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For my sister, Bea,
in memoriam




“The world couldn’t exist without madmen.”


MAIMONIDES




I am going mad, Pedro. I feel it. I know it. I have plunged into madness as into the sea. And I am about to sink to its depths. Infinity cannot be challenged with impunity, and madness is infinite down to its fragments. As is death. As is God. Cry for help? Here, everybody cries for help. Our voices drown, resurface, merge, and dissolve while on the outside life goes on. What am I to do, Pedro? To whom shall I turn for a little light, a little warmth? Madness is lying in wait for me and I am alone.


• • •


As a boy, Raphael feared madness but was drawn to madmen. In his hometown, deep in the Carpathian Mountains, there was an asylum. That was where he spent his Shabbat afternoons. Each week he would arrive bearing fruit and sweets. And each week he would find himself looking for a certain old man, an old man with veiled eyes. Raphael remembered that on his very first visit the old man had smiled at him gently, and that he had been inexplicably moved.


“What is your name?” the old man had asked as the boy was leaving.


“Raphael, Raphael Lipkin,” he had answered timidly.


“Will you come see me again, Raphael?”


“Yes, sir. I’ll come again.”


“Thank you, my boy. You deserve a blessing. Would you like me to bless you?”


“Yes, sir, I would.”


But the old man had retreated into his dreams. Emerging briefly he said, “Next time.”


“Will you still be here?”


“Oh, yes.” The old man’s voice was sad, ironic. “I’ll be here even when I’m no longer here.”


Raphael did not understand. But how could he? The old man was mad, and madmen put little store in being understood. Madmen can say anything, do or undo anything, without ever having to explain. Madmen are free, totally free. Perhaps that’s why Raphael found the old man appealing.


“Be careful,” warned a young doctor. “This man is dangerous.”


“But Doctor, he seems so gentle.”


“That’s why he’s dangerous.”


Raphael refused to believe him. Still, he must have believed him a little, enough for the patient to notice. The following Shabbat the old man greeted him, a mischievous look on his still-handsome face.


“So, that’s how it is. You’re hiding things from me.”


“Oh, no, sir. I’m not hiding anything.”


“Yes, you are! I know it! They warned you against me.”


“Nobody . . .”


“Hush, my boy. You must never lie to a madman. We see right through you.”


“I won’t lie to you ever again.”


“Good. Now let’s examine the situation: They told you I’m dangerous . . . right?”


“That’s what they said. But . . .”


“But you don’t believe it? Well, you’d better believe it. I order you to. For your own good. Madmen can be dangerous, and I more than the others: I see farther, higher than any of them. They are dangerous when they’re present. I am dangerous even when I’m absent. That’s why I can go on protecting you even after I’m gone. Of course, to be protected by madness can also be dangerous.”


“I don’t understand,” said Raphael.


“Come, my boy. Let’s get some air.”


The old man led Raphael to a secluded bench at the outer edge of the garden.


“Who sent you?” asked the old man.


“My . . . my parents.”


“And who sent them?”


“I don’t know, sir.”


For a moment, the old man lost his patience: “You don’t know, you don’t know. . . . One day you will have to know. . . . Fortunately, that day I’ll be there to guide you.”


“Guide me?” wondered Raphael. “Where?”


“Toward knowledge, my boy. Toward knowledge.”


Then, for no apparent reason, he began to laugh.


“You will follow me, won’t you?”


“Yes,” Raphael heard himself say. “I will follow you.”


• • •


Thus went their weekly visits: the patient spoke and Raphael listened. The more he listened, the less he understood. The old man spoke of God and His attributes, and of the ten Sephirot, which collectively symbolize the king’s crown and majestic power. He described an invisible palace surrounded by fiery walls where the Creator of the world awaits the Shekhina to restore his Creation to the origins of innocence. And the eagle’s nest where a lone, melancholy Messiah prays for time to accelerate its rhythm, for words to open themselves to the Word. . . .


“The place I want to show you is farther still,” said the old man. “Promise to follow me always.”


“Always,” vowed Raphael, entranced.


“If ever you’re afraid to go forward,” said the madman, “hold onto me tightly. That way you won’t fall. True, the road is treacherous. Satan is full of tricks. Sometimes he appears in the guise of a vicious black dog, a monster who spits fire. But bear in mind that he fears courage, so don’t ever close your eyes, my boy. If you wish to accompany me, you must promise to keep your eyes open. Otherwise the black dog will attack you and all will be lost. Remember: a madman is someone whose eyes are always open.”


Raphael opened his eyes but saw no dog. Then he closed his eyes and saw the old man laughing, laughing without a sound.


“I don’t understand,” said Raphael.


“You cannot understand,” said the old man. “You must not understand. If you understood, you would already be mad.”




In his dimly lit room at the Mountain Clinic, Raphael remembers the old man of his childhood, his veiled eyes. And he thinks he finally understands his warning.


• • •


I am going mad, Pedro. Now I am sure. There are times when I think the old man and I are one. Still, after the storm comes the calm. I vacillate between the two extremes and all the time I see the gaping mouth of the vicious black dog, everywhere I see the bottom of the abyss. I am afraid and yet I yearn to hurl myself into it. I move forward and backward at the same time, with the same step, the same purpose. I speak when I am silent, I am silent when I shout. I hear the doctor telling me: “Be careful, madmen are dangerous. You, Raphael Lipkin, are dangerous.”


Me, dangerous? Why would I be dangerous? Because I know the truth? But I don’t. Because I seek it? What a joke! It eludes me, as reason eludes me.


Outside, a mild breeze is blowing toward the mountain, sweeping me back to my childhood. On the way, it is you I find. You, Pedro, my friend, the source of my strength and of my anguish.


It is still early but the clinic is asleep. Down below, the village too is asleep. As for me, I am afraid of sleep. An old man is waiting for me in my dreams; I know and I don’t know, I no longer know, who he is.


In my dreams I seek someone with the courage to denounce reality’s apparent order. I find the old madman who questions all my certainties.


Sky slides over roof, stone over stone, living over dead. Thought slides over dream, dream over memory, prayer over the tears of the dying.


Look, Pedro. I am moving closer to the wall. One more step, one more word, and I’ll be on the other side.


And then I will think differently, express myself in another mode, react in untried ways. I will take leave of my body, reach for another self, integrate it into a distant time, and wrap it in garb that was never mine.


Farewell, Raphael. Farewell, Pedro.


• • •


How did he get to this point? Raphael wonders. Madness has its own design, its own dynamic. To dismantle it, he would have to confront it from the outside, so to speak. Raphael cannot. How could he? The madness is already inside him.


He leaves his bed, walks to the window overlooking the garden, opens it. Through the trees he sees the stars and a thousand shadows dancing. Raphael plays at identifying them. He beckons to them, they respond. What if he were to join them? If he jumped from his third-floor window all of the stars and shadows—and even the old man—would rush to greet him. “To fall very low, one must first rise very high,” the old man had said. So go ahead, Raphael, jump! Follow the light God has hidden in the darkness. Go away and never come back. What matters is to laugh at death so as never to fear it again. And then? And then nothing, you fool. The earth will keep turning around the black sun, the black sun of madmen. And then, when time runs out, we shall see the evil dawn of the suicides.


Raphael leaves the window and goes over to the table, picks up a book and puts it down. He clenches and unclenches his fist, as if to gauge the power of his elusive will, wondering how much he has in common with the patients in the hospital garden. They seem like broken puppets, oblivious of the world’s joys and miseries. He must decide: to listen or never listen again, to the song of blind birds and the laughter of old men in mourning.


The muffled sound of voices drifts in from the director’s residence. He and his guests must be enjoying themselves. A disquieting thought: Is the enemy there, among them, celebrating his victory over Pedro and me? I should have accepted the invitation, thinks Raphael: my midnight caller, my nemesis, may well be there.


Dr. Benedictus, the clinic’s director, was giving a dinner party in honor of a psychiatrist who publishes erotic novels under a pseudonym. Raphael is annoyed. Why had he given the tired excuse of a sudden migraine? Why hadn’t he gone? True, he wasn’t hungry. He hasn’t been hungry in weeks. Not since that first anonymous phone call denouncing Pedro. Suddenly, an even more disquieting thought: Pedro is there among the guests. An older, unfamiliar Pedro. Though surely not without the pipe he’d always carried with him. What if I’ve come to this wretched place for the sole purpose of meeting Pedro in the director’s library? God, what have I done? After all these years of searching, he could be there, just a few steps away. . . . Wait a minute, Raphael. Pedro is dead, or at best, wasting in a Soviet prison. . . . Who knows? Maybe this is my chance to resolve the mystery that weighs on me like a curse.


Like a condemned man, Raphael examines the space around him: the walls, the ceiling, the books strewn all over the floor—and then those dead people holding up the holy scrolls of the Torah. What are they doing here? If they stay, he is sure to wind up with one of those colossal headaches. . . . Soon his migraine is no longer a pretense. It whips his temples, roars in his brain, trying to burst its walls. . . . Fine, he’ll have to lie down, behave as if the dead were not there, as if Pedro were not in danger, as if he were in some hotel in Calcutta or Madras rather than at the Mountain Clinic. He needs to focus on a distant object, perhaps the shiny leaf which has finally come to rest on his windowsill. . . . Above all, he must not think of the anonymous calls, the innuendos, the aspersions cast on Pedro’s character. . . .


The tiles of his room are blue and white. Blank squares alternate with pictures: a bird hovers in a peaceful sky, a little girl in a blue dress is chasing it. Ezra, Raphael thinks, my brother Ezra also loved birds. The pictures are soothing. Everything here is calculated to serve the patient. All is familiar yet oddly troubling: one feels at home while knowing that one is not.


Tell me, Pedro, whose body is this? Surely it’s not mine. . . . The black dog is moaning within me. The orphan is crying at the cemetery. The wolf is howling in the forest. Go on, you wanderer in time, go on: speak. I am listening.


“Can you hear me?” asks the old man with the veiled eyes. “You have nothing to fear. I shall save you.”


And strange as it may seem, he did.




Rovidok: a pretty town in Galicia, a colorful town. Though its inhabitants were from different religious and ethnic backgrounds, it had endured the centuries with unusual grace. Rarely affected by external events other than the occasional war or epidemic, Jews and Christians had coexisted harmoniously. A harmony barely disrupted by the anti-Semitic incidents that predictably occurred at Easter and Christmas. Ever since Christianity had driven Israel into exile, Christians who were not necessarily followers of Christ had considered it their duty to persecute Jews in the name of love and mercy. That’s how it was, and nothing could be done about it. The Jews had learned to accept these eruptions of hatred as others accept inclement weather. Not so terrible, they said. Two days and two nights a year. Not so terrible. All one had to do was stay home.


“Why can’t we go outside?” asked Raphael, who was seven.


“It’s better not to,” replied his father.


“Why is it better?”


“It’s safer.”


“Why is it safer?”


“It’s dangerous outside.”


“Why is it dangerous?”


“Our enemies are there.”


“Our enemies? Who are they?”


“Those who hate Jews.”


Raphael’s eyes opened wide. “Why do they hate us? What did we do to them? What did we steal from them?”


His father smiled. “I cannot explain it to you, my son. You are too young. One day you will understand.”


“If I’m old enough to be hated, I’m old enough to understand,” said Raphael solemnly.


“Some things cannot be explained, Raphael. Hatred is one of them. Madness is another. And one often leads to the other.”


Raphael still had many questions. He asked them in order to hear his father speak. He loved to hear him speak. That was his profession, his calling. Aharon Lipkin spent his life with children. He taught them to read and write, to sing, to dream, to grow up and be good Jews. He was tall and bushy-haired. His pupils feared him. Raphael thought that was funny. He knew better: his father was the gentlest man on earth. So gentle that Raphael’s mother often chided her husband:


“A man must know how to inspire respect.”


“Are you implying that I don’t?”


“You know what I mean.”


He knew, and so did Raphael. Rivka still had not accepted the fact that Ezra and Yoel no longer lived at home. They had left, not to study in a yeshiva, which would have gratified Aharon, but to learn a trade. One had gone to Lodz, the other to Lvov.


“God is Almighty,” said Aharon. “And He is everywhere.”


“I never denied that. But it is not God our sons went looking for in Lvov and Lodz. Tell me, what if they left to get away from God?”


Aharon bowed his head until it almost rested on the ancient book in front of him.


“Our sons are good and faithful. I trust them.”


“And who says I don’t? All I say is, I don’t trust the people they’ll meet in Lodz and Lvov.”


It was the ongoing discussion of couples who love their children and can’t bear to see them leave. In this particular case, the fear was compounded because Raphael’s third brother, Hayim, often spoke of going to Palestine. “If you want to kill me, go right ahead,” his mother would say. “What’s more, such behavior could spoil Ruth’s engagement to Mendel. And with such a family, what chance would Esther ever have of finding a husband?”


Rivka Lipkin then turned to her youngest son:


“Thank God you’re here, my Raphael,” she said. “I know you won’t make us worry. I won’t have sleepless nights on your account.”


She was wrong.


One morning, the town learned the chilling news: two cases of typhoid fever had been diagnosed at the hospital. At once, fear silenced all talk of the blizzard that had swept over the region; or of the police who were terrorizing the local merchants. People spoke only of the plague that crept through the streets, cunning and invisible. An eerie mood hung over the town: its inhabitants lowered their voices for fear of being noticed, for fear of attracting the plague’s attention. They saw it as a monstrous creature, stronger, more agile, than any man. And as merciless as the Angel of Death. In markets and squares, churches and synagogues, there were those who discussed what measures to take, and those who were content to pray. From time to time news filtered down: the doctor had been seen entering so and so’s house. May God help them, they would say, while thinking, May God help us all.


No doubt remained: only a divine intervention could halt the epidemic whose ravages multiplied with dizzying speed. In a few weeks the whole town had fallen prey to the scourge. Schools were closed, public meetings canceled. Few were the families that had not been struck.


The hospital was overcrowded: patients were lying on stretchers in the hallways. Emergency measures were in effect. New cases were directed to the asylum, whose second floor had been requisitioned for quarantine patients. And that is where, though it was not Shabbat, Raphael once again met his old friend the madman.


• • •


The disease caught up with Raphael one evening as he was watching his father studying a text on Purim, which was drawing near. His mother was pouring streams of hot tea. “It’s good for you” she kept saying. Ruth, the bride-to-be, was mending a shirt. Esther was indulging in her favorite pastime, looking through boxes of old family photographs. Hayim, the Zionist, had gone on an errand.


“I’m hot,” said Raphael. Then: “I’m cold.”


“I knew you’d catch pneumonia,” said his mother. “I begged you to button your overcoat, didn’t I? Nobody ever listens to me.”


A few minutes later, Raphael complained of a headache and was sent to bed with a hot brick. By then, everybody knew what was happening but nobody dared say so. The entire family stayed at his bedside all night. He was delirious, burning with fever, and in pain, terrible pain. His throat, his chest, every particle of his flesh, every cell of his body was on fire. His mother applied cold compresses, massaged his aching limbs. But whatever was tormenting him refused to give in. His sister Esther even placed an amulet covered with mystical inscriptions under his pillow. But it didn’t help. By morning the truth had to be faced: Raphael had come down with typhus.


If any shred of doubt remained, the doctor dispelled it at once. His order was curt: “To the hospital!” He made no attempt to soften the blow.


“Never,” said Raphael’s mother defiantly. “Do you hear me? Never. Never shall I permit my son to be taken from me.”


Controlling his impatience, the doctor replied:


“I understand your distress, Mrs. Lipkin. But you, too, must understand: your son has typhus, he requires constant care.”


“I know that,” said Rivka. “I’ll take care of him day and night. Nobody will do it better than I.”


Again the doctor restrained himself.


“Mrs. Lipkin, I do not doubt your devotion, but you are not qualified to nurse this kind of patient. Believe me, your son must not, cannot stay at home.”


In the ensuing hush, the only sound to be heard was Raphael’s labored breathing in the next room. His brother and sisters stared at the floor. His father did not seem anxious to speak either.


“You are not only a physician but also a Jew,” said the mother, raising her voice. “What kind of Jew are you? Your heart, could it be made of stone? Don’t you know it’s a mother’s place to be with her sick child?”


Wearily the doctor turned to Aharon: “Please, Mr. Lipkin, reason with her. You are an intelligent man, an educated man. Explain to your wife that if she cares about your son, if she wishes to see him recover, we must take him to the hospital immediately. Not tomorrow, not this afternoon, but at once. Because it’s not . . .” He pulled out a handkerchief, mopped his brow, and continued:


“It’s not just he, it’s all of you. One doesn’t play with typhus. I know of cases where entire families have been wiped out. I warn you, every minute counts. Not only for the boy but for all of you. You must let me help you!”


For the first time since his wedding day, Aharon made a decision without consulting his wife.


“I thank you for what you are doing for us, Doctor. Raphael will go to the hospital.”


Accepting her defeat, Rivka muttered something about getting her son dressed.


“No need,” said the doctor. “Just cover him with warm blankets, that will do. I’ll carry him to my sled.”


The entire family followed Raphael outside. Esther wept.


“How soon may I visit him?” asked the mother.


“Not for a few days. He will be isolated. In quarantine.”


“But . . .”


“Trust me. I’ll keep you informed.”


• • •


An hour later, a woman wrapped in a black shawl could be seen in front of the asylum, staring up at the second-floor windows. At nightfall she went home, but returned the next morning. The freezing cold did not deter her. Once in a while, she would summon her courage, walk up to the doctor as he came or went, and ask, shyly but insistently:


“How is he? Does he have fever? Is he eating? Does he know that his father recites psalms for him from morning till night? And that he fasts on Mondays and Thursdays? Does he know that Rabbi Pinhas-the-Great sends him his blessing?”


Moved by her devotion, the doctor showed unusual patience. He answered, explained, reassured, and tried time and again to convince her not to keep vigil, not to risk her own health—in a word, to go home.


“I promise you, Mrs. Lipkin, that the moment I have news . . . Trust me. . . . I’m doing all I can. . . . By staying here like this, you are not helping him. . . . You’ll get sick. . . . When he really needs his mother, she, too, will be in the hospital. . . .”


It was useless. She listened politely, never contradicting him. But the following day, there she was again, standing watch in her customary place opposite the dismal structure.


In the meantime, the shadow of death had spread over the whole town. Thirty-two casualties were recorded in one week. Faced with such suffering, Rabbi Pinhas-the-Great convened a meeting of his leading disciples. At that meeting it was decided to make use of an ancient remedy, that of marrying two orphans at the cemetery. There was no dearth of candidates. The choice fell on Zelig-the-Lame, a descendant of poor but devout people, and Hannah-Leah, nicknamed “the dancer” as the unfortunate girl could neither walk straight nor think straight nor see straight; everything about her was deformed.


Zelig and Hannah-Leah were summoned to the rabbi, who offered to marry them and proposed as wedding gifts a hut near the river, two bags of flour, a dozen hens, and enough firewood to last three years. A few days later the wedding took place in the presence of the entire community. The cemetery became a place for singing, dancing, and drinking. It was as if the people of Rovidok were beseeching their dead to understand the living, not to begrudge them their appetite for life, not to punish them—in short, to put an end to the plague that was decimating the town.


The rabbi stopped at the grave of his illustrious grandfather, Rabbi Yaakov of Rovidok, author of a brilliant commentary on the Zohar, a man whose reputation as a miracle worker had reached far beyond Galicia’s borders.


“Grandfather,” prayed the rabbi, “you who have access to the Celestial Tribunal, I beg of you to plead on our behalf. Our despair is great, our grief infinite. Our men are weary of digging graves. Our women have run out of tears. God must intervene, Grandfather, He must.”


Throughout the cemetery, descendants of wise men sought help from their forebears. And, if one is to believe the official chronicler of Rovidok, the scourge ended one week later. “Our ancestors have saved us, praise God,” stated the chronicler with conviction.


As for Raphael, he owed his salvation to someone else.


It happened . . . No, he does not know when it happened. Was it night? Was it dawn? He was too ill to care. The light inside the darkness eluded him. In his delirium, he saw himself climb hills and venture into the forest where elves and demons taunted him, trying to tear off his clothes, to lead him astray. He had a vision of himself as sad but happy, vulnerable but invincible, all at the same time. He saw himself as handsome but ugly, serene but restless, alive but dead. There he was in his room, sliding down an icy river, looking on as flames rose from his chest. He was shouting, “Help, help!” And a voice answered, “Everything will be all right, my boy. You’ll see, everything will be all right.” The voice was slightly hoarse, familiar.


“You? What are you doing in my room? What are you doing in my dream?”


The old man with the veiled eyes was smiling.


“Have you forgotten, my boy? I live here.”


“Yes, I had forgotten,” answered Raphael. “I’ve forgotten so many things.”


“Remember, this is my home. I found out that you were here, so I came down right away.”


At that moment Raphael felt a great calm settle over him. No more moaning, no more death rattles. He heard only the soothing voice of his mad friend. What about the others? he wondered. What happened to the others on his floor? Could they all have died? Recovered? Could I be dead? And my friend too? Raphael opened his eyes, closed them, opened them again. He saw the old man watching him.


“Are you afraid, my boy?”


“Yes . . . no . . . a little.”


“What are you afraid of? Death?”


“Yes, I am afraid of death.”


“Don’t be. Death is more afraid than you are. Didn’t you know? Death is afraid . . . to die.”


Raphael smiled. He remembered a song from Passover night, a children’s song about the chain of evil. At the end, the Angel of Death, having slaughtered the slaughterer, is himself slaughtered by the Holy One, blessed be He.


“You’re smiling,” said the old man. “A good sign. You’re no longer afraid.”


Raphael shook his head. “Oh, no, I’m still afraid.”


The old man came to sit on the boy’s bed.


“If you’re afraid to die, let me reassure you. You won’t die. Not here. Not now. Not of this particular illness. You may ask: How do I know? Am I a prophet? Not at all. The prophets are locked up in the pavilion next door. I know that you will not die because I have just concluded my negotiations with heaven: I shall die in your place. And not only in yours. I shall die in place of all the doomed souls in this town. No, it was not easy. Satan confronted me before the Celestial Tribunal, determined to defeat my plan. As always, he argued in the name of reason and justice, whereas I pleaded in the name of passion, therefore of compassion. I couldn’t bear it anymore, seeing all those widows and orphans, all that pain. I couldn’t bear it anymore listening to the screams of children writhing in Death’s twisted claws. How could I watch a whole town drown in despair? Fortunately, our ancestors, jolted from their long sleep, lent me their support. I carried the day. My terms were accepted. I myself heard the president of the Tribunal announce its verdict in a voice that filled the universe. . . . That’s it, the whole story, so stop being afraid. You’ll live! Rovidok will breathe again! The enemy has been disarmed, the scourge has been routed. The living will go on living.”


As the old man spoke, Raphael was overcome by a sense of well-being, of serenity. Gone were the pains in his chest, the needles pricking him, the chills. He saw himself under the apple tree in his grandfather’s orchard. The day was mild. In the distance, horses were neighing. A fragrant breeze carried sounds of sheeps’ bells and shepherds’ flutes from the hills.


Suddenly he had a terrible thought:


“But if you die, it means I’ll never see you again!”


“It does mean something, but not that,” said the old man. “I’ll be dead, but you’ll go on seeing me.”


“Then nothing will change?”


“Something will. My eyes. Look at them. Look at them closely.”


Raphael did as he was told. Leaning forward, he stared into the old man’s eyes and saw for the first time that, though veiled, they reflected a distant, mysterious light.


“Don’t tell anybody,” said the old man. “Don’t reveal to anyone that our town owes its survival to a madman, to me.”


He rose, lightly touched the patient’s forehead, and was gone.


• • •


A few hours later—or was it days—Raphael, waking, heard the doctor whispering to a colleague, “His fever is down; the worst is over.”


Within moments, the doctor was in the street, reassuring the boy’s mother. “He’ll live, your son will live! You can go home now.”


“Are you sure, Doctor? Are you absolutely sure?”


“Mrs. Lipkin, he will live.”


“Praise God, and may He bless you, Doctor.”


Whereupon she resumed her vigil in front of the hospital. The doctor looked at her in disbelief.


“Go home, Mrs. Lipkin. There is no more reason for you to stay out here in the cold.”


“I must see him. Then I’ll go home.”


“You cannot go inside. It’s forbidden. There is still a danger of contagion.”


“I am not leaving until I have seen him.”


Three nights later, she thought she saw Raphael waving to her from the window. He seemed to be leaning against the doctor. Covering her mouth to stifle the cry she had been holding back so long, she silently turned and went home to share the news.


“Praise God,” she murmured. And fainted.




I am convinced, Pedro, that I am going mad. I may even be mad already. Is this me I glimpse in the mirror? Is this me speaking to you, speaking to myself? Is this me writing to you? Why is my hand trembling? Why do I feel that I’m awake even when I sleep? Why do I feel as if another were sleeping inside me? In my dream, I see two boys running toward the sea, one chasing the other, and I don’t know whether I am the one or the other, or the spectator watching them, or the drowning man crying for help. Is this what madness is like?


You must admit, it is not normal, this need to cry out against sound and light—against the sound of light. The need to scream out after silently inveighing against the violence of twilight which refuses to heed the prayer of the stars. I’m telling you, it’s not normal, my need to run from this room, this place, this existence, and to speak to the trees, the flowers, the rivers, to listen to them too. For they can express themselves, did you know that? They have their own language. They speak to our ears, even to our lips, our fingers. In springtime everything sings: the branches, the blossoms, the leaves. Every blade of grass sings in its own way, said the great Hasidic storyteller Rabbi Nahman of Bratslav.


Even the clouds can go mad. When they do, their song becomes dangerous. Never mind, I love it anyway. I will listen to it until it becomes a part of me. I will be a tree in the forest, a flower among the thorns. I will die with the sun, I will rise with the dawn. I will follow in the footsteps of a mad old man who died more than once. I will rediscover his madness, I will return to its source.


Don’t leave me, Pedro.




September 1, 1939. The day war broke out in Poland. A day that had started badly for Raphael. He was late. Late for services, late for breakfast, late for school. He had slept poorly and woke feeling uneasy. For the rest of the day nothing went right. He had recited his prayers without concentration, he had eaten without appetite. The milk at breakfast was sour. His sister teased him even before he could say good morning. And worst of all, he spent hours trying to reconcile a single passage in the Babylonian and Palestinian texts of the Talmud. Seated around the long table in the dining room, the schoolboys were acting up in the teacher’s absence. Come to think of it, where was his father? He who always started his classes on time was late. When he finally appeared, he seemed shaken.


“It’s war,” he said. “Boys, go home at once!”


The family gathered in the kitchen. Aharon and Rivka sat down at the table, the children remained standing.


“What are we going to do?” asked Ruth. “We can’t postpone the wedding!”


“Don’t worry,” said Aharon.


“We’ll see,” said Rivka, her hands looking abandoned in her lap. She let her thoughts stray:


“There will be a general mobilization, Ruth. Your Mendel will be called up. And then . . .”


Before she finished her sentence, Ruth had begun to cry. Aharon announced:


“I will cable your brothers. I want them home. In times like these, a family belongs together.”


“Thank God they’re too young to be called up,” said Rivka.


They discussed war as they would any natural disaster. Eventually it would pass. It never occurred to them that this war might be bloodier, more lethal, than all others. They should have known better: Hitler had warned them in speech after speech. Tragically, they, and the rest of their community, believed their friends’ assurances more than their enemies’ threats.


• • •


The Germans entered the town on the second day of Rosh Hashanah. At first, the Polish army, though ill-equipped, put up a brave defense. But it was hopeless. By the time the fighting ended, the motorized Wehrmacht units had blocked off the major arteries, while the infantry had occupied the municipal offices. A lightning operation had taken place as in a void. There was not a passerby in the street. Not a store open. Few of the townspeople ventured outside, except for some Jews who stubbornly went to their synagogues. This New Year, the prayers of the faithful were more fervent than ever before.


Raphael and his family went to services at the House of Study of Rabbi Pinhas-the-Great. When the rabbi reached the litany describing the Day of Awe as the day when the Celestial Tribunal decides the fate of all beings—who shall live and who shall die; who shall perish by the sword, who by hunger, and who by fire—the entire community broke into sobs. The congregation sobbed so hard it was inconceivable that God could remain deaf. Then, just before the end of services, a man came running with the news: the Germans had arrived!


All eyes were on the rabbi, no one said a word. He turned to his flock, covered his head with his tallit, and declared solemnly, “Whoever wishes to go home now, let him go and not wait till the end of the service. Whoever decides to stay, let him stay. May God grant all our prayers. One of my prayers is addressed to you: Cling to hope.”


A few men and women left, their heads bowed.


Raphael and his family stayed to the end. They squeezed the rabbi’s hand, wished him a good year, and left. They took backstreets, kept close to the walls, and did not utter a word until they were back in their house. In the safety of her kitchen, Rivka broke down.


“God in Heaven,” she sobbed, “save my children and yours. God in Heaven, God in Heaven, listen to a Jewish mother’s prayer: stretch out your arm and shield us.”


Then she collected herself and set the table. Aharon recited the Kiddush, blessed the wine and bread, tried to sing a Hasidic melody but stopped midway. His eldest daughter was staring at him.


“I’m thinking of my Mendel,” said Ruth.


“And what about your brothers? Where are they? Why haven’t they come home? Why aren’t they here with us?”


“We must not give up hope,” said Aharon. “That is the rabbi’s order. That is God’s will. The Germans may not be as cruel as people say.”


“We’ll see,” said Rivka.


• • •


The Germans issued a proclamation directing all residents to gather in the main square, in front of the town hall, the following Saturday, at ten in the morning.


That day, the Jews proceeded toward the designated place in silence. As did the Poles. No one knew what to expect. So far, the occupying army had refrained from abusing its power. One by one the shops, including the Jewish ones, had reopened. German soldiers were trooping in to buy handkerchiefs and sweets, insisting on paying the full price. Even in the Jewish stores. Everywhere they displayed unfailing courtesy. Until that Saturday morning. . . .


At precisely ten o’clock, the military commander exited the town hall, flanked by a group of officers in full-dress uniform. The picture of vitality, he bounded onto a rostrum erected for the occasion. He addressed his audience in a gravelly voice:


“The Führer’s triumphant army is here to maintain order. It will attend to the security and requirements of the civilian population as long as that population does not jeopardize its own security. At the slightest manifestation of hostility, the German army will deal harshly with the offenders.”
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