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HENRI LUMIERE, THE ALCHEMIST








Serge Liberman

It was Hershey Light - or rather Henri Lumiere as he was wont to sign his creations - who laid down the challenge.


‘So, what’s the verdict?’ he said on entering my consulting room and sweeping back his mass of unruly black hair even before he sat down. He was as stocky as he had ever been, with his nose, cheeks and chin having become more rugged since we had lost contact fifteen years before. ‘I’ve been your patient long enough for you to be completely honest. So if I have something I should know about, just say it and, if anyone has to do any worrying over it, then let it be me.’

I would have given half my assets to reverse the verdict I had to deliver.


As he sat down, the overhead light highlighted his pallor and the scar behind the collarbone where a gland had been excised for biopsy. Avoiding the sustained directness of his gaze, I focused upon the copper pendant that hung in the V of his lemon shirt over which he wore a summer jacket.


‘Well, you have... How shall I put it?’ I hedged. ‘You have a… a certain disorder of the glands.’

Hershey pressed.


‘Come, come, Doctor Hippocrates! You can do better than that! What gobbledygook of a disorder of the glands? Does the thing have a name or not? Is it or isn’t it leukaemia? Is it or isn’t it TB? Is it or isn’t it something else that you’re wanting to shield me from?’

He leaned forward, the better to impose his bulk upon me. The hands which he’d clasped on the desk between us were roughened and their nails chapped.


 ‘If I’m sick, Raphael, I’m sick,’ he pushed on. ‘I won’t hold it against you. But for my part, I want to know. I have to know!’

‘Well, it’s not quite leukaemia,” I ventured again, “but a sort of cousin to it one could say...’

‘Out with it!’ he effectively commanded now. ‘You may hide the truth under a mushroom as much as you like, but I’ll still find it.’

‘It’s lymphoma,’ I yielded finally. ‘Hodgkin’s lymphoma, the most common of the kind.’

‘Phew!” he said, mock-wiping his brow. ‘What hard labour that was getting it out of you. Now - second question - and spare me the sensitivity: how long do I have?’

‘How long?’ I repeated after him.


‘How long, Raphael?’

‘That, I truly can’t say, Hershey,’ I replied. ‘I never set times. There are different degrees of the condition, different stages, while different treatments keep being found...’

‘My, you’re cagey!’ he persisted ‘Then, about how long?’


He splayed out the fingers of one hand before me.


‘This many in months?’

I spread out my two hands.

‘Without treatment, more likely this many,’ I said. ‘Though with treatment...’

‘Okay!’ he cut me off. ‘I have what I want, though the devil knows why I’ve so had to extract the answers from you. I hope your dentist has an easier time with your teeth. In any case, I’d already half suspected as much. Even more than half; and have already thought the matter through. And decided even beforehand that if my condition should turn out to be a disease of the kind you have just told me, then I will leave you to work at your last while I will stick to mine, yours being to keep ministering to your patients and mine to doing the same to my art.’

He took to toying with his pendant.

‘But Hershey’, I countered, ‘you are my patient.’

‘Of course I am and, as long as you will put up with me, so will I remain,’ he replied. ‘But to be a patient does not mean to be totally beholden to one’s doctor. And though I am your patient, I reserve the final say about how far I’m prepared to go with treatment. And what I say is that, however advanced this lymphoma may be, so be it! What I will not have are further tests, operations, pills or whiz bang ray treatments that will leave me with a hairless billiard-ball on my shoulders masquerading as a head, or retching out my guts, shitting ten times a day and the devil knows what else. I’m sorry, Raphael, but well-intentioned as you will surely be in urging me to see this specialist or that, Illuminator Henri Lumiere, Esquire, regrets that he cannot presently accede to any medical undertakings as will divert him from his work. For he still has work to do. Much work. Important work. And do it he will, with brush still in hand to the last if he must!’

Henri Lumiere, as he styled himself, was as French as I was Greek and I was as Greek as chopsticks were Icelandic. Under the shower, stripped of all concealments, pretences and conceits, he was Hershey Light pure and simple, son of fruiterers Sam and Rosa Light, themselves one-time Lichtensheins from Polish Galicia. Now thirty-seven, he had of late become unhealthily pale and lived almost literally off the smell of a rag, in his case a much-crumpled paint-and-thinners-saturated rag in a dreary terrace loft in Fitzroy’s Gertrude Street which he had made his daily stamping-ground. Our connection dated far back, the two of us having been near-inseparable friends in the last three years of high-school, playing cricket, tennis, football, chess, checkers and monopoly, or going together to parties, dances, exhibitions, Luna Park and St.Kilda Beach, and much more besides. But, on entering university, he into architecture, myself into medical school, our paths diverged until many years later when he appeared in my surgery as a patient, presenting that first time with a fleck of paint in his eye. In the intervening time, he had been briefly married, had abandoned architecture for art, and spent five years in a Queensland commune. I saw him only sporadically thereafter, and then for minor ailments which passed without ceremony in the common run of things. But when he returned complaining of fatigue, fevers, sweats and a nest of glands in his neck, I had good reason to be troubled on his account.


‘I won’t force you, of course,’ I replied, ‘and I can’t force you in any case to undergo treatment. You are your own master. But I would certainly advise it and refer you as would be only right.’

‘I’m sure you would. But forget it. If I’m here today, it is for two reasons, and I have had them answered. One was to learn what I have, the other to learn how long I have. As for the rest, whether I live an extra month, six months, or even a year... What of it? Against the millions of years that have already passed and that still lie ahead, what are these? Nothing! Null, niente, nada, gornisht, nix! Not even the blinking of a firefly’s eye or a shimmer on an ocean wave. But…’ – he placed his forefinger on his cheeks, then turned out his hands – ‘as long as these eyes can see and these hands can paint, so long will I keep to my task!’

‘You always were single-minded, weren’t you, when you got into a particular track? And, I must say that I admire the spirit that drives you. But even so…’

‘If I don’t have the spirit that drives me, what do I have?’ he cut across.


‘But even so, you could turn that spirit to doing yourself a favour and accepting my advice’.


Whereupon, rapping his temple with a finger as he rose from his chair, he answered with mock earnestness, ‘Thank you, , Doctor Raphael, old friend, I will keep that on file.’

But, before reaching the door, he stopped short, paused as if pinned there by a sudden idea and, turning back,  said, ‘Maybe you can help. Even if not quite in the way you may think. Do you have more time? Is anyone else waiting?’

‘You’re my last patient for the day,’ I assured him, bidding him to resume his seat. ‘So, we can talk. And you can tell me, what have you been up to lately?”


‘Good, then, let us talk,’ he replied, resuming his seat. ‘While it’s precisely about what I’ve been doing lately that I want you to do something for me?’

‘Have I ever refused you anything?’ I asked in jest.


An amused wash swept over his face.


‘Yes.’

‘Oh? When?’

‘In third form, when I wanted to borrow The Black Tulip and you made up all sorts of excuses not to let me have it.’

‘And you still remember that?’

‘Well, you did ask me. But let’s skip that. Instead,…’

He pointed at the window behind me.


‘Instead, look out there and tell me what you see.’

Turning in my seat, I looked.


Activity along Lygon Street at that lightly sun-dappled, otherwise greying five-thirty hour was escalating towards its busiest for the day, giving itself over to a mounting symphonic swish, murmur, clatter and hum of cars, trucks, trams and vans and a commensurate haste of its resident locals, among them my patients, heading home with satchels, bags and folded newspapers under their arms through lengthening shadow and evening coolness, some of them diverted by eleventh-hour stopovers at Pino and Marina’s Milk Bar, Harry Michael’s Corner Pharmacy or at Christos’ Fish Shop for a family serve of chips, potato cakes and flake.


‘So, I’m looking,’ I said after some decent time. ‘What should I be seeing?’

‘It’s not a matter of what you should be seeing,’ Hershey said. ‘Just tell me what you do see! There’s no right answer, wrong answer here. I’m not old “Dutchie Bomdas” – remember him? - handing out marks in maths. This isn’t an exam. Just look at it – or rather, look into it - as if you are seeing it as if for a first time.’

‘Clearly, then,’ I ventured, ‘there are the people’s homes, and a line of shops and offices, a warehouse next to the newsagent’s, and cars, of course, and tramlines, overhead wires, signposts, numerous signposts, a dog, the cemetery to the left, a bench outside the florist’s and lights which have just come on, plenty of them - headlights, streetlights, shop lights, neon lights, traffic lights – and the tram-stop with people waiting there, and other people too, of course, all around, though I guess that at this hour we can take that for granted.’

Here, Hershey slapped the desk. A swift dash of anger saw him narrow his eyes and tighten his lips.


‘No way!’ he erupted ‘No! Take nothing, take no-one for granted! Least of all, people! Because it’s precisely the people I want you to see. The people! Homo erectus! Homo sapiens! Walking, running, hurrying, glancing at their watches, fretting, dashing into the shops, dashing out again, or, walking their dogs, greeting friends, smoking a cigarette, drinking Coke, looking at window displays, or themselves just sitting on a bench watching the parade… The people, Raphael! The last we tend to see and so take for granted that, as you have yourself just shown, we scarcely register their presence. Yet each is so individual, so different from the other, so unique that whole books can be written about every one of them. And here is what I want from you. To tell me what makes a man what he is and makes the man do what he does? Call him Sammy and tell me what makes all those Sammys run the way they do, what makes them run at all,’

‘What makes them run?’ I quizzed him. ‘What…?’

‘What I mean is this. Listen!”


If in the hold of his illness he complained of creeping fatigue as one of his major symptoms, there was no evidence of it now as, with his broad frame and his gaze direct, wide and alive, he leant back holding the sides of his chair.

‘You know how before I became too tired to continue and then discovered those lumps, I would jog every day along the streets near home – Gertrude Street, Nicholson, Victoria, Smith Street and so on...’

‘Hm-hm.’

‘Then you would also know that I’d keep passing people by the thousands. Most of them ordinary people. Everyday people. Shopkeepers and office girls, receptionists and delivery men, tradesmen and postmen, street-sweepers and solicitors, models and gardeners, and so on. But with my hangout being Fitzroy and its surrounds, how many down-and-outers too, if we may call them that: the less noticed, the forgotten, the outcast- you, as a doctor, would surely know - the methos with their cirrhosed livers, and clapped-out whores, penniless derelicts reeking of mothballs and running sores, and apathetic addicts, sleazy drug pushers, pedophiles and pimps - a whole underbelly of lumpenkinder as someone branded them, who, if they’ve ever seen a silver spoon, odds-on it was a stolen one.’

‘So,’ I butted in, still uncertain of his drift, ‘from me, what is it that you want to know?’

‘You still haven’t got it?’ Hershey asked in a tone bordering on the rhetorical. ‘What… makes… these… Sammys    run? For example, what does a ten-pot Charlie reeling from the Prince of Wales each night see himself to be living for? Or a street-kid who makes his bed in some doorway or lane? Or, because, being human, we’re not exempt, what value do we, Raphael, you and I attach to our lives? What kingdoms are we after, or, where we profess to be after anything at all, what Shangri-Las, Arcadias or Eldorados,? Outside of eating, sleeping, working, making money, making children, then getting old, sick, decrepit and, in the end, as Willie Shakespeare always good for s quote, so gently wrote, shuffling off this mortal coil, what is our place on this earth? What are we? What are we made of? What drives, motivates, propels us? What keys wind us to do the things we do, act the way we act, say the words we say, move the way we move, think the way we think?’

‘My, Cicero, that was a mouthful’ I jested, recalling his nickname at high-school for his loquacious tendency. ‘But where do I even begin to answer your question? Or, rather, all your questions?’

‘Cicero? That’s all you can say? Bring back some past relic while shirking the present?’

‘I’m not shirking…’

‘You don’t know where to begin?’ he cut me off. ‘Well, then, let me give you a start.’


He picked up my pen from the desk and handed it to me.

‘Suppose that you are the artist, and - may it never happen to you - it is you who have only months left to live in which you may yet get to create your own best work on earth. And in that work, your aim is nothing less than to capture on canvas the essence of humanity which you may legitimately caption ‘MAN’, capital M, capital A, capital N! MAN! There, Raphael! Is that clearer now? How would you go about it?’

‘Hershey, have you forgotten our one-time art classes,’ I felt prompted to remind him. ‘You know that I’m hardly the one to ask. I couldn’t even draw an egg let alone anything else.’

‘I’m not asking you to draw eggs,’ Hershey countered swiftly. ‘I’m asking you…’

I reached for a scribbler pad and flipped it open.


‘Here, then,’ I said, hastily sketching a few lines. ‘One large circle in the centre, a smaller one on its shoulders, four sticks sticking out from the larger, five prongs from the ends of each, two little circles and other squiggles to make up the eyes, a nose, a mouth, ears and hair, and, presto, here he is - with all respect to A.A.Milne, we’re all of six years old again.’

I turned the pad towards him.


Glancing at it, he scanned my face and said with a mixture of pain and grieving in his own, ‘Raphael, Raphael, Raphael! For that you had to spend four years in Gerald Flynn’s art classes? He would have choked on his chalk if he saw the fruit of his efforts to teach you to draw! Is that really the best you can do? You, a doctor? A worldly, educated man who has surely seen so much. And yet, who, when I ask to distil Man to his essence, gives me a marionette, a cartoon.’

‘I warned you that I’m no artist,’ I parried in my defence.


He laughed, the laugh carrying something in it of a bite in it. ‘I like your insight. At the very least, you’re honest.’

But then his tone changed.

‘I’m sorry, Raphael,’ he said ‘I’m taking liberties. I’m being cruel. It’s true, you may not have lent me The Black Tulip but you did, if you remember, save me from drowning at the South Pacific Baths. And you are my doctor, after all. But do let me say this. And say it quite seriously. One doesn’t need to be an artist to answer my question. Technical skill is one thing; that’s my department; just as with you being a doctor, you have skills that are in yours. What I’m talking about is not skill but conception,’ - he rapped a temple with a finger – ‘the figurative conception of man. That’s what I want from you: to think like an artist! This, for a doctor, should be second nature, since doctors and artists are, if not brothers, then cousins at the very least.’


‘Cousins?’ I asked, intrigued.


‘Because, though our ways and purposes are different, we both deal with human beings from their most raw to their most entire, complete and whole, as also in their vast individual and stupendous universal variety. In this light, it doesn’t matter a fig if you can’t draw an egg because…’ - Hershey’s mounting animation belied his pallor and the tiredness that so troubled him – ‘A.A.Milne or not, you have at least made established one thing, which, if we translate it into words, reads man as anatomy, as body, as basic physical vehicle, without which, can he even begin to contain anything more?’

He looked at his watch and rose, his pendant bouncing against his breast-bone in the V of his lemon shirt beneath his jacket.


‘My!’ he exclaimed. ‘I’d better get going. I promised Gladys –my landlady – that I’d pick up some things for her from the supermarket. I must fly! But before I go, one thing I say again: no pills, no rays, gut-wrenching poisons, and so on. None! But if you come up with a good but simple model of our M, A, N, MAN, you may come running at any time. For the moment, though,’ – he pointed towards the door with a broad, if also melancholy, smile – ‘Henri Lumiere has other fish to fry!’

And so he left, ignoring, I swear, my own last sally, ‘If you do change your mind, Hershey, then know that I’m only a phone call away.’

I, in turn, for some time longer remained behind and remained the same - Dr Raphael Bloom, M.B.B.S., Physician and Surgeon, in Lygon Street’s surrounds - remaining behind to sort through the day’s letters, pathology reports, brochures and other assorted papers, return phone calls, write letters of referral and prescriptions and settle other matters before closing the surgery.
As I made for home, the earlier sun-dappled twilight I had looked out upon at Hershey’s request had yielded to the darker purple-grey of shoreless star-studded sky above. Lygon Street’s Carlton end had become more alive; street-lamps and shop-lights were lit in profusion; upon its footpaths there kept converging a welter of daytime captives of factory, office, showroom, warehouse and shop, who flitted past, disappeared into its restaurants, cafes, gelati parlours and take-aways, hovered in cheerful clusters around store-fronts, lamp-posts, bill-boards and traffic signs, or more sporadically retreated into darkened doorways, stepping out from there at intervals to confront a passer-by for a cigarette, or a handout for a beer, a hamburger or a pie, or for a fix or a lay.


Moved then by impulse to drive through Hershey Light’s daily terrain, I turned east towards his Gertrude, Nicholson, Smith and Victoria Street enclave and, there, for a time, circuited both the main streets and the narrower, shoddier, more miserly lit ones which made up the circuit of his daily running. They were familiar to me, too, those streets. Not merely because they offered me one way of getting to my surgery or returning home, but more intimately still because, as a hospital Registrar at least a decade before, I had locumed in those parts for a year and had come to know a number of the locals at the time. In the intervening years, many of them had probably moved from there or died, an aftertaste of the place had remained with whenever I drove through that terrain in the way I did now. Meanwhile, I had no reason for believing that the area had changed in any substantial way. Even if the face and name may have changed, I could still envisage an Ursula Hunter there in sleek black-leather outfitted pimp peddling her trio of overdolled, overdressed and overweight Sally, Billie and Jean chewing gum in the Pussy Kat doorway in Brunswick Street, or ‘Old Crock’ Barney huddled foetus-like outside the shoe-repairer’s, shrouded in a trench-coat from whose pocket a bottle of spirits jutted out,  and Jamie Kinless hugging the walls as he held discourse with imaginary phantoms, Lizzie Crowley leading a dapper customer through a narrow doorway adjoining a beauty parlour and the Fowlers’ fifteen-year-old Tim in the swiftest sleight of hand with some well-heeled dealer netting himself a further supply of speed, smack or snow or whatever else was on the market at the time. True, those streets were the residential domains of others who, as elsewhere and everywhere, led decent, unmomentous, unnoticed and inoffensive lives as they went about their own affairs, but ever since my first involvements there, I had never shaken my view of it as the abiding turf of police, welfare workers, reporters and press reporters; and also, still on occasions mine, my own calling having led me to be summoned to a rancid uriniferous cottage to placate a delirious drunkard, to a boarding-house to certify a lodger dead, or to some ramshackle bungalow to a feverish bronchitic diabetic, a man runted through malnutrition, a woman terminally cachectic from cancer, and more besides, quite apart from the brutish dramas I learned of from the local weekly suburban rag telling of suicides and murders, pederasties and rapes, frauds and extortions, and incest and bashings behind closed doors, all of which – I had often felt – seemed to mock my one-time so well-meaning treacly student aspirations to heal the sick, support the lowly, raise the despondent, succour the grieving, sustain the lonely and restore the beaten.


What rose then to intrigue me as I left that human jungle on heading more purposefully home was Hershey’s notion of seeking the essence of his Man through art. Had I had my wits about me when he threw down his challenge, I would have turned my scribbler pad back to myself, and, with a simplicity as pristine as my sticks-and-circles man, have overlaid it with yet another sketch. ‘So, you want to represent Man’s essence, Hershey, do you?’ I would have said, ‘Then get yourself the most elementary biology text you can buy, borrow or steal, find in it that nondescript three-letter acronym DNA, and superimpose that double-stranded spiral helix it refers to down the length of this body that I’ve already drawn, and, voila, Hershey, here is your Man - anatomy and powerhouse in one - from which stems the colour of your hair, the creases in your hands, your basic nature, and your very gift for the artistic, anything more that is said being but commentary beside it.’

This may have been exceedingly basic, if not banal and even too-grossly reductionist for his purposes. But, as opposed to the risks of diving and drowning in the rip-tides of confounding metaphysics, it would at the very least have served to tether one’s feet firmly to the ground in the same way as Professor Frederick Warren-McKnight’s quip in second-year physiology had done on saying that if the human body were boiled down and its proteins, minerals and oils extracted for sale, the whole caboodle would fetch just five cents short of a dollar on the open market - about the same as three dogs, five cats and ten pigeons similarly treated. As a prominent public champion of evolutionism and scientific enquiry against the more vocal creationists, he harboured no illusions about any biological specialness of the human species; finding a like mind in my anatomy tutor, Barnard Vernier, who, disarmingly given to the droll, preferred to quote the literati ahead of fellow anatomists – Isak Dinesen, for instance, as, on the occasion when he swept an arm about the tiers of cadavers the class was dissecting at the time, saying, ‘If ever you get squeamish about your work here, banish all notions of the humanness of these anthropoids on your tables. Think of them rather as machines, ingenious to be sure, but machines nonetheless for turning the red wine of Shiraz into yellow and bitter urine.’ He would also cite Beaumarchais and others: ‘We drink without thirst and make love anytime, Madame; only this distinguishes us from other animals’, and ‘The world can get along very well without literature and even better without man’, and ‘Though we are all Adam’s heirs, on earth silk makes all the difference.’

These were all amusing, to be sure, and in their way in keeping with the simple mechanistic view of a man, whether as reflected in the sticks-and-circles figure I offered Hershey or in the double helix I should have added, even if less given to belly-laughs were the daily commonplace realities which, on heading home to more sober, stolid, middle-class Hawthorn, I was leaving behind; no less Hershey himself who, in the clasp of his lymphoma, was perhaps even now engaged in the work of his life, so to be shortened by the unbridled and chaotic replication of those very helixes upon which depended all that made up the quintessential man he was after.


Which made me wonder what Hershey – Hershey Light as Henri Lumiere - would turn up.
Two weeks after that visit, I had occasion to learn, but not before a curtain raiser domestic drama had prologued an unenvisaged sequence propelling an otherwise ordinary day to its closing midnight denouement.

I was tidying my desk in readiness to leave the surgery when Aurelia called with that ambiguous mixture of sorriness and solicitude she had cultivated as a doctor’s wife wanting to protect me even as she often carried the brunt of my commitment to his patients, ‘Hello, Raphi, darling! It’s just as well that I caught you now rather than when you’d already reached home. Because… I know how hungry you must be, and probably tired, but Rhonda phoned. She'd like you to go there still if you can. They’re having some trouble again...’


‘Did she say what kind?’


‘Something about Eddie having a breakdown...’


‘Is that what Rhonda said? O God, must I? As if forty patients in one day isn’t enough. And just when I was looking forward to...’

‘Looking forward to what, darling?’ she asked.


‘Do I need to say it? A quiet evening with space to breathe, to rest, to sit with you and chat, spend some time with the children…’

‘That would be nice,’ she replied across the wires linking us, which saw us go on to play out a charade we had long before improvised on similar occasions.


‘But c’est la vie!

‘As Lord Kitchener used to say, “Your country needs you!”’


‘So, isn't it nice to be needed?’

‘It is, though how many people live quite happily without being so needed? Still, if Kitchener calls...’


‘Then duty must be done!’ Aurelia completed the sentence in a mock-commander’s tone, accompanied, I imagined, by the military salute she often gave when our exchange took place face to face. ‘Even so field soldiers too must eat and there’ll be a nice meal for when you get home.‘

Aurelia accompanied me to the door, where I turned towards her.


‘Ah, humanitas, humanitas, humanitas!’, I said, leaning forward to place a kiss on her cheek. ‘In my next life, I’m coming back as a caterpillar burrowed deep and forever in its cocoon’, and I was off.


Aurelia had said that the Gillmans were having some trouble. ‘Trouble’ was as nothing against the rock bottom that their marriage had reached as I saw it – or, rather, first heard - as soon as I passed through their gate. I had to ring three times for their bell to be heard above their ructions within. It was their nine-year-old frightened Anthony who finally let me in, with Rhonda strutting up behind, her cheeks livid, her eyes narrowed and her lips angrily awry, and Eddie, still in his scrap-merchant’s outfit making up the rear, ranting, ‘So let Raphael hear! What if he does hear? What doesn’t he know that he hasn’t seen or heard a hundred and one times before in this crapulous life we lead?’


 Meanwhile, the younger Simon, doleful, thin-limbed from his cerebral palsy and undersized for his seven years, crouched in the doorway of the living room, his contracted figure and stark flitting eyes serving testimony to the menace surrounding him, even if its content was beyond his comprehension.


The spark that had set off this latest conflagration had been a remark made by a teacher at Simon's Special School that if his timidity among other children could somehow be overcome, he might more effectively realise such abilities - for example, the making of things - as he possessed. Perhaps there had been some element in the teacher’s manner or tone that had sent Rhonda into a spin; but, whatever it had been, she had taken the remark about the child’s timidity as a personal reproof which, on Eddie's arrival home, she had promptly off-loaded on to him, charging that so ready was he with his tempers and his hand against the children for the smallest misdemeanours that it was he, he, who had turned the child – no, both children - into such passive, timorous creatures. Not for a blinking acquiescing to any fault on his part, Eddie had countercharged that it was Rhonda, who, with her shrill carping tongue, was by light-years the more culpable. From there, the fuse was short to their detonations and airing of every grievance that twelve years of marriage had shored up.


That Eddie was having a breakdown was Rhonda's well-tried way of deflecting responsibility from herself. And because Eddie had learned to give as good as he got, Rhonda resorted to that ploy whenever she felt him getting the better of her.


‘Me, having a breakdown?’ he remonstrated when Rhonda flung that accusation upon him yet again on my arrival. ‘God Almighty! How am I supposed to take being blamed first for Simpering Simon being so simple and then for him being such a wilting Willie?’


‘Well, it's not my fault!’ Rhonda countered. ‘No manic Uncle Max of mine has ever been put away for passing cheques signed “Moses”!’


‘My uncle Max has nothing to do with it!’


‘He has everything to do with it! When there's already one screwy skeleton in a family closet, you don't have to look far for another!’


‘Then look at yourself and your own father. Even though his guts trouble now has a name, thanks to Raphael here, he’s still a tied-up, dithering bundle of nerves!’


‘Well, if you had grown up in an orphanage like he did…’


‘Alibis!’ Eddie exploded. ‘Excuses for spinelessness! And for crying “Wolf” with every jab or cramp or twitch he gets!’


‘That still has nothing to do with Simon,’ Rhonda struck back. ‘It's your own tantrums that terrify him when things don't go your way!’


‘Tantrums? Just because I want to put sense into your woman’s head?


So the cut-and-thrust went on, old chestnuts dredged up from every crater of their marriage and spewed out like lava white-hot with primitive hate.


Their fulminations were broad in their range and variety, but scarcely conducive to conciliation. However well-intentioned were my attempts at brokering a truce, I knew I was pushing against Gibraltar. Rhonda probably knew that. In calling me, it was not to have me somehow move the immovable, but rather simply by my presence, to have Eddie, so easily fired to incendiary volatility, stay his hand from turning into a fist which he might land upon Rhonda or the children as it had done often enough before.


When, after two hours of mutually spat-out venom, bile and spite, interspersed with attempts by myself to broker a peace of sorts, the crisis had been defused - more through exhaustion than through restored kiss-and-make-up harmony - I left. I harboured no illusion that it was any counsel from me that had turned the tide – in all I was given scarce hiatus in which to speak – but perhaps for another three days, or a week, or three, Eddie and Rhonda would swim again in stiller waters, until the next unguarded word passed between them would stir Stromboli to rumble again, in its renewed fury sending forth its next effluvium of fire and brimstone to ignite another round of scorching animosity, recriminations and bitters in their hearts.

Yet there had been a time…


When I remembered Rhonda's student-day destitution when Eddie, during a phase of self-doubt, broke off their relationship, weeping buckets as she sniffled, ‘I can't live without him. All my thoughts, my wants, my future are with him. Raphael, what should I do?’


Or remembered Eddie's early-morning Sunday phone-call: ‘Raphael, come around later and have a cigar on me. And say “Congratulations!” I've just become a father.’


There were many things to remember about them: their nightly hour-long phone conversations while courting when I could reach neither of them; the artless and touchingly affectionate poems he wrote for her and sketches he drew and his total doting when both her first and then her second pregnancy threatened to miscarry; and the gloves, jumper and scarf she knitted for him in return; and, then, his walking on egg-shells when she was consigned to bed with migraine and her own empathetic patience during his darker moods.


Where, earlier in the evening, on my early return from the surgery, I had been tired but comfortably buoyant, this time, as I drove again through the same familiar streets, Rhonda’s and Eddie's shenanigans left me distinctly gloomy.
While passing through Hershey Light’s sepulchral habitat of Fitzroy on my return home I wished that he could have been sitting beside me. Not necessarily Hershey as himself, but Hershey as Henri Lumiere. For, on contemplating Rhonda and Eddie, had Hershey been with me, I would have seized his arm, burst out, ‘Henri!’, and with whatever energy I could still muster at that late evening hour, gone on to say, ‘So you want to draw Man in his essence? Then don’t pay too much heed to the caricature I drew for you; nor to that serpentine helix slithering down its length. They are but his frame and the winding-key that give him form and movement. Rather draw the heart, Henri, the heart: the heart being at the core of his being, that pulsating dynamo driving alike our most homicidal animosities as our most tender solicitudes, directing as much our ambitions as mediating our serenities – that solid pound of muscle in our chests propelling every facet of our lives, lying at the core of every news story that we read, and of every war and every legend, and of every novel, drama, opera, movie, work of art and how much more that we are always creating or being drawn to, and which lead as much to murderous jealousy, copulation with daughters and leaping from bridges into waters below as to martyrdom, and the slaughter of heathens and the grieving over a much-loved pet put to ground. The heart, Henri, the heart. There you are, at every turn the heart!’


How I truly wished that he was with me then so that I might have shared with him, if he still wanted it, that illumination in all its lucidity in that moment, lest by morning it should have faded to a vague and pale shadowed afterglow shorn of its intensity, clarity and sure substance.


Not having eaten since the end of my morning surgery, by now I’d become patently hungry, but loath to reheat whatever dinner awaited me at home. I opted therefore for a quick meal on the way and, to that end, made for a small and spare all-night eatery in Richmond’s Bridge Road, where I ordered a toasted cheese and tomato sandwich and a hot chocolate. Notwithstanding the lateness of the hour, there was a smattering of other diners there: two men discussing business over the shares pages of The Age between them; an animated foursome, two fellows and two girls talking of some movie they had seen; a young couple, he wearing a Richmond beanie, she a brown tasselled shawl, holding hands across the table in quiet chat; and beside a table at the rear, the chef studying a chess position while my sandwich as toasting.

On the counter an arm’s reach from me lay the day's newspapers and a pile of magazines in a dishevelled state from which I drew out a much-handled Time. I was struck yet again as so often before by the plus ca change sort of thing in it: civil war, this time in Ethiopia and Burundi; acts of terror in Ireland, South Africa and the Middle East; corruption in high places, today in Thailand, Italy, France and the United States where the previous year it had been the Philippines, Argentina, Indonesia and Queensland; all this, not to mention the rampant trans-global drug trade and abuse from London to Bolivia, the trade wars between Japan and the U.S., the sectarian killings in Kashmir and race riots in Los Angeles.

‘More stuff of the heart, Henri,’ I was tempted to say aloud, ‘with ideology, cynicism, killing, self-interest and greed leading men and women to go amuck!’

But one particular feature caught my more concerted attention. Headed ‘Prodigious Genes in Jeans’ by a writer in Berkeley, California, and accompanied by a goodly number of eye-catching photographs of assorted youngsters, it told the separate stories of a fine-boned delicate nine-year-old Japanese girl who was flummoxing mathematicians everywhere with feats which saw her mentally multiplying seven, eight and nine-figure numbers with faultless precision; of a whiz-kid of eight who was giving a tough time to chess masters around the world; an eleven-year-old Chinese diplomat's son enrolled in physics at Princeton – ‘Heir to Einstein?’ the article asked; a four-year-old musical wunderkind from Chicago dwarfed by the grand piano on which she was making her public debut; and a petite fifteen-year-old pony-tailed schoolgirl become the talk of literati everywhere on account of her three-generation saga of a family’s sojourn from collapsing post-Brezhnev Russia to chaotic modern-day America. They were but the centrepieces of a larger six-page feature telling of a score of other past prodigies such as Mozart, Mendelssohn, Giotto, Heifetz, Ariaga, Da Vinci, Newton, Keats and Christopher Wren.


The article reminded me then of some of my own gifted, if sometimes unworldly, school and university peers. Terrence Bruce, for instance, who, while not knowing how to hold a cricket bat, had already by nine composed a three-movement suite for four recorders; Kingsley Lovell who spent art classes designing solar-powered engines, gliding low-friction tanks and cordless phones long before they became reality; and also Leslie Adams in the fifth form who, untrainable in distinguishing between ‘discreet’ from ’discrete’ and ‘ingenious’ from ‘ingenuous’, had yet spoken for one whole class period on ‘Nothingness, Nihilism and Void’; not to overlook short-sighted Chester Bishop, who, on emerging from some private reverie during a class on Shelley's Ozymandias, had in all innocence asked, ‘Miss Ardoch, how does one become a philosopher?’


What happened to them, I never learnt. What would happen to the prodigies limelighted in the Time feature, its Berkeley author was not game to guess. But she did drop bold hints, in various passages juxtaposing opposites: prodigy with misfit, precociousness with isolation, genius with burn-out, public adulation with all too common personal breakdown. That genius and madness, and intellect and fragility were close kin separated by silk-thin partitions was a theme as antediluvian as the wheel, and the author pressed the point by evoking Nietzsche, Nijinsky and Schumann, and Van Gogh, Maupassant and Virginia Woolf as easily as her fingers must have fallen upon her typewriter keys.

It was after I returned the magazine to its pile and was paying the waiter for my snack, that, for the second time that evening, I wanted Hershey Light, Henri Lumiere, to be with me.


‘That Berkeley writer, I believe, has, through her all-too-selective election of subjects, badly overstated her case. But, Henri, where, before, I talked of stick figures and helixes and less than an hour ago of the heart, how could I conceivably have overlooked the brain, Henri, homo sapiens' other driving powerhouse, that mass of elastic gelatinous humour riddled with an intricate telephonic network of a myriad interconnected spiked cells and electrical filaments long and short boxed in the skull and serving as repository of will, thought, analysis, language, reasoning, memory, senses and decision and of prodigious leaps of vision, awesome inventiveness, and, where not turned to destructiveness and perverseness, then the power behind human progress in all earthly disciplines and dimensions. Somewhere, somewhere, Henri, in your work you must find a place in your essential man for the brain.

Whereupon, recalling through my memory’s ear Laurence Olivier’s silken-voiced reciting the line to which I first succumbed three decades or more before, I would have added, ‘Ah, indeed what a piece of work is man!’ and added, in a similar vein, ‘And what a fiery furnace the heart and prodigious power-house the brain!’
Never one to yield to earthly machinations allegedly wrought by God, Satan or the stars, preferring instead to ascribe the unwished-for to the vagaries of chance, I did come near to acceding to cosmic intervention that would yet that very night have me see Hershey Light himself to whom I had been talking in soliloquies while heading home.

For, having berthed the car in the garage for a second time that night, on entering the kitchen while all had gone to sleep, I found a note from Aurelia propped against the phone.

‘Perhaps coming back as a caterpillar in a cocoon might not be such a bad thing,’ it read. ‘For your sins that I know not of, someone called on behalf of a Hershey Light. He isn't well. They want you to call back. 9387 7709.








A.

P.S. But whatever be those sins, I still love you. So if you have to go there, do drive carefully and come back safely.’

I dialled the number she’d recorded, but the line was engaged. I dialled four times over the next quarter-hour, but each time I met with the same high-pitched response. My eyes had begun to smart, my teeth were set on edge and my jaw and neck muscles were taut. I had offered to help Hershey at any time, to be sure, but I had not reckoned on a nocturnal soiree.


Unable to reach Hershey by phone and knowing that I should not sleep if I left the call untended, I had no option but to go there. On entering his boarding-house whose hallway reeked rancid of stew, beer, cigarettes, clotted sauce and mattresses that must have served a string of generations, I scaled the steps to his loft, followed by his dumpy landlady Gladdie Bassett who had pointed the way. In the hallway, I glanced at the telephone. The receiver had been left askew on its cradle. I set it straight.


‘Mr Light... He... Mr Hershey...,’ Gladdie Bassett was saying as, sucking breath, she tried to keep up behind me. ‘He was coming down the stairs when he slipped and fell and rolled down with such a pounding that he really bruised himself and cut his lip and hurt his side real bad.’


I was well above and ahead of her. All the same, she continued.


‘Me and Alf, my boy that is, we took him back upstairs and laid him to bed. We called your home and left a message, then took to putting ice on his cuts and bruises. But you know what he did? He got right up and forgetting what he’d come down for he went right back to his painting board up there like there was some devil demon hounding at his heels.’


It was true. Grotesque as he looked with the left side of his face swollen like a turgid overripe plum from brow to chin, Hershey – or, in this role, Henri Lumiere - indeed seemed driven as he wielded his brush from palette to canvas which stood broad and high facing away from us with quick-fire jabbings and broader sweeps. His upper lip was cut with the raw fleshy wound gaping open, his mass of hair was matted with clotted blood and his long grey smock was likewise bespattered with blood mixed with paint. Apart from the numerous paintings, water-colours, sketches or tiers of canvases framed and unframed hanging on the walls or tilted back one layer upon another along the floor, the room itself was spare and smelled acerbically of oils, paints and thinners. Near one wall stood a plain wooden table cluttered with newspapers, art magazines, drawing pads, pencils, crayons, tubes of paint and an unwashed dish and bowl; facing the door under the night-darkened window was his bed with a clock at his head showing ten past twelve; while a chair stood behind him; all of which was somberly lit by a single unhooded globe of meagre wattage directly above him in the centre of the room. In this sanctum and seemingly mindless of his surrounds, Hershey dabbed, jabbed, swept colour from palette to canvas. Swiftly; his hand darting back and forth; he himself standing for comfort with one leg bent back and resting on the chair behind him, his eyebrows twitching in a tussle between fatigue and fervour, the while grimacing and pressing an elbow at intervals against his chest on taking breath, and, to my mounting disquiet, wiping away with the back of a wrist, once, twice, a third time, a returning veneer of perspiration from his brow recognisable even in the meagreness of the light. As sure as hens could be nothing but hens, Hershey had bled or was still bleeding. I dreaded fractures of his ribs and the rupture of his lymphomatous spleen.


‘Well, well, good evening, Monsieur Lumiere,’ I said with a levity that had long before been so common between us, ‘What brings you to be diving down staircases at this time of night?’


Hershey tossed me but the most cursory glance, swaying as if swept by a wind on his leg. With the canvas angled away from me, I could not see what he was painting. But whatever it was, he worked with an intensity bent on condensing years of living into a menacingly shrinking thimble of time still left to him, determined, as he had earlier sworn, to wield his brush to the last.


To look at him now, unless I took swift action, his last could be but hours away.


‘Hershey!’ I ventured again, but without game-playing this time.


‘Mm?’ he murmured without pausing, then wincing with pain as he tried to suppress a succession of coughs.


‘Listen, Hershey!’ I said. ‘I was called to see you. You're hurt. You look badly hurt. And it could be serious.’


Rocking on his leg as he anchored himself with the other on the chair, he continued to ply stroke upon stroke. His hand now moved with a tremor that was becoming coarser, the perspiration on his brow was gathering more heavily.


‘Well, it wasn’t I who called,’ he said. ‘It was Gladdie here, not me. You knew I wanted nothing to do with doctors.’


I glanced at Gladdie Bassett who was standing beside me with arms crossed over her much-weathered dressing-gown. She was about to speak but I raised a palm to stay her.


‘Don’t worry, you did absolutely the right thing, Mrs Bassett. Can you go down though and please call an ambulance right away?’


Said and done. With a ‘My, is it that bad, then?’ she turned and was as quickly as her bulk could take her on the way downstairs.


I turned back to Hershey.


‘True,’ I conceded. ‘You did say that about doctors, but that was before you took to cart-wheeling down stairs.’


Hershey snorted.


‘So now that you're here,’ he replied, ‘what do you want to do? What do you want me to do?’


He kept his focus on the canvas, leaning back to appraise it, then scanning different parts of it. He could not tear himself from it.


‘Simply to lie down on you bed,’ I replied. ‘And to let me check you over, and see what harm you’ve done to yourself.’


With another cough aborted to a grunt by a spasm of pain, Hershey kept his focus on the canvas, and, only after a spell of tight-browed silence and licking of the split in his lip, did he heave a sigh and relent.

‘All right, then,’ he acquiesced with a petulant thrust of his brush and palette on a low table on his other side and, clasping his left elbow against his ribs, made for his bed. ‘If you really insist. But what I said in your surgery holds even now. No hospitals, specialists, more tests or any other fancy-doodle high-powered medical glitz and razzamatazz, okay? Even the ambulance you just asked Gladdie to call, it’ll be back out of here, one, two, I swear, because…’


On moving from canvas to bed, his breathing quickened, the sweat glinted more profusely and he blinked repeatedly. He looked waxen pale.


‘Because, Raphael, the painting still needs more work. Most of it is done... But a little more remains… Even if it is to be my last, I can’t… You understand? I can’t leave it undone!’


Just as Gladdie Bassett returned, saying, ‘The ambulance is on the way’, Hershey took another step towards his bed, then teetered where he stood, swayed and before I could move forward to catch him, he crumpled to the floor to a loud and startled ‘Holy Mary!’ from Gladdie. Where the puffed up purple of his face and bloodied lip did not obscure his truer colour, never was dough so white. On kneeling down to check him as Hershey regained consciousness from his faint, what I feared became all the clearer that he had lost and was probably still losing blood, most likely from his spleen over which I elicited most tenderness on examining him. Within ten minutes, the siren of an ambulance approaching reached us, and its two attendants were swiftly on the scene. With all the efficiency and well-honed expertise I had already seen on earlier occasions, the men in blue had with unflustered calm placed an oxygen mask over Hershey's battered face and inserted an intravenous line with a running infusion. On the stretcher to which they transferred him, Hershey thirstily licked his lips, sucked breath behind the mask and swallowed repeatedly. Beckoning me with a weakly motioning finger, he bade me come closer.


Pointing at the ambulance-men, he murmured, ‘So, you got your way after all. I know now that I must go to whichever hospital you send me. But, Raphael, more than being a doctor, be a friend. A true and honest friend. Tell me they're not on the devil's payroll... Tell me that this episode is just a bad intrusion and that I won't die just yet. At least not until I finish the work I must do… The work we talked about... My most important work... To create just one such work in a lifetime, Raphael, that’s not too much to ask, is it? So, promise me, promise me that I’ll still come back. Can you with clear conscience do that?’


Friendship had its price, and I answered, ‘I promise, Hershey, with a clear conscience, I do,’ in the hope that I should not have cause to be my own prosecutor and judge on the charge of perjury.

He took my hand and pressed it with his own cool, clammy, paint-speckled one, after which, releasing me to look across at the canvas on which he had been working so frenetically, he let himself be strapped to the stretcher and carried out with neither further resistance nor protest.


‘I really believed he wouldn' go,’ said Gladdie Bassett after Hershey's departure. ‘Mr Hershey could be real obstinate when he set his mind to it.’


‘I'm afraid he had no choice,’ I said, shutting my medical bag.


‘And you reckon he'll be back?’


Tired as I was at that hour, I permitted myself a pale semblance of a jest.


‘He'll have to be, won't he?’ I said. ‘After all, I did promise him, and he still has work to finish, doesn't he?’


Gladdie Bassett was practical in a salt-of-the-earth sort of way, and gullible she was not.


‘Pshaw! Go, pull my other leg, why don’t you?’ she said, brushing a hand against my arm. ‘If his time’s up, he won’t be no Lazarus that comes back because of words alone.’


She then shook her head and absently scratched at a bristled mole on a cheek. She became more contemplative and sighed.


‘I don't like his chances, though’, she said, taking a tissue from a pocket to wipe her eyes that were welling with tears, and continuing, ‘He was such an angel, he was such a saint, and he worked so hard, he was always up here, even eating his lunch and his dinner here which I would bring up to him. And when I asked him why he never came down to eat, he said he was painting the greatest of his works and that I would be in it and Alfie and others from around these parts and many, many others who lived long before us, among them the good who served their fellows through the making of marvellous things and the evil ones who tore down the good that others had made. And one question that he kept asking like he thought I could answer was, “And then there are so many - O Gladdie, why? - who even though they walk through this paradise of an earth, they do it half-sleeping or seeing nothing of it, or they makes messes of their lives that in their cradles shone like the beacons of Heaven, only to fall away in such a wasted hurting expiring of their flame. And he said again, “Why, Gladdie, why?'"


With that, she moved to the front of the canvas, myself too having been about to turn to view it.


‘Lord Almighty!’ she exclaimed, pointing at it with a broad and stubby finger. ‘You’ve just got to see this!’


Joining her by her side, I also looked.


The immediate impact of the work was overwhelming.


Notwithstanding all his fatigue, fevers and sweats, Hershey-Henri Light-Lumiere must have been working at incandescent heat at his fresco-sized canvas since he had visited me the fortnight before. He must have executed some of the detail before then, for how else, other than by white-hot labour, explain the immense scale and miniature detail that glistened moist and fresh in every minutest space packed with a massed montage of faces, faces, faces, these set against a welter of motifs and artefacts tilted at all angles and rotations, with all of them swirling in a cyclonic whirl through a spectral transition of colour from scarlet red through gold, green and violet to ultramarine blue that spiralled and swelled, broadening ever outward from a thumb-nail circular pinkish wash at the hub to the furthermost reaches of the canvas suggesting an extension beyond. And the more I looked at it, what an essay on history and humanity it became, with that central core surrounded by the vaporous chaos of a one-time unformed and wispy primeval dawn, curlicuing away from the initial clay-thick protoplasmic bog of boiling, bubbling and seething sludge and slime, its successive whorls yielding to more recent time and tide towards ever more crowded recognisable realities, contemporary and immediate.


Hershey must have scoured an encyclopaedia from Aardvark to Zymology to create so total a narrative of civilisation in all its seasons, tempers and varieties. Adam and Eve beneath the Tree of Knowledge emerging from the formless were at a glance identifiable; likewise, Noah and his ark at the time of the Flood; and Abraham toppling the effigy gods at Ur, Tutankhamen and the pyramids, Moses with the Tablets descending from Sinai, and Buddha in contemplation before the stream, blind Homer composing his Iliad with Zeus looking down from Olympus, Pythagoras and his triangles, Socrates in his Academy, Asclepius and his rod and snake, Medea slaying her sons and Oedipus searing out his eyes; and if these had their place, so surely did Caesar, Christ, Ptolemy, Constantine and Mohammed, and Aquinas, da Vinci, Copernicus, Nostradamus and Galileo.


And so the cyclone broadened out, the faces whirl by whirl ever nearing the present, with Descartes who thought and therefore was, and Bach at the organ, and Shakespeare in his Stratford theatre, Cervantes embracing Don Quixote and Sancho Panza, Spinoza grinding lenses, Newton, like Adam and Eve, under his own apple tree, and Rembrandt and Rousseau; and on to Werther desperate in the sorrow of unrequited love, Quasimodo pining after Esmeralda with a love of his own, and Darwin in the company of an ape, Gauguin in the Marquesas, and Genghiz Khan, Savonarola and Torquemada and an increasingly crowded concertinaing compression of other moderns, in whose midst numbered Freud, Proust and Rodin, Joyce, Mahler and Einstein, and Russell, Picasso, and Sartre.


These were but the most instantly recognisable faces in that lush panoramic cyclorama, interspersed with a prodigal Breughelesque plethora of others, with common folk among the illustrious, all of them interspersed with a profusion of similarly miniature mansions, cottages, cathedrals, temples, minarets and mosques, and academies, seminaries, convents and court-rooms, and flaming pyres, compasses, telescopes and astrolabes, small fleets and grand armadas, submarines and space craft, red roses and sonnets, surgeons' scalpels and electric light, atomic nuclei and lunar craters, X-rays, stethoscopes and cardiographs,; and how much more besides, leading on to our own familiar present-day cityscapes and bridges, opera houses and museums, parklands and ovals, and huddled terraces, apartments, workshops and garages, and barbed-wire enclosures, gulags, firing squads, bombs, mass graves and crematoria, and protesting masses mown down, populations decimated or driven into flight, cities laid waste, and how much more, how much more that even this densely packed rendering was still but a modest précis of the fecund outpouring of Hershey’s mind.


But, packed as the canvas was, not this, I felt sure, was what Hershey had wanted from me. And as much as he had put into his canvas of the labours, learning, curiosity, creativity, passion, revelations, vitality, vision and adventure that filled human space, the human record and human time, in the light of the challenge he had thrown at me across my surgery desk there had to be another way of viewing his work. And the longer I stood before the canvas, the more certain of the fact did I become! For, what I was seeing was Hershey's vision writ large, while what he had sought from me was the very opposite, the reductio ad minima of what it was that made Homo sapiens run. And it occurred to me – in the way of reason, or of intuition - that if it was in the painting at all, it would lie at the beginning of all things, at the primal source, there at the eye of that cyclone of his where history and time began and were swept onward into ever-expanding and crowded complexity. And I was just beginning to bend towards that pinkish thumbnail core – or navel, so the thought came to me –of the surrounding riot, when Gladdie Bassett who had been padding about behind me, cried out: ‘Doctor! Look!’


And ‘Doctor!’ she cried out again, pointing excitedly about the canvas. ‘I can recognise those faces. There’s Frannie Parker and her Jenny and grandkids, and there’s Lizzie Crowley, and Jimmy Kinless, and, look there! What a darling Mr Hershey truly is! I could kiss him for it because he's kept his promise, with me and Alfie there. And, Jeez, Doctor, right there are you standing in front of your surgery and right in the bottom corner on the other side, is Mr Hershey ‘imself, like he's looking up at everyone and at everything he's drawn there!’


Indeed, all was as she said, and she might have gone on cataloguing each of the sundry faces she recognised till the postman came the following day, had not Alf just then from the foot of the staircase called up beerily, ‘Hey, Mum, when are you going to bed? Willy and Bert down here can’t get to sleep with all of them goings on up there tonight!’


Gladdie Bassett who only a moment before had flown in a winged chariot fell back to the dictates of a ruder reality.


‘Tell Bert and Willy for me that if they don’t like it, they can jolly well shove it,’ she shouted back. ‘It isn’t every night that a genius nearly dies here and his doctor comes to visit!’


But, turning to me as she scratched again at the bristled hairy mole on her cheek, she said more pacifically, ‘Reckon Alfie’s right though. I’d better get myself some shut-eye too before the morning because who knows what tomorrow will be like?’


With that, she retreated from the canvas to leave, but, taking a last glance at it over her shoulder, she instantly turned back, and in what could almost have been a choreographed sequence, she approached the painting, receded from it, moved to its left and then to its right, likewise tilted her head first to the left, then to the right, without diverting for an instant her gaze from Hershey's creation.


From her position to one side of it, she pointed at the canvas with a puffy but straight and rigid finger.


‘Doctor!’ she cried out as before. ‘They move! They move! Wherever you go, they go with you. The eyes, I mean! Go to that side, then come back and you’ll see how they follow you and all look like they want to be saying something... like Sally, Billie and Jean like I heard them saying once, “We know you think us bad or cheap or dirty, walking the streets and all, but inside, we aren’t, inside we really truly aren’t” or Father O'Neary that the young ones laugh at when they hear him on Saturdays preaching outside the Royal Arms, saying things like “There are no folks that they are so truly bad that they are beyond saving if only you look into the innermost parts of their beings, in those parts that some of us call the soul and that you can see most clearly in the depths of their eyes.”’

Sighing the sigh of accumulated weariness of a long day extended well into the night, I was taken by a sudden testy scepticism that had me ready to vouch that she was either willfully imagining things, or had fallen to the conjurings of the light, or, overwhelmed, was seeing just a bit too much in the work.


I should have known not to underestimate her. For, sure enough, as I moved before it as Gladdie had done and examined the canvas from different angles, if Gladdie was victim to imagination or to the play of light, so too then was I, for, in those eyes, so protean in their diversity – variously animated and retiring, adventurous and timid, empathetic and indifferent, cynical and naïve, giving and grasping, and so much more besides - which, being separate from the stuff of body, heart or mind, or of action, emotion and thought that I had earlier wanted to tell Hershey about, I was prepared to concede could, for want of a better name – yes, it could - be called soul, a concept out of character for me to accede to, myself being one who, except for using it as a metaphor or with very liberal poetic licence, gave little credence to matters that were not firmly of this earth, or visible to the eyes, knowable through the senses, explicable by science or evident through experience.

So, yes, soul! But not that invisible, nebulous, metaphysical entity so beloved of clerics, pietists, pulpiteers and poets; nor that supposed wandering phantasm in search of a body said to enter an infant upon conception, accompanying it then throughout its earthly life and floating again about the ether upon its death; nor that post-mortem disembodied ghost rewarded for its possessor’s virtues with heavenly grace or, for the sins of its human host, hell-bound to eternal burning; nor that folkloric dybbuk returning to earthly life reincarnated in another form or through entry and possession of another’s body.

None of these, then.


But soul nonetheless! – And Hershey-Henri had caught it. A redefining of a word perhaps, but the nearest applicable to the motive force operating within the man, the organism as a whole propelled by the most raw of driving fuels, the energy, the spirit, the spark, the flame - what in the French was elan vital and in my own Jewish lexicon was ruach - that wakened him afresh each morning to another day of come what may; that irrepressibly restless, inquisitive, adventurous, inventive, bold and visionary thrust towards new and ever-expanding and ever more refined, more intricate domains; and the fibre to hold fast against the ravages rending body, heart and mind through their own black humours, lost directions and incapacities for action and the assaults, desperations and calamities visited upon them by fellow man and the elements from without. The eyes indeed told it all, Hershey having translated popular idiom into art through his grand rendering of happy souls, hearty souls, honest souls, creative souls, inventive souls and pious souls as also lost, sorry, bewildered, timid, solitary, beaten and hopeless souls, that, in my own way I could vouch for when I remembered, say, Rebecca , Leon and Elizabeth Nissen, and Jacob and Lenny Glantz, and Ronnie and Shula Silver, and Anshel Zyskind and his daughter Adina, and the Berlinskis, Henry Carmon, no less Hershey Light himself, and, over the years, so many more, so uncountably more.

At which point, I said, turning to Gladdie, whom I caught wiping away tears. ‘They do hold you, those eyes, don't they?’

She nodded and with tightness in her throat, said, ‘What an angel Mr Hershey was. I’ll never get the same as him again.‘ She then tossed her chin towards the door. ‘I better go down to the boys downstairs. But bless him, bless him. Just pray that Mr Hershey pulls through.’


So there it was. Body, heart, mind and soul. The composite whole that made Hershey’s Sammy run. And all of them mediated, though in their distinctive ways, through the same humours and wiring that Ronnie Silver could not accept without punishing himself precisely for being of the human species.

But I had yet to find how Hershey might have condensed his gargantuan spread into the simplest unifying logo. And with Gladdie gone, I homed in again upon the hub, the take-off point of that cyclonic whorl, where, though my intuition bore fruit, I came in for a surprise and an upstaging that I had not so much as considered.

At first glance, I was distinctly tickled. For, what I saw in that miniature circle washed light pink within a circumference of Indian ink was a skeletal variant of my human outline with limbs reaching out to its rim and down whose spine from neck to tailbone spiralled that double-snaked helix which had come to me too on driving through that Collingwood-Fitzroy human jungle where he lived. To this, he had added – as I had throughout the evening in my cumulative piecemeal way – the heart with its outlets pointing left of centre in the chest, a cool blue walnut brain occupying the upper part of the skull, and, just beneath, hard-bordered sockets from whose depths shone two black orbs that appeared to follow me whichever way I moved.


Yet, even so, there was more, there was more to that image, which, as a doctor, I too should have reached; whereupon my tickled vanity fell away as I realised that I had seen only that which I had wanted to see; and it was only as I was about to look away that I made out the arrow jutting at an angle from that circle’s right upper rim and the cross from its lower curve, those male and female insignias defining the primordial impregnated egg from which all life stemmed, from that infinitesimal droplet of a drop evolving through vaporous and seething sludge and slime into man, stemming every mole and dimple, all subtleties of evil, all inclinations to good, and all aspirations, passions, genius, inventions, benignity and malignity, potentiality and possibility, and how much else besides.

‘So, that’s what he wanted,’ I murmured into the void. ‘The elements that make all earthly Sammies run, the body, heart, mind and soul traced back to so elemental a source as the egg. The mere egg; to which nothing could be added and from which nothing taken away, and how true to the intuitions who held that the world derived from the egg, to some hatched by whatever Creator they worshipped, to others laid by a bird on the primordial waters. If that was so, what an exuberant human alchemy emerged from that dark primeval formlessness and dross that evolved and expanded over millennia of advance and regression into our own mixed chaotic teeming age, there lying outside the reaches of the canvas the numerous tomorrows that were yet to come which, unless Hershey turned visionary upon recovery and survival, would need to seek out a prophet to illuminate the future way.

It was the image of the minuscule at the centre of the gargantuan that I carried with me as I broke away from Hershey’s canvas, returning to the grimmer reality of lacklustre gloom and foetid vapours of stew, sauce, cigarettes and beer. Outside at that one-thirty hour, the night was biting cold, goose-pimpling and already shot through with gauzy mist and dew which, in the hazy scattered lemon light of the street lamps, made of the abutting cottages, parked cars and shops but impressionist forms circuited by muted hums and murmurings of electric wires and trees, a more calming far cry from the everyday bustling, hurried and raucous cacophony of day.

The chill of the air notwithstanding, I took deep breaths of it, full-chested liberating draughts, inhalations that cleansed the accumulated staleness of the day just past and stirred my scalp to tingling, the while opening myself to the vastness of the space around me, the constant unravelling of time of time unto eternity and the cumulative fruits of history and genius, in every generation ever more advanced, as Hershey Light-Henri Lumiere had so lavishly shown during his thus-far fundamentally short tenure on this remarkable planet.

Meanwhile, in St Vincents Hospital scarcely a mile away, Hershey was probably being fussed over in preparation for the operating-table. He would most likely at that moment be receiving blood, he would very soon have his abdomen opened and, if my surmise had been correct, would be having his spleen removed, after which he would be returned, via recovery room, to the ward, there to battle, with every resource of his own body, mind and heart and soul – yes, even the soul, perhaps the soul above all – against the fate that had descended so recklessly upon him.


For my part, though never given to prayer, on stepping into my car I prayed for Hershey; I prayed in a the profound and soundless way of an outreach emotion instead of words, that all those separate parts in him of body, heart, mind and soul would fortify themselves into a unity to bring him through, and that should there indeed be some Being in the heavens on high Who dispensed mercy upon men when called upon, then may He be touched by my plea to spare Hershey the time at least to complete his work of witness to the alchemist’s gold, called Man.
