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Introduction


Bernice Rubens was the first woman to win the Booker Prize for Fiction in 1970 with her fifth novel, The Elected Member. The panel of five judges that year included Richard Hoggart, author of the enduringly important The Uses of Literacy, and Rebecca West, one of the pre-eminent journalists of the twentieth century. The shortlist contained books by William Trevor and Iris Murdoch, as well as Elizabeth Bowen’s curious and still-intriguing Eva Trout, the swansong of a great writer. Yet it was the outsider who prevailed, despite such formidable competition.


The Elected Member certainly fulfils the promise implicit in the epigraph the author chose for it: ‘If patients are disturbed, their families are often very disturbing’. That chilling observation comes from R. D. Laing’s The Politics of Experience, a work Bernice Rubens admired for its insights into extremes of human behaviour rather than its questionable, in her view, psychiatric solutions to insoluble problems. The Zweck family are a disturbing bunch, it soon becomes obvious, and no member of it is more disturbed than Norman, whose brilliant career as a barrister has been curtailed by a depressive illness that has caused him to become addicted to an unnamed tranquillising pill which has alarming side-effects. He sleeps in fits and starts, waking from nightmares to find himself at the mercy of slimy silverfish that smell of stale biscuits. Norman’s father, Rabbi Zweck, is at a loss to help him, and his unmarried sister Bella tries hard to help him when she’s not working behind the till in the grocery shop below their flat. The rabbi is now a widower, but his dead wife Sarah is still a vibrant presence in the household. The rules she set down continue to be obeyed.


Norman’s other sister, Esther, has been made an outcast, mostly at Sarah’s insistence. She married outside the faith and has never been forgiven for it. She appears fairly late in the narrative, when Bella, wearing the white socks she wore as a schoolgirl, goes to see her, unbeknownst to their father. With Esther’s appearance, the complicated family saga takes on yet another dimension, with yet more revelations about the causes behind the forty-one-year-old Norman’s descent into paranoia. There are suggestions of incest and suppressed homosexuality. The object of those repressed feelings commits suicide. The plot really thickens.


In common with many novelists, Bernice Rubens often reimagined certain aspects of her own family life. Her elder brother Harold, who was born in 1918, was nothing less than a child prodigy, with a promising future as a concert pianist ahead of him. Then something snapped and he became engulfed by depression. He needed medical assistance, which involved hospitalisation. The genial man I met towards the end of his life could talk knowledgeably about pianists such as Solomon or Radu Lupu or András Schiff, pointing out the technical differences between them. Yet he had no wish to play again. Harold figures, in one form or another, in several of his sister’s novels, most notably in Madame Sousatzka, which was filmed by John Schlesinger with Shirley MacLaine as the eponymous piano teacher, where he is the bemused student Marcus. The memory of Harold’s life-changing unhappiness contributed to Bernice Rubens’s portrayal of the wretched Norman Zweck, as she was honest enough to acknowledge.


I first met Bernice in 1980, in Leicester, when we were on a writers’ tour for the Arts Council. I had reviewed her book Spring Sonata on a radio arts programme, and I hadn’t been kind to it. ‘You didn’t like my novel, did you?’ were probably her very first words to me. I had to admit that I didn’t. ‘That’s all right, then’ she replied. We were to be close friends for twenty-four years, with many amicable disagreements along the way. We met on a Sunday, I recall, and the only restaurant in the city that was open happened to be Chinese. Before we had even begun to eat, the poet Patricia Beer rejected Bernice’s suggestion that we order several dishes and pass them between us. ‘I’ll choose my own food, thank you very much’, announced Patricia, thus starting a feud that was to last the entire week. On the penultimate evening, in a Greek taverna, Patricia commented that the actor playing Darcy in a TV adaptation of Pride and Prejudice was ‘like a hairdresser’. ‘What do you mean by that?’ asked Bernice, ready for the kill. ‘Well, he’s like a hairdresser,’ was Patricia’s feeble comeback. ‘That’s not good enough. You seem to be implying that all hairdressers are gay. Don’t you realise that you’re being offensive to Paul?’ I remarked that I wasn’t offended, while the two glared at each other. Earlier that week, Bernice and I had gone to a comprehensive school to talk to the girls and boys. We were met by a couple of teachers – a man and a woman – who said they had never heard of us. I agreed to talk about Jane Austen for the man’s class, and duly did so for an hour. Every few minutes I could hear laughter from the adjoining classroom, where Bernice was performing. It transpired that the woman teacher had introduced her as Denise Robins, the blue-haired queen of tosh who was Barbara Cartland’s closest rival. ‘How do you write your books?’ inquired one of the girls, to which Bernice responded, ‘Very quickly.’ Our friendship was instantly sealed.


Bernice was fiery by nature and a fierce combatant against injustice. She was also inordinately kind and considerate. When my first partner was dying in the intensive care unit of a vanished London hospital she came and sat with me by his bedside and we often had a meal together afterwards. She lied about her age, as her obituaries attest. On her eightieth birthday she hosted a glorious party for her seventy-fifth. In her final years she saw anti-Semitism everywhere, dismissing Philip Roth and Mordecai Richler as self-hating Jews. The best of her can be discerned in The Elected Member in the Yiddish-based rhythms of the Zwecks’s way of speaking. The daughter of a Lithuanian father and a Polish mother must have heard those cadences when she was growing up in Cardiff. She sets them down with real affection, revelling in their misuse of accepted and acceptable English. She was what was conveniently called a ‘difficult woman’. I cherish her volatile spirit.


Paul Bailey
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Norman Zweck dared not open his eyes. He turned over on his stomach, raised his knee high, stiffening straight the other leg. He slipped his toe into the division of the two mattresses, savouring the chill of the other side, the inherited side. Once it had been his parents’ bed, a vast seven-footer, mahogany-joined at both ends for form’s sake, but divided in the middle for all practical purposes. Together but divided, they had lain for the forty-five years of their marriage. When his mother had died, two years before, she had, on that very bed, but on the other side, bequeathed it to him. His father had gladly taken over his son’s single bedroom, while Norman lay chained to his inheritance. Occasionally, he had slipped over to his cold legacy during his fitful sleeps. But nightmares awaited him on that side, and terrible wakenings. He edged over for safety to his father’s side, stiffening again his one leg, and embedding his other foot into the dividing line, and without touching his body, he felt the feel of it. A young boy, he thought, would have felt the same sensation in the youthful stretch of the leg, and the relaxed hollow between the shoulder blades. So he did not touch the folds on his stomach, or the veined stretches of his groin. These were intellectualised realities, and had nothing to do with the teen-age lay-out of his body. He slipped his hand underneath the pillow, grazing his stubbled cheek. He smiled sadly at this undeniable touch of age, and to confirm it, grasped with his calloused hands, the wrinkled folds of his flesh. He gathered them up, one by one, the muscle-less wads on his belly, his chin and his thighs, twisting and turning them, obsessed by their feel of years. He returned to his original lay-out, but now he knew it for a fraud. The folds and wrinkles on his skin, were notches, each one, for each of his forty-one years.


He screwed his eyes tightly against the dark. He knew that his short sleep was over, but he was too terrified to acknowledge it. He should never have let himself doze off. God knows what they were doing while he was sleeping, and God knows what they were doing now, and where else they were, and how many. No, he would not open his eyes. If they were still there, he could rely on them to stay. He pulled the pillow over his ears. He didn’t want to hear them either. Yet he wanted to check that they were still there. He dreaded their presence, but their sudden absence would have terrified him more. They were the only witnesses to his sanity.


He opened his eyes, first to the darkness under the pillow, and then to the darkness in the room, and it frightened him. He got up and groped for the light, and squinting, quickly returned to his blanket cocoon. Slowly, he adjusted his eyes to the light, and he lay there, staring at his legacy on the other side. He felt a stinging behind his eyes as a prelude to tears and it surprised him. He had plenty to cry about, but he had never given in to any feeling of self-pity. Quite often, he had thought to put an end to it all, but he had to convince somebody, at least one person before he went, otherwise, in their eyes, he would die a madman. But nobody would listen to him any more. Nobody believed him. Nobody had the willingness or the patience to sit with him for a while, if necessary for hours, and see them like he saw them, and catch a little of his fear.


He stroked the virgin sheet alongside him, over and over again. And suddenly on the skin of his palm, he felt the grazing of a curve and a line. As he lowered his hand, he uncovered, as in a brass rubbing, the head, shoulders and prone body of his mother. His hand lay paralysed where her legs would lie, and terrified, he clawed down the sheet and revealed her entire. As he stared at her, he felt ice-cold tears blotting the fire on his cheeks. He opened his mouth to call her, but refrained. He didn’t want to acknowledge her presence. He told himself it was a nightmare. But perhaps the other things were nightmares too, perhaps there was nothing in the room, save his own tormented soul in its worn and wrinkled packaging. Perhaps it was all a hallucination. ‘No,’ he screamed into the sheets. Not that word. Not that filthy rotten family word, that his father and his sister had picked up from his psychiatrist. They were blind, all of them, and they tossed the word at each other knowingly yet shamefully, comforted by its overtones of impermanence. ‘He’s hallucinating,’ they would nod at each other, and he could have killed them for their cosiness.


He stared at his mother again. She was there, sure enough, and so were all the other things. She would have seen them. She would have acknowledged them and got rid of them. She would have delivered him. ‘Mama,’ he whispered, but the curve and line dissolved into the sheet. Even he saw that she was gone, and over the years he had become an expert in the appearance and disappearance of things. But he knew she would come again, and he lay in wait for her, his cold hand spread over the sheet.


He lifted his ear from the pillow and he heard them, the scratching teeth-gnashing grind of their crawl. And something new too. Their smell. At first, he held his breath, then he sniffed gratefully around him. A dewy smell, like biscuits left uncovered, to soften. It was further proof that they were there. They had a right after all, to make a noise and to emanate some kind of odour. But he was frightened too. Each further proof of their presence frightened him. The more overwhelming the evidence, the less credulous his family became. He buried his head in the pillow, clasping his body with his hands. Slowly his fingers moved, scratching along the flesh of his shoulders. He tried to ignore what his fingers were doing, and he began humming a tune to give his fingers some excuse for drumming on his back. But his fingers ignored the rhythm, scratching in spasmodic frenzy all over his body. He started to sing loudly, but his fingers refused to accompany him. Then, beaten, he buried his head in the pillow, and acknowledged that they were on him. They were crawling on his back, sponging the sweat that trickled down his spine, loitering on his hip-bone, and sliding slimy into his groin. He leapt out of bed, grabbing the pillow, and ran through the darkness into the bathroom. He threw the pillow into the bath and dowsed it with boiling water. He knew they were in the pillow, alive and therefore killable. He took a bottle of Dettol from the cupboard and slopped it over his body. He would entertain them as long as they were on the floor and window-sills, but on his body, never. He had to teach them to know their place. That much he had to control. Why then, he wondered, could he not wipe them clean from the floor as he intended to do from his body. Perhaps they didn’t exist at all, anywhere. He caught the shadow of his face in the mirror above the sink. He did not recognise the image that stared back at him, and he clenched his fist at it, and screamed, ‘Are you going mad?’ and sobbing he shuffled back to his room to greet them.


He turned off his light, and avoiding the bed, groped his way to their accustomed hang-out around the fire-place. He reached for his torch on the mantelpiece and shone it obliquely towards one corner of the room. As he waited he scratched himself with his free hand. He hoped that the bites and their scars were visible. It would be undeniable proof to his father. The smell was overpowering, but he wallowed in it. That too, was proof. His father would come in the morning to waken him, and he would have to notice it. Until then, he would sit and watch them, and try to overcome his fear.


They did not keep him waiting long, because he was more than ready for them. They crawled in single file towards the beam of light, and in its pool, they stopped, congregated and wriggled. A swarm of twisting silver fish, as he had seen them every day and night that he could remember, for the days and nights he had forgotten had been erased by his madness. He shifted the beam of the torch over to his right, teasing the insects to another halt. In such a manner, Norman Zweck perambulated his flock around the fire-place through the lightening dark, that soon cancelled out the torch. Then suddenly they disappeared. Norman curled himself up by the fire-place, staring, sniffing and scratching, hanging on the smell of them and the feel of them, and searching for their traces along the worn rug by the fire. He always dreaded this hour of the day, when the light drove them into obscurity and he was left with only the memory of their creeping promenade. It was now that fear invaded him fully, and the dread question that he had managed to hurl at the man in the bathroom mirror. He watched the globules of sweat as they grew full and exploded on his arms and legs. He indulged in his fear as it melted his bowel, sauntered over his thighs, and lodged in the bend of his knees. ‘They’re here,’ he whispered to himself, ‘I see them, I smell them, I scratch them on my flesh.’ He clutched his body into his arms, embracing his despair. Then with the conviction that only a lunatic can achieve, he shrieked aloud, ‘I know they are here.’


He crawled onto the foot of the bed, rubbing his itching flesh against the raw blanket. When morning came, he was asleep, and had his father known of his son’s night, he would not have woken him.
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But at eight o’clock, as was his custom, Rabbi Zweck came into Norman’s room to wake him. He hesitated as he saw him crumpled at the foot of the bed, but he did not allow the position to unnerve him. His son had had a restless night, a bad dream maybe; everybody did from time to time. Even when the smell of Dettol hit him, he tried to dismiss its known associations. He tapped his son gently on the shoulder. ‘Norman,’ he said, ‘is eight o’clock.’


Norman responded immediately, and as he raised his head, he saw his father sniffing around the room. He jumped off the bed, wild with gratitude. ‘You can smell them?’ he said.


Rabbi Zweck turned pale. It was starting all over again. This was the fifth breakdown in less than a year. ‘Dettol, I smell,’ he shouted angrily. ‘That’s what I smell. Dettol.’ His anxiety exploded inside him with automatic anger at the mad. ‘Nothing to smell,’ he screamed at him again, only Dettol. Get up meshuggana. Breakfast is ready.’


Rabbi Zweck slammed the door. He doubted whether he could survive if Norman collapsed again. He heard the key turn in his son’s door and the sound sickened him. As he stood outside the kitchen, he shuddered at his own loneliness, but the sense of his son’s isolation behind the locked door, almost killed him.


Norman waited for his father’s slippered tread to die away. Then he got down on his knees, and scrambled at a loose floorboard underneath the bed for his day’s supply. Wedged under the board was an old cardigan, and from its wrapping he extracted a large bottle. He held it up and looked at its level. He was frightened that it was so low. He had bought the bottle only a week ago, and he panicked at the thought of getting money for more. He poured a handful into his palm, remembering the old days, years ago it seemed, when he’d tentatively taken just one. He stuffed them into his mouth hurriedly, screwing on the cap at the same time. He replaced the floorboard, and got shakily to his feet. Then quietly he unlocked his door and opened it. He heard the whisperings of his father and sister in the kitchen. They thought he was mad. Oh not that. That couldn’t happen in their family. He was just being perverse. He was breaking their hearts for want of something better to do. It was not his agony. It was theirs. ‘Silver-fish,’ he heard his father muttering, ‘again with his silver fish. Whoever heard of fish crawling on a carpet? Water they need. But no. My son’s fish, such a clever son I have, on carpets they can live, in pillows, in sheets. Insects, he calls them. Fish are fish,’ he yelled at his daughter as if she were denying it. ‘On the carpet they should be. Huh.’


‘Shut the door, for heaven’s sake,’ he heard Bella whisper, and he knew that they had begun to conspire against him. He did not bother to wash or dress. He wanted to interrupt their plotting. He threw on a dressing-gown, and tip-toed to the kitchen. Then suddenly he burst open the door. His sister stopped mid-sentence, and began to fuss over his place at the table. As he came over to sit down, she started sniffing at him.


‘Can you smell something?’ he asked with waning optimism.


‘Dettol she smells,’ his father jumped in to answer for her.


‘They’re all over the place,’ he threatened them. ‘They’re on my body too. You must be a couple of blind insensitive bastards if you can’t see them.’ Although vulgarity always accompanied Norman’s hallucinations, Rabbi Zweck could never get used to it. In the rare intervals of his son’s sanity, and the accompanying good relations between them both, he forgot the crudity, he forgot the belligerence, and when they appeared, it was always as if for the first time. He looked across at his son, forcing himself to remember the boy’s innate gentleness. It was not his son who was rambling on about his silver-fish; it was some devil that possessed him, some evil eye in temporary lodging. And when he saw his son as one possessed, Rabbi Zweck found it easier to forgive him. He stretched out his hand over the table, and covered his son’s with his own.


Norman snatched his hand away. ‘I’m going to ring up the Health Authorities.’


‘Again?’ Bella said wearily. ‘They came,’ she tried to be patient with him, ‘they came two months ago. They went through the house with a tooth-comb. They took away samples you gave them. They tested them in laboratories. All they found was carpet fluff and dirt. You had their letter. In black and white. What more d’you want?’


‘They were here for five minutes,’ Norman shouted at her. ‘What did they expect to find in five minutes? They’ve got to pull up the carpets and do it thoroughly. Don’t you bloody well care,’ he shouted at them, ‘that you’ve got them crawling all over the place?’


‘Eat your breakfast,’ his father said gently.


Norman tapped his father’s arm and grinned at him. ‘I bet you’ve got them all over your body too.’


It was the grin that finished Rabbi Zweck. During his son’s breakdown, he often had the feeling that Norman was having him on. That he was just driving him mad for the kick of it. ‘You think you are so funny,’ he shouted at him, and he slapped Norman’s cheek with the back of his ringed hand.


‘You’ll be sorry for that,’ Norman said quietly.


Nobody said anything for a long time. Norman rubbed his stubbled cheek, and Bella watched her father choking back his tears. Once or twice, she saw him open his mouth to speak, but his voice was not yet ready. She heard him mutter an apology. Then he tried again.


‘Norman,’ he said gently. He hesitated, fearful of what he knew he must ask. ‘Norman,’ he said again, ‘where d’you get them from? How many have you taken?’


‘I haven’t got any,’ Norman shouted. ‘I haven’t taken any. I haven’t taken any for years.’


Rabbi Zweck lost his temper again. ‘Who is the murderer who gives them to you? I’ll kill him. I’ll kill him,’ he was crying with the agony of it. ‘What for you want to take them?’ he begged. ‘Stop it with the pills already or I shall go mad.’


‘Why d’you have to do it to him?’ Bella shouted. ‘Can’t you see it’s killing him? What are you trying to do to us?’


Rabbi Zweck buried his head in his hands. Stop it with the bloody pills already,’ he said feebly. He hated his own unfamiliar language, but he had used it deliberately as a desperate bid for his son’s confidence. ‘I’ll ring Dr Levy,’ he said, getting up.


‘You keep that bastard out of this house,’ Norman said. ‘I’m not having him here. What’s he know about anything, that tit. You bring him here, and I’ll kill him.’ He pushed his unfinished breakfast away from him, and strode out of the room. They waited, listening, until they heard his key turn in the door.


‘Poor, poor boy,’ Rabbi Zweck muttered, and he went to the telephone.


‘Dr Levy?’


‘Rabbi Zweck,’ the doctor said. He recognised the voice and he knew what it wanted. The calls were getting more frequent.


‘It’s silver-fish again,’ the Rabbi said, and he hated the contempt for his son that he heard in his own voice.


‘I’ll come right away.’


Rabbi Zweck put down the phone. He was shivering with his son’s fear. He wished to God he could see them like his son saw them, that they could go into madness together, hand in hand. It was his son’s loneliness that stabbed him like a knife, his yellow-faced boy, haggard with the terror of his imaginings, no doubt at this moment sitting crouched on his infested floor, trapping his evidence. ‘I’ll tell him I can see them,’ the Rabbi said to himself. ‘Perhaps he’ll stop the joke already.’


He tapped on Norman’s door. ‘Norman,’ he called.


‘What d’you want?’


‘Norman,’ he repeated softly. ‘They still there? I should have another look?’


There was a silent suspicion behind the door.


‘I should have another look?’ Rabbi Zweck pleaded.


The key turned in the lock and the door opened gingerly. It was dark in the room. The curtains were drawn, and books held them down at each corner to block out the light.


‘You’ve got to be very quiet,’ Norman whispered.


His father watched his son’s drawn face and the black eyes that swelled out of it. The dark and the whisperings made him ashamed and he wondered what God must think of his behaviour. He hoped He wasn’t misled by it. Who was He punishing anyway, he thought, himself, or his son.


‘Stand by the fire-place,’ Norman was saying. ‘Be quiet. You’ll see plenty, if you just wait.’


But Rabbi Zweck was prepared to see without waiting. ‘I can see them,’ he whispered, staring at the empty carpet. He raised himself on his toes, excitedly. ‘My, my,’ he marvelled, ‘so many, like an army they are.’ He looked at his son for his gratitude.


‘You think I’m mad, don’t you?’ Norman said quietly. ‘Look here,’ he opened a drawer. Inside, wedged in the corner, was a glass jar, with a few leaves that rested on red carpet fluff on the bottom. Opposite the jar was a magnifying mirror. ‘Look in that mirror,’ Norman said, ‘you’ll see them all right.’


‘Leaves I see,’ Rabbi Zweck said bewildered.


‘I’m feeding them,’ Norman laughed.


He wanted to hit his son again, but instead, he left the room quietly.


‘Don’t come back,’ Norman almost sobbed after him. ‘Leave me alone. Just leave me alone.’


The key turned again in the door, and Rabbi Zweck went back to the kitchen. ‘Go down, open the shop,’ he said. ‘Is already nine o’clock.’


As she passed him, Bella put her hand on his shoulder. ‘Don’t worry,’ she said, ‘he’ll be over it soon.’


‘And then again it starts.’ He clutched at her arm. ‘We must find them,’ he said desperately. ‘We must get him out of that room and you must find them. They’re there. He’s getting them from someone. If ever I lay my hands on him, I’ll … You haven’t done the room thoroughly enough,’ he shouted at her. He bit his lip to stem the tears. ‘Go, go,’ he said quickly, ‘open the shop. On top of everything I should lose the business too.’


He caught sight of her white ankle-socks as she left the room. She was forty, almost, his Bella, and still in her girlhood socks. But that was another agony. He daren’t give any thought to that one. He sniffed his tears away and waited for the doctor.


When the bell rang, he heard Norman shout, ‘If that’s that shit Levy, tell him to piss off.’


Rabbi Zweck knew that Dr Levy must have heard through the door and he began apologising on his son’s behalf as he let the doctor in.


‘Don’t worry,’ Dr Levy said, ‘it’s natural. Can we go into the kitchen?’ he whispered. He knew Norman would be listening by his door, and he didn’t want to be overheard. He followed Rabbi Zweck into the kitchen and sat at the table. He had become familiar with the room. The copper ladle that hung over the kitchen sink was always at the same angle and with the same high polish. In the cup of lemon tea that Rabbi Zweck put before him, he saw the familiar and now fading rose pattern that lined the cup. He was not their official family doctor. Dr Levy was a psychiatrist, but he was a long-standing friend of the Zweck family. As a friend, he had been in on Mrs Zweck’s dying, sitting on the same chair by the kitchen table, drinking tea out of a less faded rose-patterned cup. Then he had sat with Rabbi Zweck much as he was doing now, comforting him, the truth exposed between them. ‘It’s only a matter of time,’ he had told the Rabbi then, ‘and the sooner, the better for you all.’ Meanwhile, in the vast seven-footer, Mrs Zweck wondered why she was taking so long to recover from her operation. ‘It takes longer when you’re older,’ the doctor had told her. ‘Another month or so and you’ll be up and about.’ So she lay there, having patience, fingering the holiday brochure that Rabbi Zweck had bought her, to help her decide where to convalesce. Now, it was Norman, on the same bed, with a different illusion, but an illusion all the same, while between his father and Dr Levy in the kitchen, straddled the same uneasy truth.


‘How long has he been like this?’ Dr Levy asked.


‘How should I know,’ Rabbi Zweck said helplessly. ‘For many days now he doesn’t eat. Breakfast he has, a big breakfast, and afterwards, nothing.’


‘Has he been in the shop?’


‘He goes downstairs. He sits. He does nothing, Bella says. And always so rude, I’m ashamed for my customers. If only I knew where he got them. If only …’


‘Rabbi Zweck,’ the doctor said gently, ‘even if you found where he was getting them, it would be of no use. He’d find another source. They’re all the same, these addicts. They’re so cunning. Come what may, they’ll find somewhere to get it. It’s expensive of course. Does he have so much money?’


Rabbi Zweck was silent. Then without looking at Doctor Levy, he stretched his hand towards him over the table. ‘Doctor,’ he said, ‘I’m ashamed, but you’re a doctor, and is confidence what I tell you.’ Dr Levy patted the Rabbi’s hand.


‘He’s stealing it?’ he said.


Rabbi Zweck hung his head. ‘My own son,’ he whispered, ‘a ganuf, and from his father’s money. The till,’ he said, ‘last week, my Bella is missing fifteen pounds. What can I do? Every minute I can’t be with him.’ Dr Levy opened his black case. ‘We must get him better, at least over this bout, then we must try again to persuade him to go to hospital. It’s the only way. Six months, a year, away from the drug. He might get over it.’


‘I’ve tried,’ the Rabbi said, ‘Bella’s tried. Each time he gets over it, he says he’ll stop it. Then he starts again. What will become of him?’


‘Let’s get him over this lot first,’ the doctor said businesslike.


Rabbi Zweck squeezed the doctor’s hand. ‘I am thinking,’ he said, ‘perhaps takka is silver-fish in his room. Perhaps when they come from the cleaning people, they don’t look so thoroughly. Like Norman said, a real spring-clean we should have. So we should find them and take them away.’ He looked at Dr Levy pleadingly.


‘You will drive yourself mad,’ Dr Levy whispered. ‘You are trying to defend him at the risk of your own sanity. There is nothing in his room. You know it as well as I. Listen Rabbi, it’s very simple.’ Dr Levy leaned forward and spoke very slowly with the patience of one who has explained the same situation over and over again. ‘When he started to take the drugs, they gave him what they call, a kick. You understand?’


‘What should I know from a kick,’ Rabbi Zweck said wearily. At each of Norman’s breakdowns, and at each explanation, he refused to acknowledge that the diagnosis had anything to do with his son. ‘Doctors’ talk,’ he muttered to himself. ‘A real spring-clean Bella will give,’ he said.


‘When Norman started,’ Dr Levy went on, ignoring the interruption, ‘it took just one tablet to make him feel good. Then as time went on, in order to get the same effect, he had to take more, and more and more. Until, like now, he’s taking them by the handful. Now these drugs are dangerous. If you take enough of them, you begin to see things, things that other people don’t see. Snakes, elephants, pins, or like Norman, silver-fish. He sees them all right, but he’s hallucinating. They’re not there, Rabbi Zweck,’ Dr Levy said firmly, ‘no matter how much he convinces you. You know they’re not there, don’t you.’


Rabbi Zweck sighed. Sometimes he hated Dr Levy. ‘How are you so sure they’re not there?’ he mumbled.


Dr Levy took a small tablet out of the box. ‘I won’t go in and see him,’ he said. ‘It will only make him worse. Persuade him to join you and Bella for some coffee during the morning, and crush this into the sugar. Let Bella do it. It will dissolve and with luck he won’t taste it. If he drinks the whole cup, he’ll sleep for a few hours and I’ll come over later and give him an injection. Same as before. We’ll give him deep sedation for a fortnight. Like last time.’


‘And the time before that,’ the Rabbi put in. ‘And the next time.’


‘Let’s cross this hurdle, shall we, and afterwards we’ll try to talk to him. All of us. It’s you I’m worried about, Rabbi. More than Norman,’ Dr Levy said. ‘You’re letting it kill you.’


‘You want I should dance?’ Rabbi Zweck muttered.


‘Remember the times when he’s all right. In between the bouts. These times are time to live for and look forward to. The times when he’s a good son to you.’


‘They’re not so often, these times. Not any more,’ Rabbi Zweck said. He banged his fist on the table in sudden anger. ‘I should only find the murderer who sells them to him.’


‘Walk me downstairs to the shop,’ the doctor said gently. ‘You can sell me some cigarettes.’


Rabbi Zweck stopped at his son’s door. ‘Norman,’ he called.


‘You can tell Dr Levy from me,’ Norman shouted, ‘he’s a psychiatrist like the cat’s a psychiatrist, and he can take his injections to hell. There’s nothing the matter with me,’ he yelled, half-sobbing. ‘It’s you and your lot. You’re mad, the lot of you. Just leave me alone.’


‘I’m going downstairs to the shop,’ his father said evenly. ‘Soon I’ll come back. We’ll have a tea together, huh. You, me and Bella.’


‘I don’t want any family conferences,’ Norman said. ‘Just leave me alone.’


Dr Levy put his arm round Rabbi Zweck’s shoulder and led him downstairs to the shop.


An hour later Bella and her father left the shop in charge of the assistant and returned to the flat. They whispered together in the kitchen as Bella ground the white pill into the sugar at the bottom of the glass. Then she covered the mixture with a piece of lemon.


‘It’ll be better once he’s sleeping, Poppa. We’ll have to ask Auntie Sadie to come over again and look after him. Shall I phone her?’


‘This is already the sixth time.’


‘She loves it. You know she does. I’ll phone her from downstairs.’


‘Wait. Wait till he sleeps,’ her father said. ‘Then we’ll see.’


The tea was ready and they stared at each other, neither of them willing to call Norman.


‘You should tell him his tea’s ready,’ Rabbi Zweck said.


‘You tell him. He won’t listen to me. All right,’ she said, seeing him hesitate, ‘I’ll tell him.’


She shouted through the passage, ‘Norman, your tea’s ready.’


‘Norman, your tea’s ready,’ he mimicked her.


‘You want your tea or don’t you?’ she said angrily.


‘You want your tea or don’t you,’ came from behind the door.


Bella went back to the kitchen. ‘I can’t get anywhere with him,’ she said. Rabbi Zweck got up wearily and went down the corridor. ‘Norman,’ he called gently. ‘You want tea?’


‘I told you. I don’t want a family conference. You’ll have Auntie Sadie here next in a white coat pulling a Florence Nightingale on me.’


‘You want it in your room?’ his father said timidly.


‘Put it outside the door.’


‘Please,’ Bella prompted from the kitchen. She found it hard to treat him as an invalid. She wanted to punish him for what he was doing to her father. To her too, for he had already done enough to her. She looked down at her feet. Of course, she didn’t have to go on wearing those white ankle-socks. But it was habit by now. She would have to start being another person if she wore anything else. That was all his fault too. She resented the feeling of obligation she felt for him. They had nothing in common; all they shared were the same parents, the same miserable childhood, and the same mutual embarrassment. She tried not to wish him dead.


Rabbi Zweck picked up Norman’s cup from the table. ‘This one?’ he said. He gave it an extra stir and carried it to his son’s door. ‘It’s outside, Norman,’ he said. ‘Careful, is hot.’


He returned to the kitchen where they both sat and waited. They heard Norman’s door open and close again. Rabbi Zweck peeped out and saw that the cup had gone. ‘Thank God,’ he said, ‘at least he’ll drink it.’ But hardly had Rabbi Zweck sat down again than they heard Norman open his door. ‘What d’you think I am?’ he was yelling. ‘D’you think I can’t taste it?’ He stormed into the kitchen, and put the cup on the table. ‘What are you trying to do? Murder me?’


‘What, what?’ Rabbi Zweck mumbled, ‘what’s the matter?’


‘You’ve put something in my tea,’ Norman said. ‘Go on, taste it.’


‘There’s nothing in your tea,’ Bella said coldly. ‘We’ve all got the same. It all came out of the same pot.’


‘Is the lemon perhaps too bitter?’ Rabbi Zweck tried. Deception was not his forte.


‘Lemon, my arse,’ Norman said. ‘Go on then, if you’re so sure there’s nothing in it, you drink it.’ He pushed the cup towards his father.


Rabbi Zweck had not envisaged this eventuality. But he had no alternative. He picked up the cup gingerly and took as small a sip as was possible without raising his son’s suspicions. ‘Is all right,’ he said. ‘Perhaps more sugar you need.’


‘Drink some more,’ Norman ordered, ‘you’ll taste it.’


The Rabbi raised his cup again to his lips, while Norman stood over him measuring his dose. ‘More, more,’ he kept saying, until his father had drained half the cup.


‘Is all right,’ he said again.


‘You taste it then,’ Norman pushed the cup over to Bella.


Bella was horrified to discover how much her father had drunk.


‘Go on,’ Norman said, as he saw her hesitate. ‘Poison yourself a little.’


She took a mouthful. It had an undeniably bitter taste. Dr Levy must have been crazy to think that Norman, with his gourmet taste in drugs, would not have noticed it. She hated Dr Levy. She hated everybody for all they’d done to her. She hated her sister Esther for marrying and opting out of the responsibility. She hated Norman for what he was doing to all of them, and even her father because of the love she could not deny him. ‘There’s nothing wrong with it,’ she said, ‘it’s your imagination. Like your silver-fish.’


She hated herself for saying it. Why couldn’t she pretend her brother had jaundice, or measles, or rheumatism, or any other respectable talkable-of malady. She looked at the black stubble that shadowed his jaw and the sallow shadings on his cheeks. He looked ill, terribly ill. Wasn’t that enough for her?


Norman pushed the cup back to his father. ‘Go on, taste it,’ he said petulantly, ‘you know there’s something in it.’


Rabbi Zweck took another dutiful mouthful, and pronounced his verdict. ‘Nothing,’ he said. He already felt drowsy and he put his hand to his forehead.


‘Leave him alone, can’t you,’ Bella said.


‘Well, you taste it again then,’ he sulked. ‘If anyone’s going to croak in this house, it’s not going to be me.’ He stood over her while she drank. After a mouthful, Bella managed to put the cup down.


‘Well,’ he said, standing at the door, ‘I wish you long life, both of you.’ Bella heard him stamp back into his room and lock the door behind him.


‘What now?’ she said helplessly. Her father slipped his head over the table. She shook him gently, but he was fast asleep. She sat beside him wondering how to shoulder the responsibility alone. She couldn’t forget the look on her brother’s face as he stood over her watching her drink. If only she had not been his sister, she could have put her arm round him and believed in him for his sake. She could even have loved him. But blood was a buffer to that kind of loving, the unselfish kind. She had loved him once and he, her, when they were both children and she legitimately in those white socks. Neither had mentioned it since, no-one had ever shared their secret, ’though God knows, the thought occurred to her, Dr Levy must have got it out of him by now. She got up to clear the table, but felt her knees give way beneath her. She didn’t try to fight it, she wanted to opt out of it all for a while. She even hoped she’d sleep for ever. She slumped back onto her chair and surrendered to the stupor that gradually overcame her.


Norman pushed the sideboard against the door and squatted on the floor. Even though he had drawn his curtains, the light that insisted through the thin material, had driven his companions away. He decided he would buy some thick velvet curtains, lined with heavy black, so that it would be night in his room always with his crawling proof around him. It was in the daylight and in his undeniable lack of company, that the terrifying question of his sanity nagged at him. Even to ask it of himself was an admission that his father and sister had a case to argue. No, he must not on any account allow that question, but with what force, in the naked daylight, could he oust it from him? He sat there, unarmed, the question surrounding him. It was only a matter of time before it would gently invade his privacy. Am I mad? Are there really silver-fish? If there are, where are they now? It’s Bella’s fault that she’s given me these curtains. They scurry away from the light. Why did she not believe him? Nor his father? What particular madness did they have that they were so blind to his sanity? And if they couldn’t see them, why should it then outrage him? Now the questions had had their fill and were satisfied, and they left him wounded and alone, waiting through the long day for the night to come and gather his forces.


He heard the door bell ring. They were coming to fetch him. It was that clot Levy with his needle coming to put him to sleep, like last time. He leapt up and moved the chest of drawers against the door. He only wanted to hold out till nightfall when more evidence would be available. Then he would let them in, all of them. ‘Then we’ll see who’s mad,’ he said to himself. He listened, but no-one seemed to be answering the door. He hadn’t heard anyone go out, so his father and sister must still be in the flat. He hoped that the caller, whoever it was, would go away, but the bell rang again, longer this time, and repeatedly. He waited. In between rings, he heard the silence in the flat. They had slipped out without his hearing. Where had they gone? Had they gone to fetch someone to take him away? And was that someone already at the door? He heard the letter-box flap. ‘Miss Zweck?’ a high-pitched voice hissed through the hall. It was Terry, the assistant in the shop. He was safe, little too, and frail. Norman moved the sideboard away and opened his door. ‘What d’you want?’ he called through the hall. ‘Miss Zweck,’ Terry said. ‘She hasn’t come back to the shop. It’s my lunch hour.’


‘She’s not here,’ Norman said. ‘You’ll have to go downstairs and wait for her. Sorry,’ he added. He felt very tender towards the boy, as the only person in his orbit who did not think he was mad. Terry had seen them. One night after the shop had closed, and his father and sister were out, Terry had come to his room and seen them. He had stood riveted to the carpet, terrified, his hand clutching the door to run away from them. ‘I can’t stand it,’ he said eventually. Norman let him go, grateful for his understanding.


‘Can’t you come down?’ Terry said timidly.


‘I can’t. I’m trying to get rid of the things in my room.’


He heard Terry’s steps down the stone stairway, taking them two by two, and landing on the stone floor at the foot of the stairs.


Norman stood in the empty hall. He wondered where they had gone. He heard a faint breathing noise, and with overwhelming joy, he knew they had come back to his room. But the noise grew faint as he entered. Then he heard it behind him, echoing through the hall. He leaned against his door, taking in the full meaning of this new development. Without doubt they were in there, in complete and total invasion of the whole flat. He was satisfied. Now they would have to listen to him, because they were everywhere. He was vindicated. But he wouldn’t revenge himself on them. He would be gentle and tolerant, and forgive them their accusations. He longed for his father and sister to come back. He opened his bedroom door wide, and drew his curtains. He no longer needed his privacy. He walked through the hall towards the kitchen. He noticed how the noise increased, but it did not trouble him. The kitchen was the obvious place for them to congregate in a mass. He himself had seen them there before; in fact, there were few places he didn’t see them, if he wished to look. But now they had grown tired of being ignored, and they had come to the kitchen in armies, for recognition. He reached the kitchen door. It was ajar and the noise by now was thunderous. He hesitated with joy, postponing the final confirmation of what he knew would be his salvation. Then he threw the door open wide.


His father sat there, slumped over the table. Snoring. His father was snoring. That was all. Even Norman, to whom sounds of life and death and the imagination had become so confused, even he had to equate the noise with his sleeping father. Bella, at his side, contributed a humble descant to her father’s theme. What an ugly pair they are, he thought. He looked at Bella’s white socked feet under the table, and the coarse tufts of black hair that the elastic had bunched around the rim. Everyone blamed him for those socks, but Christ, she didn’t have to go on wearing them. He avoided looking at her face. He had loved her once, because it was forbidden. Really, he reflected, the only time in his life he had loved. He looked quickly at his father. His skull cap had slipped over onto one ear, and the visible half of his head was veined like an old woman’s hand. This was the man who had told him that the sea had parted for the Jews, the man who believed in miracles, the man who believed in all good men except his own son. Norman felt pity for him, but he stood his ground. He would not allow himself to be moved, neither by his father’s old head nor his sister’s white socks. He had to go on hating them, until they would begin to understand. He took his stand between the two of them, and opening his mouth, he let out a long piercing scream. They moved simultaneously, the one towards the other, as if in half-sleep, sensing disaster, and seeking protection. Bella was the first to open her eyes, but she quickly closed them again, as if to obliterate the split-second reality she had faced. Rabbi Zweck opened his eyes slowly, moaned, and kept them open. His sleep had been profound, but it had embraced all the while, the picture of his son’s tragedy. So he looked at Norman and adjusted quickly, because not for a second in his sleep had he dismissed him. Bella opened her eyes again and was compelled to come to terms with the awakening. ‘The tea,’ she said to herself, that he had survived, her mad brother, with his silver-fish. And his sister Esther, married and out of it all, and their mother dead, and him killing their father with his madness. She stood up and put her arm on her father’s shoulder. ‘What shall we do?’ she said helplessly.


‘What time is it?’ Rabbi Zweck asked.


‘It’s just two.’


‘Then what about Terry’s lunch?’ he said. He grasped at the problem as something concrete. At least it was a problem that could be solved, and quickly. ‘Go, look after the shop,’ he said to Bella.


‘What about him?’ Bella said. She gave him the anonymity of a lunatic. ‘What are we going to do about him?’ Her anger and hatred were consuming her.


‘Don’t worry about me,’ Norman said, ‘I’m going to burn up my carpet and get rid of them.’ He smiled at her innocently.


‘Oh God,’ she said, collapsing onto a chair, ‘how much more must we take? You’re wrong,’ she screamed at him suddenly, ‘there are no insects in this flat. You’re wrong, you’re wrong,’ she shouted. ‘Madmen are always wrong.’


Norman went back to his room. He leaned against the keyhole and listened for the next move. After a while, he heard Bella walking across the hall and out of the door, and the ring on the telephone as his father began to dial. He moved away from the door. His father was calling Dr Levy; they would go through it all again. He became suddenly weary of the whole situation. ‘It would be so much easier if I were really mad,’ he said to himself. ‘Then they would make me better and I wouldn’t see them any more.’ He toyed with the idea of pretending he was mad, so that they could ‘cure’ him, and then after the ‘cure’, he would still see them, and maybe then they would believe him. But he couldn’t pretend he was mad. ‘Only fringe madmen can fake lunacy,’ he said to himself. ‘I could never take them in. Why, even that clot Levy would see through me. Straight away. He thinks I’m mad, but only as long as I’m sane. He’s got to think that. It’s his living. If old Levy ever thought I was sane, I’d really get worried.’ He smiled to himself. They were all mad, all of them, and with this supreme conviction, he locked his door.


His father was still on the telephone, but he did not want to listen. He didn’t want to be forced into making plans. Deep inside him, he felt the terrible pre-pain of surrender, that he had felt a few months ago, when Dr Levy’s needle had jabbed his arm. ‘This time,’ he said aloud, ‘I must resist them. I’m right, I’m right,’ he screeched into himself, and he heard the echo of his sister’s contrary accusation.


He squatted on the floor and tried not to think of what they would do to him. After a time, he heard the letter-box rattle and he waited for his father to open the door.


‘Does Norman Zweck live here?’ he heard a man’s voice say, and somehow or other he knew that the man was carrying documents in his hand.


There were two of them, clad in black and bureaucracy, with identical brown briefcases, and Rabbi Zweck let them in. Like two undertakers, they could well have carried a tape-measure.


‘Could we go somewhere and talk,’ one of the doctors enquired, looking around the hall for a convenient corner.


‘In the kitchen,’ Rabbi Zweck said tonelessly, and the two men followed him. They sat down at the table and came to the point straight away. ‘Dr Levy has told us the position,’ one of them said. ‘You understand of course, that it is necessary for us to see your son. We have to recommend that he is suitable for hospital treatment. It’s the law, you know,’ he added gently.


‘Yes, it’s the law,’ Rabbi Zweck repeated. He could not understand why he had let these two men into the flat. He had invited them in to certify his son. He was helping them to put his boy away. He was agreeing with them that his son was mad. ‘But,’ he started to protest, realising the magnitude of the situation, ‘is absolute necessary he should go to the hospital? Is only a little mad, my son,’ he pleaded. ‘I’ll tell him he shouldn’t take the pills any more, and he’ll get better. I promise you,’ he was pleading with them. ‘I promise you, on my poor wife’s memory, olav hasholem.’ (what did these goyim know of such things?) ‘He’s not mad,’ he protested, ‘my son. Is tired he is a little. Not much sleep he’s had, is confused in his mind a little. I also, when I’m tired, a little bit zemischt I am.’ He heard the utter feebleness of his argument, and he resented that he should have to beg anybody for his son’s sanity. He got up quickly from his chair. ‘Please go,’ he said to them. ‘Thank you for coming. I’m sorry to put you to inconvenience. Is raining outside,’ he added, with painful irrelevancy.


The doorbell rang again, and one of the men made to go to the door, while the other restrained Rabbi Zweck from moving. Rabbi Zweck brushed his arm away. ‘In my own house,’ he said quietly, ‘I can answer my own door.’ But he did not try to leave the room. Instinctively he felt that there would be a battle in the hall, as losing a battle as the one he was trying to ignore in the kitchen. He waited for the doctor to return. With him came another man, Mr Angus, as he was introduced, with the terrifying appendage of Mental Health Officer. Mr Angus put out his hand to Rabbi Zweck, and squeezed it with obscene professional understanding. Rabbi Zweck backed away and slumped weakly on his chair. ‘Is raining outside,’ he said again.


The two doctors left the room. Mr Angus shut the door after them, and drew his chair to Rabbi Zweck’s side. He put his arm on his shoulder, and knew that he could say nothing. It was never easy, his job, but dealing with the next-of-kin was the worst part of it. Some of his colleagues, he knew, revelled in the ‘schadenfreude’ of their work, but he was different. And he promised himself, once again, as he had done so often in the last ten years, that he would find himself some other kind of work. They sat together and there was nothing to do but listen to the noises outside Norman’s door, and as they grew louder, Mr Angus moved his chair closer to the old man’s, and gently stroked his arm.
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