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‘I've been cheated from the start, Yakov said bitterly.
‘What I've been through personally you know already, not to
mention living here all my life except for a few months in
the army. The shtetl is a prison, no change from the days

of Khmelnitsky. It moulders and the Jews moulder in it.
Here we'’re all prisoners, I don’t have to tell you, so it’s time
to try elsewhere I've finally decided. 1 want to make a living.
I want to get acquainted with a bit of the world. I've read a
few books in recent years and it’s surprising what goes on

that none of us knows about. I'm not asking for Tibet but
what I saw in St Petersburg interested me. Whoever thought
of white nights before, but it’s a scientific fact; they have
them there. When I left the army 1 thought I would get out
of here as soon as possible, but things caught up with me,
including your daughter.’@
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‘Yakov, said Shmuel passionately, ‘don’t forget your God!’

‘Who forgets who ?’ the fixer said angrily. ‘What do I get
from him but a bang on the head and a stream of piss in my
face. So what’s there to be worshipful about?’

‘Don’t talk like a meshummed. Stay a Jew, Yokov, don’t
give up our God.’

‘A meshummed gives up one God for another. I don’t
want either. We live in a world where the clock ticks fast
while he’s on his timeless mountain staring in space. He
doesn’t see us and he doesn’t care. Today I want my piece
of bread, not in Paradise.’

‘Listen to me, Yakov, take my advice. I've lived longer
than you. There’s a shul in the Podol in Kiev. Go on Shab-
bos, you’ll feel better. “ Blessed are they who put their trust
in God.”’

‘Where I ought to go is to the Socialist Bund meetings,
that’s where I should go, not in shul. But the truth of it is I
dislike politics, though don’t ask me why. What good is it if

you’re not an activist? I guess it’s my nature. I incline
towards the philosophical although I don’t know much about
anything.” (p. 19)
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Nikolai Maximovitch rose slowly, an old man with wrinkled,

red-rimmed, wet melancholy eyes, and welcomed Yakov
without embarrassment. The fixer, thinking of his Black
Hundreds button, felt for him contempt, and a portion of the

same for himself. His throat tightened. Though he wasn’t
trembling he felt he might be.

‘Nikolai Maximovitch Lebedev,” the fat Russian said, offer-
ing his soft pudgy hand. A thick gold watch-chain hung on
his paunch, and his vest was dusty with snuff grains.

Yakov, after a slight hesitation, shook hands, answering as
he had planned, ‘Yakov Ivanovitch Dologushev. To have
given his name might have finished off the reward. Yet he
felt ashamed and sweaty. (p. 37)
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‘My God, what have I done to myself ? I'm in the hands
of enemies!’ He hit his chest with his fist, bewailed his fate,
envisioned terrible things happening to him, ending by being
torn apart by a mob. Yet there were also moments of sudden
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hope when he felt that if he only explained why he had done
what he had done, he would be at once released. He had
stupidly pretended to be somebody he wasn’t hoping it would
create ‘opportunities’, had learned otherwise—the wrong op-
portunities—and was paying for learning. If they let him go
now he had suffered enough. He blamed also egotism and
foolish ambition, considering who he was, and promised
himself it would be different in the future. He had learned

his lesson—again. Then he jumped up and cried aloud,
‘What future?’ but nobody answered. (p. 68)
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To the goyim what one Jew is what they all are. If the
fixer stands accused of murdering one of their children, so
does the rest of the tribe. Since the crucifixion the crime of
the Christ-killer is the crime of all Jews. °‘His blood be on
us and our children.’

He pities their fate in history. After a short time of sun-
light you awake in a black and bloody world. Overnight a
madman is born who thinks Jewish blood is water. Overnight
life becomes worthless. The innocent are born without
innocence. The human body is worth less than its substance.
A person is shit. Those Jews who escape with their lives live
in memory’s eternal pain. So what can Yakov Bok do about
it? All he can do is not make things worse. He’s half a Jew
himself, yet enough of one to protect them. After all, he
knows the people; and he believes in their right to be Jews
and live in the world like men. He is against those who are

against them. He will protect them to the extent that he can.

This is his covenant with himself. If God’s not a man he has
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to be. Therefore he must endure to the trial and let them

confirm his innocence by their lies. He has no future but to
hold on, wait it out. (pp. 245-246)
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‘Don’t expect me to beg.

‘this is also for the prison, the prison, the six daily
searches. It’s for Bibikov and Kogin and for a lot more that
I won’t even mention.’

Pointing the gun at the Tsar’s heart (though Bibikov,
flailing his white arms, cried no no no no), Yakov pressed the

trigger, Nicholas, in the act of crossing himself, overturned
his chair, and fell, to his surprise, to the floor, the stain
spreading on his breast.

The horses clopped on over the cobblestones.

As for history, Yakov thought, there are ways to reverse it.
What the Tsar deserves is a bullet in the gut. Better him
than us.

The left rear wheel of the carriage seemed to be wobbling.

One thing I've learned, he thought, there’s no such thing as
an unpolitical man, especially a Jew. You can’t be one
without the other, that’s clear enough. You can’t sit still and
see yourself destroyed.

Afterwards he thought, Where there’s no fight for it there’s
no freedom. What is it Spinoza says? If the state acts in
ways that are abhorrent to human nature it’s the lesser evil to
destroy it. Death to the anti-Semites! Long live revolution!
Long live liberty! (p. 299)
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