A SLIVER AT NIGHT

l l.-wING finished the Week in|

Review, in the Tomes, 1

dropped it on the floor. Myr‘
wife, Lisa, set the alarm for seven and
placed the clock on the windowsill,
where it would be out of reach in the,
morning. As she sat on the bed and T'
turned the light out, a faint gasp came;
from her direction.

“Something 'n my toe,” she mum-
bled. |
“On your tae or in your toe?” T in-
quired,

“In. A little picce of waod. A . . .
dare??

“It can hardly be a dart. Unle
said, attempting to be gallantlf
“Cupid was trying a shot at_y
missed. Little pieces of woo
your toe are called . . .” Bl

called, either.
“It’s out,” Lisa a
lay in silence, staring
American friend
the language very
true, but it happéns

“Jazz-gah,” 1 repeate
“That’s very good. It does give

feeling of somethingCsaeaking under
your skin. Tt seems thapyon havéon lot |
of onomatopoeic word % 1 i

One of the reasons ds lhinkt

we speak good En suppose, is that i
we know mast of y$)llabic words,
hort, Anglo-Saxon |

which are very s ost European
languages. Iy
words that

e’ 1

fi{ as it seemed that neither
as very sleepy, I went on.
1an it’s ‘szalka,’ which is not

ould make of this. In Italian
t's see, in Italian . . .”
y wife waited patiently, with her

ﬁi’m:‘ folded behind her head, while T
groped in the darkness for the Tralian |
word. Each time I thought I had caught
it, and pulled it in for examination, it
turned out to be either “sliver” or
“szilka.” 1 began to feel almost pan-
icky. I had forgotten the English word,
and now the Italian one, It didn’t com-
fort me that I had remembered the

Hungarian word, because I

which I have never prac-
ticed formally. It was in Italy that I
went to school, had m
lm of adolescence. If T}
start forgetting Italian before really
learning English . . .

“Isn’t it crazy? T can’t remember,”

| T said.

sliver.”
()f course, ‘sliver.” ™ After a pause,
ked, “How do you say it in Polish?
am not learning Polish, but I like to
ask Lisa for words in her tongue, partly
out of curiosity and partly with a view

E

to improving in-law communications. ||

My mother tongue is Hungarian. ]
“Drzazga.”

“It’s all right. I love you anyway,”

| said my wife.

| Of course it couldn’t be left at that,

| so I worked up a concentrated attack on

the Ttalian sliver, T pretéiaded garthink

about extrancous matterd, then jiriped

back to the image of a splintéry pl‘ﬂ"‘:u of |
wood, and sent out qotstion marks into

the darkness. 1 tried to-apply aort of |

| mental suction cup to the image of a |



rough wooden surface and extract from
it all its denotations; this way many
words popped out, like “nods,” “vena- |
tura,” “ fibra,” “pralla”—but no Italian
| sliver,

The tale of Androcles and the Lion
appeared in some corner of my mind, |
and for a while I thought I might pro-
{duce the word. T started relling myself
| the story in Ttalian, right from the be- {-
| ginning but blocking out the end, hop-
ing to accumulate enough momentum to
come out with the sliver ac the very last.
This didn’t work, naturally, as quite
soon I realized that it was a thorn that
the lion had in its paw.

Hunting for further associations, T re-
- called the sermon in the Bible in which it [
Jis said that one sees the sliver in his
" brother’s eye but can’t sce the beam in
_his own. It was in an ITtalian Sunday

school that T heard it for the first time,
“50 it should have come back, but all 1
got was the picture I had formed in my
_mind about twenty vears ago—of a man
.in a blue toga (all the characters in our
catechism had either blue or gregn
‘togas), standing on the steps n%@1
Temple at Jerusalem, with a (ci
“twenty-foot beam sprouting
‘eye. “Beam” is “rave” in Ital)
that was beside the point.
- “Pll be right back,”

Lup. “I forgot to wash my

l

-

-

the brushwork

'\ through with my teeth T hadn’t gh
| closer to my objective. Ther

. peted in a five-mile

© tain stream twice e:
. one getting int

-~ forestry gu
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didn’t help, cither, because when
ing clse to do to gain time
shower. As the cold water h

Matterhorn and the
where once our Boy Se!

we had to ¢ross a

down a few

them wit){/us ying bridge to be
launched bak to bank where the
terrain appropriate. If we

=
didn) w'&lhat race, or so my com-

anidns kept telling me, it would be be- |

g barefoot across the trunks
stuck, early in the race, by a
in the sole of my left
wing down my whole patrol,

hough the word for “sliver” was
missing, I stayed in the shower,
v dripping, to relish the clusive

slowl

swing of an axe, When I returned to
the bedroom, my wife seemed still

- awake. “I just can’t remember,” I con-

fessed.

“Can’t remember what? "
sleepily.

“You know, the Ttalian for “sliver.”

“I will Jook it up at the office tomor-
row. Remind me in the morning,” she
said.

But I knew that I wouldn’t remind
her in the morning, because it wasn't
that I wanted to know the blasted
word—it was just this feeling of drifting
away from a familiar shore without

she asked,

—knowing whether one will ever get safe-

ly to a new one.
—CsikszENTMIHALYT MiHALY
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