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The phrase “history repeats itself” is not, these days, ac-
cepted without challenge. But even those most critical of the
aphorism will acknowledge that certain events and chains
of events bear marked resemblance to incidents of earlier
history. It is, perhaps, less debatable—especially in contempo-
rary America—to claim that fashions of dress repeat them-
selves. The sophisticated moderns who screamed with laughter
at the women’s styles exhibited in films about the twen-
ties are, at the moment of this writing, flaunting the very
same short, rhinestone-decorated hair and short skirts as up-
to-date fashions.

‘We can also find this cycle in literary forms. In the heroic
age, when time was found for entertainment, for wverbal
teaching, and for passing down of lore, the epic poem—the
Iliad and the Odyssey, Beowulf—flourished. Later, the stimu-
lation of Oriental models yielded the first European short
stories: the brief, moral parable and the brief, immoral
anecdote. With the passage of time, the epic gave way to
the prose tale until, in the nineteenth century, it became
the huge, multi-volume novel—Vanity Fair, War and Peace,
Les Misérables.

The short story also came into its own during the nine-
teenth century; and, when the rush of the twentieth century
began to chop away at the length of the novel— “no time
to read. Get the gist of it in a digest!” —the short story be-
came more and more popular and important as a literary
form. Thus, the cycle continued and finally we rediscovered
the “short-short story”—a tiny, highly polished gem of nar-
ration, more fully rounded and developed than the ancient
parables and tales, and short enough to be completed in an
afternoon or during one of the many short trips that have
become an integral part of our lives,

What is presented in these pages is perhaps an ultimate
in the refinement of the writer’s craft. Notice, among the



authors, men whose greatest fame stems from large novels—
The Brothers Karamazov, Of Human Bondage, Anderson-
ville—but who, attracted by a challenge of a different kind,
ventured into the Lilliputian domain of the short-short story.

Rocer B. Goobman
Chairman of the Department of English

Grover Cleveland High School
Ridgewood, New York
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A Wedding without Musicians

BY SHOLOM ALEICHEM
(RS R W R we X

The last time I told you about our Straggler Special, I de-
scribed the miracle of Hashono Rabo. This time I shall tell
you about another miracle in which the Straggler Special fig-
ured, how thanks to the Straggler Special the town of Heissin
was saved from a terrible fate.

This took place during the days of the Constitution when
reprisals against the Jews were going on everywhere. Though
I must tell you that we Jews of Heissin have never been
afraid of pogroms.- Why? Simply because there is no one in
our town who can carry out a pogrom. Of course you can
imagine that if we looked very hard we could find one or two
volunteers who wouldn’'t deny themselves the pleasure of
ventilating us a little, that is, breaking our bones or buming
down our houses. For example, when reports of pogroms be-
gan drifting in, the few squires, who are enemies of our
people, wrote confidential letters to the proper authorities,
saying it might be a good idea if “something were done” in
Heissin also; but since there was no one here to do it, would
they be so kind as to send help, in other words, would they
dispatch some “people” as quickly as possible.

And before another twenty-four hours had passed a
reply came, also confidentially, that “people” were being
sent. From where? From Zhmerinko, from Kazatin, Razdilno,
Popelno and other such places that had distinguished them-
selves in beating up Jews. Do you want to know how we
learned of this deep secret? We found it out through our reg-
ular source of news, Noah Tonkonoy. Noah Tonkonoy is a
man whom God has endowed with a pair of extra-long legs
and he uses them to good purpose. He never rests and he is
seldom to be found at home. He is always busy with a thou-
sand things and most of these things have to do with other

1



2 SEVENTY FIVE SHORT MASTERPIECES

people’s business rather than his own. By trade he is a
printer, and because he is the only printer in Heissin he
knows all the squires and the police and has dealings with
officialdom and is in on all their secrets.

Noah Tonkonoy spread the good news all over town. He
told the secret to one person at a time, in strictest confi-
dence, of course, saying, “I am telling this only to you. I
wouldn’t tell it to anyone else.” And that was how the whole
town became aware of the fact that a mob of hooligans was
on the way, and that a plan for beating up Jews had been
worked out. The plan told exactly when they would start, on
which day, at which hour, and from which point, and
by what means—everything to the last detail

You can imagine what terror this struck in our hearts.
Panic spread quickly. And among whom do you think it
spread first? Among the poor, of course. It’s a peculiar thing
about poor people. When a rich man is afraid of a pogrom,
you can understand why. He is afraid, poor fellow, that he
will be turned into a pauper. But those of you who are al-
ready paupers, what are you afraid of? What have you got
to lose? But you should have seen how they bundled up their
children and packed up their belongings and began running
hither and yon, looking for a place to hide. Where can a
person hideP This one hides in a friendly peasant’s cellar,
another in the Notary’s attic, a third in the Director’s office
at the factory. Everyone finds a spot for himself.

I was the only one in town who wasn’t anxious to hide. I
am not boasting about my bravery. But this is the way I see
it: what's the sense of being afraid of a pogrom? 1 don’t say
that I am a hero. I might have been willing to hide too,
when the hour of reckoning came. But I asked myself first,
“How can I be sure that during the slaughter the friendly
peasant in whose cellar I was hiding, or the Notary, or the
Director of the factory himself, wouldn’t . . .” You under-
stand. And all that aside, how can you leave a town wide
open like that? It's no trick to run away. You have to see
about doing something. But, alas, what can a Jew doP He
appeals to a friendly official. And that is just what we did.

In every town there is at least one friendly official you can
appeal to. We had one too, the Inspector of Police, a jewel
of a fellow, willing to listen to us and willing to accept a
gfft on occasion. We went to the Inspector with the proper
gifts and asked for his protection. He reassured us at once.
He told us to go home and sleep in peace. Nothing would
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happen. Sounds good, doesn’t it? But we still had our walking
newspaper, Noah, who was broadcasting another secret
through the length and breadth of the town. The secret was
that a telegram had just arrived. He swore by everything
holy that he had seen it himself. What was in that telegram?
Only one word—Yediem. An ugly word. It means simply,
“We are coming.” We ran back to the Inspector. “Your honor,”
we told him, “it looks bad.” “What looks badP” he asked,
and we told him, “A telegram has just arrived.” “From
where?” We told him. “And what does it say?” We told him,
“Yediem.” At this he burst out laughing. “You are big
fools,” he said. “Only yesterday I ordered a regiment of Cos-
sacks from Tolchin.”

When we heard this we breathed more easily. When a
Jew hears that a Cossack is coming, he takes courage, he
can face the world again. The question remained: who
would arrive first, the Cossacks from Tolchin, or the hooligans
from Zhmerinko? Common sense told us that the hooligans
would arrive first, because they were coming by train, while
the Cossacks were coming on horseback. But we pinned all
our hopes on the Straggler Special. God is merciful. He
would surely perform a miracle and the Straggler would be
at least a few hours late. This wasn’t too much to hope for,
since it happened nearly every day. But this one time it
looked as though the miracle wouldn't take place. The Strag-
gler kept going from station to station as regular as a clock.
You can imagine how we felt when we learned, confidential-
ly, of course, through Noah Tonkonoy, that a telegram had
arrived from the last station, from Krishtopovka. Yediem, it
said, and not just yediem—but yediem with a hurrah! in front
of it.

Naturally we took this last bit of news straight to the In-
spector. We begged him not to rely on the Cossacks who
might or might not arrive from Tolchin sometime, but to
send police to the station, at least for the sake of appearances,
so that our enemies wouldn't think that we were complete!y .
at their mercy. The Inspector listened to our pleas. He did
what we asked, and more. He got himself up in full uniform,
with all his orders and medals, and took the whole pol}ce
force, that is the gendarme and his assistant, to the station
with him to meet the train.

But our enemies weren’t asleep either. They also put on
their full dress uniforms, complete with ribbons and medals,
took a couple of priests along, and also came to meet the
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train. The Inspector asked them sternly, “What are you do-
ing here? And they asked him the same question, “What
are you doing here? They bandied words back and forth, and
the Inspector let them know in no uncertain terms that their
trouble was for nothing. As long as he was in charge, there
would be no pogrom in Heissin. They listened, smiled know-
ingly, and answered with insolence, “We shall see.”

Just then a train whistle was heard from the distance.
The sound struck terror to our hearts. We waited for another
whistle to blow and after that for the shouts of “Hurrah!”
What would happen after the Hurrah! we knew only too well
from hearsay. We waited, but heard nothing more. What
had happened? The sort of thing that could only happen to
our Straggler Special.

When the Straggler Special drew into the station, the
engineer stopped the locomotive, stepped out calmly and
made his way toward the buffet. We met him halfway. “Well,
my good fellow, and where are the cars?” “Which cars?”
“Can’t you see that you are here with the locomotive and
without cars?”

He stared at us. “What do I care about the cars? They
are the business of the crew.” “Where is the crew?” “How
should 1 know where the crew is? The conductor blows the
whistle when he is ready and I whistle back to let him
know that 1 am starting, and off we go. I don’t have an
extra pair of eyes in back of my head to see what’s going
on behind me.” That was his story and according to that he
was right. But right or wrong, there stood the Straggler Spe-
cial without cars and without passengers. In other words, it
was a wedding without musicians.

Later we learned that a band of hooligans had been on
the way to Heissin, all of them handpicked youths, armed to
the teeth with clubs and knives and other weapons. Their
spirits were high and liquor flowed freely. At the last sta-
tion, Krishtopovka, they invited the crew to join them and
treated everybody to drinks—the conductor, the fireman, the
gendarmes. But in the midst of this revelry they forgot one
little detail, to couple the cars back to the locomotive. And
so the Jocomotive went off at the usual time to Heissin and the
reslt of the Straggler Special remained standing in Krishtop-
ovka,

Neither the hooligans nor the other passengers nor the
crew noticed that they were standing still. They continued
to empty bottle after bottle and to make merry, until the sta-



