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Menke Katz

1906-

Menke and Rivke Katz, 1987. “L'chaim!”

mothers lived hundreds of years. I was born

in 1906 in the shtetl (small Jewish town) of
Svintsyan, the third son among three brothers, El-
chik, Berke, and Yeiske, and a sister, Bloomke. (Most
local names in our area ended with “ke.”’) My father,
Heershe-Dovid, was a descendant of a family of
millers who had operated the same watermill through
the ages in the hamlet of Stratche, near the village of
Sveer. My mother, Badane, was the proud daughter
(one among ten sisters and brothers) of a forester, a
mighty timber and river man.

We lived in the shtetl Svintsyan only a few years,
but my family had lived for centuries in the neighbor-
ing village of Michalishek, hence the roots of my
poetry are where my forefathers laughed, cried,
dreamed, made the poor village rich with homespun
folk songs, folk tales, folk dances.

The folk were lovers of myth, fable, allegory,
fortunate that so many legends were handed down to

I ithuania—land where my forefathers and fore-
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them by the goodwill of destiny. There was also a
minyan (a prayer quorum of ten male adults) of
Cabalists in the village, believers in an occult theoso-
phy of mystical interpretations of the Bible. (I consid-
er myself a Cabalist, it certainly influenced my
poetry.) They believed that with the wonder of words
they could delve into the beyond of all beyonds. For
the Cabalist, words are wings to fly back to Adam or
on to the end of all life on earth, to the Messiah. 1
always see the village of Michalishek as an endless
world, bigger than cities, countries, because it stood
in a dream. Is there a land which can outdistance a
dream?

Michalishek was embraced by the Viliya River.
To get out of the village we had to shout ourselves
hoarse to reach the ears of the barefoot boatman
across the river, until we could finally hear the old
barge sighing, propelled by tide-worn dragropes.

The fare for carrying folk across the river was
half a penny per family. None of the bargemen could
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afford to lower the price, nor had they raised it since
the birth of the barge, ages ago when the logs were
still fresh with the scent of felled birch trees from the
nearby forest.

The forest of Zaborchi across the river seemed
to have no end, with bush and jungle and large
powerful beasts with the proud blood of their family,
Ursidae. The bears moved slowly, awkwardly, when
they ate fruit, nuts, berries, acorns, bird’s eggs, or
honey from ripped beehives, but they could run at
awful speed after a stray woman, man, or child. It was
said that of the women were left only twisted strands
of their braids and the shock of a bear hug; of the
men were left only torn beards which fluttered in the
wind like broken wings. It was rumored that children
were quickly devoured, leaving only the terror of
their small footprints.

Hungry robbers lived in the underworld of the
forest and died in the hollow trunks of the ancient
trees. My grandfather Aaron-Velvel fought a gang of
robbers with a whip in the forest when they tried to
take his horse away. He was lucky to come home with
the horse, but soon died.

My aunt Beilke, the champion storyteller of the
village, saw the summers as blooming fools, the true
blossoms unfolding in the below-zero winters on the
icebound windowpanes. I was her best listener. I saw
the lost princes armed with frost bows sail to their
castles in boats built by frostwork. When she told her
stories, even the so-called business folk closed their
penny businesses to listen.

One of my first poems was about sleepwalkers,
led by the moon over roofs made of straw, rushes,
reeds. The clusters of huts resembled Sleepy Hollow,
the village which still stands safely in the dreams of
Washington Irving.

On moonlit nights my aunt Eetke was busy
chasing the milk ghosts away, they would not suck the
last milk out of her old goat. When my cousin
Yankele was killed by a rival suitor, my aunt feared
that he might sneak out of his grave and take his
bride away while she was under the canopy with her
new love.

The village of Michalishek was the isle of pota-
toes. We all ate mostly potatoes. The crooked alleys
echoed with songs about love-starved maidens, about
dew which was the tears of fallen angels, and potato
songs which poked fun at themselves, such as, “Sun-
day potatoes, Monday potatoes, Tuesday, Wednes-
day, Thursday potatoes. Friday, in honor of the
Sabbath for a change, again potatoes.”

The potatoes of the village were not as prosper-
ous as Idaho potatoes, queen mountain potatoes, or
King Edward VII potato apples. Many of our potatoes
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“Aunt Beilke, champion storyteller of Michalishek, killed
by the Nazis”

lay ill in beds of stingy earth, attacked by an early or
late blight. O the earth of Lithuania was a wretched
miser, but the folk were content with their potato
goodies.

Here is one of my hymns to the potato:

Hymn to the Potato

O my first hymn was to the potato,
lure of my childhood, fruit of the humble,
the diurnal festival of the poor.

No fruit is noble as the potato.
Cherries are coy, plums have hearts of true
stone.

The wind is a drunk fiddler at the grape.

The potato knows how much light there is
in the fertile darkness of seeded earth,
kissing the dust to which Adam returned.

On the hungry alleys of my childhood,
the Milky Way was a potato land.

The most welcome guests were the wandering
beggars. Their aged clothes gave the village the
appearance of an outlandish rag fair. The beggar
bags on their shoulders were filled with crusts of
bread, with the skeletons of herrings, with faded
onions gnawed by the onion fly, and many other
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dismal delicacies.

During winter nights we sat near the huge
burning oven. Aunt Beilke always came to us after
she had cheered Beggar Alley with goodies, to tell us
one of her twenty-cight-chapter stories about an
enchanted bride whose beauty lured the angels out of
heaven to see her face-to-face.

Outdoors there was a chorus of winds: winds,
soloists—lonely winds, winds—invisible singers in
concert with the songs of the folk which they named
dainos; winds—forlorn nomads lost in snowbergs;
winds which told of the days when the land of
Lithuania (as large as South Carolina, with half as
many people) was an empire.

My hymn to the legends of my childhood:
Legends wander from land to land, through space
and time. I heard stories in the alleys of my village in
Lithuania similar to the Anglo-Saxon epic Beowulf of
the days of yore. Only the names differ. Instead of
the Germanic monster Grendel it was Cain, the [irst
killer on earth. (All monsters are descendants of
Cain.) In the village story it was Satan instead of the
dragon. The whole life and dcath of the beheaded
monster are very similar. Even the various versions of
the tales which inspired Shakespeare to write King
Lear I heard in myth-loving Michalishek. Instead of
King Lear’s three daughters, there were the seven
daughters of Jethro (Moses’ father-in-law), and in the
village tale almost all the main characters die at the
end. The village story has a happy ending, King Lear
an unhappy ending.

hen I was five years old, a belfer (an assistant
teacher) came and carried me to heder (Jewish
religious school for children). He sat me up on a high
chair and told me that an angel stood behind me and
would throw candy for me. I was as much overjoyed
as frightened. I saw every child get a candy, but I got
two. I shared the second candy with my closest friend,
Yoske, who had already been in heder a year. Both of
us can still feel the heavenly taste of the candy in our
mouths. (Yoske is now a medical doctor in Virginia.)
Yoske and I were such great friends that it was
said our friendship had been destined in heaven
before we were born. Even the weary houses where
we lived were so close to one another, twinned as our
inseparable friendship was. (Yoske never saw his
father; like Charles Dickens’s David Copperfield, he
was an orphan six months before he was born.)
Older children who had already learned Arama-
ic and peeped secretly into the Cabala (Jews are not
allowed to read the Cabala until the age of forty) told
us about each one of the seven heavens and that we
could choose to live in any heaven we like after we

“Menke at three, just before his first haircut.
(No one in the village owned a bicycle—it belonged to the
itinerant photographer.)”

die. It took five hundred years to fly from one
heaven to another. However, because we would live
forever, five hundred years in heaven was like five
minutes on earth. Yoske and 1 were wonderstruck.
We decided to choose the third heaven, the Heaven
of Manna. Manna fell in the third heaven night and
day. The manna might consist of whatever we wished,
even ice cream, which we had heard about but never
tasted. Yoske and I swore to be friends forever and
ever. (I kept my oath somewhat by naming my first
book of poems in English Land of Manna.)

The children came to heder in the morning and
left at night carrying homemade lanterns with
flickering wicks, which sometimes had to fight winds
and snow-devils. When we studied Genesis (the Rabbi
translated the Hebrew into Yiddish word for word), 1
was fascinated by the mystic power of the words with
which God created the world in six days. (We heard
there were also 196,000 other worlds, but we were
now in this world, where we would all live awhile.) 1
learned how enchanting words are. All God had to do
was to tell the waters to gather into one place, and the
earth appeared.

We heard from the storytellers of the village that
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it had not been easy for God to create the earth. The
waters refused to give up their identity. Rahab, the
giant of giants of the seas, refused to open his oceanic
mouth to swallow all the waters which covered the
face of the earth. The armies of all the seas were
roaring through tohu-bohu: “Death to God’—until
God killed Rahab the Ashmedai of the seas, defeated
the mighty waters, and the earth was born.

The storytellers also told about the birth of the
sun and the moon. They said, when God created the
sun and the moon both had the same light. The moon
demanded a greater light than the sun. God punished
the moon, reduced its light to one sixtieth. The moon
complained that the punishment was too severe, that
it would be lonely wandering alone across the skies.
God pitied the moon and made the stars to keep it
company.

We heard stories about almost every animal
which God had created. Here is just one about the
sheep which complained to God that it had nothing to
defend itself, anyone could kill it. God said: “1 will
give you claws and horns to fight your enemies,” but
the sheep wanted to be a kind, peaceful animal. Then
God said: “I will give you wool which man can use,
and he will protect you.” As a vegetarian child 1
already knew that man was the sheep’s greatest
danger, it would be killed, not protected.

The legend weavers told us how difficult it was
for God to create the first man out of dust. Dust
refused to turn into man. When God sent the angel
Gabriel to bring dust, it blinded his eyes. God himself
had to take dust from all four corners of the earth to
create Adam.

mong my brothers I felt closest to my oldest
brother, Elchik, who was already sixteen. He
confided to me that from his head to his toes he was
in love with the dimpled, ever-smiling Dveirke. He
wrote three or four love letters a day to her, which 1
delivered secretly. Dveirke, barefooted, with long
braids ornamented with a garland of wildflowers,
adorned every letter with a daisy from her hair.
One day he told me that on the next moonlit
night they would both swear before the Torah that
their love was eternal, as God and I would be the
witness. We had to sneak into the synagogue. If we
were caught, we would be the shame and disgrace of
the village. Elchik stealthily opened one of the color-
rich windows and we all climbed into the Godful
synagogue. I shall always feel the sacred fright that I
felt when I saw Elchik and Dveirke stand at the open
ark and swear that they would love each other forever
and a day; in life or in death, neither would be
touched by another lover.
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In the imagination of the folk here, America was
a legendary land. Mothers lulled their infants to sleep
singing such lullabies as “‘Sleep my child, sleep, in
America you will eat hallah, raisins, and almonds
every day”’ (hallah, braided white bread eaten in
honor of the Sabbath).

Sorke was a professional letter writer. She wrote
letters for those who had fathers or distant relatives in
America. For an ordinary letter she charged half a
kopeke (a half cent), for a kopeke she added rhymes
such as “The birds are singing / The ears are
ringing” (a sign of good luck). To make a “living”
Sorke was also one of the cry women at all funerals.

Here are a few lines from my book Burning
Village which tell how my three brothers, my sister,
and I imagined America.

Heaven on earth is in the children’s eyes.
Who is richer in gold, America

or the sun? Elchik says: at dawn, the sun

is richer, at twilight, America.

Berke tells of a street—a dream in New York,
paved with silver dollars like little moons.
Menke in “‘heder” confides, his father
Heershe Dovid (tall, yearning and handsome)

“The only picture left of Menke’s oldest brother, Elchik
(from his mother’s locket)”
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salled the seas to change his jaded horse

for a gallant filly, the squeaking wagon,

for a two-wheeled pleasure carriage; to trade
the cow with the drying udders, hardly
enough for milksnakes,—for a herd of an
aristocratic breed with teats like milkwells.
Sunset. Yeiske sees the clouds sail like boats
with gold which dad sent from America.
Bloomke fears there may be a shipwreck in
the clouds and flood the village with gold.

When I was eight my father left for America
with the hope of returning in a couple of years a well-
off man. However, before the boat reached America,
the First World War broke out. We did not hear from
him for six years. The village of Michalishek, like
hundreds of other villages and little towns, was
awakened with horror after ages of calm by German
guns. We lived through hunger, disease, death. My
brother Elchik was taken away by the Germans to
“work.”

Months passed in the desperation of futile wait-
ing, with no idea where Elchik might be. My mother,
Badane, on sleepless nights walked through the
winding alleys of the village looking for him, at times
calling him, hoping in vain that by some miracle he
would suddenly appear. She always imagined that she
heard him calling her, crying for help. The nights
were filled with the meows of pitiful stray cats,
mingled with the steps of German soldiers guarding
against a sudden attack by the Russians.

Pretty Dveirke lived night and day in deep
yearning for her beloved Elchik. Her braids had been
flowerless since she saw him the last time. It seemed
to her that all flowers had faded forever, as had her
hopes of seeing him again.

Hope returned when a wandering beggar ar-
rived with a long white beard, a walking stick, and a
beggar bag on his shoulder. He was familiar to the
village folk. It was rumored he might be the prophet
Elijah. He brought news about our lost Elchik. He
said he had seen him all alone in the village of
Boovitz, forsaken by everyone, even God. He said he
had found him hungry, sick, longing for his mother,
brothers, sister, and his love, Dveirke. The beggar
had given him bread from his beggar bag, brought
him water from the well, and promised he would visit
his family and let us know where he was.

My mother prepared a bag of healing herbs,
some food, some warm clothes, and took me along on
the long, many-miles walk to the village of Boovitz.
The war was still on. Bullets whistled over and
around us. We heard villages bombarded, ages left in
ruins.
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It was one of Lithuania’s below-zero winters.
The frost cracked the heartwood of the pine, birch,
and spruce from which the street fiddlers made their
sobbing fiddles. At the end of day kind Lithuanian
peasants allowed us to sleep in their barns together
with the cattle.

We finally reached the village of Boovitz. We did
not hear the sound of a living soul. We saw many
barracks, but in the first barrack we found Elchik
lying on a heap of straw, with a pencil and scribbled
notes next to him. At first we thought he was
sleeping, but we soon realized it was the sleep of the
eternal. My mother and I broke the silence with cries
which must have frightened even God.

Night. The moon sneaked out of the clouds,
spreading shrouds all around us, It seemed it was the
last night on earth.

In 1920 we received the first letter from my
father, saying that he wanted us to come to America,
and he asked, of course, how everyone was. My
mother did not want to shock him with my brother
Elchik’s death. She wrote: “I and our four children
are well.” (We were five children when he left.) My
father answered that he knew who had died, he had
seen Elchik dying in a dream.

It took us six months to get to America. The war
still lingered in countries through which we had to
travel, often by horse and wagon.

When we finally reached America (Passaic, New
Jersey) we were bitterly disappointed. We found our
father a very poor man, a factory worker in the Lodi
silk mills. We quickly learned that the land of gold
and hope was for us the land of illusions.

My father, Heershe-Dovid, working at a mini-
mum wage in the silk factory in Lodi, New Jersey,
could not alone support his wife and four children,
and she was pregnant with the fifth child. He had to
take my older brother Berke and me to work in the
silk factory to help him keep the family fed, clothed,
sheltered. I was fourteen, my brother Berke sixteen.
We all worked very hard. The huge gloomy factory
with the high, darkly lit ceilings reminds me now of
the maximum-security Greenhaven jail, where I
taught poetry to prisoners. (I also taught poetry in the
Napanoch prison, which from a distance looks like a
forsaken castle with a sleeping beauty in it.)

Many workers had come from various countries
and spoke very little English. I felt miserable in the
factory and yearned for my beloved war-torn Lithua-
nian village of Michalishek. I didn’t know how long I
would waste my boyhood days in this factory. I
wanted to learn English, write poems.

I was fascinated by the ever-climbing city of New
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“Menke’s uncle Avremke, who taught him waichmaking
in the village of Michalishek”

York when my cousin Avromelke took me with him
once. He was an old bachelor, lived on the Lower
East Side fixing Singer sewing machines. I saw New
York crowned with the glory of a man-made Genesis
or as one of the lands of giants lured out of the stories
which my aunt Beilke, the champion storyteller, had
told us in her dreamful hovel.

I asked my cousin if I could share one of his two
rooms with him and was happily surprised to hear an
enthusiastic yes! My parents finally agreed. Great! 1
now lived in New York, went to Passaic on weckends
and holidays to visit my parents, my brothers, Berke
and Yeiske, and my sister, Bloomke.

I worked as an apprentice watchmaker, I really
was not an apprentice. My uncle Avremke, who was
famed in many towns and villages of Lithuania as one
of the greatest watchmakers, had taught me watch-
making since I was eleven. However, in New York I
was told T was a primitive watchmaker. My boss made
fun of the names I used for the wheels of the watches.
For instance, the center wheel I called an attic wheel,
because, as my uncle explained, it resembled an attic,
cte. In a couple of months T had learned so-called
modern watchmaking and was considered an expert
watch and clock maker.

In the evenings I learned English in night school

for foreigners and studied until late, night in, night
out. The two rooms which I shared with my cousin
Avromelke (at 251 East Second Street, near Avenue
C) reminded me of the hekdesh—the flophouse for
beggars in my village. Our rooms were so dark we
had to use candles even during the day. I won-
dered—even in America, there was no electricity in
the whole house. The walls were black with smoke,
smoke-eaters which did not allow the sun to peep into
the rooms. Only at sundown did the last reflections of
the dying day sneak in and we saw a patch of sky. At
night some stars went astray, for a while scared the
darkness away.

There was only a sink here which never stopped
babbling, drip-drop-drop-drip, as if it were trying to
teach us the language of ghosts. There was no
shower, but there were public showers in the area.
For a nickel I stood under a cold or hot shower with a
piece of soap and a towel by my side. Every Friday, in
honor of the Sabbath, my cousin and I went to the
Russian-Turkish bath. He taught me how to rub his
back with a soft, soap-filled brush, he did the same to
me.

On one of my visits to my parents I was told that
Mother had just given birth to a new son, a new
brother, a new human being, the only one of us born
in the United States. We named him Elchik, but it
would have been hard to call him by the name of my
oldest brother, who had died at seventeen only a
couple of years before, hence we also named him
Moishe, after my uncle who had died a few months
before he was born. We now call him Meishke. He
grew up in Passaic with my parents’ every charm, as if
he had been born in the village of Michalishek, in
Lithuania. (He achieved the American dream and is
now the president of the Amalgamated Bank of New
York.) My brother Yeiske is a noted engineer, an
intellectual and a dreamer. My brother Berke, who
died at the age of fifty-eight, owned a paint factory.
My sister, Bloomke, 1s an executive assistant with a
firm of attorneys. She is a stormy believer in unpopu-
lar truth.

When I received a sort of diploma stating that I
was a graduate of the night school for foreigners, I
entered Manhattan Preparatory School on Second
Avenue. I studied from nine in the morning until five
and worked as a watchmaker in the evenings.

In this school I learned not only English, but also
history, biology, arithmetic, algebra, geometry. After
a year I graduated from Manhattan Preparatory
School. 1 was hungrier than ever to learn, to write
poems.

Then I passed an examination at DeWitt Clinton
High School (at Fifty-ninth Street and Tenth Avenue)
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and was accepted into the fifth term. At the time it
was a boys’ high school. I was a diligent student,
deeply interested in English grammar. Now I believe
it would be good to get rid of much of the grammar,
particularly in poetry. Grammar was taken from
language, not vice versa.

Before classes began at DeWitt Clinton High
School, there was an “‘official class,” where students
demonstrated their talents. 1 read my poems almost
every morning for a small audience of students, Then
I wrote only in English, because 1 did not know there
was a Yiddish literature. Until I came to the United
States T studied only the Bible and the Talmud, I
began to *'sin” at ten by reading the Cabala.

As soon as 1 was aware of the great Yiddish
literature—writers, novelists, poets—I stopped writ-
ing English poetry and over the years wrote nine
books of Yiddish poems. Here is one of my teenage
poems in English:

At a Patched Window

I am a lover, a pauper, and a poet.

My heart is clean beneath the threadbare shirt.

I learned wisdom from the Talmudic skies of
Lithuania.

I am gracefully uncouth.

I cleaved my grace from the slums of New York.

My father like Columbus dreamed of America,
when 1 was born,

My childhood wanned at a patched window,

where I imagined a cake soaring like a cherub,

where I saw candy, toys, and cocoa,

under the wings of a nymph only.

The cruel hand of destiny led us through
hunger, war and plague.

We were four little brothers and a scrawny
sister.

In the autumn garret we heard the song of
Spring,

as crawling doves would hear the giggle of their
craven victor.

The wind through redolent meadows was a
bleak laughter.

O our weary mother carried us

through the prosperous thorns of our scared
little town, Michalishek, _

From a fairy tale came the night—a spectral
undertaker,

to bury the thorny day of Lithuania.

God was the baker from Eden who baked the
tasty stars.
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f I were asked where I had enjoyed myself more

than anywhere else throughout my life, I would
say in New York cafeterias, with friends over a cup of
coffee, at a cozy table. (There were cafeterias all over
New York years ago.) I love tables and I think tables
love me.

Some of my best poems 1 wrote during the
summers of 1952 and 1953 near Beacon, New York,
on a hill overlooking the Hudson River. I wrote the
poems on a table, in the open air, sometimes under
the stars. At the end of the second summer I asked
the ownerif I could buy this table, which was precious
to me because I had written so many poems on it. He
said: “T will give it to you as a gift.”

The table is still with me and will be as long as I
live. Beyond me, when I will be all heaven, my son
Heershe Dovid will inherit it, will continue writing his
Yiddish linguistic works on it. I always see this
wooden table as a part of a tree on whose branches
birds made love, built nests for baby birds. This tree
had a lucky death, it was resurrected as a table on
which a poet writes poems.

During the depression years of the early thirties I
was one of the millions unemployed. I lived through,
at times, as much hunger in New York as in my
childhood in our village, in Lithuania. I often missed
coffee more than food. It was sad to chat with friends
at a table in a cafeteria without a cup of coffee. Here
are two tankas from a series of poems in my first
English book of poetry—Land of Manna:

To Yeiske, at a Cup of Coffee

A cup of coffee

is my shield. A trance

eludes the jam at Times Square.
It is coffee-time, chat-time

from dawn to dawn in New York.

O the humble joy

of a cafeteria,

detouring hell with

you and glowing friends, at a
cup of coffee—cup of dreams.

We could not afford to pay a nickel for a cup of
coffee. For a nickel we could get four rolls in an East
Side bakery or we could walk fifty blocks to Mac
Fadden and get a small plate of vegetable soup for a
penny. For a nickel we could get an apple on the
streets of New York. The sixty-four-dollar question
was, how do we get a nickel?

I lived temporarily with my friend the Yiddish
poet Yosl Greenspan in two dilapidated rooms on the
Lower East Side. We were supposed to pay eight
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dollars a month rent. For us it was an astronomical
price. After many months of not paying the rent we
were evicted with our satchels filled with poems,
diaries, dreams.

It was utterly impossible to carry it all with us.
We left our poetic riches on Monroe Street, in the
hands of the landlady, with a promise to pay her a
dollar a month. However, after many months there
was still no hope of paying the debt. We could not get
hold of a few dollars to free our lives’ poetry savings
from where they were buried under dust and ashes,
rusty stove pokers, among all the ancient junk of the
cellar. The most tragic loss to me was my brother
Elchik's diary, which my mother and I had found
where he died, at seventeen, in no-man’s-land, during
the First World War.

My friend Yosl Greenspan and 1 were now
homeless. We “slept’” on benches on the Williams-
burg Bridge. At night we saw a barge on the East
River under a moonlit sky. At first, we thought it
might be loaded with lumber, oil, coal, but we soon
realized that dead homeless people had been dumped
on it, on its way to Potter’s Field. We both wrote
poems about the deathful barge. I named my poem
“Brother Island.” It is in my Yiddish book of poems
Der mentch in togn (Dawning man).
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After a desperate search everywhere for any
kind of a job, it seemed incredible that I would ever
get one. It was as hard to believe that it was possible
to get a job as it was then to believe that there might
one day be a man on the moon.

I read with hope an ad in a local newspaper:
“Man Wanted, no experience necessary.” I rushed to
this rare opportunity in mid-Manhattan. When I
arrived 1 saw busy workers giving birth to a new
building. 1 saw bricklayers, plasterers, steamfitters,
men erecting beams, trusses, girders, fitting base-
boards and casings, putting in locks and doorknobs,
all experts in the building trade.

I asked the foreman what I could do among
these construction experts, without any experience.
He said: “You will carry bricks.”” T had no idea I had
to climb ladders, but I did. I followed other men who
were climbing as naturally as monkeys, handing
bricks to each other. When I reached the top of the
huge stepladder and looked down, 1 saw how high I
was from the earth. I was petrified, death seemed
unavoidable, just one step down and I would fall
through Dante’s nine concentric circles of hell.

Some workers were kind enough to try to help
me down the stepladder, to no avail. I did not let
them help me. 1 could not believe they would bring
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