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Praise for
THE BOOK OF THE UNKNOWN


“Echoes of Isaac Bashevis Singer, Sholom Aleichem and S. Y. Agnon sound throughout this high-concept collection's engaging stories…. Unusual and charming stories that successfully revive a nearly forgotten form of storytelling. One hopes we will hear more of these Lamedh-Vov and their all-too-human struggles and triumphs.”

—Kirkus Reviews




“[Keats's] allegorical world resembles some hybrid of Robin Hood's Sherwood Forest and Shrek's moss-covered environs. Visions of cloaks and pushcarts and thatched roofs abound throughout each wonderful fable as it weaves together mysticism and conflict…. Keats's characters occupy a world where goodness prevails and redemption finds the right person…. This is not our world, but it is most definitely one worth reading.”

—Booklist




“Celebrated conceptual artist Keats returns with brilliant dexterity to the traditional medium of words for his latest offering: a warm and gentle collection of folktales about the intersection between mysticism and magic and the simple verity of human virtue. A contemporary addition to the rich canon of Jewish folklore, The Book of the Unknown reminds us why fairy tales never die, especially when they can be so skillfully redefined by modern-day masters of the form.”

—MARK DUNN, author of Ella Minnow Pea




“The Book of the Unknown is based on ancient Jewish lore and set in premodern Eastern Europe. Add Jonathon Keats's twenty-first-century American sensibility and the result is a delightful and provocative brew—one of a kind.”

—JANET HADDA, author of Isaac Bashevis Singer: A Life and Professor of Yiddish Emerita at UCLA




“In his fantastic and fantastical collection, Jonathon Keats creates an original and captivating world of surprise, where scoundrels are saints and dreams descend on villages like rain. There's mystery and magic on every page, and a deeply inspiring humanity at the heart of every fable. Finally, a writer who understands that adults need fairy tales as much as, if not more than, children.”

—BRET ANTHONY JOHNSTON, author of Corpus Christi: Stories and director of the creative writing program at Harvard University
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Despise no man and deem nothing impossible,
for every man has his hour and every thing its place.

—TALMUD
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AUTHOR'S FOREWORD

Destiny is an accident.

Twenty-three years ago, while I was in graduate school, the stone remains of a lost synagogue were discovered by construction workers in a small German town. The laborers were digging the foundation for an apartment complex, and the landowner, heavily in debt, permitted building to stop for just one week while every Jewish student in the region was dispatched to save all that could be preserved.

There, beneath a scattering of rocks, I found the documents that would make my career, a crypt of interred contracts and commentaries and correspondence, buried beneath the temple because religious law forbade the destruction of any scrap of paper bearing the name of God. From that textual cemetery, or genizdh, I resurrected the traditions and rituals of an extinct Jewish village. The dissertation I wrote established my reputation. By my thirtieth birthday, Id become a leading scholar in my field, lecturing around the world. The only son of immigrants, shtetl peasants whod escaped the Holocaust, I was living the life that my parents had struggled to bequeath, the embodiment of their dreams.

My mother died in 1998, and my father followed her in 2004. By then my books about lost Jewish communities and their hidden rituals were standard texts. I blush to confess that footnotes from my dissertation had become subdisciplines, complete with postdocs and conference sessions. I cringe to admit that my name was cited in papers concerning archeolog-ical offal that would have passed as landfill when I was in school. Even as interest in shtetl life expanded, material dwindled. The field was drifting from the scholarly to the frivolous, and I was, to my chagrin, the honored paterfamilias. As I slouched into middle age, acquiring my father's paunch, I was settling into academic complacence.

It did not have to be that way. That's the shame of it. For nearly a quarter century, I'd retained a secret, holding on to a discovery I'd made while excavating that German genizdh, preserving a fragment that, if my suspicion was right, would eclipse all that I'd yet achieved. Until my father's death, I'd carefully concealed the fragment, and suppressed the suspicion. I had avoided the whole subject because it was so improbable, completely implausible to anyone who wasn't superstitious.

And yet, for all my sober professionalism, I'd never quite dismissed it. Superstition had saved my family. My father had been a deeply superstitious man who'd believed that the years of pogroms could be read in the Sabbath flame, an ancient tradition in his native village. The Nazis had invaded in the year he foretold, and the genocide had begun within months of my parents' arrival on Ellis Island, the town's only survivors.

My father never forgot. Rather than assimilate, he carried the old country within him. He taught me the ways of dybbuks, and showed me how to make sacred amulets. He told me of powerful seraphim unmentioned in Torah. If I paid close attention, he rewarded me with honey cakes. But if I asked too many questions, inquiring about the anatomy of angels or the motivations of demons, he responded with strange tales about a rogue Kabbalist whose curiosity had once unmoored the world.




The Kabbalist was named Yaakov ben Eleazer, and, as I later learned, his legend had many versions. According to some, hed been a prodigy, an orphan whose only yeshiva companions were books with which he held deep discussions on subjects that fellow students could not find when they read the same passages. He memorized the Babylonian Talmud, that great compendium of law and lore, before the beard grew on his chin. Forbidden to study Kabbalah because of his age, he conjured his own version, too arcane for even the rabbis to fathom. Or maybe not. Other stories claimed that he stole sacred Kab-balistic texts from the synagogue library, yet misunderstood them so totally that he rendered them incomprehensible to learned men. By this reckoning, he was not a prodigy scholar but a precocious charlatan.

What nobody disputes is that Yaakov could sing. After his voice broke, mothers kept their daughters well covered in synagogue, wrapped up in mantles and shawls, lest his baritone open wombs and his words gestate children. The women's concerns were unwarranted. Yaakov wasn't training his voice for matinee seduction. He had studied that God sang the world into existence using the sounds of the Hebrew alphabet, and that those syllables, rightly pronounced, were all-powerful. The orphan, lacking every earthly influence, intended to produce that heavenly music in his gullet.

For a time, he must have kept his ambitions sotto voce, as we hear about him again only as a grown man, assistant to the cantor at the synagogue. He kept a small room in the temple attic. Strange noises emanated from that cell at night. Scholars in the adjacent study house claimed they sounded less like prayer than copulation with demons.

Yaakov responded to their accusations by revealing the system that hed been developing since summoning Kabbalah as a child. He believed that the true sounds of the Hebrew alphabet were concealed between the consonants, where ordinary people put vowels. Those vowels, never written in ancient days, muffled the music that carried God's word. He wouldn't explain how to read the music, but, compelled to prove his system, promised to betray a great secret: With the unearthly power his song gave him, he would discover the thirty-six hallowed names of the Lamedh-Vov

Or was this all rumor? Had others simply heard unnatural sounds and assumed that the orphan who'd once conjured, or stolen, Kabbalah was pursuing greater dangers? Either way, the secret of the Lamedh-Vov, the notion that it might be revealed, would have terrified as much as it beguiled.

The Hebrew letters Lamedh and Vov together signify the number thirty-six. That many righteous people are needed at any time, Talmud relates, to justify humanity in the mind of God. Without them, the world would be doomed. Yet, unlike the elect of other religions, these living saints—I use the word saint because no other term in the English language adequately conveys their spiritually elevated status—are necessarily anonymous. Learn the identity of a Lamedh-Vov, and that person would no longer be among the thirty-six; another righteous man or woman somewhere would be called for to keep the world in balance. Why the secrecy? Why are the elect themselves even forbidden from knowing their virtue? The self-righteous are abundant in any time. The saintly are of another order.

By seeking to learn the thirty-six names, then, Yaakov ben Eleazer was putting the world in jeopardy. The Lamedh-Vov have been described as pillars, replaced one at a time on account of death or other events. But to grasp for the entire roster? Yaakov would fell every pillar at once.

Legend claims that he did it. Late one night, as his song peaked, the world lurched. Every scholar in the study house rushed to his room. His cell could not be breached. Ten men together knocked down the door. Yaakov had fallen dead in front of it, struck by the consequences of his deed. The forbidden knowledge died with him, before the pillars could topple, and the world tumble to oblivion.

The scholars, perhaps complicit for not curtailing his experiments, were quick to dispose of the evidence. Fearful of seeing the dreaded list of thirty-six, they gathered all of his papers and books in darkness. Blindly they carried his written belongings, interring them in the genizdh beneath the synagogue, under ancient volumes turned to sod.

Rustling in their hands, the sacred list of names, some say, unsang Yaakov's sins.




This, then, was the folklore, dimly remembered, that came to mind twenty-three years ago as I worked to excavate the old German synagogue, and unearthed, beneath several feet of scriptorial sediment, a pale skin of parchment listing thirty-six people in ancient Hebrew. Already Id observed the name Yaakov ben Eleazer on several genizah documents, though there must have been many Yaakovs born to Eleazers in the day, and I'd merely smiled at the coincidence that he was a scholar of Kabbalah, an amusing anecdote with which to tease my superstitious father. The skin of parchment, however, was less easily laughed away

The thirty-six names appeared not to have been inked in lampblack, but emblazoned with fire. Moreover the lettering resembled no calligraphy I'd ever seen, let alone other writings I'd found in the Kabbalist's fervid hand. There weren't any pen strokes. Every line appeared to have been laid down at once, thirty-six names of men and women, each, in the old fashion, with a town of origin. I was well acquainted with the premod-ern age through my graduate research. I knew the materials and traditions. I'd seen census ledgers and divorce petitions. A list like this didn't fit.

Yet what could I say? Id have been mad to mention Yaakov's legend to my devoutly secular colleagues, and anyway I didn't really believe, I thought, in the Lamedh-Vov Embarrassed by my hesitation over the vellum, I slipped it under my shirt. And mortified by my impulsive theft, I kept it locked in an old suitcase for decades.

I intended to tell my father about it, to show him the list so that he could reassure me that it was not sacred, that the story of Yaakov was myth. But for five years I couldn't confess to him that I'd stolen it, and for eighteen years I couldn't admit to myself that I'd been unable to confess. Then he was dead and I was alone.

While my parents passed more than half their lives in America, my mother had insisted on burial in her family plot near Lodz. In death, my father followed her there, and I accompanied the coffin. Pressed between two starched shirts, I brought the list of thirty-six, intending finally to bury it as well. First, however, out of respect for his cherished superstitions, if not acknowledgment of my own latent beliefs, I vowed to visit one town on the list, to see if I could find any trace of saintli-ness.

The closest was a village of several hundred people. I set out the day after the funeral. In my rented sedan, I was conspicuous. Was I lost? Why had I come? In my adult life, I've never felt as dumb as I did then, when, as if by way of explanation, I mumbled the name of a man who'd supposedly lived there centuries before.

I was met with incredulity. Silently I was brought to the tavern by the villagers who'd found me, and poured a draft of beer. They repeated my words to the aged barkeep. Her voice, barely audible at first, gradually recovered youth as she told me an old folktale, localest of local legends, about a fool with that name.

I missed my return flight, rescheduled twice. I lived in that village for weeks. I asked all the people whod ever heard the legend to relate it as they remembered it. I asked each of them if they knew any of the other names on my list. I asked if theyd ever heard of Yaakov ben Eleazer. They had not. Yet when I told them the tradition of the Lamedh-Vov, they didn't find surprising the inclusion of their local idiot, whose foolishness, they believed, brought the village wisdom.

Naturally, I was familiar with the idea that the Lamedh-Vov were people who appeared insignificant. The beauty of the tradition, perhaps its lesson, was that saintliness, unlike heroism, is quotidian. The Lamedh-Vov were said to be chimney sweeps and water carriers, humble folks untutored in ethics. Why not also an idiot? Thoughtless deeds, even acts deemed wicked, may do right, though the merits may never be apparent. Talmud instructs followers to praise God for good and evil alike. I was not one to judge a Lamedh-Vov. With copious notes and a hastily arranged sabbatical, I traveled to the next village on Yaakov's numinous itinerary.

In every town the beer was differently brewed, yet the response was similar when I named a Lamedh-Vov. People didn't think of these figures as saintly: One was a thief, another a whore, and yet another, God forbid, a false Messiah. I was sometimes unable to discern the good in their deeds, yet the villagers, hearing for the first time about the list of thirty-six, always did. And, after all, the stories had sustained them. I was merely a folkloric tourist, rolling through in a rented sedan.

Twelve villages in twelve months. I intended to return from my sabbatical with material to write an academic study of folklore and history. I thought I'd examine the epistemological status of collective memory, the ontology of living myth. I would reinvigorate my career, revive my field. My pen went dry I had no theories, only stories.

In these pages are the dozen that I've collected, as I remember them being told. They came to me gradually, one at a time, and perhaps that is how they should be read. I'm somewhere in the world searching for others now. I have resigned my academic positions. Some will accuse me of slipping into mysticism. Others will dismiss me, itinerant that I've become, as a wandering Jew. I accept these epithets, and request only to be let go. Do not seek me. I cannot say if I'll ever return. I don't pretend to know what I'm doing, but I will follow my calling.




The reader will observe that I have omitted the saints' names. Instead I identify them by the letters of the Hebrew alphabet—alef beit, gimmel, dalet, heyh, vov—once used to count. Perhaps I'm as touched as my poor father. These saints are long gone; others survive today. However, these old names, the fleeting knowledge of them by one man, nearly brought the world to an end. As Yaakov ben Eleazer discovered, the secrecy is sacred. These are the Lamedh-Vov Their lives are passages in the book of the unknown.

JAY KATZ, PH.D.

February 2008
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Everybody knew that Alef was a fool. By trade he was a fisherman, but folks had seen a lowly carp outsmart him. Even the fish that Alef landed seldom made it past his fellow sailors, who took turns at snookering him, to decide who among them was smartest. One might lead him to believe that the rock cod in his bucket would dry to stone, and generously offer to trade it for a worm with which to try his luck again. Another might persuade him that his flounder was no odd fish, but rather the castaway face of a diver gone too long underwater, and graciously volunteer to return it to its rightful owner. To all these propositions, Alef eagerly agreed, blessed to have friends who accepted his dim wit, and looked after him.

Alef's wife, on the other hand, was less forgiving of his shortcomings. Chaya was the daughter of a rabbi celebrated as a sage in the town where she was raised, and, while she had her mother's dark hair and stormy eyes, shed inherited her father's luminous mind.

Since no one else in the rabbi's village had been bright enough to comprehend him, least of all his wife and sons, the rabbi had taken little Chaya into his library and taught her the sacred tongue, to have someone with whom to study all that was holy. Shed mastered Hebrew with alacrity and had learned to argue fine points of doctrine by the time she was ten. A year later, shed trounced her father in a dispute over laws governing seminal discharge when the Sabbath sundown was occluded by a solar eclipse, from which shed deduced that she was wiser than anyone, and, therefore, no longer had to obey her mother.

That had resulted in arguments of an altogether different order, fought in shrieks and fits and, more than once, with a hurled pot of boiling water. Scarcely his daughter's height, and half the weight of his wife, the rabbi had studiously avoided these disputes, and even Chaya's brothers, muscular thugs several years older than she, had learned to slip out the door whenever the stormy eyes of mother and child met.

Many times while his wife was away at market, the rabbi had tried to persuade Chaya to show compassion for her, or at least to respect her, as required by law. But Chaya had contested his interpretations, and even the ancient commentaries on which he based them, with such furious logic that the rabbi had been forced each time to concede defeat. Finally hed gone to his wife, the rebbetzin, to explain how Chaya was different from other girls, and why obedience shouldn't be expected of her. His wife hadn't needed any fancy wordplay to reply. She'd simply accused the rabbi of loving his daughter in lieu of her.

This, too, he'd been unable to deny: Chaya's body was as lithe as a serpent's, and his weakness for dark hair and stormy eyes had already, of course, been established. He'd nodded and dumbly looked on while his wife had sent for the matchmaker, to get rid of the little nuisance.

In that village, the marriage broker was famous for coupling children the day they were born. Her trick was to know folks' fortunes, and to reckon love economically, according to the supply and demand of dowry. But the rabbi had forbidden her from prematurely pairing his little Chaya: He couldn't tolerate predestination from an omniscient god, let alone a know-it-all yenta. So the old woman, sturdy like a pruned tree, had come to the rebbetzin without a suitable man.

— There must be someone.

— The locals are all taken.

— Chaya is the daughter of a rabbi.

— She comes with no dowry

— My husband is not a rich man. But our Chaya is a pretty girl, after all.

— A pretty shrew, if you'll pardon my saying so.

— Then you see why she has to go.

— I do, I do. Perhaps I can help you. There's a man I've heard of who lives by the sea, and for some years has sought a bride.

— Is he crippled? Is he cruel?

— Rebbetzin, folks say that he's a fool.

The rebbetzin had laughed at that. She'd squeezed the matchmaker's hand. She might even have kissed the old maid, had the rabbi not walked in, roused by the unfamiliar sound of mirth in his house. The rebbetzin had stood, then. She'd told her husband that a suitable groom had been found.

— He lives in this town?

— There isn't a man in this village who deserves her.

— Then he is a great scholar?

— What man could be as wise as Chaya?

Naturally, the rabbi hadn't had a response. And, because he was too frail to travel, the next morning he'd stood helplessly in his doorway while his wife had put their daughter in a carriage with a loaf of bread and a note bearing the name of her betrothed. He'd waved farewell, but the girl, wrapped tight in a black shawl, hadn't even looked at him. Only out on the open road had she allowed herself, inaudible amid the horses' clamor, to loosen the cloth and pour out her tears.

Alef's fellow fishermen seldom saw his wife after their wedding. Chaya refused to mingle with the common folk, lest they mock her, cultured rabbi's daughter, for being married to the village idiot. But, as much as she dreaded their jeers, what upset her more was to hear them tease her husband: Certainly Alef was a fool, as she told him whenever he was dumb enough to utter a word in her presence, yet cuts inflicted by others, which he was too dull to feel, pained her as if she were the one being gutted. Chaya might have thought that this was just one more symptom of her humiliation, were it not accompanied by another emotion—the insatiable urge to be held by him.

Alef was a large man, framed like a boat, into which slender Chaya fit as if hed been hewn for her. Not that she believed those old romances that for every girl in the world a special boy was born: She could refute such notions historically, philosophically, and mathematically, to name but a few possibilities. Yet none of her arguments could hold up, even for a moment, to the force of a kiss. Every night came to the same conclusion. And every morning, lying in bed long after her husband had gone fishing, shed wonder what, for all her reason, had happened.

By evening, shed be seething, blaming Alef for taking away her sapience and saddling her with love. She never spoke to her husband in such terms, which would have been wasted on him. Instead, each night, when he returned to their home and confessed what had become of their evening meal, shed drag him inside and squeal: Are you a fool? If he tried to respond, to justify his fishlessness, shed recite her favorite proverb in the ancient tongue: The ignorant cannot be righteous. Since he couldn't reckon what she was saying, he'd accept all blame and listen to her sputter and curse until, exhausted by her own fuming, she'd come to be embraced by him. Then he'd take her to bed, where their differences were what brought them together again.

Chaya's behavior bewildered Alef. Why did her feelings for him turn with the hours of the day while he adored her with the constancy of years? What could he do not to lose her each afternoon? What was wrong with him?

He pondered these questions at sea and on land. He asked the opinion of the carp he caught, but, knowing no affection outside of spawning, they didn't respond. His fellow fishermen, on the other hand, were eager to assist him, if only hed request their advice. Every day they asked about his wife. They inquired about her scholarship. Was she still intent to unseat the village rebbe, as shed threatened to do following a doctrinal dispute on Alef's wedding day? Did she plan to take the old maggid's place? Or did she want to put Alef on the pulpit? At the height of his confusion, the fishermen would act as if he already were the village pontiff and ask him to deliver a sermon, and, when he stuttered that he didn't know what to say, they'd applaud him for his wisdom.

Then one day a storm grounded every sailor except for Alef. (The weather didn't bother him, as he never thought to fear it; sweeping the world of hubris, the torrents always took care to let his small vessel pass.) When he harbored in the late afternoon, the docks were all but abandoned. Only Yudel, one of the shrewdest fishers, was there, repairing his mast. He called Alef over.

— What are you doing on the water in this weather?

— I'm trying to catch some fish.

— Swells like these could swallow your boat, Alef. You're a married man. What would your wife do without you?

— I'm sure she'd get along.

— She must love you, though.

— I don't know

— What's the matter? You can't satisfy her?

— I guess not.

— For some men, it's like that. I can tell that you're miserable. I know that you've been meaning to confide in me for a while. So I'll let you in on a secret. There is a cure for your ailment. Would you do anything for Chaya, no matter what?

When Alef shyly nodded, Yudel told him where he must go and what he must do. He insisted that Alef not see his wife first, and made him swear never to tell her where he'd been: If he did, he might not see her again. Yudel accompanied Alef to the forest floor. Then he scurried to the tavern to tell the other fishermen about the fool's errand.

Alef hiked long hours through woods midnight deep and darker than the day before creation. Wolves surrounded him, spiraling like planets through the heavens. He welcomed their stoic company, for walking through forest at night is lonely. He told them of all the fish he knew, and praised his sagacious wife. But when he told them what he was about to do on her behalf, their eyes widened and, in a blink, they scattered.

Alone again, he came to a clearing. In the moon's ancient light, he saw the silhouette of a small windowless shack, seemingly built in the cast of its own shadow. He climbed onto the deck, soft as tar beneath his boots, and pounded the door three times with his fist.

The old dybbuk who answered fit Yudel's description, as much as any description could fit such a demon. His skin seemed to be molded of the same dark substance as his home. He wore no clothes, yet only his face and hands appeared naked; on the rest of his carcass, the wrinkles of black hide hung as heavy as an overcoat.

The dybbuk invited Alef inside. A faint glow illuminated the hovel, light seeping from a barrel such as those in which herring is pickled. The demon stood back while Alef approached the vat, having never known fish to be radiant.

He stared at them for a long while. They had no eyes, nor had they scales. They were slippery and pale, protoplasmic lumps no larger than Alef's hand, sunken under a thick, clear syrup.

— Where do they come from?

— They're human.

— They don't look like people.

— That's because you've seen only the parts folks show. These are people's souls.

— Those are souls?

— The most in captivity anywhere in the world. Now tell me: What can I offer for yours, Alef? What brings you here?

— Yudel the fisherman tells me that you can help me satisfy my wife.

— You're flaccid?

— People say that I'm stupid. I don't know. Every day, my Chaya asks me if I'm a fool. I just want to give her an answer.

— You think an answer would satisfy her?

— She's a great scholar. If she has to wonder, it must be the deepest mystery

— Yes, I see. You drive a hard bargain, but I'll do it. You'll give your soul to know if you're a fool.

The dybbuk asked Alef to take off his cloak. Then he sat the fisherman on a squat wooden stool in the middle of the room. With a tin cup, he drew some syrup from the pickling barrel and washed it over his arms. He took another draft. Pinching Alef's nose, the dybbuk poured it down his throat. As Alef choked, the demon thrust a black hand down his gullet, gripping the spasm at the nub, withdrawing a pallid gland. He held it, still heaving, in front of Alef, and then dropped it in the vat.

The room glowed much brighter than before. Alef could see that the demon's living conditions were awfully poor. He'd neither hearth nor bed. That dybbuks naturally have want of neither food nor sleep only added, in Alef's estimation, to the demon's destitution. As he took his leave, he didn't wonder, as previous victims of the dybbuk invariably had, whether giving up his soul was a foolish thing to do. After all, he'd a brick oven and straw mattress, and even a wife with whom to share them. Evidently the unblessed creature needed his soul more than he did.




Chaya waited up for Alef restless. Ever since their wedding, she hadn't passed a night alone, and, because she'd never had occasion to miss him, she didn't appreciate that the aching she felt in every organ was but a symptom of separation, an inflammation of love. Nor did it comfort her to visit the tavern at midnight, asking if anyone had seen her husband, and to be met with derision. Probably mistook you for a bearded clam and drowned, the sailors jeered. Then Yudel followed her home, tried to fondle her, and offered to dive for her oyster. She hurled an iron pot at him, hitting him in the groin. He staggered back to the tavern, to drink away the pain. And what did she do? She attempted to pray

The liturgical training that Chaya had received from her father told her what words to say, with which rituals, but, as unimpeachably as she knew how to worship in theory, the truth is that she'd never before done it in practice. Prayer was for peasants, witless folk who'd good reason to be subservient. Chaya had been dependent on no one before Alef. Only the agony of his absence brought her to her knees, on the cabin's hard dirt floor. From down there, she whispered some sacred words, found they had no substance in her mouth. She uttered others, still holier. She could not feel them on her breath. She sputtered secret incantations, heavenly formulations that mortals were never meant to possess. She couldn't even hear her own voice. She started to cry. Her throat opened. Her chest filled. Her sobbing sounded like great bells pealing, ringing in a new dawn.

She did not hear her husband return. He softly shut the door. He came close, knelt in front of her. He touched a finger to her cheek, caught a falling tear.

She screamed. She staggered backward. He wondered if she didn't recognize him, if he looked different, soulless. Had he blackened like the dybbuk? Would Chaya be upset by that? Then he heard his name. She was cursing him, her persecutor, for making her adore him, only to abandon her.

He could not say that hed been away for her sake without divulging where hed gone, and since she did not ask the question for which he'd so dutifully sought an answer, all that he could do, as she battered him with accusations, was to look on in dumb innocence. That only made her angrier. She invoked every curse of antiquity. The ignorant cannot be righteous, she screeched.

Silence is the fence around wisdom, the fool at last replied. He said it almost in a whisper, but what stunned Chaya was that he'd spoken it, flawlessly, in the ancient tongue.

— Where did you learn that, Alef ?

— I'm not sure.

— It's a line from Talmud.

— The words just came to me.

— You don't even know Hebrew.

— I'm not learned.

— Yet you're speaking to me in Hebrew now

Alef recognized that she was right. He also noticed that she'd become quiet. When he embraced her, she held him even tighter than on their wedding night, peering into his eyes with even greater wonder than when they'd first come together.




The following morning, Alef found that he knew more than Talmud. Out at the seashore, sailors pestered him with trick questions of an arithmetical nature to make him blush and stammer—if you lose four of the three fish you catch, how many are left?—but he calmly responded by giving them a lesson in negative digits. Then he unmoored his boat, and, while the others puzzled over the proofs hed written in the sand, sailed into open waters.

He dropped his line. The string went taut. He tugged to see where it had snagged—and hauled a fluke into the boat. No sooner had he cast again than he hooked another one. He pulled in five of them, then ten. His hull was just about full when he remembered that his wife didn't like fluke, which she considered common: At their wedding, Chaya had declared that she ate only salmon. So he dropped his line, and hooked her one.

It was still early when Alef sailed back into harbor. The other fishermen were where hed left them, quibbling. Some argued that the old dybbuk was playing with them, using soulless Alef as his puppet. Others maintained that, by forsaking his soul, Alef himself became a demon. They agreed only that Chaya must not know what had happened, must not discover where theyd let Yudel send her husband, for her pot-hurling fury raged fiercer than damnation.

Then Alef was upon them. He smiled. Nervously, they grinned. He presented each with a large fish. He gave away all that he had except for the salmon, which he proudly carried home to his wife.

He handed it to her when she opened the door. The fish was as large as her torso. She did not ask if Alef was a fool. She looked at the salmon, dripping cold water down her chest, and then at her husband, blond head beatific, crowned in sweat.

— Where did you get this fish?

— I caught it. It's the kind you like, Chaya.

— I know that. But most days you can't even land an anchovy.

— In the Talmud it says …

— Don't quote that book to me.

— Then mathematically speaking …

— What the hell is happening?

— I just know where fish are in the ocean.

— Every one?

— Even the clams.

— Those aren't fish. They're forbidden.

— I can tell which oysters have pearls.

— Those can't be eaten either. But it wouldn't be criminal to give me a few jewels.

Alef pulled a couple of oysters out of his pocket and opened them with his thumbs. From each, he plucked a little oval pearl. Later, after they'd gorged on fish and on each other's flesh, Alef laid the pearls on Chaya's cheeks, where, the night before, tears had shimmered.

He slept soundly, dreaming of quantum mechanics and relativity. By the time he awoke, his wife was no longer in bed
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