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And Hensch took up a knife and threw; some heard the sharp
gasp of the boy, others a thin cry. In the whiteness of the light we
saw the knife handle at the center of his bloody palm. Some said
that at the moment the knife struck, the boy’s shocked face shone
with an intense, almost painful joy. The white light suddenly illu-
minated the woman in black, who raised his free arm high, as if in
triumph; then she quickly set to work pulling out the blade, wrap-
ping the palm in strips of gauze, wiping the boy’s drained and
sweating face with a cloth, and leading him off the stage with an
arm firmly around his waist. No one made a sound. We looked at
Hensch, who was gazing after his assistant.

When she came back, alone, she stepped forward to address us,
while the stage lights returned to normal.

“You are a brave boy, Thomas. You will not soon forget this
day. And now I must say that we have time for only one more
event, this evening. Many of you here, I know, would like to
receive the palm mark, as Thomas did. But I am asking something
. different now. Is there anyone in this audience tonight who would
like to make”—and here she paused, not hesitantly, but as if in
emphasis—“the ultimate sacrifice? This is the final mark, the mark

that can be received only once. Please think it over carefully, before
raising your hand.”

We wanted her to say more, to explain clearly what it was she
meant by those riddling words, which came to us as though whis-
pered in our ears, in the dark, words that seemed to mock us even
as they eluded us—and we looked about tensely, almost eagerly, as
if by the sheer effort of our looking we were asserting our vigilance.
We saw no hands, and maybe it was true that at the very center of
our relief there was a touch of disappointment, but it was relief
nonetheless; and if the entire performance had seemed to be lead-
ing toward some overwhelming moment that was no longer to take
place, till we had been entertained by our knife thrower, had we
Yor; we had been carried a long way, so that even as we questioned
his cruel art we were ready to offer our applause.

«[If there are no hands,” she said, looking at us sharply, as if to
see what it was we were secretly thinking, while we, as if to avoid
her gaze, looked rapidly all about. “Oh: yes?” We saw it too, the
partly raised hand, which perhaps had always been there, unseen in '
the half-darkened seats, and we saw the stranger rise, and begin to
make her way slowly past drawn-in knees and pulled-back coats
and half-risen forms. We watched her climb the steps of the stage,
a tall mournful-looking girl in jeans and a dark blouse, with lank
long hair and slouched shoulders. «And what is your name?” the
woman in black said gently, and we could not hear the answer.
«Well then, Laura. And so you are prepared to receive the final
mark? Then you must be very brave.” And turning to us she said,
«I must ask you, please, to remain absolutely silent.”

She led the girl to the black wooden partition and arranged her

there, unconfined: chin up, hands hanging awkwardly at her sides.
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The dark woman stepped back and appeared to assess her arrange-
ment, after which she crossed to the back of the stage. At this point
some of us had confused thoughts of calling out, of demanding an
explanation, but we didn’t know what it was we might be protest-
ing, and in any case the thought of distracting Hensch’s throw, of
perhaps causing an injury, was repellent to us, for we saw that
already he had selected a knife. It was a new kind of knife, or so
we thought, a longer and thinner knife. And it seemed to us that
things were happening too quickly, up there on the stage, for where
was the spotlight, where was the drama of a sudden datkening, but
Hensch, even as we wondered, did what he always did—he threw
his knife. Some of us heard the girl cry out, others were struck by
her silence, but what stayed with all of us was the absence of the
sound of the knife striking wood. Instead there was a softer sound,
a more disturbing sound, a sound almost like silence, and some
said the girl looked down, as if in surprise. Others claimed to see
in her face, in the expression of her eyes, a look of rapture. As she
fell to the floor the dark woman stepped forward and swept her
arm toward the knife thrower, who for the first time turned to
acknowledge us. And now he bowed: a deep, slow, graceful bow,
the bow of a master, down to his knees. Slowly the dark red cur-
tain began to fall. Overhead the lights came on.

As we left the theater we agreed that it had been a skillful per-
formance, though we couldn’t help feeling that the knife thrower
had gone too far. He had justified his reputation, of that there
could be no question; without ever trying to ingratiate himself with
us, he had continually seized our deepest attention. But for all that,
we couldn’t help feeling that he ought to have found some other
way. Of course the final act had probably been a setup, the girl had

probably leaped smiling to her feet as soon as the curtain closed,
though some of us recalled unpleasant rumors of one kind or
another, run-ins with the police, charges and countercharges, a
murky business. In any case we reminded ourselves that she hadn’t
been coerced in any way, none of them had been coerced in any
way. And it was certainly true that a man in Hensch’s position had
every right to improve his art, to dream up new acts with which to
pique curiosity, indeed such advances were absolutely necessary,
for without them a knife thrower could never hope to keep himself
in the public eye. Like the rest of us, he had to earn his living,
which admittedly wasn’t easy in times like these. But when all was
said and done, when the pros and cons were weighed, and every
issue carefully considered, we couldn’t help feeling that the knife
thrower had really gone too far. After all, if such performances
were encouraged, if they were even tolerated, what might we
expect in the future? Would any of us be safe? The more we
thought about it, the more uneasy we became, and in the nights
that followed, when we woke from troubling dreams, we remem-

bered the traveling knife thrower with agitation and dismay.
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