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To all those who have guided my steps along the way, especially Jean Gibson and Gedaliah Fleer, whose generosity and wisdom changed everything.











You must destroy the house in order to find the treasure hidden under it.


–Jalaluddin Rumi












Paris 2014


The cardboard box stored on the shelf of the cupboard had remained unopened for years. It had followed her in her moves – three of them – the latest from London to Paris, each time without her ever having the inclination to look into it. She thought it was full of books, the kind of books one keeps out of loyalty to the past, even though the desire to read them has long gone.


That day though, she was determined to empty the box and give the books away. But when she opened it, to her surprise, there were no books there. Instead was a pile of concert programmes and under it, a large green folder she immediately recognized; it contained a part of her past she had for years kept at a safe distance. Inside were the notes she’d written in Israel some twenty years ago, her correspondence with RezaLeah, with Ka-Tzetnik, the tapes of interviews she had made during that same period. The notes covered no more than a few dozen pages, but they carried the same intensity that had permeated her life at the time: the abyss of despair she had fallen into, the powerful encounters, some apparently accidental, that had taken place. It was hardly a decision; it was imperative: She had to look again and try to reconstruct a past that for two decades she had left untouched.


But as the past began to unfold, it became increasingly obvious that the person that emerged was very different from the one she was today. There, was Marie struggling with her life and here she was, looking at herself with a mixture of astonishment, compassion and new understanding.







Falling Apart


Jerusalem – May 1994


The drive through the hills seemed to last forever. Neither of them spoke. Where was he taking her? They had no house to go to, no room, no bed. She should have been afraid; instead, she felt numb, indifferent to her fate. She didn’t know and didn’t want to know his name, nor had he asked hers. He was just a young taxi driver, the same who had driven her through Jerusalem the previous day. They had agreed to meet at night in front of the convent, the one she had spent her first two nights in, and now he was in charge.


When he finally stopped the car, she saw that they had reached a small ledge overlooking the city. Lights flickered in the distance: a place where, on weekends, people perhaps came for a picnic, though there was nowhere to sit or lie down here. As far as she could see, the ground under her feet was dry, dusty and covered with stones.


He was standing facing her. Marie had her back to the car. Around them, the dark silence of the night. He pushed her against the car, pulled at her skirt, undid his belt, pulled down her underwear and forced himself into her, violently, brutally. She closed her eyes. This was rape, but she the ‘victim’ was no victim. This was an act she had willed, an act of self-destruction, the way to clear herself of Alex’s imprint, the way to erase him. Some might have called it a death wish. Well, to live or to die, what was the difference?


It was quickly over and they both got into the car, neither of them uttering a word. What was there to say? He handed her a piece of cloth to wipe herself. There was blood on the cloth. Sacrificial blood, she thought. Something had been accomplished; she was not quite sure what, and putting it into words was impossible. She kept at a distance his tangible contempt. What had happened had nothing to do with him. She had used him as he had used her: to him she was an outlet for his sexual frustration; to her this was an exorcism that might set her free from Alex.


He dropped her at the gate of the Convent of the Poor Clares where she was staying, an oasis of quietness and purity she hoped her presence would not soil. They, of course, never saw each other again.


Jerusalem – May 1994 – Gedaliah


She walked up the four steps leading to Gedaliah’s door and rang the bell. ‘If you ever come to Jerusalem,’ the rabbi had said that last time in California, ‘you must come and visit me.’ When was that? Two, three years ago? Time didn’t make sense anymore. All she knew was that it was before Alex. Marie remembered thinking at the time that there was little chance she would ever set foot in Israel, but she didn’t want to embarrass Gedaliah and she carefully wrote his details in the small address book she kept in her bag, the one she hardly ever consulted. And yet, here she was, wondering what exactly she was going to tell him.


She glanced back at the square behind her. From the top of the steps, it looked like the stage of a theatre with the small café and its tables and chairs set on one side, and in the far corner, the jacaranda that extended its purple blossoms over a group of small children arguing loudly. Among them, a small girl, five years old at the most, her red hair parted in plaits, a miniature version of RezaLeah. Had time gone backward and was she watching the child RezaLeah of fifty years ago? Marie brushed the thought away. Two men with side curls, white shirts loosely tucked into black trousers, were hurrying towards the coolness of a lane where they disappeared as if swallowed by some giant maw. The country was in the grip of a heatwave and the sun, now at its zenith, was beating the city. ‘Quite unusual at this time of year,’ people kept saying. Marie certainly had not expected such sweltering heat in May. But what did it matter? Nothing mattered, even her standing here, feeling like an empty shell, unable to think further than this very moment. It crossed her mind that she was one of the actors on the stage, cast in a play that held no meaning for her, even though she couldn’t leave the stage and escape from the pain that, worse than the heat, gripped her heart.


The door in front of her finally opened. There stood the same large man with kind eyes she remembered from their last meeting. Without warning and before she could say anything, tears broke out. ‘Come in,’ he said with a welcome gesture of the hand, apparently unfazed by her tears. ‘How long are you staying in Jerusalem?’ he asked once they sat face to face in a small room filled with the two armchairs they were sitting in, a desk covered with papers, and a sofa on which was spread half a dozen books, some of them still open.


‘Three weeks,’ she said, wiping the tears with the inside of her wrist.


‘That’s time enough,’ Gedaliah said matter-of-factly, while offering her a Kleenex. Then, as she wondered, time enough for what? he added, ‘You’ll come three or four times a week, and we’ll work together.’ She had no idea of what he meant by ‘work’, but acquiesced with a nod. When drowning, you do not refuse a lifebelt, even if it comes from an unexpected corner. And so, unwittingly, she began her slow climb out of the pit of darkness that, thirty days earlier, had engulfed her.




Paris 2014


An image rises up as she remembers: an abandoned house whose windows she is opening one by one, each one offering only a fragmented view of the whole. Memories are the same, she thinks. They, too, come one by one and they too are connected. Through the labyrinth of her memory, through its many paths and crossroads, even though more than a decade separates them, Jerusalem meets California.





California – 1981 – RezaLeah


The street was no different from all the other streets of this sleepy Californian town where Marie had recently come in search of a new life: a tree-lined street with houses made of timber, all of them surrounded by exuberant and half-abandoned gardens, all of them a little worn out while exuding the quiet contentment of those who never think of moving somewhere else.


She checked the numbers on the doors: 2356, not far now. A few more yards, 2372, and then at last 2386. She hesitated. ‘Her name is RezaLeah,’ her friend Susan had said while jotting the phone number on a piece of paper. ‘She is unusual,’ Susan had warned, ‘but I think she can help you.’ Now could anyone really help her? Marie wondered. She felt so confused. America was too coarse, and Europe too demanding. She didn’t quite know where she belonged. She shrugged then, filled with a mixture of dread and expectancy, knocked at the blue shabby door. A woman’s voice urged her to come in.


Two months earlier, impulsively, Marie had left London behind, her friends, her family, her job. She wanted a larger life, she wanted freedom, and more than anything, she wanted to check that she could make it by herself. Life was too short for the series of comfortable habits, which until then was what she had made of her life: nice job in radio broadcasting, some good friends, a pleasant flat; but something was missing: love perhaps; a few short dissatisfying affairs were not enough. One should be able to wipe out the past and shape one’s life anew, she believed. And what was there to preserve in her past? Not much. A recent holiday in San Francisco had convinced her that California was the place to start anew. She had a friend there who could shelter her for the first few days, and then she would start a business. Marie was good at making marmalade. The Americans liked English marmalade. So it was simple. She would make marmalade and sell it. Her friends in Paris had asked: ‘Do you have enough capital to start a business? And a place? What kind of marketing will you do?’ She found them annoying. Why so many questions? Of course she would manage. San Francisco was a beautiful and exciting city; what mattered in America was to be confident and she was, for her marmalade was really good. Her friends could testify to it.


Marie bought a large enough aluminium saucepan, and her new friends in the Berkeley hills, a doctor and his wife, gave her a whole load of ‘decorative oranges’ as the Americans call Seville oranges, the very ones bitter enough to make marmalade. All she needed was a lot of sugar and a lot of glass jars. What about labels, someone asked. Well, she will think about it later, and for the time being, before her business took shape, the three students she was tutoring in French gave her enough to survive. She now had her own flat, rented through the friend of a friend, and a kitchen large enough for her new venture.


Soon the flat was filled with the smell of oranges. Thankfully, she had not opted for fish soup or curry! But making marmalade is a lonely task. Marie had not thought of this. She sold a few jars to a bed & breakfast – they didn’t mind the lack of labels as they emptied the marmalade into tiny little pots that had the advantage of looking good while limiting the amount of marmalade each customer was allowed. Most hotels, though, refused her marmalade as it had no guarantee from the health authorities; others complained that it was made with sugar, which was against all principles of healthy eating – well, she was in California!


Marie ended up selling her jars of marmalade at a flea market under a flyover near the San Francisco Bay, with the roar of traffic above her head, and on her rented stall, a sign announcing ‘Genuine English Recipe’. People stopped, smiled at her then went on their way. A young bearded man shook his head in disapproval when Marie confessed that the making of marmalade required sugar. A woman in a bright red T-shirt, a baby tied on her chest, exclaimed, ‘English marmalade! Is not American marmalade good enough?’ Marie didn’t argue. What was there to say? That actually the oranges were American? After four hours, tired from the heat and the dust, she’d sold a dozen jars. After two months, she came to the conclusion that making marmalade was too much of a lonely affair. She also had to admit she was no businesswoman. The aluminium saucepan went on a shelf and Marie knocked at the door of the Alliance Française. Teaching French was definitely easier and undoubtedly a more secure source of income than a marmalade business.


Years later, Marie was to smile at the naivety and blind faith of her younger self. Making marmalade on a large scale was not terribly enjoyable, after all. It took her some time to realize that what she was really good at was inventing stories, and that enacting them was usually not a very good idea, though it could lead to unexpected territories. For in the end, when everything went astray, a door did open and a brand new landscape appeared. As a child, she wanted to be an explorer, she wanted to get away, and in a sense, she had succeeded… several times. This last escape had not been very successful, though. Even she had to admit it. The sneaking feeling of unease she thought she had left behind had come back, and this time it couldn’t be dismissed. More than ever she felt like a cork tossed helplessly in a river that seemed to carry her nowhere. It occurred to her that she needed direction. That’s when Susan suggested she contact RezaLeah.




Paris 2014


Patricia laughs at her recounting. They are sitting in her kitchen, chatting over a cup of coffee. The sun is flooding the room and, as they often do, they are sharing their memories of years past. How foolish can one be, Patricia says, and tells her of the way she had met her husband. ‘Such innocence! I knew nothing about men then,’ and for a second, the smile of the young girl of half a century ago returns. But isn’t it the way we all start, blindly innocent, stumbling through life and yet, miraculously, it seems, finding our way? Half to herself, half to Patricia, she asks, ‘Could it be that our silly adventures, especially the ones that went wrong, were in fact shortcuts on the journey we don’t even know we have undertaken?’ Patricia looks at her, puzzled. ‘What do you mean?’ ‘I mean that, for example, without this crazy attempt at starting a business – marmalade-making of all things – I wouldn’t have sunk into a panic and met the person who would lead me to the very path I am still following to this day. She pauses and adds, ‘Looking back, the cork – I mean myself floating on the current – may not have known where it was going, but somewhere its destination was already determined.’ Patricia nods, unconvinced. ‘You may be right,’ she says with a sigh then, taking a sip of coffee, ‘Do you think we ever learn?’ she asks while carefully placing the cup back on its saucer. A bee buzzes through the open window then flies outside to the light. ‘I don’t know,’ Marie says, ‘probably not.’ They look at each other and burst out laughing.


Paris 2014


What was it she was after in that month of May 1994? Her notes are difficult to read; the lines too close to each other, some words badly formed. Facts come to the surface but are drowned in the whirlpool of emotions that, at the time, hindered all her efforts at making sense of what was happening to her. As she reads, memories surge as vivid as if it had occurred the day before: her encounter with Ka-Tzetnik, the man who had survived Auschwitz, the discovery of the Convent of the Poor Clares, the meeting with Micheline, the brutal and sordid experience with the taxi driver, and of course the regular sessions with Gedaliah.


A pattern begins to appear: the energy field she had accessed through RezaLeah then through Alex had spun threads that had reshaped her life. Those two people had opened the way to a journey that was nothing else than a search for the Absolute. Indeed, like a leitmotiv, a theme appears in the constant plea she made to all those she met in Jerusalem: please tell me that at the core of darkness, forever present, is a hidden light; please show me how to find that light in the darkness. The irony is that, caught as she was in her own drama, she was unaware that Gedaliah, the man she’d gone to for help, was offering her an answer. Not only was he repairing the damage, forcing her to re-examine Alex’s spell, but he was showing her the Light on which to build a stronger identity. At the time, while drowning in a sea of pain, she was actually being reshaped. She had once prayed to be destroyed and made new – those had been her words – it had never occurred to her that being destroyed and being made new could be painful. And that it required time.





California – 1981


For several months, every week, Marie knocked at the blue shabby door behind which RezaLeah practised the subtle art of bringing people back to themselves. The woman was stooped, with the marks of age written on her face, yet her flaming hair and milky skin and that inner fire her eyes could not conceal suggested that she had once been a beauty. She kept her body hidden under long floating robes and some would have said that she looked like a witch. And in some way she was. Her whole person exuded a fierce energy, which probed through the knots and wounds that mould people’s lives. Spending time with her was like exploring a familiar landscape, and then, to Marie’s surprise, discovering new horizons in that landscape. Much of what Marie thought was hers she had borrowed from her mother: her leaning on appearances, her lack of confidence covered with false self-assurance, her need for approval. She began to emerge from the cocoon that, for years, had held her in crippling comfort. How do butterflies get their wings? How do they paint themselves in bright colours? No one really knows. Perhaps because no second birth ever takes place in full light, nor does it happen all of a sudden; rather it comes in slow bursts of consciousness, at times painful realizations, at times exhilarating insights, which together build a new, more real self.


One spring afternoon, RezaLeah asked, ‘What would you do if you were told to jump off the Golden Gate Bridge?’ Marie had walked across the famous bridge; she had looked down at the dark green, menacing sheet of metal. The thought of those poor people who threw themselves at it had made her shiver. Yet she didn’t think twice. ‘I would close my eyes and totally concentrate,’ she said, ‘and there would be no fear.’ She caught the suggestion of a smile in RezaLeah’s eyes. That day, she introduced Marie to a meditation technique: sitting back straight, legs uncrossed, feet on the ground, and, as much as possible, an empty mind. Until then, Marie had looked at people who meditated as half-witted, usually hippies. And there she was, sitting in her bedroom with, to her amazement, her mind filled with gratitude for giving it, at last, a break. Then she felt her whole body pulled upwards while her feet seemed to grow roots that nailed her to the floor. It was as if a powerful current was intent on stretching her. Even more astonishing, the experience felt like a homecoming.


Her relationship with RezaLeah took a different turn. The psychotherapist had become a spiritual guide, bringing a whole new flavour into Marie’s life. On her promptings, Marie attended a piano master class, then met a group of writers and artists. During the Jewish holidays, she and RezaLeah attended a service at the reformed synagogue. Marie’s world was expanding, it became more colourful, more alive; she had often sensed its richness but hadn’t known how to enter it. One day RezaLeah took her to listen to a rabbi, ‘an old friend of mine,’ she said. His name was Gedaliah; he was originally from New York but now lived in Israel. A tall, large man, he carried that air of nonchalance that tells the world, ‘I don’t care how I look; I am well in myself.’ He exuded serenity and goodness, a travelling craftsman offering his wares to whoever was willing to buy them. Not that his price was high; and not that what he was selling could be easily quantified, for his craft consisted in the telling of Hassidic tales, similar in many ways to the Sufi stories Marie had been reading and rereading for the last fifteen years. Like those stories, the tales talked of the fears and yearnings of human beings; like them, they resonated deep and sent ripples long after one had heard them, their wisdom inexhaustible. Marie went to several of Gedaliah’s talks. There was some indefinable affinity between them even though their lives and backgrounds were far apart. On his way back to Israel, he usually stopped in London where he had friends and where, there too, his tales were gladly received. She took the address of the friend in England with whom he stayed. Just in case, she thought at the time.


And then there was that other afternoon, when sitting with RezaLeah, unexpected but undeniable, a sudden insight took Marie by surprise. She had got it wrong all along: God was not a judge as she had been made to believe. He was not the authority that delivered reward and punishment. The relationship with God was a love affair. Behind all our confusion and entanglements, He was the only object of our longing, of our desires, the true meaning at the core of all lives, calling us to return to Him. Overwhelmed, Marie closed her eyes while time expanded into no time. The silence in the room was alive, filled with invisible sparks. ‘Go in peace,’ said RezaLeah, when Marie stood up to leave.


Two winters went quickly, hardly winters under the Californian sky, except for the cold fog drifting over the Golden Gate Park. One February morning as the camellias exploded in various hues of red and pink, Marie had the inkling that it was time for her to leave and return to England. There were no real signs, just a hint that her Californian stay had fulfilled its purpose; that she had learnt all she could here. And, as if on cue, the gods intervened: a phone call from London with, at the other end of the line, a familiar voice asking, ‘Marie, don’t you think it’s time for you to settle down?’ And, without giving her time to reply, John, her ex-boss at the BBC World Service, added, ‘I’ve just had a talk with personnel; there is an opening job in the Service and I thought of you.’ The call didn’t come as a complete surprise. Over the years, Marie had from time to time sent dispatches: about an international conference on Aids that had taken place in San Francisco, an interview with a jazz musician in Oakland, a short commentary on the multiculture of Californian universities. What surprised her was the feeling of relief that came over her. The prospect of a proper job was suddenly attractive again, and the words ‘settle down’, which, only a year ago, would have sent her into a panic, felt now reassuring. ‘Yes, I think you’re right,’ she said. She had accepted and it felt right.


London – June 1983


As she passed through the door of Bush House, she had a moment of doubt. Was it a good idea to walk back into one’s past? How many times would she go through that door again? Until retirement? The thought was unsettling. Nothing much had changed since the time – over nine years ago – when she had left for California. Outside the entrance, the plane trees still sent their shadows over the impressive stone building. At the reception, the porter hardly looked older and the two lifts still took their time to respond. She dismissed them and went straight to the staircase. Only two floors to go. But, as she climbed the stairs, she could tell she was not the same person. She was more confident, happier in herself. No, she was not entering the past even though a few of the old faces were still there, and apparently glad to see her. Others had retired or left for another job or, as expected, had died. But there were new ones, younger ones. Life had gone on here as well.


Once again she enjoyed her radio work: the research, the interviews, the mixing of words with music, even reading the news in the middle of the night when everyone else was in bed. England too was going through a new mood of optimism. Margaret Thatcher had just been re-elected. The Falklands War was over and won, the unions subjugated and, rightly or not, the country enjoyed a new sense of purpose. And then there was London, its theatres, its art galleries, the view of the City at dawn on Waterloo Bridge, the rhythms of the seasons, and, not to be despised, the security of a regular salary. The future looked bright. She now took time to meditate every day, RezaLeah’s words still ringing in her ears, ‘If you stop, you will soon start searching again.’


Looking at herself from a different perspective, Marie discovered, had unexpected repercussions. Doors that she didn’t even know existed suddenly opened: a drawing class where art and wisdom subtly overlapped, an image coming to life under her pen once the ego had been temporarily put aside, people whom she would not have noticed only two or three years ago becoming close friends. One of them created strange sculptures out of rejects; another, to make ends meet, taught pottery in a secondary school, while at home he turned out magnificent pots, jugs and dishes, which he sold in the wealthy galleries of Mayfair or St John’s Wood. Most of these people were involved in meditation; most of them struggled to make a living but they were alive and more real than most. The world had ceased to hurt; it had acquired a luminous quality and she was beginning to breathe more freely.


Every year, for a few weeks, Marie returned to California leaving behind the grey English skies and her busy London life. There she fell back into a world that knew little of clouds, where the hills smelt of lavender and eucalyptus. There she watched the ocean hammering the shore, enjoyed the sun and her friends and, of course, visited RezaLeah.


It was during one of these Californian escapes that she read a book in which the author recounted his meeting with a young Indian woman guru. The book carried an intense energy and from time to time, overwhelmed, Marie had to stop reading, as tears blurred her vision. One day, while alone with a friend, she felt herself overcome by a wave of tenderness of such power that she burst into tears. A tremendous feeling of love surrounded her and yet, incomprehensibly, seemed to surge within her. She tried to understand the experience. It’s your imagination, she told herself, get back to earth. She could almost hear the words DON’T DOUBT. It was then that she decided that she would meet Alex, the author of the book.


London – 1991


On her return to London, she was told Alex was giving a talk the next day in a library in Camden. ‘You should go and interview him,’ a colleague suggested. Until then, Marie had always refused to mix her work with what she called her private life. The stirrings of the soul, she reckoned, were too intimate and too fragile to be exposed. Yet, this time, she thought, why not. She made contact with the author’s agent and a meeting was agreed later in the week. In the meantime, she would go and listen to him in Camden.


A small crowd was already filling the lower level of the bookshop when she arrived, the upper level arranged as a stage for the speaker. He soon came up. Tall, dark eyes, his hair in the style of the sixties – longer than required by the fashion of the day – he was wearing a pair of jeans and a white turtleneck. Attractive, Marie thought. He started to talk and there were the same intensity, the same fierceness that filled his book. Marie was under his spell. Not everyone, though, was fascinated; some drifted away before the end of his talk. ‘Too unbalanced, too much over the top,’ one of them told her the following day.


Two days later, she was ringing the door of a flat near Sloane Square. A smiling Alex opened. ‘Welcome, welcome,’ he said leading her into a sitting room. She chose the sofa and he sat down in one of the two armchairs facing her. The room struck her by its lack of colour; everything was beige, cream or white, with an affectation of elegance devoid of life. A faint odour of disinfectant confirmed the impression that no one actually lived here. As if aware of her reaction, Alex explained that this was not his home. ‘I am only staying here for a few days,’ he said. She was somehow reassured. The place didn’t fit with what she knew of him. It was just an empty shell while this man exuded a mixture of charm and self-confidence close to arrogance she found attractive. She didn’t yet know this had more to do with a public school education than with his personality. But there was more to him than self-confidence and the desire to seduce. Sitting here with him, it was as if she had entered into a bubble of vibrant energy, an energy which made her more alive and filled her with an incomprehensible joy. It was intoxicating. He was looking at her, attentive yet relaxed. ‘What shall we talk about?’ he asked.


‘Well, your book to start with.’ Microphone in hand, the tape recorder resting beside her, she asked the obvious questions: how the book had come to be, how his encounter with this woman guru had affected his life. Soon the interview turned into a sharing of what appeared like a common thread running through their lives – a search for meaning and the Absolute. She closed the mic. He went and put a CD on the player. ‘This will help,’ he said without explaining how it would. They listened in silence to the violin, the notes rising higher and higher, stretching towards the infinite. She knew the piece: The Protecting Veil by John Tavener. A year earlier at the Albert Hall, she had heard it for the first time. ‘This is the way,’ she murmured. He nodded, ‘Yes, and the journey has no end.’ This curious feeling to know each other with hardly any need for words. He told her he lived in Paris in the Quartier Saint-Germain. Did she ever go to Paris? Actually, she was planning to be there two months later for a concert at the Chatelet theatre: Cosi fan tutte with John Eliot Gardiner conducting. ‘Get two tickets,’ he said promptly ‘and we’ll go together.’ Still mesmerized, she left the flat, in a state of exhilaration. Their encounter was intended; it had been written in the heavens. She was almost dancing in the street. They would meet again; they would go to that concert together. And so it all began.
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