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The Sacrifice

There are in this world some very strange individuals whose
thoughts are even stranger than they are.

In our house in Warsaw — No. 10 Krochmalna Street — and
sharing our hallway, there lived an elderly couple. They were
simple people. He was an artisan, or perhaps a peddler, and
their children were all married. Yet the neighbors said that,
despite their advanced years, these two were still in love. Every
Sabbath afternoon, after the cholent, they would go for a walk
arm in arm. In the grocery, at the butcher’s — wherever she
shopped — she spoke only of him: ‘He likes beans ... he likes
a good piece of beef ... he likes veal ...’ There are women like
that who never stop talking about their husbands. He, in turn,
also would say at every opportunity, ‘My wife.’

My mother, daughter of generations of Rabbis, frowned
upon the couple. To her such behavior was a sign of common-
ness. But, after all, love — especially between an elderly couple
— cannot be dismissed so easily.

Suddenly there was a rumor that shocked everyone: the old
people were going to be divorced!

Krochmalna Street was in an uproar. What did this mean?
How could it be? Young women wrung their hands: ‘Mamma,
I'm going to be ill! I feel faint!” Older women proclaimed: ‘It
is the end of the world.” The angry ones cursed all men: "Well
now, aren’t men worse than beasts?’” Soon the street was
aroused by an even more outrageous report: they were getting
the divorce so that the old sinner could marry a young girl.
You may well imagine the curses that were heaped upon the
old man — a burning in his belly, a pain in his black heart, a
fire in his bowels, a broken arm and leg, a plague, the judge-
ment of heaven upon him! The womenfolk spared no curse and
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prophesied that he would not live to see his wedding day, the
old billy goat — instead of a wedding canopy he would find a
black coffin.

In our home, in the meantime, the truth, the real truth,
came to light.

The old woman herself came to my mother and spoke to her
in such a manner that my mother’s pale face flushed with em-
barrassment. Although she tried to chase me away so that I
would not be able to hear, I did listen, for I was afire with
curiosity. The woman swore to my mother that she loved her
husband more than anything in the world.

‘Dear lady,” she argued, ‘T would gladly give my life to save
a fingernail of his. I am, woe is me, an old woman — a broken
shard — but he, he is still a man. He needs a wife. Why should
he be burdened with me? As long as the children were still at
home, one had to be careful. People would gossip. But now
what they say matters no more to me than the cat’s meow. I no
longer need a husband, but he — may he be well — is like a
young man. He can still have children. And now he has found
a girl who wants him. She is past thirty; the time has come for
her, too, to hear the wedding music play. Besides, she is an
orphan and works for others as a maid; she will be good to
him. With her he will enjoy life. As for me, I am provided for.
He will give me enough to live on, and I do a little peddling on
the side. What do 1 need at my age? I only want to see him
happy. And he promised me that — after a hundred and twenty
years, when the time comes — I will lie next to him in the
cemetery. In the other world I will again be his wife. I will be
his footstool in Paradise. It has all been settled.’

The woman had come, quite simply, to ask my father to
arrange the divorce and then perform the wedding.

My mother tried to dissuade her. Like the other women, my
mother saw in this affair an affront to all womankind. If all old
men were to start divorcing their wives and marrying young
girls, the world would be in a fine state. Mother said that the
whole idea was clearly the work of the Evil One, and that such
love is an impure thing. She even quoted one of the books on
ethics. But this simple woman, too, could cite Scripture. She
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