Getzel
the Monkey

My dear friends, we all know what a mimic is. Once we had such
a man living in our town, and he was given a fitting name. In
that day they gave nicknames to everybody but the rich people.
Still, Getzel was even richer than the one he tried to imitate,
Todrus Broder. Todrus himself lived up to his fancy name. He
was tall, broad-shouldered like a giant, with a black beard as
straight as a squire’s and a pair of dark eyes that burned through
you when they looked at you. Now, I know what I'm talking
about. I was still a girl then, and a good-looking one, too. When
he stared at me with those fiery eyes, the marrow in my bones
trembled. If an envious man were to have a look like that, he
could, God preserve us, easily give you the evil eye. Todrus had
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no cause for envy, though. He was as healthy as an ox, and he
had a beautiful wife and two graceful daughters, real princesses.
He lived like a nobleman. He had a carriage with a coachman,
and a hansom as well. He went driving to the villages and played
around with the peasant women. When he threw coins to them,
they cheered. Sometimes he would go horseback riding through
the town, and he sat up in the saddle as straight as a Cossack.

His surname was Broder, but Todrus came from Great Poland,
not from Brody. He was a great friend of all the nobles. Count
Zamoysky used to come to his table on Friday nights to taste his
gefilte fish. On Purim the count sent him a gift, and what do you
imagine the gift turned out to be? Two peacocks, a male and a
female!

Todrus spoke Polish like a Pole and Russian like a Russian.
He knew German, too, and French as well. What didn’t he
know? He could even play the piano. He went hunting with
Zamoysky and he shot a wolf. When the Tsar visited Zamosc and
the finest people went to greet him, who do you think spoke to
him? Todrus Broder. No sooner were the first three words out of
his mouth than the Tsar burst out laughing. They say that later
the two of them played a game of chess and Todrus won. I
wasn't there, but it probably happened. Later Todrus received a
gold medal from Petersburg.

His father-in-law, Falk Posner, was rich, and Falk’s daughter
Fogel was a real beauty. She had a dowry of twenty thousand
rubles, and after her father’s death she inherited his entire
fortune. But don't think that Todrus married her for her money.
It is said that she was traveling with her mother to the spas
when suddenly Todrus entered the train. He was still a bachelor
then, or perhaps a widower. He took one look at Fogel and
then he told her mother that he wanted her daughter to be
his wife. Imagine, this happened some fifty years ago. . . .
Everyone said that it was love at first sight for Todrus, but later it
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turned out that love didn’t mean a thing to him. I should have as
many blessed years as the nights Fogel didn't sleep becauseof
him! They joked, saying that if you were to dress a shovel in a
woman’s skirts, he would chase after it. In those days, Jewish
daughters didn’t know about love affairs, so he had to run after
Gentile girls and women.

Not far from Zamosc, Todrus had an estate where the greatest
nobles came to admire his horses. But he was a terrible spend-
thrift, and over the years his debts grew. He devoured his father-
in-law’s fortune, and that is the plain truth.

Now, Getzel the Monkey, whose name was really Getzel
Bailes, decided to imitate everything about Todrus Broder. He
was a rich man, and stingy to boot. His father had also been
known as a miser. It was said that he had built up his fortune by
starving himself. The son had a mill that poured out not flour but
gold. Getzel had an old miller who was as devoted as a dog to
him. In the fall, when there was a lot of grain to mill, this miller
stayed awake nights. He didn’t even have a room for himself; he
slept with the mice in the hayloft. Getzel grew rich because of
him. In those times people were used to serving. If they didn't
serve God, they served the boss.

Getzel was a moneylender, too. Half the town's houses were
mortgaged to him. He had one precious little daughter, Dishke,
and a wife, Risha Leah, who was as sick as she was ugly. Getzel
could as soon become Todrus as I the rabbi of Turisk. But a
rumor spread through the town that Getzel was trying to become
another Todrus. At the beginning it was only the talk of the
peddlers and the seamstresses, and who pays attention to such
gossip? But then Getzel went to Selig the tailor and he ordered a
coat just like Todrus’s, with a broad fox collar and a row of tails.
Later he had the shoemaker fit him with a pair of boots exactly
the same as Todrus’s, with low uppers and shiny toes. Zamosc
isn't Warsaw. Sooner or later everyone knows what everyone else
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is doing. So why mimic anyone? Still, when the rumors reached
Todrus’s ears he merely said, "I don't care. It shows that he has a
high opinion of my taste.”” Todrus never spoke a bad word about
anyone. If he was going down Lublin Street and a girl of twelve
walked by, he would lift his hat to her just as though she were a
lady. Had a fool done this, they would have made fun of him.
But a clever person can afford to be foolish sometimes. At
weddings Todrus got drunk and cracked such jokes that they
thought he, not Berish Venngrover, was the jester. When he
danced a kozotsky, the floor trembled.

Well, Getzel Bailes was determined to become a second
Todrus. He was small and thick as a barrel, and a stammerer to
boot. To hear him try to get a word out was enough to make you
faint. The town had something to mock. He bought himself a
carriage, but it was a tiny carriage and the horses were two old
nags. Getzel rode from the marketplace to the mill and from the
mill to the marketplace. He wanted to be gallant, and he tried to
take his hat off to the druggist’s wife. Before he could raise his
hand, she had already disappeared. People were barely able to
keep from laughing in his face, and the town rascals immediately
gave him his nickname.

Getzel's wife, Risha Leah, was a shrew, but she had sense
enough to see what was happening. They began to quarrel. There
was no lack in Zamosc of curious people who listened at the
cracks in the shutters and looked through the keyhole. Risha Leah
said to him, "“You can as much become Todrus as I can become a
man! You are making a fool of yourself. Todrus is Todrus; you
stay Getzel.”

But who knows what goes on in another person’s head? It
seemed to be an obsession. Getzel began to pronounce his words
like a person from Great Poland and to use German expressions:
mddchen, schmddchen, gridchen. He found out what Todrus ate,
what he drank, and, forgive me for the expression, what drawers
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he wore. He began to chase women, too. And, my dear friends,
just as Todrus had succeeded in everything, so Getzel failed. He
would crack a joke and get a box on the ear in return. Once, in
the middle of a wedding celebration, he tried to seduce a woman,
and her husband poured chicken soup down the front of his
gaberdine. Dishke cried and implored him, “Daddy, they are
making fun of you!” But it is written somewhere that any fancy
can become a madness.

Getzel met Todrus in the street and said, "I want to see your
furniture.”

"With the greatest pleasure,” said Todrus and took him into
his living room. What harm would it do Todrus, after all, if
Getzel copied him?

So Getzel kept on mimicking. He tried to imitate Todrus’s
voice. He tried to make friends with the squires and their wives.
He had studied everything in detail. Getzel had never smoked,
but suddenly he came out with cigars and the cigars were bigger
than he was. He also started a subscription to a newspaper in
Petersburg. Todrus's daughters went to a Gentile boarding
school, and Getzel wanted to send Dishke there, even though she
was already too old for that. Risha Leah raised an uproar and she
was barely able to prevent him from doing it. If he had been a
pauper, Getzel would have been excommunicated. But he was
loaded with money. For a long time Todrus didn't pay any atten-
tion to all of this, but at last in the marketplace he walked over to
Getzel and asked: Do you want to see how I make water?”” He
used plain language, and the town had something to laugh about.

2.

Now, listen to this. One day Risha Leah died. Of what did she
die? Really, I couldn’t say. Nowadays people run to the doctor; in
those times a person got sick and it was soon finished. Perhaps it
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was Getzel's carryings on that killed her. Anyway, she died and
they buried her. Getzel didn’t waste any tears over it. He sat on
the stool during the seven days of mourning and cracked jokes
like Todrus. His daughter Dishke was already engaged. After the
thirty days of bereavement the matchmakers showered him with
offers, but he wasn’t in a hurry.

Two months hadn’t passed when there was bedlam in the
town. Todrus Broder had gone bankrupt. He had borrowed
money from widows and orphans. Brides had invested their
dowries with him, and he owed money to nobles. One of the
squires came over and tried to shoot him. Todrus’s wife wept and
fainted, and the girls hid in the attic. It came out that Todrus
owed Getzel a large sum of money. A mortgage, or God knows
what. Getzel came to Todrus. He was carrying a cane with a
silver tip and an amber handle, just like Todrus’s, and he
pounded on the floor with it. Todrus tried to laugh off the whole
business, but you could tell that he didn’t feel very good about it.
They wanted to auction off all his possessions, tear him to pieces.
The women called him a murderer, a robber, and a swindler. The
brides howled: *“What did you do with our dowries?"’ and wailed
as if it were Yom Kippur. Todrus had a dog as big as a lion, and
Getzel had gotten one the image of it. He brought the dog with
him, and both animals tried to devour each other. Finally Getzel
whispered something to Todrus; they locked themselves in a
room and stayed there for three hours. During that time the
creditors almost tore the house down. \When Todrus came out, he
was as pale as death; Getzel was perspiring. He called out to the
men: “Don’t make such a racket! I'll pay all the debts. I have
taken over the business from Todrus.” They didn't believe their
own ears. Who puts a healthy head into a sickbed? But Getzel
took out his purse, long and deep, just like Todrus’s. However,
Todrus’s was empty, and this one was full of bank notes. Getzel
began to pay on the spot. To some he paid off the whole debt and
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to others an advance, but they all knew that he was solvent.
Todrus looked on silently. Fogel, his wife, came to herself and
smiled. The girls came out of their hiding places. Even the dogs
made peace; they began to sniff each other and wag their tails.
Where had Getzel put together so much cash? As a rule, a
merchant has all his money in his business. But Getzel kept on
paying. He had stopped stammering and he spoke now as if he
really were Todrus. Todrus had a bookkeeper whom they called
the secretary, and he brought out the ledgers. Meanwhile, Todrus
had become his old self again. He told jokes, drank brandy, and
offered a drink to Getzel. They toasted /' chayim.

To make a long story short, Getzel took over everything. Todrus
Broder left for Lublin with his wife and daughters, and it seemed
that he had moved out altogether. Even the maids went with him.
But then why hadn’t he taken his feather beds with him? By law,
no creditor is allowed to take these. For three months there was
no word of them. Getzel had already become the boss. He went
here, he went there, he rode in Todrus’s carriage with Todrus's
coachman. After three months Fogel came back with her daugh-
ters. It was hard to recognize her. They asked her about her
husband and she answered simply, “I have no more husband.”
“Some misfortune, God forbid?” they asked, and she answered
no, that they had been divorced.

There is a saying that the truth will come out like oil on water.
And so it happened here. In the three hours that Getzel and
Todrus had been locked up in the office, Todrus had transferred
everything to Getzel—his house, his estate, all his possessions,
and on top of it all, his wife. Yes, Fogel married Getzel. Getzel
gave her a marriage contract for ten thousand rubles and wrote
up a house—it was actually Todrus’s—as estate. For the daugh-
ters he put away large dowries.

The turmoil in the town was something awful. If you weren't
in Zamosc then, you have no idea how excited a town can



156 2* ISAAC BASHEVIS SINGER

become. A book could be written about it. Not one book, ten
books! Even the Gentiles don’t do such things. But that was
Todrus. As long as he could, he acted like a king. He gambled,
he lost, and then it was all over; he disappeared. It seems he had
been about to go to jail. The squires might have murdered him.
And in such a situation, what won’t a man do to save his life?
Some people thought that Getzel had known everything in ad-
vance and that he had plotted it all. He had managed a big loan
for Todrus and had lured him into his snare. No one would have
thought that Getzel was so clever. But how does the saying go? If
God wills, a broom will shoot.

Todrus’s girls soon got married. Dishke went to live with her
in-laws in Lemberg. Fogel almost never showed her face outside.
Todrus’s grounds had a garden with a pavilion, and she sat there
all summer. In the winter she hid inside the house. Todrus
Broder had vanished like a stone in the water. Some held that he
was in Krakow; others, that he had gone to Warsaw. Still others
said that he had converted and had married a rich squiress. Who
can understand such a man? If a Jew is capable of selling his
wife in such a way, he is no longer a Jew. Fogel had loved him
with a great love, and it was clear that she had consented to
everything just to save him. In the years that followed, nobody
could say a word against Todrus to her. On Rosh Hashanah and
Yom Kippur she stood in her pew in the women'’s section at the
grating and she didn't utter a single word to anybody. She re-
mained proud.

Getzel took over Todrus’s language and his manners. He even
became taller, or perhaps he put lifts in his boots. He became a
bosom friend of the squires. It was rumored that he drank for-
bidden wine with them. After he had stopped stammering, he
had begun to speak Polish like one of them.

Dishke never wrote a word to her father. About Todrus’s
daughters I heard that they didn’t have a good end. One died in
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childbirth. Another was supposed to have hanged herself. But
Getzel became Todrus and I saw it happen with my own eyes,
from beginning to end. Yes, mimicking is forbidden. If you
imitate a person, his fate is passed on to you. Even with a shadow
one is not allowed to play tricks. In Zamosc there was a young
man who used to play with his shadow. He would put his hands
together so that the shadow on the wall would look like a buck
with horns, eating and butting. One night the shadow jumped
from the wall and gored the young man as if with real horns. He
got such a butt that he had two holes in his forehead afterwards.
And so it happened here.

Getzel did not need other people’s money. He had enough.
But suddenly he began to borrow from widows and orphans.
Anywhere he could find credit he did, and he paid high interest.
He didn’t have to renovate his mill either. The flour was as white
as snow. But he built 2 new mill and put in new millstones. His
old and devoted miller had died, and Getzel hired a new miller
who had long mustaches, a former bailiff. This one swindled him
right and left. Getzel also bought an estate from a nobleman even
though he already had an estate with a stable and horses. Before
this he had kept to his Jewishness, but now he began to dress like
a fop. He stopped coming to the synagogue except on High Holy
Days. As if this wasn't enough, Getzel started a brewery and he
sowed hops for beer. He didn’t need any of this. Above all, it
cost him a fortune. He imported machines, God knows from
where, and they made such a noise at night that the neighbors
couldn’t sleep. Every few weeks he made a trip to Warsaw. Who
can guess what really happened to him? Ten enemies don't do as
much harm to a man as he does to himself. One day the news
spread that Getzel was bankrupt. My dear friends, he didn’t have
to go bankrupt; it was all an imitation of Todrus. He had taken
over the other’s bad luck. People streamed from every street and
broke up his windowpanes. Getzel had no imitator. No one
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wanted his wife; Fogel was older than Getzel by a good many
years. He assured everyone that he wouldn't take anything away
from them. But they beat him up. A squire came and put his
pistol to Getzel's forehead in just the same way as the other had
to Todrus.

To make a long story short, Getzel ran away in the middle of
the night. When he left, the creditors took over and it turned out
that there was more than enough for everybody. Getzel's fortune
was worth God knows how much. So why had he run away? And
where had he gone? Some said that the whole bankruptcy was
nothing but a sham. There was supposed to have been 2 woman
involved, but what does an old man want with a woman? It was
all to be like Todrus. Had Todrus buried himself alive, Getzel
would have dug his own grave. The whole thing was the work of
demons. What are demons if not imitators? And what does a
mirror do? This is why they cover a mirror when there is a corpse
in the house. It is dangerous to see the reflection of the body.

Every piece of property Getzel had owned was taken away.
The creditors didn’t leave as much as a scrap of bread for Fogel.
She went to live in the poorhouse. When this happened I was no
longer in Zamosc. But may my enemies have such an old age as
they say Fogel had. She lay down on a straw mattress and she
never got up again. It was said that before her death she asked to
be inscribed on the tombstone not as the wife of Getzel but as the
wife of Todrus. Nobody even bothered to put up a stone. Over
the years the grave became overgrown and was finally lost.

What happened to Getzel? And what happened to Todrus? No
one knew. Somebody thought they might have met somewhere,
but for what purpose? Todrus must have died. Dishke tried to get
a part of her father's estate, but nothing was left. A man should
stay what he is. The troubles of the world come from mimicking.
Today they call it fashion. A charlatan in Paris invents a dress
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with a train in front and everybody wears it. They are all apes,
the whole lot of them.

I could also tell you a story about twins, but I wouldn’t dare to
talk about it at night. They had no choice. They were two bodies
with one soul. Both sisters died within a single day, one in
Zamosc and the other in Kovle. Who knows? Perhaps one sister
was real and the other was her shadow?

I am afraid of a shadow. A shadow is an enemy. When it has
the chance, it takes revenge.

Translated by the author and Ellen Kantarov
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