scattering drops, my shoes stuck all over with leaves.

‘I comprehend exactly why you went out there. The impulse of a detective,’ she said. Her voice contained an irony that surprised me. It was brilliantly and unmistakably accented, and because of this jaggedly precise. It was as if every word emitted a quick white thread of great purity, like hard silk, which she was then obliged to bite cleanly off. ‘You went to find something? An atmosphere? The sadness itself?’

‘There was nothing to see,’ I said, and thought I was lunatic to have put myself in her way.

‘Did you dig in the ground? He might have buried a note for goodbye.’

‘Was there a note?’ I asked, startled.

‘He left nothing behind for ordinary humanity like yourself.’

I saw she was playing with me. ‘Rebbetzin Kornfeld,’ I said, standing up, ‘forgive me. My coat, please, and I’ll go.’

‘Sit,’ she commanded. ‘Isaac read less lately, did you notice that?’

I gave her a civil smile. ‘All the same he was buying more and more.’

‘Think,’ she said. ‘I depend on you. You’re just the one who might know. I had forgotten this. God sent you perhaps.’

‘Rebbetzin Kornfeld, I’m only a bookseller.’

‘God in his judgment sent me a bookseller. For such a long time Isaac never read at home. Think! Agronomy?’

‘I don’t remember anything like that. What would a Professor of Mishnaic History want with agronomy?’

‘If he had a new book under his arm he would take it straight to the seminary and hide it in his office.’

‘I mailed to his office. If you like I can look up some of the titles—’

‘You were in the park and you saw nothing?’

‘Nothing.’ Then I was ashamed. ‘I saw the tree.’

‘And what is that? A tree is nothing.’

‘Rebbetzin Kornfeld,’ I pleaded, ‘it’s a stupidity that I came here. I don’t know myself why I came, I beg your pardon, I had no idea—’

‘You came to learn why Isaac took his life. Botany? Or even, please listen, even mycology? He never asked you to send something on mushrooms? Or having to do with herbs? Manure? Flowers? A certain kind of agricultural poetry? A book about gardening? Forestry? Vegetables? Cereal growing?’

‘Nothing, nothing like that,’ I said excitedly. ‘Rebbetzin Kornfeld, your husband was a rabbi!’

‘I know what my husband was. Something to do with vines? Arbours? Rice? Think, think, think! Anything to do with land – meadows – goats – a farm, hay – anything at all, anything rustic or lunar—’

‘Lunar! My God! Was he a teacher or a nurseryman? Goats! Was he a furrier? Sheindel, are you crazy? I was the furrier! What do you want from the dead?’

Without a word she replenished my cup, though it was more than half full, and sat down opposite me, on the other side of the lace boundary line. She leaned her face into her palms, but I saw her eyes. She kept them wide.

‘Rebbetzin Kornfeld,’ I said, collecting myself, ‘with a tragedy like this—’

‘You imagine I blame the books. I don’t blame the books, whatever they were. If he had been faithful to his books he would have lived.’

‘He lived,’ I cried, ‘in books, what else?’

‘No,’ said the widow.

‘A scholar. A rabbi. A remarkable Jew!’

At this she spilled a furious laugh. ‘Tell me, I have always been very interested and shy to inquire. Tell me about your wife.’

I intervened: ‘I haven’t had a wife in years.’

‘What are they like, those people?’

‘They’re exactly like us, if you can think what we would be if we were like them.’

‘We are not like them. Their bodies are more to them than ours are to us. Our books are holy, to them their bodies are holy.’

‘Jane’s was so holy she hardly ever let me get near it,’ I muttered to myself.

‘Isaac used to run in the park, but he lost his breath too quickly. Instead he read in a book about runners with hats made of leaves.’

‘Sheindel, Sheindel, what did you expect of him? He was a student, he sat and he thought, he was a Jew.’

She thrust her hands flat. ‘He was not.’

I could not reply. I looked at her merely. She was thinner now than in her early young-womanhood, and her face had an in-between cast, poignant still at the mouth and jaw, beginning to grow coarse on either side of the nose.

‘I think he was never a Jew,’ she said.

I wondered whether Isaac’s suicide had unbalanced her.

‘I’ll tell you a story,’ she resumed. ‘A story about stories. These were the bedtime stories Isaac told Naomi and Esther: about mice that danced and children who laughed: When Miriam came he invented a speaking cloud. With Ophra it was a turtle that married a blade of withered grass. By Leah’s time the stones had tears for their leglessness. Rebecca cried because of a tree that turned into a girl and could never grow colours again in autumn. Shiphrah, the littlest, believes that a pig has a soul.’

‘My own father used to drill me every night in sacred recitation. It was a terrible childhood.’

‘He insisted on picnics. Each time we went farther and farther into the country. It was a madness. Isaac never troubled to learn to drive a car, and there was always a clumsiness of baskets to carry and a clutter of buses and trains and seven exhausted wild girls. And he would look for special places – we couldn’t settle just here or there, there had to be a brook or such-and-such a slope or else a little grove. And then, though he said it was all for the children’s pleasure, he would leave them and go off alone and never come back until sunset, when everything was spilled and the air freezing and the babies crying.’

‘I was a grown man before I had the chance to go on a picnic,’ I admitted.

‘I’m speaking of the beginning,’ said the widow. ‘Like you, wasn’t I fooled? I was fooled, I was charmed. Going home with our baskets of berries and flowers we were a romantic huddle. Isaac’s stories on those nights were full of dark invention. May God preserve me, I even begged him to write them down. Then suddenly he joined a club, and Sunday mornings he was up and away before dawn.’

‘A club? So early? What library opens at that hour?’ I said, stunned that a man like Isaac should ally himself with anything so doubtful.

‘Ah, you don’t follow, you don’t follow. It was a hiking club, they met under the moon. I thought it was a pity, the whole week Isaac was so inward, he needed air for the mind. He used to come home too fatigued to stand. He said he went for the landscape. I was like you, I took what I heard, I heard it all and never followed. He resigned from the hikers finally, and I believed all that strangeness was finished. He told me it was absurd to walk at such a pace, he was a teacher and not an athlete. Then he began to write.’

‘But he always wrote,’ I objected.

‘Not this way. What he wrote was only fairy tales. He kept at it and for a while he neglected everything else. It was the strangeness in another form. The stories surprised me, they were so poor and dull. They were a little like the ideas he used to scare the girls with, but choked all over with notes, appendices, prefaces. It struck me then he didn’t seem to understand he was only doing fairy tales. Yet they were really very ordinary – full of sprites, nymphs, gods, everything ordinary and old.’

‘Will you let me see them?’

‘Burned, all burned.’

‘Isaac burned them?’

‘You don’t think I did! I see what you think.’

It was true that I was marvelling at her hatred. I supposed she was one of those born to dread imagination. I was overtaken by a coldness for her, though the sight of her small hands with their tremulous staves of fingers turning and turning in front of her face like a gate on a hinge reminded me of where she was born and who she was. She was an orphan and had been saved by magic and had a terror of it. The coldness fled. ‘Why should you be bothered by little stories?’ I inquired. ‘It wasn’t the stories that killed him.’

‘No, no, not the stories,’ she said. ‘Stupid corrupt things. I was glad when he gave them up. He piled them in the bathtub and lit them with a match. Then he put a notebook in his coat pocket and said he would walk in the park. Week after week he tried all the parks in the city. I didn’t dream what he could be after. One day he took the subway and rode to the end of the line, and this was the right park at last. He went every day after class. An hour going, an hour back. Two, three in the morning he came home. “Is it exercise?” I said. I thought he might be running again. He used to shiver with the chill of night and the dew. “No, I sit quite still,” he said. “Is it more stories you do out there?” “No, I only jot down what I think.” “A man should meditate in his own house, not by night near bad water,” I said. Six, seven in the morning he came home. I asked him if he meant to find his grave in that place.’

She broke off with a cough, half artifice and half resignation, so loud that it made her crane towards the bedrooms to see if she had awakened a child. ‘I don’t sleep any more,’ she told me. ‘Look around you. Look, look everywhere, look on the windowsills. Do you see any plants, any common house plants? I went down one evening and gave them to the garbage collector. I couldn’t sleep in the same space with plants. They are like little trees. Am I deranged? Take Isaac’s notebook and bring it back when you can.’

I obeyed. In my own room, a sparse place, with no ornaments but a few pretty stalks in pots, I did not delay and seized the notebook. It was a tiny affair, three inches by five, with ruled pages that opened on a coiled wire. I read searchingly, hoping for something not easily evident. Sheindel by her melancholy innuendo had made me believe that in these few sheets Isaac had revealed the reason for his suicide. But it was all a disappointment. There was not a word of any importance. After a while I concluded that, whatever her motives, Sheindel was playing with me again. She meant to punish me for asking the unaskable. My inquisitiveness offended her; she had given me Isaac’s notebook not to enlighten but to rebuke. The handwriting was recognizable yet oddly formed, shaky and even senile, like that of a man outdoors and deskless who scribbles in his palm or on his lifted knee or leaning on a bit of bark; and there was no doubt that the wrinkled leaves, with their ragged corners, had been in and out of someone’s pocket. So I did not mistrust Sheindel’s mad anecdote; this much was true: a park, Isaac, a notebook, all at once, but signifying no more than that a professor with a literary turn of mind had gone for a walk. There was even a green stain straight across one of the quotations, as if the pad had slipped grasswards and been trodden on.

I have forgotten to mention that the notebook, though scantily filled, was in three languages. The Greek I could not read at all, but it had the shape of verse. The Hebrew was simply a miscellany, drawn mostly from Leviticus and Deuteronomy. Among these I found the following extracts, transcribed not quite verbatim:

Ye shall utterly destroy all the places of the gods, upon the high mountains, and upon the hills, and under every green tree.

And the soul that turneth after familiar spirits to go a-whoring after them, I will cut him off from among his people.

These, of course, were ordinary unadorned notes, such as any classroom lecturer might commonly make to remind himself of the text, with a phrase cut out here and there for the sake of speeding his hand. Or I thought it possible that Isaac might at that time have been preparing a paper on the Talmudic commentaries for these passages. Whatever the case, the remaining quotations, chiefly from English poetry, interested me only slightly more. They were the elegiac favourites of a closeted Romantic. I was repelled by Isaac’s Nature: it wore a capital letter, and smelled like my own Book Cellar. It was plain to me that he had lately grown painfully academic: he could not see a weed’s tassel without finding a classical reference for it. He had put down a snatch of Byron, a smudge of Keats (like his Scriptural copyings, these too were quick and fragmented), a pair of truncated lines from Tennyson, and this unmarked and clumsy quatrain:

And yet all is not taken. Still one Dryad

Flits through the wood, one Oread skims the hill;

White in the whispering stream still gleams a Naiad;

The beauty of the earth is haunted still.

All of this was so cloying and mooning and ridiculous, and so pedantic besides, that I felt ashamed for him. And yet there was almost nothing else, nothing to redeem him and nothing personal, only a sentence or two in his rigid self-controlled scholar’s style, not unlike the starched little jokes of our correspondence. ‘I am writing at dusk sitting on a stone in Trilham’s Inlet Park, within sight of Trilham’s Inlet, a bay to the north of the city, and within two yards of a slender tree, Quercus velutina, the age of which, should one desire to measure it, can be ascertained by (God forbid) cutting the bole and counting the rings. The man writing is thirty-five years old and ageing too rapidly, which may be ascertained by counting the rings under his poor myopic eyes.’ Below this, deliberate and readily more legible than the rest, appeared three curious words:

Great Pan lives.

That was all. In a day or so I returned the notebook to Sheindel. I told myself that she had seven orphans to worry over, and repressed my anger at having been cheated.

She was waiting for me. ‘I am so sorry, there was a letter in the notebook, it had fallen out. I found it on the carpet after you left.’

‘Thank you, no,’ I said. ‘I’ve read enough out of Isaac’s pockets.’

‘Then why did you come to see me to begin with?’

‘I came,’ I said, ‘just to see you.’

‘You came for Isaac.’ But she was more mocking than distraught. ‘I gave you everything you needed to see what happened and still you don’t follow. Here.’ She held out a large law-sized paper. ‘Read the letter.’

‘I’ve read his notebook. If everything I need to fathom Isaac is in the notebook I don’t need the letter.’

‘It’s a letter he wrote to explain himself,’ she persisted.

‘You told me Isaac left you no notes.’

‘It was not written to me.’

I sat down on one of the dining-room chairs and Sheindel put the page before me on the table. It lay face up on the lace divider. I did not look at it.

‘It’s a love letter,’ Sheindel whispered. ‘When they cut him down they found the notebook in one pocket and the letter in the other.’

I did not know what to say.

‘The police gave me everything,’ Sheindel said. ‘Everything to keep.’

‘A love letter?’ I repeated.

‘That is what such letters are commonly called.’

‘And the police – they gave it to you, and that was the first you realized what’ – I floundered after the inconceivable – ‘what could be occupying him?’

‘What could be occupying him,’ she mimicked. ‘Yes. Not until they took the letter and the notebook out of his pocket.’

‘My God. His habit of life, his mind … I can’t imagine it. You never guessed?’

‘No.’

‘These trips to the park—’

‘He had become aberrant in many ways. I have described them to you.’

‘But the park! Going off like that, alone – you didn’t think he might be meeting a woman?’

‘It was not a woman.’

Disgust like a powder clotted my nose. ‘Sheindel, you’re crazy.’

‘I’m crazy, is that it? Read his confession! Read it! How long can I be the only one to know this thing? Do you want my brain to melt? Be my confidant,’ she entreated so unexpectedly that I held my breath.

‘You’ve said nothing to anyone?’

‘Would they have recited such eulogies if I had? Read the letter!’

‘I have no interest in the abnormal,’ I said coldly.

She raised her eyes and watched me for the smallest space. Without any change in the posture of her suppliant head her laughter began; I have never since heard sounds like those – almost mouselike in density for fear of waking her sleeping daughters, but so rational in intent that it was like listening to astonished sanity rendered into a cackling fugue. She kept it up for a minute and then calmed herself. ‘Please sit where you are. Please pay attention. I will read the letter to you myself.’

She plucked the page from the table with an orderly gesture. I saw that this letter had been scrupulously prepared; it was closely written. Her tone was cleansed by scorn.

‘“My ancestors were led out of Egypt by the hand of God,”’ she read.

‘Is this how a love letter starts out?’

She moved on resolutely. ‘“We were guilty of so-called abominations well-described elsewhere. Other peoples have been nourished on their mythologies. For aeons we have been weaned from all traces of the same.”’

I felt myself becoming impatient. The fact was I had returned with a single idea: I meant to marry Isaac’s widow when enough time had passed to make it seemly. It was my intention to court her with great subtlety at first, so that I would not appear to be presuming on her sorrow. But she was possessed. ‘Sheindel, why do you want to inflict this treatise on me? Give it to the seminary, contribute it to a symposium of professors.’

‘I would sooner die.’

At this I began to attend in earnest.

‘“I will leave aside the wholly plausible position of so-called animism within the concept of the One God. I will omit a historical illumination of its continuous but covert expression even within the Fence of the Law. Creature, I leave these aside—”’

‘What?’ I yelped.

‘“Creature,”’ she repeated, spreading her nostrils. ‘“What is human history? What is our philosophy? What is our religion? None of these teaches us poor human ones that we are alone in the universe, and even without them we would know that we are not. At a very young age I understood that a foolish man would not believe in a fish had he not had one enter his experience. Innumerable forms exist and have come to our eyes, and to the still deeper eye of the lens of our instruments; from this minute perception of what already is, it is easy to conclude that further forms are possible, that all forms are probable. God created the world not for Himself alone, or I would not now possess this consciousness with which I am enabled to address thee, Loveliness.”’

‘Thee,’ I echoed, and swallowed a sad bewilderment.

‘You must let me go on,’ Sheindel said, and grimly went on. ‘“It is false history, false philosophy, and false religion which declare to us human ones that we live among Things. The arts of physics and chemistry begin to teach us differently, but their way of compassion is new, and finds few to carry fidelity to its logical and beautiful end. The molecules dance inside all forms, and within the molecules dance the atoms, and within the atoms dance still profounder sources of divine vitality. There is nothing that is Dead. There is no Non-life. Holy life subsists even in the stone, even in the bones of dead dogs and dead men. Hence in God’s fecundating Creation there is no possibility of Idolatry, and therefore no possibility of committing this so-called abomination.”’

‘My God, my God,’ I wailed. ‘Enough, Sheindel, it’s more than enough, no more—’

‘There is more,’ she said.

‘I don’t want to hear it.’

‘He stains his character for you? A spot, do you think? You will hear.’ She took up in a voice which all at once reminded me of my father’s: it was unforgiving. ‘“Creature, I rehearse these matters though all our language is as breath to thee; as baubles for the juggler. Where we struggle to understand from day to day, and contemplate the grave for its riddle, the other breeds are born fulfilled in wisdom. Animal races conduct themselves without self-investigations; instinct is a higher and not a lower thing. Alas that we human ones – but for certain pitifully primitive approximations in those few reflexes and involuntary actions left to our bodies – are born bare of instinct! All that we unfortunates must resort to through science, art, philosophy, religion, all our imaginings and tormented strivings, all our meditations and vain questionings, all! – are expressed naturally and rightly in the beasts, the plants, the rivers, the stones. The reason is simple, it is our tragedy: our soul is included in us, it inhabits us, we contain it, when we seek our soul we must seek in ourselves. To see the soul, to confront it – that is divine wisdom. Yet how can we see into our dark selves? With the other races of being it is differently ordered. The soul of the plant does not reside in the chlorophyll, it may roam if it wishes, it may choose whatever form or shape it pleases. Hence the other breeds, being largely free of their soul and able to witness it, can live in peace. To see one’s soul is to know all, to know all is to own the peace our philosophies futilely envisage. Earth displays two categories of soul: the free and the indwelling. We human ones are cursed with the indwelling—”’

‘Stop!’ I cried.

‘I will not,’ said the widow.

‘Please, you told me he burned his fairy tales.’

‘Did I lie to you? Will you say I lied?’

‘Then for Isaac’s sake why didn’t you? If this isn’t a fairy tale what do you want me to think it could be?’

‘Think what you like.’

‘Sheindel,’ I said, ‘I beg you, don’t destroy a dead man’s honour. Don’t look at this thing again, tear it to pieces, don’t continue with it.’

‘I don’t destroy his honour. He had none.’

‘Please! Listen to yourself! My God, who was the man? Rabbi Isaac Kornfeld! Talk of honour! Wasn’t he a teacher? Wasn’t he a scholar?’

‘He was a pagan.’

Her eyes returned without hesitation to their task. She commenced: ‘“All these truths I learned only gradually, against my will and desire. Our teacher Moses did not speak of them; much may be said under this head. It was not out of ignorance that Moses failed to teach about those souls that are free. If I have learned what Moses knew, is this not because we are both men? He was a man, but God addressed him; it was God’s will that our ancestors should no longer be slaves. Yet our ancestors, being stiff-necked, would not have abandoned their slavery in Egypt had they been taught of the free souls. They would have said: ‘Let us stay, our bodies will remain enslaved in Egypt, but our souls will wander at their pleasure in Zion. If the cactus-plant stays rooted while its soul roams, why not also a man?’ And if Moses had replied that only the world of Nature has the gift of the free soul, while man is chained to his, and that a man, to free his soul, must also free the body that is its vessel, they would have scoffed. ‘How is it that men, and men alone, are different from the world of Nature? If this is so, then the condition of men is evil and unjust, and if this condition of ours is evil and unjust in general, what does it matter whether we are slaves in Egypt or citizens in Zion?’ And they would not have done God’s will and abandoned their slavery. Therefore Moses never spoke to them of the free souls, lest the people not do God’s will and go out from Egypt.”’

In an instant a sensation broke in me – it was entirely obscure, there was nothing I could compare it with, and yet I was certain I recognized it. And then I did. It hurtled me into childhood – it was the crisis of insight one experiences when one has just read out, for the first time, that conglomeration of figurines which makes a word. In that moment I penetrated beyond Isaac’s alphabet into his language. I saw that he was on the side of possibility: he was both sane and inspired. His intention was not to accumulate mystery but to dispel it.

‘All that part is brilliant,’ I burst out.

Sheindel meanwhile had gone to the sideboard to take a sip of cold tea that was standing there. ‘In a minute,’ she said, and pursued her thirst. ‘I have heard of drawings surpassing Rembrandt daubed by madmen who when released from the fit couldn’t hold the chalk. What follows is beautiful, I warn you.’

‘The man was a genius.’

‘Yes.’

‘Go on,’ I urged.

She produced for me her clownish jeering smile. She read: ‘“Sometimes in the desert journey on the way they would come to a watering place, and some quick spry boy would happen to glimpse the soul of the spring (which the wild Greeks afterwards called naiad), but not knowing of the existence of the free souls he would suppose only that the moon had cast a momentary beam across the water. Loveliness, with the same innocence of accident I discovered thee. Loveliness, Loveliness.”’

She stopped.

‘Is that all?’

‘There is more.’

‘Read it.’

‘The rest is the love letter.’

‘Is it hard for you?’ But I asked with more eagerness than pity.

‘I was that man’s wife, he scaled the Fence of the Law. For this God preserved me from the electric fence. Read it for yourself.’

Incontinently I snatched the crowded page.

‘“Loveliness, in thee the joy, substantiation, and supernal succour of my theorem. How many hours through how many years I walked over the cilia-forests of our enormous aspirating vegetable-star, this light rootless seed that crawls in its single furrow, this shaggy mazy unimplanted cabbage-head of our earth! – never, all that time, all those days of unfulfilment, a white space like a desert thirst, never, never to grasp. I thought myself abandoned to the intrigue of my folly. At dawn, on a hillock, what seemed the very shape and seizing of the mound’s nature – what was it? Only the haze of the sun-ball growing great through hoarfrost. The oread slipped from me, leaving her illusion; or was never there at all; or was there but for an instant, and ran away. What sly ones the free souls are! They have a comedy we human ones cannot dream: the laughing drunkard feels in himself the shadow of the shadow of the shadow of their wit, and only because he has made himself a vessel, as the two banks and the bed of a rivulet are the naiad’s vessel. A naiad I may indeed have viewed whole: all seven of my daughters were once wading in a stream in a compact but beautiful park, of which I had much hope. The youngest being not yet two, and fretful, the older ones were told to keep her always by the hand, but they did not obey. I, having passed some way into the woods behind, all at once heard a scream and noise of splashes, and caught sight of a tiny body flying down into the water. Running back through the trees I could see the others bunched together, afraid, as the baby dived helplessly, all these little girls frozen in a garland – when suddenly one of them (it was too quick a movement for me to recognize which) darted to the struggler, who was now underwater, and pulled her up, and put an arm around her to soothe her. The arm was blue – blue. As blue as a lake. And fiercely, from my spot on the bank, panting, I began to count the little girls. I counted eight, thought myself not mad but delivered, again counted, counted seven, knew I had counted well before, knew I counted well even now. A blue-armed girl had come to wade among them. Which is to say the shape of a girl. I questioned my daughters: each in her fright believed one of the others had gone to pluck up the tiresome baby. None wore a dress with blue sleeves.”’

‘Proofs,’ said the widow. ‘Isaac was meticulous, he used to account for all his proofs always.’

‘How?’ My hand in tremor rustled Isaac’s letter; the paper bleated as though whipped.

‘By eventually finding a principle to cover them,’ she finished maliciously. ‘Well, don’t rest even for me, you don’t oblige me. You have a long story to go, long enough to make a fever.’

‘Tea,’ I said hoarsely.

She brought me her own cup from the sideboard, and I believed as I drank that I swallowed some of her mockery and gall.

‘Sheindel, for a woman so pious you’re a great sceptic.’ And now the tremor had command of my throat.

‘An atheist’s statement,’ she rejoined. ‘The more piety, the more scepticism. A religious man comprehends this. Superfluity, excess of custom, and superstition would climb like a choking vine on the Fence of the Law if scepticism did not continually hack them away to make freedom for purity.’

I then thought her fully worthy of Isaac. Whether I was worthy of her I evaded putting to myself; instead I gargled some tea and returned to the letter.

‘“It pains me to confess,”’ I read, ‘“how after that I moved from clarity to doubt and back again. I had no trust in my conclusions because all my experiences were evanescent. Everything certain I attributed to some other cause less certain. Every voice out of the moss I blamed on rabbits and squirrels. Every motion among leaves I called a bird, though there positively was no bird. My first sight of the Little People struck me as no more than a shudder of literary delusion, and I determined they could only be an instantaneous crop of mushrooms. But one night, a little after ten o’clock at the crux of summer – the sky still showed strings of light – I was wandering in this place, this place where they will find my corpse—”’

‘Not for my sake,’ said Sheindel when I hesitated.

‘It’s terrible,’ I croaked, ‘terrible.’

‘Withered like a shell,’ she said, as though speaking of the cosmos; and I understood from her manner that she had a fanatic’s acquaintance with this letter, and knew it nearly by heart. She appeared to be thinking the words faster than I could bring them out, and for some reason I was constrained to hurry the pace of my reading.

‘“—where they will find my corpse withered like the shell of an insect,”’ I rushed on. ‘“The smell of putrefaction lifted clearly from the bay. I began to speculate about my own body after I was dead – whether the soul would be set free immediately after the departure of life; or whether only gradually, as decomposition proceeded and more and more of the indwelling soul was released to freedom. But when I considered how a man’s body is no better than a clay pot, a fact which none of our sages has ever contradicted, it seemed to me then that an indwelling soul by its own nature would be obliged to cling to its bit of pottery until the last crumb and grain had vanished into earth. I walked through the ditches of that black meadow grieving and swollen with self-pity. It came to me that while my poor bones went on decaying at their ease, my soul would have to linger inside them, waiting, despairing, longing to join the free ones. I cursed it for its gravity-despoiled, slow, interminably languishing purse of flesh; better to be encased in vapour, in wind, in a hair of a coconut! Who knows how long it takes the body of a man to shrink into gravel, and the gravel into sand, and the sand into vitamin? A hundred years? Two hundred, three hundred? A thousand perhaps! Is it not true that bones nearly intact are constantly being dug up by the paleontologists two million years after burial?” Sheindel,’ I interrupted, ‘this is death, not love. Where’s the love letter to be afraid of here? I don’t find it.’

‘Continue,’ she ordered. And then: ‘You see I’m not afraid.’

‘Not of love?’

‘No. But you recite much too slowly. Your mouth is shaking. Are you afraid of death?’

I did not reply.

‘Continue,’ she said again. ‘Go rapidly. The next sentence begins with an extraordinary thought.’

‘“An extraordinary thought emerged in me. It was luminous, profound, and practical. More than that, it had innumerable precedents; the mythologies had documented it a dozen dozen times over. I recalled all those mortals reputed to have coupled with gods (a collective word, showing much common sense, signifying what our philosophies more abstrusely call Shekhina), and all that poignant miscegenation represented by centaurs, satyrs, mermaids, fauns, and so forth, not to speak of that even more famous mingling in Genesis, whereby the sons of God took the daughters of men for brides, producing giants and possibly also those abortions, leviathan and behemoth, of which we read in Job, along with unicorns and other chimeras and monsters abundant in Scripture, hence far from fanciful. There existed also the example of the succubus Lilith, who was often known to couple in the mediaeval ghetto even with pre-pubescent boys. By all these evidences I was emboldened in my confidence that I was surely not the first man to conceive such a desire in the history of our earth. Creature, the thought that took hold of me was this: if only I could couple with one of the free souls, the strength of the connection would likely wrest my own soul from my body – seize it, as if by a tongs, draw it out, so to say, to its own freedom. The intensity and force of my desire to capture one of these beings now became prodigious. I avoided my wife—”’

Here the widow heard me falter.

‘Please,’ she commanded, and I saw creeping in her face the completed turn of a sneer.

‘“—lest I be depleted of potency at that moment (which might occur in any interval, even, I assumed, in my own bedroom) when I should encounter one of the free souls. I was borne back again and again to the fetid viscosities of the Inlet, borne there as if on the rising stink of my own enduring and tedious putrefaction, the idea of which I could no longer shake off – I envisaged my soul as trapped in my last granule, and that last granule itself perhaps petrified, never to dissolve, and my soul condemned to minister to it throughout eternity! It seemed to me my soul must be released at once or be lost to sweet air forever. In a gleamless dark, struggling with this singular panic, I stumbled from ditch to ditch, strained like a blind dog for the support of solid verticality; and smacked my palm against bark. I looked up and in the black could not fathom the size of the tree – my head lolled forward, my brow met the trunk with all its gravings. I busied my fingers in the interstices of the bark’s cuneiform. Then with forehead flat on the tree, I embraced it with both arms to measure it. My hands united on the other side. It was a young narrow weed, I did not know of what family. I reached to the lowest branch and plucked a leaf and made my tongue travel meditatively along its periphery to assess its shape: oak. The taste was sticky and exaltingly bitter. A jubilation lightly carpeted my groin. I then placed one hand (the other I kept around the tree’s waist, as it were) in the bifurcation (disgustingly termed crotch) of that lowest limb and the elegant and devoutly firm torso, and caressed that miraculous juncture with a certain languor, which gradually changed to vigour. I was all at once savagely alert and deeply daring: I chose that single tree together with the ground near it for an enemy which in two senses would not yield: it would neither give nor give in. ‘Come, come,’ I called aloud to Nature. A wind blew out a braid of excremental malodour into the heated air. ‘Come,’ I called, ‘couple with me, as thou didst with Cadmus, Rhoecus, Tithonus, Endymion, and that king Numa Pompilius to whom thou didst give secrets. As Lilith comes without a sign, so come thou. As the sons of God came to copulate with women, so now let a daughter of Shekhina the Emanation reveal herself to me. Nymph, come now, come now.’

‘“Without warning I was flung to the ground. My face smashed into earth, and a flaky clump of dirt lodged in my open mouth. For the rest, I was on my knees, pressing down on my hands, with the fingernails clutching dirt. A superb ache lined my haunch. I began to weep because I was certain I had been ravished by some sinewy animal. I vomited the earth I had swallowed and believed I was defiled, as it is written: ‘Neither shalt thou lie with any beast.’ I lay sunk in the grass, afraid to lift my head to see if the animal still lurked. Through some curious means I had been fully positioned and aroused and exquisitely sated, all in half a second, in a fashion impossible to explain, in which, though I performed as with my own wife, I felt as if a preternatural rapine had been committed upon me. I continued prone, listening for the animal’s breathing. Meanwhile, though every tissue of my flesh was gratified in its inmost awareness, a marvellous voluptuousness did not leave my body; sensual exultations of a wholly supreme and paradisal order, unlike anything our poets have ever defined, both flared and were intensely satisfied in the same moment. This salubrious and delightful perceptiveness excited my being for some time: a conjoining not dissimilar (in metaphor only; in actuality it cannot be described) from the magical contradiction of the tree and its issuance-of-branch at the point of bifurcation. In me were linked, in the same instant, appetite and fulfilment, delicacy and power, mastery and submissiveness, and other paradoxes of entirely remarkable emotional import.

‘“Then I heard what I took to be the animal treading through the grass quite near my head, all cunningly; it withheld its breathing, then snored it out in a cautious and wisp-like whirr that resembled a light wind through rushes. With a huge energy (my muscular force seemed to have increased) I leaped up in fear of my life; I had nothing to use for a weapon but – oh, laughable! – the pen I had been writing with in a little notebook I always carried about with me in those days (and still keep on my person as a self-shaming souvenir of my insipidness, my bookishness, my pitiable conjecture and wishfulness in a time when, not yet knowing thee, I knew nothing). What I saw was not an animal but a girl no older than my oldest daughter, who was then fourteen. Her skin was as perfect as an eggplant’s and nearly of that colour. In height she was half as tall as I was. The second and third fingers of her hands – this I noticed at once – were peculiarly fused, one slotted into the other, like the ligula of a leaf. She was entirely bald and had no ears but rather a type of gill or envelope, one only, on the left side. Her toes displayed the same oddity I had observed in her fingers. She was neither naked nor clothed – that is to say, even though a part of her body, from hip to just below the breasts (each of which appeared to be a kind of velvety colourless pear, suspended from a very short, almost invisible stem), was luxuriantly covered with a flossy or spore-like material, this was a natural efflorescence in the manner of, with us, hair. All her sexual portion was wholly visible, as in any field flower. Aside from these express deviations, she was commandingly human in aspect, if unmistakably flowerlike. She was, in fact, the reverse of our hackneyed euphuism, as when we say a young girl blooms like a flower – she, on the contrary, seemed a flower transfigured into the shape of the most stupendously lovely child I had ever seen. Under the smallest push of wind she bent at her superlative waist; this, I recognized, and not the exhalations of some lecherous beast, was the breathlike sound that had alarmed me at her approach: these motions of hers made the blades of grass collide. (She herself, having no lungs, did not ‘breathe’.) She stood bobbing joyfully before me, with a face as tender as a morning-glory, strangely phosphorescent: she shed her own light, in effect, and I had no difficulty in confronting her beauty.

‘“Moreover, by experiment I soon learned that she was not only capable of language, but that she delighted in playing with it. This she literally could do – if I had distinguished her hands before anything else, it was because she had held them out to catch my first cry of awe. She either caught my words like balls or let them roll, or caught them and then darted off to throw them into the Inlet. I discovered that whenever I spoke I more or less pelted her; but she liked this, and told me ordinary human speech only tickled and amused, whereas laughter, being highly plosive, was something of an assault. I then took care to pretend much solemnity, though I was lightheaded with rapture. Her own ‘voice’ I apprehended rather than heard – which she, unable to imagine how we human ones are prisoned in sensory perception, found hard to conceive. Her sentences came to me not as a series of differentiated frequencies but (impossible to develop this idea in language) as a diffused cloud of field fragrances; yet to say that I assimilated her thought through the olfactory nerve would be a pedestrian distortion. All the same it was clear that whatever she said reached me in a shimmer of pellucid perfumes, and I understood her meaning with an immediacy of glee and with none of the ambiguities and suspiciousness of motive that surround our human communication.

‘“Through this medium she explained that she was a dryad and that her name was Iripomoňoéià (as nearly as I can render it in our narrowly limited orthography, and in this dunce’s alphabet of ours which is notoriously impervious to odoriferous categories). She told me what I had already seized: that she had given me her love in response to my call.

‘“‘Wilt thou come to any man who calls?’ I asked.

‘“‘All men call, whether realizing it or not. I and my sisters sometimes come to those who do not realize. Almost never, unless for sport, do we come to that man who calls knowingly – he wishes only to inhabit us out of perversity or boastfulness or to indulge a dreamed-of disgust.’

‘“‘Scripture does not forbid sodomy with the plants,’ I exclaimed, but she did not comprehend any of this and lowered her hands so that my words would fly past her uncaught. ‘I too called thee knowingly, not for perversity but for love of Nature.’

‘“‘I have caught men’s words before as they talked of Nature, you are not the first. It is not Nature they love so much as Death they fear. So Coryǐyǐyb my cousin received it in a season not long ago coupling in a harbour with one of your kind, one called Spinoza, one that had catarrh of the lung. I am of Nature and immortal and so I cannot pity your deaths. But return tomorrow and say Iripomoňoéià.’ Then she chased my last word to where she had kicked it, behind the tree. She did not come back. I ran to the tree and circled it diligently but she was lost for that night.

‘“Loveliness, all the foregoing, telling of my life and meditations until now, I have never before recounted to thee or any other. The rest is beyond mean telling: those rejoicings from midnight to dawn, when the greater phosphorescence of the whole shouting sky frightened thee home! How in a trance of happiness we coupled in the ditches, in the long grasses, behind a fountain, under a broken wall, once recklessly on the very pavement, with a bench for roof and trellis! How I was taught by natural arts to influence certain chemistries engendering explicit marvels, blisses, and transports no man has slaked himself with since Father Adam pressed out the forbidden chlorophyll of Eden! Loveliness, Loveliness, none like thee. No brow so sleek, no elbow-crook so fine, no eye so green, no waist so pliant, no limbs so pleasant and acute. None like immortal Iripomoňoéià.

‘“Creature, the moon filled and starved twice, and there was still no end to the glorious archaic newness of Iripomoňoéià.

‘“Then last night. Last night! I will record all with simplicity.

‘“We entered a shallow ditch. In a sweet-smelling voice of extraordinary redolence – so intense in its sweetness that even the barbaric stinks and wind-lifted farts of the Inlet were overpowered by it – Iripomoňoéià inquired of me how I felt without my soul. I replied that I did not know this was my condition. ‘Oh yes, your body is now an empty packet, that is why it is so light. Spring.’ I sprang in air and rose effortlessly. ‘You have spoiled yourself, spoiled yourself with confusions,’ she complained, ‘now by morning your body will be crumpled and withered and ugly, like a leaf in its sere hour, and never again after tonight will this place see you.’ ‘Nymph!’ I roared, amazed by levitation. ‘Oh, oh, that damaged,’ she cried, ‘you hit my eye with that noise,’ and she wafted a deeper aroma, a leek-like mist, one that stung the mucous membranes. A white bruise disfigured her petally lid. I was repentant and sighed terribly for her injury. ‘Beauty marred is for our kind what physical hurt is for yours,’ she reproved me. ‘Where you have pain, we have ugliness. Where you profane yourselves by immorality, we are profaned by ugliness. Your soul has taken leave of you and spoils our pretty game.’ ‘Nymph!’ I whispered, ‘heart, treasure, if my soul is separated how is it I am unaware?’

‘“‘Poor man,’ she answered, ‘you have only to look and you will see the thing.’ Her speech had now turned as acrid as an herb, and all that place reeked bitterly. ‘You know I am a spirit. You know I must flash and dart. All my sisters flash and dart. Of all races we are the quickest. Our very religion is all-of-a-sudden. No one can hinder us, no one may delay us. But yesterday you undertook to detain me in your embrace, you stretched your kisses into years, you called me your treasure and your heart endlessly, your soul in its slow greed kept me close and captive, all the while knowing well how a spirit cannot stay and will not be fixed. I made to leap from you, but your obstinate soul held on until it was snatched straight from your frame and escaped with me. I saw it hurled out onto the pavement, the blue beginning of day was already seeping down, so I ran away and could say nothing until this moment.’

‘“‘My soul is free? Free entirely? And can be seen?’

‘“‘Free. If I could pity any living thing under the sky I would pity you for the sight of your soul. I do not like it, it conjures against me.’

‘“‘My soul loves thee,’ I urged in all my triumph, ‘it is freed from the thousand-year grave!’ I jumped out of the ditch like a frog, my legs had no weight; but the dryad sulked in the ground, stroking her ugly violated eye. ‘Iripomoňoéià, my soul will follow thee with thankfulness into eternity.’

‘“‘I would sooner be followed by the dirty fog. I do not like that soul of yours. It conjures against me. It denies me, it denies every spirit and all my sisters and every nereid of the harbour, it denies all our multiplicity, and all gods diversiform, it spites even Lord Pan, it is an enemy, and you, poor man, do not know your own soul. Go, look at it, there it is on the road.’

‘“I scudded back and forth under the moon.

‘“‘Nothing, only a dusty old man trudging up there.’

‘“‘A quite ugly old man?’

‘“‘Yes, that is all. My soul is not there.’

‘“‘With a matted beard and great fierce eyebrows?’

‘“‘Yes, yes, one like that is walking on the road. He is half bent over under the burden of a dusty old bag. The bag is stuffed with books – I can see their ravelled bindings sticking out.’

‘“‘And he reads as he goes?’

‘“‘Yes, he reads as he goes.’

‘“‘What is it he reads?’

‘“‘Some huge and terrifying volume, heavy as a stone.’ I peered forward in the moonlight. ‘A Tractate. A Tractate of the Mishnah. Its leaves are so worn they break as he turns them, but he does not turn them often because there is much matter on a single page. He is so sad! Such antique weariness broods in his face! His throat is striped from the whip. His cheeks are folded like ancient flags, he reads the Law and breathes the dust.’

‘“‘And are there flowers on either side of the road?’

‘“‘Incredible flowers! Of every colour! And noble shrubs like mounds of green moss! And the cricket crackling in the field. He passes indifferent through the beauty of the field. His nostrils sniff his book as if flowers lay on the clotted page, but the flowers lick his feet. His feet are bandaged, his notched toenails gore the path. His prayer shawl droops on his studious back. He reads the Law and breathes the dust and doesn’t see the flowers and won’t heed the cricket spitting in the field.’

‘“‘That,’ said the dryad, ‘is your soul.’ And was gone with all her odours.

‘“My body sailed up to the road in a single hop. I alighted near the shape of the old man and demanded whether he were indeed the soul of Rabbi Isaac Kornfeld. He trembled but confessed. I asked if he intended to go with his books through the whole future without change, always with his Tractate in his hand, and he answered that he could do nothing else.

‘“‘Nothing else! You, who I thought yearned for the earth! You, an immortal, free, and caring only to be bound to the Law!’

‘“He held a dry arm fearfully before his face, and with the other arm hitched up his merciless bag on his shoulder. ‘Sir,’ he said, still quavering, ‘didn’t you wish to see me with your own eyes?’

‘“‘I know your figure!’ I shrieked. ‘Haven’t I seen that figure a hundred times before? On a hundred roads? It is not mine! I will not have it be mine!’

‘“‘If you had not contrived to be rid of me, I would have stayed with you till the end. The dryad, who does not exist, lies. It was not I who clung to her but you, my body. Sir, all that has no real existence lies. In your grave beside you I would have sung you David’s songs, I would have moaned Solomon’s voice to your last grain of bone. But you expelled me, your ribs exile me from their fate, and I will walk here alone always, in my garden’ – he scratched on his page – ‘with my precious birds’ – he scratched at the letters – ‘and my darling trees’ – he scratched at the tall side-column of commentary.

‘“He was so impudent in his bravery – for I was all fleshliness and he all floppy wraith – that I seized him by the collar and shook him up and down, while the books on his back made a vast rubbing one on the other, and bits of shredding leather flew out like a rain.

‘“‘The sound of the Law,’ he said, ‘is more beautiful than the crickets. The smell of the Law is more radiant than the moss. The taste of the Law exceeds clear water.’

‘“At this nervy provocation – he more than any other knew my despair – I grabbed his prayer shawl by its tassels and whirled around him once or twice until I had unwrapped it from him altogether, and wound it on
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