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For Miriam




The gateway to peace is exceedingly narrow and none may enter save through affliction of the soul.

—Morienus Romanus,
De Transfiguratione Metallorum



1

Wandering




1 MOSES HAD LEFT DIJON FOR ZÜRICH with a light head, brimming over with optimism. The conference on the philosophy of religion in France had been merely an excuse for the real purpose of his travel — to visit Jung on the journey back to Warsaw. As the train rumbled into Switzerland, he sat back and visualized Jung in his study of wood and books, heated by a cavernous fireplace. In a spark of fantasy, he sat comfortably in a leather chair across from the great man, both laughing as yet another mystery was exposed by their insight. He imagined Jung brushing away the dinner call from Emma Jung rather than miss a moment of the brilliant conversation.

In harmony with these lofty projections, the countryside offered a glorious vista of majestic peaks and lesser hills, dusted with a patina of snow. In a positive and secure mood, Moses longed to place his feet on the ground and breath in the clean mountain air. He left the train when it pulled into Lucerne and was pleased to find a morning connection on the following day to Zürich; his appointment with Jung was not until tomorrow afternoon. Moses reached, yet again, into his coat pocket and touched the neatly folded letter that said, simply: “Dr. Jung can see you at 2:30 P.M. on August 1, 1939.”

From the time he had first read the letter, he had had odd patches of disorientation. In the last month especially, he could barely concentrate on his work, as words on a page appeared to float. His stomach was in constant upheaval, moving and bubbling. Moses willingly accepted these tokens of anxiety, as he had read that the analysis begins with the letter, not the first session. Lucerne would, he hoped, give a respite to restore some balance.

A taxi made tracks through an unseasonable snowfall toward the center of town, to a small hotel in a quiet square. The ancient porter, wearing a wide-brimmed hat, half-dragged half-carried his valise down the hallway. The porter occasionally squinted at Moses, looking him up and down. He was bent with age and staggered under the weight of the bag, gradually slowing to a halt. Moses was about to offer some help but the porter moved away and faced him.

“So, you stay long?” asked the porter in a surprisingly sonorous voice.

“Just overnight.”

The porter shifted the valise to his other hand and again advanced steadily until he reached the middle of the long corridor, where he paused, still holding the bag. Painfully, he straightened up and looked at Moses with rheumy eyes. The skin on his face was pebbled.

“Then you visit Mount Pilatus. Every Jew must visit.”

He continued along for a few steps then stopped again.

“It is close by — a short distance from here. That is it there.” He pointed east.

With black beard, white skin, heavy-lidded eyes, Moses could not be mistaken. The juxtaposition of features was a racial badge. The centuries of introspection, the self-absorption in problems made more complex by too much thought, the overattentiveness to every bodily sensation, raised the forehead and softened the eyes.

They continued to the end of the hallway and his room.

“Pontius Pilate came here to the mountain,” the porter went on. “He moved for years from country to country. No rest. Then he came here, right here to the mountain, to Mount Pilatus. It was then called Frakmut. You know this?”

“No, no, I never heard this.”

“Now here, coming around a bulge in the mountain, Pilate meets Ahasvérus, the Wandering Jew.”

He paused and grabbed Moses’ elbow.

“This Jew is not our legend, you know, this Wandering Jew. He is a Christian legend. But you and me are this Jew. So, listen please. This is what happened. Ahasvérus recognized him. He chased Pilate for hours. Finally he got him and grabbed him by the throat, screaming obscenities to the heavens at the top of his lungs and, when he could hear the last hiss of breath, he threw Pilate into the lake.”

The porter glanced at his hand on Moses’ elbow and removed it. He opened the door to the room and entered, still holding the bag. The room was very cold, with a smell of mildew barely masked by antiseptic cleaners. They stepped in and the porter closed the door. They stood silently in the dark.

“It’s all connected. Think about it, please,” he whispered. “No Pilate, no crucifixion, then Jesus wouldn’t have asked the Wandering Jew for that glass of water. What our life would be, eh, if he had just given him the water and had not been doomed by Jesus to wander the earth.”

He turned on a small lamp.

“There’s a legend here as well. Once a year, this time of year, the first snow, Pilate appears on the mountain in the uniform of a Roman judge. If a Jew meets him, goes the legend, the Jew will be killed.”

As a punctuation mark, he let the valise drop.

“I tell this to you so you can go and find him because I know …” he said as he moved close to Moses, “that if you plead with him, beg him, whatever you have to do, and then he lets you go, you’re safe: no more wandering, no confusion, finished, the end.”

“That’s an interesting legend,” Moses ventured.

“Legend? This is no legend. Our race wanders, we never stay in one place. If we can face the accuser and finally are forgiven, we have no need to run.”

He handed Moses the key, turned, and walked out, closing the door gently behind him.

The last shafts of light failed to warm the room and the small blaze in the fireplace was no match for a bitter wind that slid through the window casings. Moses fell on the bed, wrapped in his greatcoat. A man in an adjoining room was shouting in German. It was too early for dinner and he had nowhere to go.

He felt a tickle in his throat and started probing: a swallow, some little coughs, another swallow. The possibility of being sick in a drafty hotel room made Moses tense and constricted and instantly dissolved his illusions. He rose and went to a mirror, twisting under a naked globe to look down his throat. Anxious and cold, he shuddered and hurried back to bed and slipped under the dusty covers, still in his coat. His mind floated as if on morphine: drifting on an unknown plane, aware of something other than itself. Finally Moses slept, but soon awoke in the dark, cold room.

His thoughts were crisp; images paraded one after another: work, meetings, colleagues, his daughter in her small bed. There seemed so much to attend to as he teased out each line of thought. Yet he knew that when morning came, nothing would be resolved; something might well have been stirred or pushed into the light to be examined, but the wisps of night lacked power. A mature man like Moses had done this too often to be tricked. The entangled vines of fear and inadequacy quickly smothered any insights. Even if he could hold a perspective fast, forcing it to remain, it would be lost in the whirlpool of daily life where he would be dragged down, unable to focus and attend consistently to even one thought. Among the demands of students, family, debt, and friends, only a great man could keep a subtlety from dissolving.

Perhaps, he thought, this is how a Jew wandered: by being unable to maintain his values. One day he is desperate to be a model citizen, walking down the boulevard, silently striving for success, lifting his head, hoping to be recognized. The next day he is stooped, head bowed, concentration turned inward to unravel the ancient filaments of learned thought that are the interlocking arguments of the Talmud. He is pulled outward then inward, tormented by his inability to give anything full attention.

His thoughts spun like a wheel until they stopped on the porter. What nonsense really. Could such rambling have meaning, even in his quest for convincing symbols? Why is everlasting life a curse for this Wandering Jew? Could it be to deny him the glorious Christian death, the only ticket to a blissful eternity? And why must he wander until Christ returned? He touched his throbbing temple. Maybe this is the true curse of the Wandering Jew: no respite from the powerful slide into introspection.

The man in the next room started shouting again in German. His voice was ugly and guttural, the sounds welling from his throat.

It was a glorious morning and the lake sparkled in the sunlight. After an early breakfast, Moses asked the concierge to find him a driver to travel to the mountain. He sat in the lobby to wait, and within an hour he was ushered into a rickety American car. He had been hesitant, as this was costly, but the legend was there to be grasped. How could he ignore a visit to a symbolic world on the day he was to meet Jung?

After a short, picturesque drive, the silent driver, who was tall, clean and blond, swung the car over to a gravel shoulder and skidded to a stop. There appeared little to see from this vantage point, and Moses sat quietly waiting for some explanation. There was a sheer wall on this side of the road and on the other were two large boulders with a path leading upward, out of sight. The driver got out and, with formality, opened Moses’ door. He was about to ask the driver why they had stopped in such an odd place, but swallowed his words. His patchy High German would have been a foreign language to the Swiss-German of his driver.

“This is the mountain,” the driver intoned slowly to make himself understood. “This …” he pointed toward the boulders “is the mountain of Wotan.”

“Yes, yes,” Moses said, pointing to the same area. “Pilate.”

“No.” The driver shook his head. “Wotan, Wotan.”

“Ahasvérus,” Moses said, trying again.

“Wotan,” he replied. “God of War.” He said this proudly. “God of Chaos.”

The bulk of the driver and his wooden stupidity were becoming menacing even though there was not a ripple of aggression on his Swiss countenance.

“Wotan,” the driver said again, this time with an edge.

Perhaps, Moses thought, he had insulted some strongly held belief. Jung associated Wotan with the Nazi movement, but Moses could not recall the exact connection.

To break the verbal impasse, he crossed the road and took a few tentative steps up the path on the other side. He looked back at the driver and waved as he would to a child. The driver walked quickly over to him and stood too close.

Moses turned to reason. “This is the mountain of the Wandering Jew. Here is where he killed Pilate. Is this not true?”

The driver, upon hearing “Jew,” stepped back. “No Jew here,” he said, “just God of War. Wotan.” He looked at Moses with clear contempt, walked back to the car, took his place in the driver’s seat, and started reading a newspaper.

Moses was distracted momentarily by a sharp pain in his mouth. The pain blended immediately with a more primitive fear and confusion. Involuntarily, Moses lowered his head and whimpered. The driver glanced his way, then got out of the car and opened the door. He sensed the humiliation of Moses and an artificial servility began to appear.

“Back,” he said.

He opened the door further and Moses entered, head bowed, somehow humiliated. He drove without a word and gradually Moses began to regain his composure. When they arrived at the hotel, Moses stepped from the car and reached into his pocket for the agreed amount. The driver cocked his head like a bird as if pondering.

“No money,” he said. “No money.”

He got back in the car and drove off.

The door opened, and there stood Carl Gustav Jung. He glided out of his room, stepping to the side, bringing his feet together with the grace of a ballroom dancer. He then stood motionless, pointing at the stairs. Moses jumped up from his chair but sat down again when he saw Jung gazing elsewhere.

A short, round woman, with a large, hairy mole on her cheek, emerged from his room and tried to squeeze past him. Her purse was clutched tightly against her chest and she was gritting her teeth. Jung did not budge, forcing her to press against him. The woman turned her head away, overcome with the horror and ignominy of the physical contact. Moses could hear her hyperventilating. With each breath her shoulders shuddered. She glanced for a moment at Moses, who peered into the distance with a vacant look.

She turned back toward Jung, who jabbed his pipe in her direction in a progressing rhythm. He suddenly erupted and shouted, “You are hopeless! The analysis is over. No progress is to be made.”

His voice echoed up and down the house, vibrating in deep bass, making the words more ominous. The veins at his temples darkened into angry rivulets and he clenched his jaw in a way that made him appear ferocious.

“Get out,” he yelled. “Out!”

The woman moaned, as if physically struck, and struggled to take another step. She was almost too hysterical to move. She looked again at Moses, but his eyes remained unfocused. He thought of getting up to help her, but was repulsed by the sight of the mole. She had crept barely ten feet, with one foot down the staircase, when Jung turned directly to Moses, who bolted upright from his chair.

Jung melted that bellowing mouth into a charming smile and the rivulets disappeared into the great confluence that was the man. Lightly, almost sensually, he put his hand on Moses’ arm.

“Ah, Professor Aarons, please come in.”

Jung saw that Moses was standing stock still, apparently unable to move.

“Professor, I am not emotional, I just use emotion.”

He placed his other hand gently in the small of Moses’ back and ushered him into his room.

Jung pointed to a sturdy chair opposite him. “Please sit down, Professor.”

He took his eyes from Moses and laughed to himself as he tamped down his pipe.

“One of my patients, you know, is a dressmaker. She called herself ‘Professor.’ That’s right, she said she was a professor, an artist at her work.”

He took a puff, then laid the pipe on an ashtray. Moses leaned forward as if to speak, but hesitated as Jung fixed him with a stare.

“I cannot see you after this one visit, Professor. I am sorry. My colleague Meier may be the one for you to see.”

Jung saw the dreadful look of disappointment.

“I am far too busy, you must understand. I can’t see what difference it makes. You came for a little philosophical chat, didn’t you?”

“Please, Doctor Jung. I have come a long way, from Warsaw. Could I see you at least a few more times? I did come for a chat, that’s true, but I have more to ask you. I need more time.”

Moses cupped his hands as a supplicant.

“You are sitting here with me now, are you not? What is it that you must tell me that takes longer than the time we have?”

Jung smiled, pleased with himself, as he leaned back comfortably in his chair.

“I had a dream. In fact, I seem to have had this dream a thousand times, night after night. That’s why I have come to see you, Doctor Jung. The dream haunts me. It has spread out into every corner of my soul and has taken me over.”

“Indeed” Jung said, suddenly intrigued. “Let’s hear it then.”

“I am naked, bounding up the spiral stairs of a tower. I am halfway up and strong winds appear, blowing above me. I am deeply exhausted and need to rest, but yet I am compelled by a desperation that pushes me into the wind. At first I cannot see, the wind is too strong, but then I break through and continue climbing the stairs in large strides. There seem to be no landings, no pause, no respite.

“At another moment, I am standing at the beginning of a long hallway, which stretches far into the distance. A man with a small horn in the middle of his forehead is next to me, sitting on a chair, reading a large, ancient parchment that is crumbling as I look. His dress is modern and elegant. I would say that his demeanor suggests a patron of culture. On the floor, by his foot, lies a decomposing skeleton, with only patches of skin, deliberately ignored and seemingly of no consequence.

“The man with the horn looks up and notices me. He points to a door now visible at the end of the long hallway. I pause, not sure what I am supposed to do. He jabs his finger in the direction of the door and begins stamping his foot impatiently. I walk down the hallway and I can see the door now clearly. It is sealed shut. It has no knob and is solid polished steel, welded and riveted into a steel door frame. I can’t see any gap below or above, no opening, no keyhole, not even an edge to pry. I inspect the door meticulously, over and over, from side to side, back and forth, up and down. Each time I have this dream, I inspect the door interminably until I awake.”

Jung had been listening, his eyes closed. Now he opened them and looked at Moses.

“You’re at an impasse. You can go no further with your mind,” said Jung. “The door is at the end of the passage — your passage, your hallway. What is unresolved is behind this door. You cannot get around it. It is as far as your mind can go.”

The room grew darker as clouds covered the sun.

“This is every man’s door, Professor. You, of all people, a professor of philosophy, should know this. Every man has this door.”

He paused while he lit his pipe. As he leaned toward Moses, his face softened.

“The great alchemist, Goethe, points it out:


For naught, I assembled human treasure,
Everything that my mortal soul could digest.
Now I come to know my worth
And the barren desert in my chest.
I have not lifted myself one poor degree
Nor do I stand closer to the infinite.”



He leaned back in his chair, a smile playing on his lips, as if he was pleased with himself at having quoted the master verbatim.

“There is nothing more for you to figure out, Professor. Your search is over. You can put away the books. You are…” He held the words in suspense for a few seconds. “You see, you are stuck!”

Jung had thrown this at Moses with force. He waited for his reaction.

Moses felt smothered, as if a thick blanket had been thrown over his head. The great arbiter of the unconscious had just slammed the door in his face. He had to stop himself from falling to his knees and begging for another chance, another meeting. Otherwise, any hope he had, any faith that he could rise above the mundane, would be destroyed. He had to seek reprieve from this spiritual death sentence.

“I have read your work, Doctor Jung,” Moses said tentatively. He thought, just for a second, that Jung looked at him as someone who deserved more respect, even though his dream appeared profoundly prosaic.

“You have revealed your unconscious. From this I know you. It is your neuroses to look for answers in more words or in my psychological commentaries,” Jung said, sighing. He looked suddenly tired. He started to nod his head as if asking and answering the same question over and over.

‘This is the feature of your race,” he said.

Jung used “race” without emotion. It was stated simply, as a matter of fact.

Moses was startled. “I can’t see what race has to do with it, Doctor Jung. I am an individual. This is my dream.”

Jung didn’t seem to be listening.

“Wouldn’t you say?” Jung sat motionless.

“Well, Doctor Jung, some characteristics may be racial, but in the end I am my own man.” Moses spoke timidly, as if fearful of Jung’s anger.

“Psyche is not individual, Professor. You are a product of psyche. Your stairs are a symbol of ascent, no question. You are rising to something. But the collective, the collective, Professor — it goes back to an untold history of which you are a part. You have been carried along by its momentum and you are as much a part of it as I am of my race.”

Jung rose from his chair and moved to the window. For a moment he looked out at the lake, then spoke, his back to Moses. “But your race is blocked, it cannot develop. The unconscious of Jews is too mature, empty of possibility. And this is the problem. The unconscious has two faces: a Janus face. It is a prehistoric world of instincts, yes, but it also holds the potential for the future. And your unconscious, the unconscious of your race is exhausted. It is lacking a future.”

“Doesn’t every race have this fate?” Moses ventured, lamely he thought.

Jung walked back to his chair and sat down heavily. His look at Moses was one of unmistakable pity.

“How naive,” Jung said. “It is only the Jews. The material from the unconscious is stale, without a vision.”

He paused, looking around the room, as if searching for the right example.

‘There are many races that are different. The German movement is pregnant with possibilities, can’t you see that? Deep within that movement, something is stirring.”

Before Moses could answer, Jung flicked his hand, as if shooing the discussion away.

“Let us return to your dream. You see,” he continued, “in this numinous dream, you have contacted Cain, the cultured man with the horn; this horn is the mark of Cain, and beside him lies his dead brother, Abel. Cain is the cultured Jew, the Wandering Jew. This is not your personal image, this is your racial heritage. The true marvel is that Cain, although doomed, is protected by God. He gives him the mark: the mark of Cain. So he survives and your race will survive even though it has no future.”

Jung must have noticed the bafflement on his patient’s face. He spoke slowly to Moses.

“You see, Professor, the Wandering Jew must survive. If the Wandering Jew is sentenced to wander until Christ returns, how can Jesus return for the Second Coming unless the Jew is there? The Jew is necessary.”

Moses sat perfectly still in his chair. Jung leaned forward to speak, as if he intended every word to fix on him.

“You are a Jew. That is your curse yet your protection. Your race must wander, drawing on the culture of other nations. It is doomed, without a future, but ultimately will survive. This is the backdrop, if you like, the obvious, the surface of the issue. But it is to the shadow of the Jew that you must turn, the unrecognized, unwanted side. Here is where you must look to open your door, if indeed it can ever be opened. The shadow is the harm that the Jews have done, the ugliness and chaos that sprouts from a wandering, exploitative race, the ugliness that has brought centuries of hatred. It is only here, in the shadow, in the horror of the truth of it, that the door will open.”

“Ah! The shadow,” said Moses. “This I know about.”

Jung was surprised. “Your talk is dangerous, Professor. These are just abstractions for you. Dangerous abstractions in a professor of philosophy with no psychological insight. If they remain like this, you will be destroyed because this is an aspect of your personal shadow: all the unpleasant and immoral aspects of you, which appear close to the surface, in your case. You can’t talk of the shadow casually, staring at it like some cinema show. There is an old Swiss saying: ‘The devil is behind a rich man but there are two devils behind a poor man.’ You would have three devils, Professor.” Jung found this amusing and suddenly laughed, his face red with the exertion. He stared at Moses, taking him in. He continued. “Your dream has banished you from peace. You are the Wandering Jew. If you cannot integrate the unconscious material that lies under you like a mountain, and cannot understand it morally, then you are as nothing.”

Moses remembered little of the rest of the session. Jung’s words became more and more abstract, and Moses was too exhausted and lost to comment further. Jung finally paused and dusted the tobacco ashes from his trousers. Moses stood and thanked him, aware that he might never see him again.

His breathing was syncopated with the click-clack of the train. It was almost dawn and he had dozed fitfully through the night in the uncomfortable seat. At every slit of consciousness — when he awoke for a second to readjust his position — the session was relived. In the predawn, he focused once more.

Obviously, he had taken too lightly the journey to see Jung. “How mad,” he said under his breath, “I wonder what I could have been thinking?” He had believed that he was so psychologically aware that Jung would accept him as a colleague or adjourn the session for a schnapps and dinner. Instead, he had treated him with marked disdain, clearly forgetting his name as he retreated back across the threshold.

Moses opened up his diary in the dawning light and looked at the notes he had prepared for the session. He had intended to talk to Jung about the Zohar, the fundamental work of Jewish mysticism. He had initially been attracted to this thirteenth-century work by the simple fact that the putative author was his namesake: Moses de Leon. At certain times in history, it had been deemed as important as the Torah or Bible. The five volumes of the Zohar were so dense with the unfathomable utterings of ancient sages that Moses eventually attributed wisdom to what he could not understand. Yet he kept finding passages that resonated within him, intriguing yet elusive, as if a veil was about to be lifted, revealing eternal wisdom. He had rehearsed out loud what he was going to say to Jung, “You know, Doctor Jung, the richness of the Zohar’s symbolism is intriguing.” He quietly laughed to himself at the use of the word “intriguing.” To Jung’s ears, it would have implied a pathetic dilettante interest, a puffery, and discussing it with him would most likely have led to even greater ridicule.

Jung, no matter what his other qualities, was arrogant. Yet to think of him in this way gave Moses no particular pleasure. In spite of his wounded pride, he understood that it was up to him to take the confusion and disappointment and face it all clearly. For, as Jung wrote, it is one thing to have an insight, but it is a moral question whether or not it will be used.

At best, he was “stuck.” Who, indeed, is not stuck? Moses’ door did not have to be steel, it could just as well have been paper; he still could not break through it. The door must represent some fundamental limitation, he assumed, a basic obstacle at his very core that probably would be in his way for the rest of his life.

A tall priest stood up from the back of the train carriage and walked over to sit opposite Moses. It struck him as odd that someone would abandon one seat for another midjourney. Just as well, he thought, as obsessing over the door was taking him round in circles. He let out another little laugh; here he was, stuck again, on his understanding of Jung’s interpretation.

“Oh, I am sorry to disturb you,” said the priest, half standing as if to leave.

“No, no. Please sit down.” Moses gestured toward the seat. “It was a joke. To myself. I’m probably the only one who laughs at my jokes.”

He gave a “poor me” shrug and Book One of the Zohar slipped onto the floor. The priest leaned quickly forward and picked up the book. In the weak light, Moses noticed the man’s brown skin.

“I had to move,” he said, pointing behind him. “That man and woman were smoking most of the night. I hope you don’t mind.”

The priest rested the Zohar on his lap. His Indian accent added melodious tones to his soothing voice. His bony fingers were long and refined as they lay across the cover of the ancient book. His robes were Franciscan and he wore only sandals against the cold drafts on the train floor.

“Where are you going?” Moses asked.

He had decided a good conversation would be an elixir. He did not seek a purgative but a rewarding distraction.

“I am going back to Banaras. In the northeast of India. Where I was born.”

“Ah. You have a long trip. I am going back to Warsaw where I am a professor.”

The priest absentmindedly stroked the book, touching each corner, moving his fingers around the cover as if stroking the head of a child.

“There wouldn’t be many Indian Franciscans, I expect,” said Moses.

“There are some; seekers like me who escaped the rituals of Hinduism. Obeisance to these rituals was my punishment when I was a boy. My strict father forced them down my throat and when he died, I looked elsewhere. Others come for the same reasons, believing an answer only lies outside what they know. But, to tell the truth, I only found the same emptiness in Catholicism.”

He loudly cleared his throat and quickly changed topics. “Have you been to India? You must one day visit Banaras, the oldest inhabited city in the world. It is —”

Moses interrupted him.

“What were you looking for?”

“Certainly not a cold room and inedible food.” A smile spread across his face but faded rapidly. “I certainly don’t know. All I do know is I won’t be a Catholic priest when I return to Banaras. This is my last journey as a priest.”

“Giving up the priesthood?”

Moses’ companion ran his hand over his shaved pate. There was something engaging about the gesture as his fingers slid over the smooth skin. He answered the underlying question.

“There are many reasons I am giving up the priesthood. I had a dream, just as Saint Francis had at Spoleto. A voice in the dream told me to return home to where I was born. I could not stay in the monastery in France any longer.”

Moses listened, trying to link this dream to his own. The air was heavy with smoke, even here.

“Were you stuck then?”

“Stuck? No, if I stayed, I might have felt constrained. But I left.” Moses noticed that his eyes glistened slightly.

“So you’re not stuck? That’s good, that’s very good. Very good.”

The train entered a tunnel and the noise made it impossible to speak. Both men looked at their reflections in the window. Suddenly, the brakes squealed as the train came to a dead stop in complete blackness.

In the silence, the priest asked, “Are you, as you say, ‘stuck’?”

He leaned forward and Moses could feel his warm breath. He placed the Zohar back in Moses’ hands.

“I don’t know, really. I had a dream in which I came to a large steel door. I could not get past it.”

“A door? Did you knock?”

“No, in fact, I didn’t think of knocking. I guess I never touched the door.”

“But it might have been open.” The priest’s voice became more animated.

“It was sealed shut,” said Moses, more emphatically than he intended. He did not want his dream trifled with, although he was intrigued.

“If it was sealed shut, you could have polished the steel.” He leaned back. “This is what the Sufis say: God is the mirror in which we see our true selves.”

Moses knew more was coming.

“Or maybe you simply should not look behind the door. Who knows, maybe behind the door is God’s hidden life. Certain things are unintelligible, you know, completely unknowable. Or maybe the dream is telling you not to pry.” He leaned forward again and tapped his finger on the Zohar. “But I don’t think so.”

“What do you think, then?”

“I think it is God’s door and He will open it when he chooses. Who knows, perhaps there is nothing behind it worth looking at. But, and this is the important issue, you are at the door. This must be the important thing, don’t you see? I would say, and excuse me for being so presumptuous, that this is a point from which something can begin. The point from which you can wander?”

“Wander? A curious term to use.”

“I was thinking of Saint Francis. He left Assisi to wander, to the Holy Land and other places that remain secret. When he returned, he knew what to do. He left the order and went into the mountains. If you wander, if you keep looking, then perhaps you cannot be stuck. It is for this reason I have been thinking of becoming a sadhu, an itinerant monk, when I return to Banaras. It is important not to stay in one place.”

The train shuddered to life.

“This is …” He struggled for words. “It’s funny, isn’t it, how every situation reflects your state. This is my real reason for returning to India. I have prayed to God and tried to beat, if you excuse the analogy, a path to his door. Now it is time for me to wander.” He paused and then suddenly got to his feet. “Please excuse me. This is getting too personal.”

“No, no,” Moses protested, “I have been personal with you.”

The train continued on for a few seconds and then pulled into a busy station.

He sat down again. “I don’t know. Perhaps you have been too casual with your images. Forgive me, I do not mean to be insulting. I am Father …” He shook his head and put his hand over his crucifix. “No. I am Seth Tripathi.” He brought his hands together in the prayer position of Indian greeting and said “Namaskar.”

Moses took one of his cards from his breast pocket and gave it to Seth, who examined it politely before dropping it into his shoulder bag.

“Please write and tell me about Banaras,” Moses said, sincerely.

Moses then opened the notepad with his ramblings on the Zohar and, on a fresh page, he wrote the priest’s name. When he looked up, Seth was already backing away. “Ah, I see the smokers have left. I will return to the assigned seat now. It was a pleasure meeting you.”

He started down the aisle, then turned back. He held out his slender hand. Moses shook it, or rather, held it for a moment.

“Namaskar,” he said, “is Sanskrit. It means ‘I honor the divinity within you with all the powers of my mind…’” He brought his hands together to his forehead. “… and all the charms of my heart.’” He lowered his clasped hands to his chest. He looked directly at Moses until Moses turned away. When Moses looked up, he was already seated in his original place.


2 HER NECK WAS A WIDE OCEAN of white skin. Very gradually, without glancing at him, she lifted her head to give him a grander view. Her hand rose to the top button of her dress and, sensually, she circled its edge.

Neither of them spoke, even though there was no basis for a pause. She had just asked a question and Moses had answered with another question. Slowly, theatrically, she undid the top button. She searched for his reaction while invitingly touching her neck.

Moses rose quickly and moved to the side of her chair. She cocked her head quizzically; he leaned over, moved the top of her dress aside and kissed her bare shoulder. He pulled her up from the seat and squeezed her tightly, feeling the strong muscles in her back. Somewhere in the distance, a horn sounded.

His arm crept around her waist; he was too frightened to advance further yet unable to retreat. He kissed her neck then along her collarbone. She raised her leg between his, which made him suddenly dizzy and weak. The embrace continued intensely for a moment more, then the spell snapped. Moses stepped back and held her at arm’s length; she smelled of roses. As she came into full focus, it was clear, in that second, that whatever he was looking for could not be found. He let her go and shrugged, as if to say, “I don’t really know.”

“I’d better go,” she said, quickly stepping behind the chair.

Moses could sense her increasing regret. She toyed with a ball of dust with her right foot, then took out a handkerchief to wipe his wetness from her neck.

One moment he had been talking to Martine about the outline for her essay, trying to help her make sense of Aristotle, and the next he had leaped like a madman from his chair and clung to her desperately. There was no prelude, nothing in their conversation to explain such spontaneous emotion.

“I don’t know what to say,” he stammered. “This is not the way — I — this has never happened to me before. Never since I have been married, Martine. This has never happened before. Never. I don’t really know why it happened now.”

He sat in his chair and looked out the window at the Warsaw sky. The clouds were heavy with rain and his little room was dark, with only a small light on the desk. The air was musty except for that delicate smell of roses.

“I want to see you again. Just to apologize.” He paused. “Just to see you again.”

It was difficult to look in her direction. He noticed she was holding her handkerchief gingerly, as if it contained the most horrible substance.

She paused at the door.

“I will be back to talk,” she said quietly. She gave him a girlish, seductive smile and said, “Why wouldn’t I be back?”

His eyes hurt, his neck was stiff. He locked his door and lay on the hard, cold floor, staring up at the plaster cracking from the German bombardments. He closed his eyes, taking a deep breath. The image of the massive, sealed door came into focus. It was not the first time that this image had returned so vividly: it appeared in the lull of a lecture or, bizarrely, when he heard a dog crunch on a bone. He was keenly aware that he had only the image, not a speck of the answer. Martine’s visit was more a mystery than the dream visitation of Cain. The sealed door, he assumed, was still shut. In truth, he would have admitted, he had not bothered to check.

A loud shout from the street, warning of German planes, brought him back. He propped himself up and looked around at the piles of yellowing papers, wrapped in twine, and dog-eared books on philosophy. He noticed a picture of Zürich that had slipped down the wall behind his desk and was stuck in a patch of damp seeping from a cistern in the adjoining room. He pondered the worth of these books, none of which any longer held much interest, and of all the years spent making their words and his thoughts integrate into a tenuous structure. He pulled himself up and leaned on the worn sofa, and thought how today the room seemed particularly empty and miserable. He stood, straightened his jacket, donned his greatcoat and scholar’s cap, and left without a glance back.

It was unusually cold for September and Moses huddled from the northern wind as he turned into Nalewki, the heart of the Jewish quarter. No sounds of planes could be heard. There was a wetness in the air that came from the ground, not from above. He raised his eyebrows to Jews he recognized but they did not reply, burdened with their own problems and the encroaching horror.

In the dark shadow of an awning he noticed a shapely young woman astride a bicycle. He smiled to himself, thinking of the words of the Zohar: “Initially the female is in the darkness.”
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