
Elise Wanger Zell 
Jump Fiction Sample 

 1 

FICTION EXCERPT 

 

I. Shoes 

 Berek, as usual, decided to speak first: 

“The complex that fell on top of him was four stories tall, with classrooms on the first floor.” 

 He was reading a letter from the city, about an old business associate. He sat at the living room 

table holding the letter in one hand and a knife in the other, his gray tie tucked neatly under his jacket. 

Every few moments he would emphasize the end of a sentence with a tsk! or hmph! A child’s left shoe 

about the size of his palm stood on the table. 

 His wife busied herself behind him, pulling out family albums and old books, trying to determine 

what she could carry. A calendar hung over the bookshelf, the days crossed out to Elul 14, 5699. In 

smaller print in the right-hand corner, the calendar said August 29th, 1939. Rochelle mouthed these 

unaccustomed sounds to herself, trying to recreate the pronunciations her childhood English tutor would 

so flawlessly form, the wide ahs and gritty ers she thought might be of use to them on their journey. She 

reached up and removed the calendar from its nail, which had already rusted into the soft grain of their 

wooden house. She added the calendar to the growing pile on her left. 

 Berek folded the letter closed. “Rochelle, don’t you remember?” 

 She knew the leather-bound Spinoza had a few tattered notes pleated into the bindings—love 

letters from old boyfriends, lists of baby names, shopping. She flipped through them, putting the memories 

to the right, the throwaways to the left. Just as she finished sorting through the notes, a small, folded 

yellow paper slipped out. She didn’t remember writing it, but it had her penmanship. A list of what she 

would miss about Warsaw. She must’ve written it right before they moved back to Sosnowiec, when she 

first became pregnant with Leah. She would miss Berek waiting for her at the top of the marble stairs of 

the library, his black hair pressed flat against the bulging white pillars. She would miss the summers they 

strolled through the gardens of the Saxon Palace, peacocks flaring their plumage on the grass. She would 

miss the breaks at the university, when she would sneak into the chemistry department to sit where Marie 

Curie first fell in love with uranium. How clever to name her volatile little element Polonium, Rochelle 

thought. If only she could see how accurate the name has become. 

“Are you listening?” Berek asked, raising the knife with the pitch of the question. He stabbed into 

the heel of the shoe with a crunch. “I can’t believe you don’t remember.” 

“Moishe or the building?”  
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“The building!” he exclaimed. “Of course you remember Moishe. How can you forget a grown 

man that wears necklaces and rings every day, like some gonif? It was that night school, for Hebrew and 

Rabbinical studies. They had just bought new desks when we moved back to Sosnowiec. Shame it 

collapsed.”  

Berek continued to pry at the black rubber with his knife until he could pull under the glue. The 

heel released itself into his open palm and he began scrapping the sticky underside. It was a simple girl’s 

heel, shiny and black, the base for the leather shoe itself, which had a thin strap across the ankle and a 

white faux-pearl clasp. It was modest enough for Leah to walk comfortably and high enough for her to 

feel like a grown-up when she strutted around the house. Just under two centimeters.  

“Yes, of course. He was a good man.” 

  A decent salesman at least. I hope the Angel of Death took him kindly.” 

 Rochelle smiled. Berek had refused to name Leah after his mother, because he worried the Angel 

of Death might get confused and take the wrong body when the time came. And when little Leah fell and 

ripped her new Sabbath dress, Rochelle made her chew on a piece of bread while she sewed the hole, so 

no spirit would mistake her handiwork for a funeral shroud. Rochelle wasn’t superstitious, but if anything 

can survive the end, it’s ritual, even if no one remembers where or how it came about.  

 “Yes, I hope the Angel of Death was forgiving,” she said, returning to the bookshelf. Next to 

Spinoza, a small red book of Theodor Hertzel reposed in the shadows of its overbearing neighbors, with a 

few photographs pleated into the fifth chapter. Her whole family—nine brothers and sisters, parents, 

uncles, aunts —in front of their childhood home, the one that burned down in 1919 when her mother 

forgot about a coffee cake in the oven. The house already looked destroyed in the photo, a nebulous blur 

of gray, the windows smeared from poor photography. She set it to her right. 

The second one was much older, her grandparents posing in a salon. Their silver faces stare 

urgently at the lens, desperate pioneers in the first step to holding time itself. Rochelle marveled at her 

own flat hairline caged in the flash of magnesium, decades before she herself was born. She put this 

photograph to the right as well. 

 She flipped through the rest. Her parents holding baby Leah, still a cream-colored lump. Her 

brother Isaac on the seaside in Gdansk, wearing a severe black suit with a bowler hat and spectacles. 

Jakub and Berek standing outside the Zionist conferences in Munich, in matching gray suits with black 

waistcoats, the concrete building behind them bearing signs in German, Yiddish, English and Hebrew. 

Berek holds a paper, the fingers flat across the front and out towards the camera, as if to prove it’s really 
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there, in his hands, the proposal to the League of Nations to make a Jewish state, black print still 

glistening wet. Their honeymoon in Zakopane, Berek smiling at the camera with long wooden skis 

balanced over his bare shoulders. He had sweat so much during the hike up that he left his shirt on the 

mountain, his black tufts of chest hair in matted swirls, eyes slanted against the sunlight. He looked like a 

Yiddish joke of a rugged French explorer. 

 A tickle started up her nose, but she wrinkled it away. “A good man,” she parroted from the 

earlier conversation, trying to get back to other people’s misery. “I wish him well.” 

 As if in response to her wish, a soft rap emanated from the door. The beats held a sweetness to 

them, as if the connection of hand to door held a significance only she could discover. How many times 

have people been woken with knocking? She wanted to freeze in this moment, the happy suspense of 

knowing someone wants to see you on the other side of the wood.  

 Berek opened the door.  

 “Sholem aleykhem, good evening. Berek. Rochelle.”  

 Yoniv: a sweet rescue from the drudgery of packing. His coarse red beard shifted lengthwise to 

make way for his smile underneath, spreading the bright wires like a new flame. Berek leaned over to 

place his cheek against his brother’s. They stood cheek to cheek, neither moving, Berek’s spine curving 

around Yoniv’s paunch like a gooseberry husk around its fruit. Rochelle would oftentimes forget how 

gangly her husband’s physique could appear against the other men in Sosnowiec, whose round bellies and 

short demeanor gave them an instant joviality. Not like Berek. Berek’s stature was serious and utilitarian, 

lacking any sense of excess. She loved the simple, straight lines of his body, the hardness of his pelvic 

bones against her when they made love. She loved her zaftig contrast: overbearing breasts and stocky 

limbs, like all the women before her. A dense people.  

Finally, Rochelle broke their spell with the offer of coffee. The men sat down, and Berek 

continued scraping the heel of the shoe. Rochelle lit the stove.  

 “News is that you are leaving,” said Yoniv. He spoke softly. 

 Berek turned to look at Rochelle in the kitchen. She nodded.  

 “Tonight?” 

 Berek nodded. 

 “What about your daughter? Where’ll she go?” His eyes whipped to each corner of the room. 

“Where is she?”  
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 “Leah is taking a nap. We’ll wake her when it’s time to leave,” said Berek. The hard rubber 

crunched under his knife as he scratched out the edges of the shoe. It was the sound he imagined stabbing 

an eye must make, the sound Oedipus must have heard as the glinting metal, his final vision, punctured 

through the oculus. 

 “The Zionist movement is moving to Lithuania in exile. Until things improve.” Berek said. “You 

should join us.”  

 Yoniv laughed with a rough contraction of the lungs. “You’re kidding. It’s always the same. 

Things get worse and then they get better. Relax.”  

 “Not this time.”  

 “You’re a selfish man.” Yoniv murmured. He gathered the red wires of his beard into a fist and 

pulled. “A selfish man,” he restated, with a surprising lack of acrimony. “Things get bad and you abandon 

us.”  

  “I’m sorry Yoniv. Think of your son—” 

 “I am thinking of him, my little katchkelol. That’s why he is staying with his family.”  

Berek looked at Leah’s shoe and its hollowed heel. The base had that burnt smell that only comes 

from manufacturers. They had bought the shiny pair in a department store between Zionist meetings in 

Kraków, before seeing a play. Was it Oedipus? Maybe that’s why the gruesome thought popped in his 

head. Berek wondered if the whole world would become like this little shoe, molded out of synthetic 

rubbers and cheap glue, a disposable that’s not designed to throw away. Not like his shoe: he still went to 

the cobbler for the resilience of leather and nails. But that’s why he needed little Leah’s. He needed to 

leave a clean depression for fast transactions. 

 

[…] 

Yoniv stood up and kissed Rochelle on the cheek.  

“Send my love to Lelichka. You’re blessed: she’s a sweet girl.”  

The front door creaked loudly as the brothers stepped outside.  

 

Suddenly she was alone. The room felt immediately lighter, and she returned to her housekeeping 

with ease. She grabbed Yoniv’s lukewarm coffee and dumped it down the kitchen sink.  She swept the 

floor. She folded Leah’s clothes. Finally, she returned to the shelf for the last time and pulled out one last 

book, Botany for Gardeners. It was large volume with a leather inlay and gold embossed letters. Inside the 
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book lay a black, velvet purse about the size of a rose petal, nesting in an indentation of sliced pages. 

Rochelle brought it to the table and untied the purse strings. The little crystals looked lifeless in the dark 

little sack, each one barely the size of a black pepper seed. She began to tilt the contents out onto the table, 

then stopped. Her fingers clasped around her ring. Berek had just inherited his father’s jewelry shop when 

he proposed to Rochelle, and this ring was the best piece in the whole store, which was the best in the 

whole city. A round, brilliant-cut white diamond, framed with two square-cut champagne ones, and tiny 

sapphires in between. Many rich men from Germany offered to purchase it when passing through 

Sosnowiec on the way to Warsaw or Russia, but Berek’s father refused every time. When Berek asked to 

have it for his future wife, his father still refused three times. The fourth time Berek asked, the father went 

to the Rabbi to ask what to do. The Rabbi told him the story of the fat, prized goat that everyone cherished 

too much to eat. By the time they wanted to make a feast, the animal was frail and thin, hardly a 

worthwhile meal.  

 Rochelle placed the ring in the base of her daughter’s heel, and emptied the black purse of 

diamonds over it. It was a surprisingly easy action, something her fingers sharply obeyed without 

instruction, which meant without reflection. She grabbed a jar of glue off the shelf and carefully lined the 

edges of the rubber before pressing the heel back onto the base of the shoe. The time was six o’clock. 

They would leave at seven.  

 The sound of the door anticipated Berek’s return before he entered the room. Rochelle laughed. 

They had talked about oiling those hinges every year, and now they never would, the joke going on 

forever. 

One more hour. Her fingers stroked the velvet sack. She could hear Leah laughing, a baby’s 

laugh, the sound of angels. Her katchekola, her little kitten, her baby. She brought the cloth up to her 

cheek, brushed the smooth short hairs of the fabric against her skin, down to her neck, across her chest. It 

felt like home. 

 

End of excerpt 


