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Instead of a Preface
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In old times in Ukraine, in a town called Bozhin, there were Jews who made up the majority of the population of this small town. And all of them, as one, were hasids and kept loyalty to their beloved and honorable rabbi Yaakov.

The hasids of the town of Bozhin are bitter poor, barely making ends meet. And rabbi Yaakov is not a wealthy man either. Still, his house is spacious, and the sitting room is especially good: bright, windows on three sides, a large stove in the corner, white-white walls and ceiling, and most importantly, a huge table in the middle. If you sit down tightly, you can easily seat twenty people at this table, and if you squeeze in, there is enough room for forty hasids, and no one will be offended.  

Why do so many people gather in rabbi Yaakov's sitting room? Well, first, the rabbi has numerous disciples who are seated around the table with their mouths open, listening to every word of the teacher. Secondly, God did not offend the host with descendants of both sexes. Therefore, when the whole family gathers for dinner - and there are no absentees at this hour - the size of the table does not seem so immense. That is not the main thing, however. The main thing is that the tzadic rabbi Yaakov loves to tell and listen to all kinds of fairy tales and stories, fables and parables, truth and fiction, as long as it is instructive and there is a moral hidden in the depths. And, of course, it must be interesting - this is the first requirement!

It goes without saying that the teacher's predilection is passed on to the disciples, and indeed to all other hasids. Ambitious disciples saw in the rabbi not only a teacher, but also a rival. Such students eventually became storytellers and authors of fairy tales no worse than rabbi Yaakov himself, and continued the literary tradition. One should not be surprised that the Bozhin Jews were extremely fond of fairy tales, gathered around the famous table and spent long evenings and even nights telling and listening, listening and telling.

A fairy tale for a poor man is an escape from bitter and hungry everyday life. Especially a funny, cheerful fairy tale. And if this poor person is also a hasid, joy and merriment is a natural thing for him. What kind of hasid is he if he doesn't know how to banish sadness from his heart and have fun! A hasid knows exactly what pleases the Creator. Are all fairy tales cheerful, and is it always the case that good is good and evil is evil? It's hard to say.

At the end of the Sabbath, the sitting room is full of people. A white tablecloth is spread on the table. A huge pot full of freshly cooked borscht is about to appear from the stove. Around the pot the challahs left over from the Sabbath are laid on wicker plates. The hasids are armed with bowls and spoons. There is enough food for everyone.

At last the borscht is ready. Rabbi Yaakov's wife is a cheerful woman, but tortured by children and care. Her face is flushed from the heat of the stove. She takes out of the oven a pot with the long-awaited borscht and places it in the center of the table. Rabbi Yaakov's wife's name is Golda. This is not a nickname given to her by the hasids for her golden character, it is her name.

Golda labored over the preparation of the borscht for two hours. The hasids eat it in two minutes. "God bless you Jews," Golda thinks. She knows that as soon as the bowls and plates are empty, her husband Yakov will be the first to tell a story, the others will continue, and the tales will go on until morning. Golda likes to listen, and sometimes she'll say a word. She has a sharp tongue - many people were convinced of that.  

Jews don't like to sit in one place. Jews like to travel around the world. And hasids are famous travelers. They're busy with trade or other important things. Rabbi Yaakov is often visited by tzadics from other cities and towns in Ukraine, Poland, Belarus, and even more distant places. He himself sometimes harnesses horses and sets out on the road. Where Jews live, there are hasids. And where hasids live, there is a fairy tale.

The glory of Bozhin's gatherings spread far from Bozhin. Although, to be fair, we must admit that in other Jewish towns hasids assemble on holidays, or even on weekdays, and delight themselves with all sorts of stories. Sometimes, at the table of rabbi Yaakov, the visiting hasids organize a competition - whose tale will be the most interesting.

Those who can't tell a story can buy off with a jug of wine or a shtof of vodka. These drinks inspire the more skillful storytellers, so that sometimes Golda has to intervene and moderate too ardent of them. After listening to the tales, the company leaves the house. In winter on the fresh snow sparkling under the moon, and in summer on the dewy grass, the men hold hands and sing songs of praise to God.  

So, as was said, rabbi Yaakov lived in old times in the town of Bozhin. And what were those old times? It was in the eighteenth century. Although rabbi Yaakov himself will not confirm this to you, for what does he care about Christian centuries? He is a hasid and therefore, like any Jew, counts the years from the creation of the world.

Now let us ask ourselves why the town is called Bozhin. This word in Russian means the city of God. Is the city so called because it is inhabited by hasids who strive for God with all their hearts? It's possible. But it's doubtful. The name of the city is Russian, but ordinary hasids do not speak Russian, Ukrainian or Polish. There must be another reason. Or there's no reason at all. Does everything in the world have to have a reason?

And does everyone know who the hasids are, and which of them we call a rabbi, and what kind of person is a tzadic? We shall read about all this in stories and tales.
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1. The Simple Cobbler and His Learned Son
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- Golda, your fiery borscht warmed our frozen bodies and souls. With God's help we will survive this harsh winter," said rabbi Yaakov, a tzadic from the town of Bozhin, to his wife, an inimitable culinary master. " Hasids, did you like the borscht? - continued rabbi Yaakov, addressing this time to the audience sitting around the table - his disciples and guests. 

- You bet we liked the borscht! Hurray for Golda! - men's voices rang out. The face of the only woman in the sitting-room, red from the heat of the stove, glowed even brighter from the loud praise. 

- My precious Golda, for your skill you will be rewarded today with a fairy tale with a happy ending, as you like, - continued rabbi Yaakov, - it will be told by our guest rabbi Ephraim, a tzadic from the city of Kobrinsk. Am I right, rabbi Ephraim, the story has a happy ending?

- You're certainly right, rabbi Yaakov. I think what I'm about to tell is a true story, not a fairy tale, - answered the guest.

- We are listening to you, Ephraim. Please begin," exclaimed rabbi Yaakov, gesturing for silence and attention.

And this is the story that the head of the Kobrinsk hasids told in the house of rabbi Yaakov, where, as everyone knows, at the end of every Sabbath his disciples and guests gather to listen and tell tales. 

***
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In a certain town lived a cobbler and his wife, and they had an only son named Motl. From dawn to dusk the father sewed new shoes and mended old ones - one shoemaker for the whole town. His wife cooked and fried, washed and cleaned, and did all other household chores. Motl, while he was young, was not given any hard work - after all, he was the only son. In the cheder, the boys' school, Motl was considered the best disciple. He would read a page or two from the Holy Book and remember it by heart. Melamed, the teacher in the cheder, always said to the local shoemaker: "Your son will be a rabbi, you'll see." And the parents' heart melted at the sweet words, and there was no one in the world lovelier to them than this melamed.

The boy's father was proud of his trade, loved it, and labored willingly.  When Motl grew older and stronger, his father began to train his son in shoemaking. He thought that the boy would master the skill, get married, live in his own house, and the cobbler's craft would always feed him. Motl's hands are skillful, the work goes well, and his father is satisfied. But the boy's soul is more inclined to study than to craft. The boy's father holds out a hammer and nails to his son, but Motl has his nose in books and notebooks. He gives him an awl and thread, and Motl grabs a pencil and paper. But sometimes Motl pleases his father so as not to offend him: the boy remembers that he is the only child of his parents.

Once a famous hasidic sage and tzadic stopped in the town. The rabbi spent the night in the shoemaker's house. In the morning, the sage saw Motl sitting at his books and called the boy to talk to him. They closed themselves in a room and talked about something. The father and mother were glowing with pride: how great it was that the rabbi himself had been talking to their son for two hours! At last the door opened and a gray-haired old man and a curly-haired boy appeared on the threshold. "Go take a little walk, Motl," said the tzadic, and when he went out into the courtyard, the hasid addressed the cobbler and his wife with these words: "Your son has a golden head. He needs to learn. I want to take him away with me. I am sure that in two or three years he will surpass my best disciples. His future is books, not boots and shoes. What do you say to me in return, good people?"

It all came out too suddenly. Father and mother wouldn't let their son go. An only child and leave home? Saying goodbye, the wise man said that he was still waiting for Motl. It is not good to remain a homegrown self-taught. Only a mentor will teach how to pull a thread of knowledge from a ball of wisdom, so that not to tear it and not to make knots afterwards.  

***
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From that day on, Motl's only dream is to become the disciple of a wise man. His father is against it. First of all, it is afraid to let his only son go. Secondly, shoemaking is a hereditary trade in their family. Both his father and grandfather were shoemakers. Why shouldn't Motl continue the dynasty? And thirdly, Motl's father distrusts the scribes. His mother, on the other hand, is willing to yield to Motl. "You, father, come from a simple family. You have not studied, and you are blocking the light for your son. He who did not study when he was young does not like learning until old age," the mother says to the stubborn father. "A decent and honest man is always a simpleton," replies the father. "But I was brought up in a rabbi's family and I see the difference between a learned man and an ignoramus," has the last word the mother.

- I, too, come from a rabbi's family," Golda suddenly exclaimed, "I, too, have studied a lot and appreciate enlightenment!

- Golda, my dear, such an unceremonious intrusion into the story of our dear guest does not strengthen your reputation as an educated woman," rabbi Yaakov remarked to his spouse.

- I'm as dumb as a fish," Golda was ashamed.

- Please continue, rabbi Ephraim," said rabbi Yaakov.

Motl begs his father daily and persistently. The mother supports her son. Finally, the father gives in. "All right, Motl, go to your hasid. But I won't let you go alone. I'll go with you. It's safer that way. I'll see what kind of people are studying with him, and where you'll live. And be warned, Motl, if any misfortune happens to us on the way, we shall go back at once, for it is a sign that God is not pleased with our undertaking," said the superstitious cobbler.  

Father harnessed the horse. Motl gathered his books and notebooks into a traveling bag. The mother prepared food for the journey. Father and son got on the cart and started on their way. The mother waves goodbye to them and looks hopefully after them. 

A day's journey, two days' journey. All is good, glory to God. Motl already sees himself as a disciple of the rabbi. He enters the beit midrash, the house where the tzadic teaches his disciples. He sits down. Listens to the rabbi's wise words. And when the rabbi leaves the disciples alone, Motl discusses with them difficult passages from the Holy Book in order to prepare to answer the teacher. Suddenly, "Rah, rah, rah, rah!" - the axle of the cart broke. Father and son tried to fix it, but the breakage was not easy. They got to the nearest village and repaired the axle. But the father turns back: "Remember, son, our agreement? Let's go home."

***
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They return home empty-handed. Mother wipes away her tears. Motl is almost crying. Only the father holds firm and shows no sign of disappointment.

So the attempt to reach the tzadic in the summer failed. However, the desire for knowledge is stronger than the vagaries of fate. In man, the immutable overcomes the transitory. Having grieved, Motl began to prepare for another attempt, this time in winter. But it's not for him to prepare, he's always ready. The main thing is to persuade his father.

Winter came and it was time to go. The horses were harnessed not to a weak cart, but to a sturdy sledge. Motl and his father wrapped themselves in their fur coats, hugged his mother goodbye and went ahead. The agreement was the same as before: if they encountered an obstacle on the road, they had to return halfway. They travel one day, another day. Here they passed the fateful place where the axle of the cart broke. The goal is getting closer. They stopped for the last night at an inn. Then they took the horses to the stall. One of the horses did not please Motl's father: breathing hard, and his eyes were misty. In the morning the guests were awakened by a shrill neighing. With a heavy heart Motla's father rushed to the stall. And so it was: their horse was dead. For the shoemaker's family, such a loss is no small thing. "There's your hasid! The horse is dead. We ride back immediately. And the end of this. And don't beg me, neither you nor mother. We won't go again. You see for yourself: your teaching does not please the Lord!" - said the father to his son with annoyance. 

***
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Motl and his father returned home. The whole family is grieving. They had failed and suffered damage. But Motl hasn't given up on his dream. He knows that studying without a teacher is like drawing water with a sieve. He failed in summer, failed in winter, so he must try again in spring. He thought that as soon as the snow melts, he would walk by himself without asking his father. His shrewd mother guessed his plan and made him confess to her in secret. "Stubborn, just like his father," she thought. But the father calmed down, sewing boots and glad that his son no longer talks about the trip: it means Motl gave up.

Spring came, and the mother secretly from the father equipped her son for the road. Long before dawn Motl left home, and ignoring the dangers of the long journey, he bravely set off towards his goal. And a misfortune befell him. That year the spring flood was particularly wide. The bridge across the river was under water. Motl was crossing on a raft. A strong wind blew and the waves rocked the raft. Motl lost his balance and fell into the icy water. Luckily, there were kind people nearby. They grabbed the boy out of the water, changed his clothes, warmed him up and brought him back home.  

It was only by summer that Motl recovered - he had been so ill after the spring bath! But his spirit was broken. The sack with his books and notebooks went down, drowned. Now he can't even study at home. Days are passed one after another, gray and meaningless. Struck by three unsuccessful attempts in a row, the son became superstitious like his father: "I failed three times on the way to the tzadic. It seems that God really does not want me to become a learned man," Motl thought bitterly. He wandered around the courtyard day in and day out without purpose or occupation.  

Father and mother are crying. "The boy must be saved - he is our only son. Where can we get a doctor to heal his sick soul?" - the parents ask the local rabbi. But he has no advise for them, only banal words of consolation: "Don't lose spirit, hope for the best." 

***
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Fortunately, the links in the chain of adversity end. The doctor himself appeared in the township. It was the same tzadic who had kindled young Motl's dream. Passing through, he again spent the night at the shoemaker's house. In the morning, father and mother told the wise man about the trouble that had befallen them. And now the father himself asked the rabbi to take the boy with him, otherwise Motl would wither away without books and wise words. "Get ready, Motl!" - cheerfully commanded the tzadic. It didn't take an hour to pack, and after saying goodbye to his family, the boy sat in the wagon opposite the rabbi and devoured his future teacher with his eyes. "I think Motl's dream has come true, I'm afraid to jinx it!" said the mother.

- Ah, what a marvelous tale! And it ends well," exclaimed Golda, "thank you, rabbi Ephraim. It's just a pity that we didn't find out whether Motl became a rabbi or even a sage, and whether he had disciples of his own. Isn't there a sequel to the story? 

- There is a sequel, Golda," answered rabbi Ephraim, "the sequel is me. This tale is a story about me. 

- That's great! So we listened to the true story, - Golda splashed her hands with joy, - but why is the boy's name Motl and not Ephraim? - She asked after some thought. 

- Motl is a literary pseudonym," said Shlomo, a favorite student of rabbi Yaakov. He pronounced it with a serious expression on his face, but he could not hide the slyness in his eyes. Suspecting a trick, the hasids stared at rabbi Yaakov.

- Our dear Shlomo, the storyteller gave the hero of the tale a different name for the sake of surprise at the end, and he succeeded. We bow before your, Shlomo, European education and are proud of you. Continue to enlighten us provincials," said rabbi Yaakov with a thin smile on his lips. And the hasids looked at the self-confident Shlomo with triumphant glances.  

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

2. Lucky Boruch
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Once in a Jewish town, a regiment of the tsar's army was camped out. The military took an abandoned old monastery for their barracks. Jews, and hasids even more so, do not care about it. Except to remind their infinitely righteous wives and daughters to be less likely to appear alone in the streets and shops. After all, there are some young officers in town. The precaution, of course, is unnecessary, but the hasid's conscience should be clear: he warned them. Life is complicated. Even impossible things happen. But nothing like that happened. And what happened was of a completely different kind.

Boruch, a humble melamed, teaches the children in the cheder the beginnings of the Holy Scriptures. Like any hasid, he is certainly happy with his lot, and his wife and daughters are not grumbling either. No one covets profit in a hasidic home, and contentment and tranquility, peace and spirituality reign within its walls.

So, as has been said, even impossible things happen that transcend all reasonable bounds. One deep night, when his eyes were tired of reading the small letters in the weak candlelight, Boruch closed the book and went out of the house to breathe in the cool night air, to ponder and better understand the wise words he had read during the night, to gaze up at the endless starry night sky and marvel at the majesty of God's creation.

So, immersed in thought, he reached the dilapidated stone wall surrounding the old monastery where the regimental barracks were located. And Boruch saw a figure in soldier's clothing quietly creeping away from the wall toward the nearby forest. Here in the hasid's soul the rapture before the eternal was replaced by curiosity about the mundane. The soldier, looking around fearfully in the semi-darkness of the night, reached the edge of the forest, took a short-handled shovel from his belt, hastily dug a hole, dropped a small object into it, filled the hole with earth and returned to the sleeping barracks.

The vague presentiment of the coming change did not destroy, but dulled the fear in the soul of the poor melamed. Waiting until the mysterious shadow merged with the night and disappeared altogether, Boruch went to the mound of earth that the soldier had just made and dug out a small box with his hands. He gave the place its former appearance, and, not feeling his feet under him from fear, rushed home. "That box was lying in the ground all by itself. Then it is nobody's. And a nobody's thing belongs to the person who finds it. So the box is mine," the hasid reassures himself.

Carefully opening the lock with the tip of a kitchen knife, Boruch lifted the lid of the box and saw a pile of banknotes - an unheard of amount of money. The hasid woke his wife. Overwhelmed with happiness and tenderly holding each other's hands, the spouses dreamed, painting vivid pictures of tomorrow. "Here comes the dawn," said the wife. "The dawn of a new life," exclaimed the husband. 

***
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On the morrow the regimental commander gathered the soldiers and citizens in the town square, and announced to all the people that the night before a box of money, a month's salary for the whole regiment, had been stolen from his private apartments. If within twenty-four hours the intruder returns the stolen goods, he will be forgiven; if a witness points out the trail, he will be rewarded; and if the loss is not returned to the regiment, he will, by his authority, severely punish his batman, because of whose negligence the theft was committed. He will demote the culprit and make him pass between two rows of soldiers, who will beat him with sticks. "In your hands, soldiers and citizens, is the fate of this negligent servant," finished the general.

Twenty-four hours passed, the box did not appear in the regiment, the batman was demoted, beaten and maimed.

And the melamed soon announced that he would no longer teach children in the cheder. God wanted the poor hasid to receive a large inheritance. And he would go to live permanently in a big city, to live in the neighborhood with his rabbi, and he would use the money for trading.

Boruch's wife had never known much money and had no skill in saving small ones.  When she became rich, she acquired the first, and showed a talent for the second. "We don't need this box, Boruch," said the thrifty hostess, "go to the fair and sell it. A penny will always come in handy." Isn't that right? Thrift is not stinginess!

Boruch went to the fair. People gathered around the counter, looking at the item, but there was no buyer among them - the seller demanded too much. Then a man on crutches, a beggar by the look of him, squeezed through the crowd. He looks at the box, then at the seller.

- Do you have any money, man? - Boruch asked.

- I'll give you the last of it, but I'll take the box," the beggar replied and took out a large handful of coppers from his pocket. 

- Take your thing and farewell," said Boruch, counting the money and handing the box to the buyer.

- Don't hurry to say goodbye to me, Jew. I will see you again with God's help. And remember the man who bought this thing from you. And people will remember, - said the beggar and pointed with his crutch at those standing around. And disappeared into the crowd.

Boruch returned home from the fair. Reporting to his thrifty spouse, he gives her the coppers. And before his eyes stands a beggar on crutches with a sack behind his back, and in the sack is the box he bought. 

***
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The hasidic couple settled in their new place. Airy dreams condensed into a crystal of reality. The tzadic was quite appreciative of his hasid Boruch, a successful merchant. The wealthy man had recently moved from a small town to the big city, and he had already become an example of righteousness for other hasids. And he's always happy and cheerful. "Maybe his temper is like that, or maybe he has good luck in business," thought the rabbi.

Once after a hearty meal Boruch smoked a pipe, sat down in a deep soft armchair by the window and took a stack of unopened envelopes from the table - a businessman receives a lot of letters. He opened the top envelope and began to read the scribbled sheet. And then the expression of good-natured contentment disappeared from his glossy face.

The letter had been written to Boruch by the beggar on crutches who had bought the box from him at the fair. He reminds the wealthy man of himself and the purchase. He complains about the hardships of life and asks for a modest amount of money to brighten his poor and joyless existence. Suspecting something wrong, the clever hasid readily enriched his new friend, immediately sending him a letter with his best wishes and the required sum. Boruch's worst suspicions were confirmed. In his subsequent letters, the poor man was no less polite, but no less insistent, each time demanding more than before.

The tzadic noticed a change in the mood of his hitherto cheerful hasid. 

- Why do you, my friend, grow gloomier day by day? - he asked Boruch.

- Dear rabbi, I have become a victim of shameless extortion," the hasid exclaimed tragically.

- What is the meaning of this? 

- It's a simple matter, rabbi. I once took pity on a crippled beggar and gave him some money. And now he sends me letter after letter and demands more and more each time, and I don't have the spirit to refuse the poor man, but how long should I indulge the extortionist?

- It is not a pretty story," said the tzadic, glaring at his interlocutor with a shrewd eye, as if he did not quite trust Boruch. 

- What is your advice, rabbi?

- For the advise to work, you and I must first of all do a good deed and marry the two orphans," said the tzadic.

- Oh, I will gladly help you! - exclaimed the hasid and handed the tzadic a generous donation. 

- Now listen attentively to me, honest Boruch. This time refuse your mysterious friend, see what will come out of it, and afterward you will come to me with news.

Boruch did as the rabbi had said, and it did not take long for an angry reply to be sent back. The beggar explained to the foolish Jew that he was the batman who had been punished and mutilated at the will of the regimental commander. The beggar reminded him how the noble general had offered to return the stolen money and promised the thief mercy, reminded him how, in front of many witnesses, he had bought a box from him at the fair - proof of Boruch's guilt - and concluded his letter with a terrible threat that if he did not receive what he demanded, he would tell the authorities everything in full, and let the Jew blame himself.

In a panic, Boruch rushed to the tzadic. 

- Did you get the answer? Show it to me! - said the tzadic.

- Ah, rabbi! I absent-mindedly left the letter at home, but I will summarize it in a nutshell. A scoundrel threatens to come to my house and commit a robbery. What should I do, rabbi?

- First, donate to repair our old synagogue.

- I'd be honored, rabbi.

- Thank you, Boruch," said the tzadic, counting the money, "let your beggar make a mess of your house. He's threatening because he thinks he's safe. And you tell him that you will go to the judge. A trial will be scheduled, and let the day of the trial fall on the holiday of Purim, when Jews drink wine and put on shows. See to it that this rogue's friends get him drunk on wine before he enters the courtroom. Leave the rest to me. 

***
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There's a knock at the door. Servant opens it. A man on crutches stands on the threshold, demanding the host. Boruch comes out. The beggar shouts threats and curses. Boruch leaves the violent man in the care of the servants, leaves the house and soon returns. 

- Honorable one, I have complained about you to the judge. The court has been appointed and you must be present," said Boruch and ordered the servants to throw the beggar out. 

- Let's see who wins! - muttered the guest, and the servants threw him out the door.

And the tzadic organized a trial. What cannot be achieved in a real court of law, the Purimshpiel achieves easily. The rabbi himself dressed up as the judge. One hasid took the role of defense counsel, another of prosecutor, and another of scribe. There were masquerade costumes for everyone. The court considered a case of extortion and brawl committed by a beggar in the house of an honest citizen. The judge deprived the defendant of his word, who came in drunk and thereby showed contempt of court. The brawler and extortionist was sentenced to imprisonment, and was obliged to arrive at the prison gate by noon on the morrow. 

In the early morning the beggar woke up after a heavy sleep, remembered the bitter events of the past day and, without wasting any time, went to the station, hired horses with his last money and fled from the city.  

- Thank you, rabbi, you have restored my taste for life," Boruch addressed the tzadic, his face shining as in the old days. 

- Don't thank me, my friend, it is you who, through your good deeds, have regained the favor of Heaven," said the tzadic modestly. 

- I see, rabbi, how strong the truth is - it always prevails!

- And it always breaks through! Truth is helped by its faithful companions - rumors.  And he who has ears to hear will hear," said the tzadic with a sly grin.  

- Peace of mind is so fragile, rabbi! Can I be calm now? - asked the hasid, wishing to strengthen his certitude. 

- My dear Boruch! God has marked you with His favor, and you have become rich. A wealthy man's peace of mind is in his money. And not so much in the money he acquires as in the money he spends. I mean charity, my friend. Here is your key to the abode of future tranquility," finished the tzadic.

At home, the happy Boruch told his wife about the successful completion of the case. She did not hurry to share her spouse's joy, but asked what donations the rabbi had demanded of her husband. The practical woman's face did not brighten, but took on a thoughtful expression, like a person doing calculations in his mind.  
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3. Blood Libel
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What a wonderful time it is - spring! All of nature - the water, the air, the earth - is awakening. There is young green all around: grass, bushes, trees. The warm wind is intoxicating. The ice on the river is gone, the water beckons. Blessedness and grace.

There is a mill on the river. The mill is run by a Jew who has leased it from the local landowner, an important nobleman. No one is happier about spring than the miller. First, he is a hasid, so he is a cheerful and life-loving man, and secondly, Passover is coming, which means that there are plenty of orders. One after another, Jews are drawn to the mill, bringing sacks of grain, taking away sacks of flour - they will bake matzah.

This miller is good in everything, but his tongue is wicked. That is, God forbid, you don't hear unworthy or blasphemous speeches from him, but he can offend a person with a poisonous word. Once the son of a local priest decided to build his own mill. But he did it ineptly, and his money quickly went down the drain.

Other people's failures are a pleasure.  The miller is pleased at the priest's son's misfortune and openly mocks his hapless rival: "This fool can't compete with me. Ignoramus and a drunkard. He understands business as his father, the priest, understands the Holy Scriptures and does not know who killed whom, whether Cain killed Abel or Abel killed Cain. More than once the tzadic warned the miller, his hasid: "Whoever you make fun of, you will leave an eternal mark on his soul. He who is offended by you will take revenge on you. "Don't make jokes, you'll make enemies."

***
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A teenage boy, a peasant's son, worked for a miller. The hasid did not offend his worker, did not burden him with hard work, but fed him enough, and sent gifts to his father and mother. The boy loved his kind host.  

One day a worker did not show up in the morning. The miller was worried: "Is he sick?" He went to the boy's parents. The father said that his son had not returned the night before. They thought that he had stayed at the mill overnight, because there was a lot of work to do. The Jew grew gloomy. Bad thoughts came into his head. He smelled trouble.

By noon all the peasants knew that the miller had lost a worker. The priest gathered the people in the square and explained to the common people the meaning of what had happened. It was the miller who killed the youth, and the Jews took his blood and will mix it into their matzah, which they bake for Passover. The martyr's remains were burned and the ashes buried in the ground. The people became agitated, demanding revenge, threatening the Jew with death. But the priest stopped the most zealous. We are not barbarians, and no one is allowed to commit vigilante justice. We will judge the scoundrel according to the law, as it should be, and we will deal with him according to the law. The miller was arrested, tied up, imprisoned and is waiting for the rightful judgment.

The Jews pass by the prison and look through the bars at the unhappy face of the prisoner: some with pity, some with fear, and some with hostility - each, depending on his ability to foresee events.

***
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And there was a speedy trial according to all the rules and the law. And the judges in cassocks pronounced their sentence - the death penalty for the miller. But the executioner was not ordered to hurry, for without the last word of the landowner, an important royal dignitary, the sentence had no force. And the landowner does not like this outcome. Those who are hastily condemned are often condemned in vain. If the miller is executed, there will be unrest among the people, and who knows where it will lead. And the Jews will flee from fear, and the revenues of the manor will be reduced.

The landowner is thinking. To put his seal on the verdict is bad, and not to put it is also bad. And could the priests be trusted and relied on their judgment? Do they judge by evidence or by faith? They must be glad to add fire to fire. Shouldn't I consult a Jewish saint, a tzadic, as the hasid call him? They say he's a wise man, a clairvoyant, with great power. To get out of trouble, it is not a sin to make friendship with the devil himself.

Just when he thought about it, a servant comes into the office and informs the landowner that a hasidic rabbi, a Jewish leader, wants to talk to him. He's waiting downstairs in the reception hall. It's about the miller. He has come to rescue his fellow tribesman.

"God has sent me a man for a reason. This Jew must be of my opinion: it is not a sin to make a friendship with the devil to get away from trouble," the nobleman grinned. The Servant led the guest into the study and closed the door tightly behind him. The royal dignitary and the hasidic tzadic talked to each other for a long, long time. Power speaks to power, authority speaks to authority.

The nobleman decided to delay his decision for a week and at the same time informed the tzadic that the brother of the priest lived in another city, three days away. The rabbi hired horses and promised the coachman a good reward for a fast ride.

How does a guess come to a wise man? Very simply: under a discerning glance at today's day, the events of yesterday's day emerge. 

***
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The rabbi arrived at the place, found the right house, and began to watch. Suddenly he saw a familiar figure coming out of the door. He took a closer look: it was the missing worker! Glory to God, the boy was alive and well. The tzadic's heart almost jumped out of happiness. "My instinct was right!" - he thought. Rabbi beckoned the boy to him. The boy approached the bearded Jew. "Do you recognize me?" - rabbi asked and, without waiting for an answer, ordered: "Come, my friend, let's go to the inn, we have an important conversation to have."

Without much preamble the tzadic told the youth that his good host was in prison and awaiting execution. "You will come with me back to our city and tell the court the whole truth about how you came to be here. Without your confession, they'll execute an innocent miller. And if you don't do it, you will take on your soul a terrible unpardonable sin, and after death you will burn forever in hell," the tzadic warned the peasant's son. The boy cried from fear. "Tell only the truth, don't be afraid of anything: fear is the expectation of evil.  The landowner and I will protect you from evil. He will protect you on earth, and I will protect you in Heaven," promised the rabbi. And in three days they both returned to their hometown. 

***
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The first thing the nobleman did was to show the people the live boy. The peasants calmed down and the Jews were relieved. Without consulting the rabbi this time, the landlord made a political decision: a new trial in private. And the youth told the court the whole truth. The verdict was overturned, the miller was acquitted, and the priest was pointed out his mistake.

The bad was forgotten, the good returned. The hasid works tirelessly. His faithful worker helps the host. People bring sacks of grain, sacks of flour take away. So far, so well. 

But trouble came again. Somehow the miller and his young assistant got carried away with their work and did not notice how dark it got. It was too late to return home, and they both spent the night at the mill. And that night there was a fire. And the mill burned down, and the miller and the worker died in the fire and smoke. The smell of burning spread throughout the neighborhood. Only the priest did not suffocate from the stench of the conflagration: the corpses of the enemies are fragrant.

The hasids buried their man, and the peasants buried theirs. And once on a holiday the peasants drank a lot and asked the priest: "Is it true, father, that people say that your son set fire to the mill, and two innocent souls ascended to Heaven?". The priest was very angry with the men: “Shame on you, Christians, for repeating nonsense. It is a libel, a blood libel!”
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4. The Brotherhood's Pipe
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The reader probably remembers that it was the custom of rabbi Yaakov, the tzadic from the town of Bozhin, to ask every newcomer hasid to tell a tale. A hasid joined rabbi Yaakov, came to the teacher's house at the end of the Sabbath, tasted the fresh borscht cooked by the tzadic's wife Golda, and be kind - tell a story. And the whole hasidic brotherhood thinks so: to listen to a newcomer's story is the best way to get to know him better. And now rabbi Yaakov is sitting at the head of the table, and his numerous disciples are squeezed together and, languishing with curiosity, are eagerly looking at their new comrade.

The narrator's name is Ehrlich. Whether it is a first name or a surname, no one knows for sure. That's how he called himself, and that's how the others call him. Erlich is a defector. He was a hasid of another tzadic, but some circumstances pushed him to find a new teacher. Thus Erlich became a disciple of the rabbi of Bozhin.

- Attention, Jews," rabbi Yaakov pronounced loudly, "settle down. Today we are listening to Ehrlich, our new comrade. Ehrlich has informed me that he will tell us the story of how he left his former teacher and came to me. In other words, it's not a fairy tale, but a true story. I think this is not a problem: every true story has a part of a fairy tale," rabbi Yaakov concluded his opening remarks.
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