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Bernard Malamud: The Magic Barrel
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He remarked in passing that the function of the marriage
broker was ancient and honourable, highly approved in the
Jewish community, because it made practical the necessary
without hindering joy. Moreover, his own parents had been
brought together by a matchmaker. They had made, if not a
financially profitable marriage — since neither had possessed
any worldly goods to speak of — at least a successful one in
the sense of their everlasting devotion to each other. (p. 171)
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Although it was still February, winter was on its last legs,
signs of which he had for the first time in years begun to

notice. He now observed the round white moon, moving high
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in the sky through a cloud menagerie, and watched with half-
open mouth as it penetrated a huge hen, and dropped out of
her like an egg laying itself. (p. 171)
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and he weighed her words and found her surprisingly sound
— score another for Salzman, whom he uneasily sensed to be
somewhere around, hiding perhaps high in a tree along the

street, flashing the lady signals with a pocket mirror; or
perhaps a cloven-hoofed Pan, piping nuptial ditties as he danced
his invisible way before them, strewing wild buds on the walk
and purple grapes in their path, symbolizing fruit of a union,

though there was of course still none. (p. 178)
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Her probing questions had somehow irritated him into re-
vealing — to himself more than her — the true nature of his
relationship to God, and from that it had come upon him,
with shocking force, that apart from his parents, he had never
loved anyone, Or perhaps it went the other way, that he did
not love God so well as he might, because he had not loved
man. It seemed to Leo that his whole life stood starkly reveal-
ed and he saw himself for the first time as he truly was —
unloved and loveless. This bitter but somehow not fully unex-
pected revelation brought him to a point of panic, controlled
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only by extraordinary effort. He covered his face with his
hands and cried. (p. 180)
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Her face deeply moved him. ... It gave him the impression
of youth — spring flowers, yet age — a sense of having been
used to the bone, wasted; this came from the eyes, which
were hauntingly familiar, yet absolutely strange. He had a
vivid impression that he had met her before, but try as he
might he could not place her although he could almost recall
her name, as if he had read it in her own handwriting ....
It was not, he rfirmed, that she had an extraordinary beauty
— no, though her face was attractive enough; it was that
something about her moved him. ... she leaped forth to his
heart — had lived, or wanted to — more than just wanted,
perhaps regretted how she had lived — had somehow deeply
suffered: it could be seen in the depths of those reluctant
eyes, and from the way the light enclosed and shone from
her, and within her, opening realms of possibility: this was
her own. Her he desired. (pp. 183-84)
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and she was there one spring night, waiting under a street
lamp. He appeared, carrying a small bouquet of violets and
rosebuds. Stella stood by the lamp post, smoking, She wore
white with red shoes, which fitted his expectations, although
in a troubled moment he had imagined the dress red, and only
the shoes white. She waited uneasily and shyly. From afar he
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saw that her eyes — clearly her father’s — were filled with
desperate innocence. He pictured, in her, his own redemption.
Violins and lit candles revolved in the sky. Leo ran forward
with flowers outthrust.

Around the corner, Salzman, leaning against a wall, chanted
prayers for the dead. (p. 188)
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