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OF CLAY THAT BLEEDS AND CLAY THAT BLEEDS








Serge Liberman

One Monday morning, when I reached my surgery, Ronnie Silver was already waiting at the door. Although he had no appointment and I had some preliminary paper work to attend to, I could not very well deny him his request.

‘I've run out of tablets and seem to have mislaid my repeat prescriptions,’ he said from the top of the short staircase, tapping the pockets of his jacket by way of emphasis. ‘And I have to get away quickly. Job interview. Department of Immigration this time.’

So he had said. But more probably - to this extent I believed I had come to know him well - it was to bring me his promised story that he had come. Ronnie so wanted, so needed, approval that even with me, who made no claim to literary expertise, he was prepared to take risks.


And what risks!


Clearly he did not see it that way, but in the very act of handing me the yellow manila folder containing those three densely scripted pages across my desk, saying, ‘I do hope you find something of merit in it’, he was placing himself squarely on the threshold of perdition.


Perdition!


And why?

Because were I, on the one hand, to praise the story too keenly, Ronnie's chemistry would so construe such praise as mere condescension, in the same way that he dismissed all of Shula's doting and reassurances as natural matrimonial fidelity; while, on the other hand, were I to seem the least jot other than wholeheartedly eager, he would surely tumble into one of his demonic moods that could, I feared, in a moment tip him into the abyss before which he stood.


For finding myself so tossed on the treacherous strait between those predatory monsters Charybdis and Scylla, I alone was to blame. For, when Ronnie, on bringing his four-year-old Sherie to me with a cough and snotty nose on the preceding Friday, had, as if in passing, mentioned that he had recently written a story, I suggested in a moment of weakness, and because I sensed that he had wanted me to offer, that he might wish me to read it. Scarcely had I let out the word than at my very next consulting session on that Monday morning, he was at my door with his story, a short piece cryptically titled piece, Of Clay That Bleeds and Clay That Bleeds. 


Confronted then with the manuscript, I was duty-bound to accept it. I promised to let him have my thoughts on it within a week.


‘Don't expect too much, though,’ he said on leaving with the new script in hand, ‘I am only a beginner and... well, you know...’

‘Don't worry, Ronnie,’ I tried to allay his apprehensiveness. ‘I'll take everything into account. But whatever I say, I do ask that you don't take my word as gospel. Mine is the most lay opinion in any writing other than medical.’

‘That's all I can ask, I guess,’ he replied with a shrug of the shoulder. ‘But... But I do hope that...’

With more resolve, he then reached for the door-handle and said, ‘Oh, well, done is done and that’s it then, I guess,’ and he left, almost side-swiping arthritic Mrs Bannister who was just then coming in.

Having been kept occupied with an unseasonal swell of consultations, home visits and medical reports to write, I did not get to read Ronnie's story right away. It lay in its yellow manila folder beneath my script pads and letter-heads awaiting a quiet untrammelled spell when I should be able to sit back over a coffee and accord it due attention.


The day following his visit, however, Ronnie phoned.


‘It's nothing much, I'm sure,’ he said. ‘I’ve picked up some virus or something. I feel queasy in the stomach, I've lost my appetite, and my joints are aching too.’

I heard him out, tendered advice, and offered to see him if his symptoms persisted.


He seemed content with that, but just before hanging up, he paused as if with indecision and then said, ‘By the way... I... I don't mean to rush you, but... but have you yet… you know... my story?..."


He must have been suspended on tenterhooks.


‘I haven't forgotten, Ronnie,’ I said in turn. I'll read it as soon as..."


‘No sweat,’ he replied, disappointed, I suspected – ‘I... I... was just wondering.’

Having ushered out my last patient for the morning and returned to my desk with the express purpose of reading Ronnie's story. I expected that he would, on some further pretext, call again soon and keep calling until I had read it – sensing again the brittle china of which he was made, already so evident on his earliest visits some twelve months before.
*
At that time, his previous doctor had precipitately sold his surgery to a younger practitioner who, Ronnie felt, still lacked sufficient experience and he had been left in limbo. Seeking out a new doctor for himself, he had come to me complaining of pain in a knee. I found no abnormality, reassured him accordingly and he left seemingly satisfied. He returned two days later, this time bringing his lively dark-eyed all-inquisitive Sherie for treatment of a minor graze to her shin sustained on having slipped off a swing at pre-school. Would she need a tetanus shot? Was it all right simply to disinfect the wound and cover it with a Band-aid? Did it need an antibiotic maybe? In the event, all that Sherie did need was a mere cleaning of the wound and a dressing, after which I I lifted that  pretty featherweight future breaker of hearts from the couch, gave her a miniature toy squirrel such as I kept in my magic pocket for brave little kiddies just like you, and saw them out.


I had already then a vague sense that these attendances were mere ploys. They were a sounding-out, they were probing, exploratory visits - reconnaissance forays, as it were - by which to appraise me. For, when he presented a third time very soon after, on this occasion saying, ‘Oh, I just thought I'd come for a check-up,’ he seemed in fact less interested in the state of his health which, at thirty-two, was likely to be sound, than to talk, simply to talk, thereby opening himself up, opening his innermost self, his soul, as he himself called it, and disclosing that he was seeing Martin Trethowan, a fellow graduate and psychiatrist-colleague of mine who, it turned out, had recommended me to him.


Reflecting later upon that visit, I found his reference to soul as curious, as I also found worrying another remark he made, something of a refrain expressed on subsequent visits as well, that he wished he were not what he was, and that he were what he was not - curious because he was normally more given to talking in resolutely biological terms than in such metaphysical constructs as inner selves or souls, and concerned too because in venting this peculiar wish, it became clear that he was referring not only to himself as individual Ronnie Silver in person, but to himself as part of species Man that could never be other than that which his ineluctably biological endowment condemned him to be, and to be, through that very same biological endowment, that which he was not.


At such times, everything became for him thickly brushed with a single unmitigated hue and tone.


As he had said early on when he had gained more confidence in me: ‘Look out there. Through the window. At the sky especially around sunset. To your eyes, no doubt, it’s full with scarlet, gold, yellow, orange, crimson, and violet, white. And all of it is brilliance, too, no doubt, and brightness and shine, the stuff of poetry, postcards and travel guides. But to me, to me,’ – he pointed to the auroscope on my desk – ‘there are times when even that sunset, like Hades itself, is black.’

He shut his eyes and pressed his fingers over his eyelids.


‘Black!’ he repeated with emphasis. ‘Black as the space behind these eyelids is black!’

He then rapped at his temples.


‘Black as every crypt and convolution of my brain is black. And as everything in its chemistry and circuitry is black!’

He then turned his chin in different directions, accompanying each movement with another exclamation.

‘As black holes and the spaces between the galaxies are black!’


‘And as the oceans at their deepest are black!’


‘And as night and pitch and coal are black!’


‘And like our tawdry, benighted everyday lives played out in every house and garden, avenue and laneway, garage and college, gallery and theatre, are at the end everything all black!’ 

With a near-angry flaring of his nostrils, he pressed a fist upon the desk.

‘Just like the blackness we came from and the blackness to which we’re headed!’

It scarcely surprised me that Ronnie needed to be hospitalised soon after, having been seen promptly at my behest by Martin Trethowan. For, that blackness of his, far from being either figurative or rhetorical, became starkly real as his mind swiftly devolved into such a state of apathy and withdrawal that his history foreshadowed similarly swift and pressing ruminations about taking his life. Caught at such times in the jaws of what the laity had come to call ‘the black dog’, ‘the savage God’ and ‘beyond blue’, he wrestled with mounting self-reproaches, convictions of worthlessness and the futility of everything that he was doing, or had ever done, and might yet do. Wherever he went, whatever he did, whatever he said, he judged himself as small-fry in the presence of others. Over coffee one to one or at dinner parties with Shula's friends - having cultivated few of his own – he seldom had much to say or, if he did intrude a word, he instantly qualified his offering as ‘being my opinion anyway, for what it’s worth’; while, no matter what their talk - changing over the years from films and theatre to marriage, baby sniffles, looking for a home, their children’s schools and teachers, holidays and all those other themes common to them as they kept meeting over many years - they all had clear directions, purposes, plans and matters they cared about, while he sat in their company, listening, yes, and responding appropriately when response was called for, but all the same, distant, separate, detached.


Alienated then from these friends, how much more so was he from strangers whom he saw coursing, day in, day out, in their private circuits of home, shop, office, factory, gallery, garden, movie, travel and all, touching the lives of others as they went about their business – Ronnie himself scarcely casting a shadow when reduced to near-stasis.

‘Sometimes, I feel like an emotional castrato,’ he said on another occasion when he permitted himself to open himself a jot more. ‘And I find it hard to understand how people can just go on as if they’ll live forever, amassing fortunes, buying lottery tickets, vying for supremacy, chasing fame and raising families whose end fate is just the same. Why? What for? Surely, you too must have thought about such things? And if you did, what made you go on to be a doctor? In medical school, what made you press on?’


It was not so much an odd question to be asked as an odd way of having it asked in the context of his argument. Its more common form was ‘Why did you become a doctor?’ whereas Ronnie’s wording raised issues of obstacles having to be negotiated in ‘pressing on’. Nonetheless I replied in a way that was neutrally matter-of-fact.

‘Medicine was my first choice. I was accepted, I studied, I worked, did what I had to do. I happened to be among the fortunate ones.’

‘And that’s all? Without ever asking questions? Without ever wanting to run away from it?’

‘Run away?’ I repeated after him.

Bringing his palms together beneath his chin, he looked with stark intensity across the desk into my eyes.


‘I haven’t told you, have I, that I was also once a medical student?


‘You were? Tell me,’ I replied, all ears. ‘In fact, start before medical school.’


‘Ah, those were the days! Great days! When my tread crushed stones, when, at high school, I was Editor of its annual Falcon, President of both its chess and history clubs, performed Nanki-Poo in The Mikado and Gloucester in King Lear, yet bagged a veritable string of Honours and prizes that unrolled before me the royal-red leading without a wrinkle into medical school.


‘Medical school!’ he repeated with vehemence after a pause. ‘With respect to doctors everywhere, my first and worst mistake of all.’

‘A mistake?’ I repeated.

‘And what a mistake, when I should have done what one wise man once said: “Seek out the path to which your heart leads, and then follow it with all your heart".’

‘And where would it have led you?’

‘Prepare to be surprised. Right to the opposite end. To journalism. And political science, history, ideas, that kind of stuff. Things more investigative, more scholarly, and always filled with new issues and public concerns.’

He now assumed something of a mocking tone.


‘”But what can you do with history? With ideas? What kind of living can these provide?” This, from my mother, a practical woman, I must concede. And “what kind of career is there in newspapers?” This, from my father, a remark which was profoundly funny, considering that even as he said it, he was reading the day’s The Age, the very exemplar of journalism I most admired. And from both of them, the clincher, delivered with such passion that would brook no resistance, “Yes, it's important to learn and always to keep learning. But you have to make a decent living too. Because, God willing, you will marry, you will have a family, and children will need to be fed, dressed, educated and so on, and so on, la-di-da-di, la-di-da...”’

Those la-di-da-dis, la-di-das, which vinegared almost every piece of bread he ate and tea he drank under his parents' roof, finally pushed him along the path of least resistance.


‘If I was to study something practical, then it was best that it be of use to others too; and because praise in my home was as abundant as snow in the Sahara, perhaps in time to earn myself a “Well done, Ronnie, we are all terrifically proud”.’

If he had made a mistake, Ronnie's end-of-year results had not betrayed the fact.


‘My first year was a breeze. Three subjects, three Honours. It certainly made my father proud. Oh, no, not that he said anything to me. He didn't say so to me, but he did tell everyone else from his customers to his suppliers. As for me… I was not about to go begging for any “Terrifics!”, “Congratulations!”, “Well dones!’ and so ons. I decided to tell myself, “That’s how he is” and to take him as he was; and my mother, too, who also desisted from praise, afraid that it might bring down the Evil Eye.

‘It was the first day of my second year that was my undoing, the day I entered Anatomy School, above all its inner sanctum, the dissecting-room.’

Ronnie did not need to say one word more for me to understand.


After all, I too had, as a sheltered and unworldly eighteen-year-old, been through the same at an earlier time and positively detested that large cold hall with its long tiers of porcelain tables on which lay naked and nameless purple cadavers reeking of formalin that tore at the nostrils and burned the eyes. But what to me, and to my colleagues, was a necessary rite of passage to a worthy end, assaulted Ronnie’s every nerve and pore to their minutest as, repeatedly turning aside for a breath of less acerbic air, he teased out the muscles, arteries, veins, liver, kidneys and intestines become greasy and foul with bodily fat, gelid secretions and shit and disposed of unwanted flesh and innards into garbage bins.


This, however, had only been one dimension of the matter. What had really shredded him to the core, as he put it, was a singular thought that, like an interminable carousel, turned and turned and turned in his mind.

‘Could it be...?’ he put before me, then modified his question, ‘How could a man, Man,

supposedly created in the image of God with such talent, learning, charity, feeling and so on, be reduced to a hunk of meat, an ugly carcass for carving up like some runted chicken in Calcutta which, even in a famine, would barely fetch a handful of rupees? Yet that was precisely what I saw him reduced to, this man, and every woman too. A thing! Just a thing, fallen from the pedestal on which I had placed him in high-school for his vision and ingenuity from the first corn he sowed for food through to his art, music, discoveries and inventiveness to the printing-press, freedoms, enlightenment and space flight in our own time. And it hurt! How it hurt! So much that I could not square the one with the other: Man as a Hercules in marble, man as putrid refuse on cracked and greasy porcelain. The more I went into the dissecting-room, the less I could take it. Until one day, I left the place altogether’ – Ronnie shook his head. – ‘No, I didn't just leave. I didn’t just walk out of some café sated and satisfied. I fled. I ran. Ran the length of the hall, down the steps, out of that mausoleum into the street, the space, the light outside, after which, were all the horsemen of the apocalypse called in, I would never, never, be drawn back!’`

He had fled. That had been apparent to all. But what had been less immediately evident was that Ronnie had tumbled into an abyss of depression, until, having retreated into profound apathy and solitude, he could no longer conceal it, each day having become more weighed down as if by a succession of fifteen-round battles. Whereupon he agreed, as a concession to his initially carping, then frustrated and, finally, desperate parents, to see their doctor who, having elicited from him intimations of self-harm bordering on suicide, promptly directed him to Martin Trethowan.


‘Your friend, I must say, was quick with his prescribing pen,’ continued Ronnie, pointing to my own prescription pad. ‘He put me on some blue pills which had me punch-drunk for days. He also had me visit him twice a week. We talked; I talked; he talked. Twenty words to the dollar. What it was that helped more, the pills or the talk, I don’t know. Either way, I came out of it. But I did learn something. And what I learned, frankly I’d rather not have known. Not those corpses in the dissecting-room were the cause of my depression, he said. They were merely a trigger that brought out an innate proneness to it which had me see things the way I did. As he put it, not the chicken, but the egg came first.’


‘Hm-hm. Did Dr Trethowan say more?’ I prompted.

‘Did he say more?’ Ronnie repeated. ‘Only details to illustrate the point. A part of my proneness was something I inherited, a something that simply needed a catalyst to set it off. As I understood him, it was in my pedigree. The outcome of my father’s remoteness blended with my mother’s own periodic depressions, chronic anxiety and obsessiveness for which she was given to taking tablets for as long as I remember. In the end, what my breakdown boiled down to was my chemistry. The-fault-is-not-in-our-stars-but in ourselves kind of thing.’

Here, Ronnie picked up a paper-clip, contemplated it and said with a doleful look, ‘Doctor, if ever you get a patient with, say, a club-foot, a giant birthmark or even a harelip, know that I will be ready to trade my affliction with his without a second thought. Dr Trethowan really saddled me with a load to carry. I’ve had a handful of downers since. Which makes me ask you, Dr Bloom, will I ever be able to shed this curse and not have to go through its hellishness again?’
In the event, Ronnie didn't return to medical school. He sat out the year. In time, however, and with treatment, he regained his poise and turned to Arts instead, gaining his degree in philosophy and psychology. Not in journalism which had been his earlier inclinations, but psychology, the worst of choices for anyone so given to introspection as, after his first precipitous tumbling into the dark, he had become. Nonetheless, on graduating, he went into workplace counselling, married Shula Klempner who was then completing a science degree, and fathered Sherie, all between resurgent bouts of blackness that, overall mercifully brief, dotted his way.


Brief, that is, until the last bout before he first came to me, a bout which had left him too emotionally brittle to return to work. He had spent two weeks in hospital and was guilt-ridden by his enforced idleness, his loss of income, his dependence on Shula, and on his parents and hers, particularly on hers who, though having never wholly approved of him for their daughter, helped them nonetheless, but not without delivering thinly-veiled barbs through seemingly casual allusions to the doctor, lawyer, accountant and architect children of friends who were clearly doing well if one judged by the homes they were building and the schools they chose for their children.


‘But how could I get through to them what kept crushing me? That wherever I went, whatever I did, those cadavers in Anatomy pursued me. They made everything seem so futile. One day, alive; the next, no more. Yesterday, the jokes, the achievements, the visions, the great and marvellous plans; today, zilch; black, blind, desiccating zilch! Yesterday, birthdays, work, worship, picnics beside the Yarra or a trip abroad; while today, today, a pox on it all. Fifty, sixty, seventy years of being, breathing, talking, walking, wanting, losing, laughing, fretting, loving, bleeding, hurting, but at the end of it all, to be brought to lie stiff and livid on a slab, or as dust in a hole in the ground or as ash dispersed into the wind, and with nothing beyond... The man being as expendable as a mangy dog that eats, shits, roots and sleeps, before being wiped out and leaving not the slightest trace... Which makes me ask, as I asked Dr Trethowan, “Is that all? Is it? Is that all?”’


The pain in Ronnie’s tone was deeply visceral and beyond the reach of any ordinary anodynes.


‘Are you sure there is no beyond?’ I asked.


‘No beyond?’ he repeated.


‘Our children, for instance. In a very real way, our afterlife.’


‘Big deal! So Adam begat Cain and Cain begat Enoch and Enoch begat whoever it was... So what? It's the oldest story on earth: humans have children, big dinosaurs have little dinosaurs, cats have kittens, dogs have pups, and the same goes for rabbits and field-mice, drosophilae and hares... And then what? The same end for all. Flesh turned to parchment, itself reduced to flakes, to scurf, to dust, then nothingness and void...’


‘In any case, through his children, parts of him remain and his name and the memory he leaves in others,’

‘Big deal again! When you’re dead, how can any of this matter?’


‘When we’re dead, Ronnie? Who knows? And why should it matter then?’ I caught a twitch of his brow above his dark, hurting, melancholy eyes. ‘But, when alive, Ronnie. This is where it really counts. When alive, and having the gift to think and feel and reason and see and hear and...’


‘Elementary physics, elementary chemistry!’

‘Physics?’ I repeated. ‘Chemistry?’


‘Your own friend said as much. The chemistry of my brain, he called the cause of my condition. And the nervous system, its electrical circuitry, as well. So why not thought, feeling, vision; and laughing and crying, and moping and jumping for joy? Electricity and chemistry! With the chemistry reducible to molecules and atoms as common to the amoeba and the worm as to ourselves, with all of it made of the same basic rhubarb.’


Whatever Martin Trethowan may have told him, Ronnie had clearly merged the basics of first-year medicine with the atomists of his philosophy course.


‘Oh, is it rhubarb that gives us the freedom to do as we will?’ he had me reply. ‘Is it rhubarb that allows us to speak and choose what we say? And rhubarb that’s invented, say’ – I reached across my desk - ‘this pen? This stethoscope? The chairs we’re sitting on? Do any other species have anything remotely similar to these?’


‘Freedom?’ Ronnie pressed fist against fist. ‘Choice? Will? Invention? You may as well add intelligence, genius, talent, belief, love, hate, superstition, madness… But does that change anything I said? So we’re greater than the amoeba and the worm! Hurrah! It’s still electricity and chemistry, all the same, whether by saddling our genes with the separate rhubarbs of our parents, or having us believe and act as our circuits dictate, and then, how much of it governed so willy-nilly, sometimes so wretchedly by chance? By chance! Chance! Shall I elaborate?’


Green light, amber or red, Ronnie proceeded to elaborate just the same.


‘Where we are born; the parents we’re born to; and their own natures, ideas, prejudices, tastes, friends, ambitions, sicknesses and concerns that work upon us; and then our own friends, our neighbourhoods, our schools, the books we read, the opportunities that arise, while…’


Ronnie rushed ahead. Bubbles of froth gathered at a corner of his mouth.


‘While, if you look at us, even. When you consider that you, that I, are but one so-called success in a flood of possibilities; that, of the many thousand eggs a woman can shed in any cycle, only one is released; and that, of the millions of sperm that could have won the race to fertilise the egg   . Of all the Ronnie Silvers I could have been, this is the one that was brought into the light.’

Ronnie shook his head and threw up his hands.


‘I was in medical school for only one year, but this I learnt. Our origins are blind, we are the outcomes of hit-and-miss, with the course of our lives being often just as capricious, with many of us plucked off the earth just as willy-nilly, and everyone in some way tossed about on a roulette wheel where, whatever be the number that we choose, our destinies lie in the hands of chance. Chance, before which we are chips tossed upon the gaming table. And, with that being so, what purposes do our lives serve? Can we stake any claim to true choice or freedom, while, if we are so bound to the vagaries of chance, what are we that we so behold as great and our philosophers so reverentially call Man?’

‘Well, there are many who would ask you, where is God in all this?’ I ventured.


‘God?’ he echoed. ‘God? Surely you don’t believe that…’

The question had to be left in abeyance. The phone rang and my receptionist Margaret put through a call from a local hospital about a patient. I had to excuse myself to Ronnie, saying that we should have to continue our discussion very soon but on another day.
That day however did not present itself at all very soon, and although we did have occasion to resume it, it was not quite in the way either of us might have envisaged.

He did come to the surgery from time to time, but his appointments, usually in the course of busy and pressured consulting sessions, were not conducive to sitting back at leisure to resume our tete-a-tete; while even on that Friday when he had brought his little Sherie with her sniffle and cough, all I could do was to examine her and advise treatment, it being only when I was opening the door to see them out that Ronnie, taking deep breath, mentioned the story that he had written.


And when he presented that Monday morning with his manuscript, his comment about his interview with the Department of Immigration had quite possibly been true. I accepted the reason for his hurry on trust, but not without a certain unease as I sensed about him a woebegone air of ‘damned-if-I-do find work’ and ‘damned-if-I-don't’: damned in the event that, if employed, he may not prove equal to his tasks, and damned if he should be knocked back, any rejection being a further assault upon whatever buttresses of self-worth he still possessed to cling to.


I recalled all this as I took his manuscript from its yellow folder, acutely aware again of the treacherous tightrope I was walking between too enthusiastic praise and too tempered reserve.


In terms of its intent, Ronnie's story was sufficiently absorbing to hold my attention. And that it was derivative, that was clear right away. But what was especially striking, given Ronnie's dourly fixed orientation towards the biologically reductionist, was the source of his derivation - the Bible! - although, upon having read it in full, it was not without its own particular logic.


And so, with a good deal more than a thimbleful of unsettled apprehension, I sat back in my chair, and set to reading his story, cryptically titled, Of Clay That Bleeds and Clay That Bleeds.

And this is the story told of Noah of Beth Olam in his time.


It happened that Noah knew Binah and God remembered Binah. And Binah conceived and bore a son. And Noah was forty-eight years old when his son, his only son, was born to him. And Noah circumcised his son on the eighth day according to God's commandment. And Noah named the son that was born to him Baruch, for his son was a blessing upon his advancing years as was his prayer of thanksgiving a blessing unto the Lord.


And Binah said to Noah: ‘He is our little lamb that I have borne to honour our days.’

And it came to pass that on the tenth day, Binah fell ill with a failing of breath and a spitting of blood and on the twelfth day she died. And Noah buried her on that same day as was the custom and was sorely grieved. And he prayed beside the grave and he prayed upon the setting of the sun, offering the prayer that was the prayer of his fathers: ‘Magnified and sanctified be His great name in the world which He hath created according to His will.’

And Noah took into his house a nursemaid to tend to the child and he sat upon the stool of mourning and did not shave and he read of the Book of Job as was the custom and did not sleep in the nights that were for sleeping so that his eyes grew red and his cheeks deep and his flesh sallow and his limbs did startle at every sound. And he gave ear to the words of his comforters who came to pray with him but he was not satisfied; for Maccabee Treisler said: ‘God gives and God takes away’; Isaiah Rachamim in his turn said: ‘It is not for us to question the ways of the Almighty’; and the words of Rabbi Chaskiel Amos were: ‘You shall rejoice doubly in your son, for he shall honour you and be forever a light unto the memory of his mother.’

But Noah was not comforted and remained heavily oppressed with grief and weariness, for so had he loved Binah who had been his right hand and his light.


And it happened that on the eighth day after the passing of Binah when his house was empty of comforters, Noah heard a voice call to him from the shadows and the voice said: ‘Noah’; and Noah said: ‘Here am I.’

And the voice said: ‘Take your son, your only son, whom you love, Baruch, and go to the nether corner of your garden and offer there your son as a temptation to God to reveal Himself.’

And Noah was filled with great fear and agitation and said: ‘I have lost my right hand; must I now lose my very sight?’

And the voice said: ‘Tempt God to reveal Himself that he may give reason for the evil thing that He has done unto you, for by the world Noah is a God-fearing man more worthy of good than of evil dealing.’

And Noah hesitated to do that abomination that he was bidden to do and said: ‘I have lost my right arm, by this thing am I to lose my sight; must I yield too my every reason for breathing?’

And the voice said: ‘If your name be Man, tempt God to reveal Himself that He may face judgement for the evil that He has done unto you and that He continues to do each day to all men. In your mouth lies their tongue, in your hands their will.’

And Noah felt a kindling of his blood and throbbing in his temple and a quickening of breath and he said: ‘This is a terrible thing that is asked of me, but may mine be the strength to tempt god and let my tongue be the tongue of the silent and my hands fulfill the will of such as are weak of will, for as I live the answers that God gave to Job out of the whirlwind they are not answers, for man is a creature that thinks and reasons and feels and must seek and live by answers that are true and not in ignorance of the ways of God that are to the eyes of man full with caprice and chaos and failing of comprehending.’

And Noah went in unto Baruch and the nursemaid that sat with the child sat: ‘He is fed and fast asleep’, and Noah said to her: ‘Go, you may retire for the hour is late’; and the nursemaid departed as Noah bade her and Noah lifted up the sleeping child from the cot and fetched a knife that was sharp and used for the carving of lamb.


And they went both of them together, the child asleep in the arms of Noah, and they came to the nether corner of the garden that the voice told him of, and Noah laid the child upon the table in the garden and drew away the blanket from around the neck of Baruch his only son, whom he loved, and Noah stretched forth his hand and took the knife wherewith to slay his son, and held his hand high and he trembled and said, ‘God, if you are indeed a God full of compassion and abundant in mercy, come show Yourself.’

But there was silence.


And again he called: ‘God, if  You are the God of Job, boundless in love and unbounded in might, come then forth again out of the whirlwind as You did unto him.’

But no whirlwind arose and there remained only darkness even under the moon and the stars of the night, and out of the darkness the voice that had before spoken to Noah returned and said: ‘You cannot now desist for God is a god that savours the taste of blood.’

And Noah brought down his hand with the knife that was in it and pricked the neck of the child and from the neck of the child there issued blood and the child let out a cry and still God did not speak and Noah said: ‘God, do not force upon me this evil thing by Your silence when by a single word may my son yet be saved, my only son Baruch who was named as a blessing unto You and when by that word Your Name may be restored to greatness and honour among all men.’

But still God did not speak.


And above the crying of the child, the voice that had spoken before said: ‘Your challenge must be total for God is a god that thirsts with a mighty thirst for blood’; and Noah thereupon closed his eyes and brought down the knife again and said: ‘God, if You have mercy, send down Your angel, even as you did unto Abraham.


But no angel descended and Noah felt a wetness on his hand and a stickiness and a warmth and the child forthwith did cease the crying and there was blood upon the face of the child and upon the hand of Noah and the blood spilled upon the table and spilled too upon the ground and still God was silent, and Noah said: ‘What must I do now, for I have lost my right hand and my sight and my every reason for breathing, and still He has not revealed Himself, neither to show His face nor to give explanation nor to face judgement for the evil He does to man and that He compels them to do in his name?’

And he asked again: ‘What am I to do?’

But lo, the voice that had spoken before, it too no longer arose and Noah saw with clearness and terror the abomination that he had done.


Now it happened that the nursemaid had heard the crying of the child and looked out through the window upon the garden and saw the deed of her master and took to screaming with a mighty scream that men came running in the night and after them their wives and they called into the garden the keepers of the law and when they had all gathered together, the neighbours and their wives and the nursemaid and the keepers of the law, they saw that the child Baruch, the son of Noah, his only son, lay dead upon the table that one among their number called an altar and Noah was on his knees upon the ground and he was holding between his hands a figure that he had made from clay and dirt and the blood of the child, and he was breathing mightily upon it and Noah said: ‘After our likeness shall you be formed of clay and dust and blood and you shall praise me who has created you and you shall honour me, even me, mere man, while I, even I, when you have a soul that my breath shall have given you, shall torment and pain and destroy you and shall offer no reason therefore.’

And he breathed mightily upon the figure that he had made but it did not move nor did it take in breath nor was there pulse beating in it and Noah held it high for all that were gathered there to see and he said: ‘Mightier than any god am I, even I, even man, forever and forever and forever!’

And he brought the figure down and there was none to recognise the sum of the shattered parts.


And the keepers of the law with gentleness raised up Noah and led him away and he said to them: ‘This place shall henceforth be called Mavet-El for in this place has God been slain, and this earth shall henceforth be called Ein-El for it is now and forevermore without a god.’

And the men of the law delivered Noah unto the courts where judgement was passed upon him for the terrible thing that he had done and he ended his days in anguish and in empty babble in a place called Beit Cholei-Nefesh that was a hospice for the sick and deranged.


And in his seventieth year he died.

Having jotted some brief notes about the story on a scribbler pad, I resolved to phone Ronnie as soon as circumstances allowed. What I would in essence tell him was that, as far as I could tell in such matters, the piece was thoughtfully and well composed, that I had found the telling of it very absorbing and that he had brought out some interesting tensions that struck at the very heart of the modern perception of God’s absence in human affairs. Concerning these, I should be very glad – say, at the end of a day’s consultations - to discuss its implications, both in its own right and in relation to the original Abraham and Isaac story and to the trials of Job.


Opportunity to phone did not arise until the next morning which was the Thursday. When I did call, his telephone remained unanswered, and once more remained unanswered when I tried again towards evening.


On completing my routine home visits the day after, I intended to call Ronnie yet again, but when I arrived at the surgery, Mary passed to me a message bidding me phone Martin Trethowan.


Martin was direct.


‘He nearly slipped away from us this time,’ he said. ‘He very nearly did. But that wife of his, find me another such vigilante. She must sleep with her eyes open. I’ve put him into Havenell again. I thought I should tell you.’

‘Oh? What happened?’

Martin, well on the way to a professorship, spoke with the full force and assuredness of one already occupying that chair.


‘Seems he had a bad day, Tuesday. He’d had an appointment for a work interview with the Department of Immigration the day before, but at the last moment, he was such a bundle of dread about a possible knock back that he cancelled his application for the job. Stage fright, cold-feet sort of thing. There was also something about a story he gave you on the Monday that seemed to worry him a bit. But what really sent the wheels rolling off the rails was that no sooner had Ronnie withdrawn his application than he found two big bills in his letter-box which he couldn’t pay. Those bills threw him into a downright panic. He took out his desperation with a tantrum against his wife and got into a quarrel with his father over money.’


‘That's all he needed,’ I said.


‘That really was all he needed,’ Martin repeated. ‘Well, by last night, he’d really worked himself into a frenzy and at about two or so, took quite a cocktail of his medications. Mercifully, his wife woke up, heard him rummaging in the bathroom, caught him with the open bottles and packets and called me. The long and short of it is that I’ve put him into hospital again.’


‘And what do you expect from hereon?’ I asked.


‘Let’s just say that I don’t like what I see in the crystal ball. I would prefer to say that, with Ronnie again awake, all's well that ends well. But I’m afraid I can't. Such Ronnies don't carry manufacturers' guarantees of long wear or survival. For all our clinics, talk therapies, analyses, group sessions, pharmacology and shock treatments, we’re still too often helpless before such chemistries as his. And, given his chemistry, Raphael… When I think of his wife, his child and the unborn one on the way, I consider every day as a day gained that we spare his Shula from wearing black.’

On setting down the receiver I resolved to visit Ronnie at Havenell after the morning’s consultations. What I should say to him, I didn’t know and it was with apprehensiveness of my own that I went to the ward pointed out to me by the sister-in-charge.

As it turned out, the words found themselves.


Huddled beneath his covers, Ronnie proved barely reachable. He lay on his side facing the wall with his knees drawn up, sullenly purse-lipped and dully blinking. 


‘Hello, Ronnie,’ I said on reaching his bedside, keeping to the lighter side of solemnity, but well short, too, of bluff hail-fellow-well-met.


Ronnie returned an almost inaudible grunt and brusquely kicked a leg under the blanket.


After a brief interval of silence during which I watched his covers rise and fall with deep, almost angry, even resentful breaths, I tried again to engage him.


‘I read your story, Ronnie.’


At this, he kicked both legs and drew his blanket higher up his shoulder.


I persisted.


‘I found it strong and very evocative, and, provocative, too, which, I guess, is what you wanted it to be.’


A crack appeared in the marble. I had breached his silence. Heaving breath and shaking his head, Ronnie answered.


‘Burn it!’ he said.

‘Burn it?’


This time, Ronnie did not move. He looked fixedly at the wall before him.


‘You want to keep it instead? Keep it then! It doesn't matter one way or the other. Nothing matters! So...’

Supporting my weight on my hands at the edge of the bed, I leaned over him more squarely.


‘You may be right, of course, I replied, ‘but, as Orwell might have said, nothing matters, but some things matter more than others. Shula maybe, no? Sherie? The baby on the way? Hm?’


I caught a flickering of his eyes and seized the advantage.


‘You, Ronnie, presented me with a story,’ I said. ‘Let me offer you another in return. One that I read in my teens and runs something like this. Listen.’

‘When the Jerusalem Temple was being built, numerous bricks were cemented layer upon layer into the structure. From them were raised its high, imposing outer walls; from them were built its chambers and its storerooms; from them were constructed the anteroom for leisurely assembly, leading in to the large inner high-vaulted hall for prayer and for sacrifice, and, towards the rear, towards the raised Holy of Holies where, flanked by cherubim,  the Law was kept within a tabernacle wrought from the finest cedarwood to be had.


‘At the base of the wall that supported that Holy of Holies there was one brick that decided it wanted to be no part of the Temple.


‘”What am I?” it asked. “What are any of us, if not mere mixtures of clay and sand, if not coarse, rough and worthless accretions of mineral grains, and mud, basalt and bits of straw? In a world where nothing stands forever, what ultimate purpose or value have I, have we? Yesterday, we were the stuff of-powder, today cemented bricks sure of being knocked down in time to come, and then crumbling back to powder again. For what gainful purpose then is this part in between? Why bother with the year in, year out tedium of bearing this burden if powder and basalt are to be the end of it all and nothing more? So, I want to be released, I scarcely matter," it said.


‘And the brick, with all its might, notwithstanding the massive weight upon it, began to free itself from its place. With great effort, it succeeded in cracking the cement; it created a space between itself and the bricks immediately around it; jot by jot, it inched itself out of alignment. And what happened? Surely, Ronnie, you can guess. What else, but that the wall itself weakened, began to buckle and went on to cave in altogether and collapse into rubble? And the tabernacle in the Holy of Holies too crashed to the ground, and, with it, the Law kept within, which was thereby buried and damaged lost to those who worshipped it, found sustenance in it, and lived by its precepts.


‘And the brick, chancing to look upon this, said, "What have I done? How could I not have seen it? What I am, I am; what I am made of, that is beyond my dictate. But even as I am, I had my allotted place in the wall; I had a function, I had a purpose. And if that function was to serve the good of others, then that alone should have been sufficient. For, in being for others, I am also for myself; and however solitary and singular that I was to myself, yet, as part of that wall, I nonetheless belonged.

Ronnie showed no sign of being impressed. But at least he responded.


‘Fairy tale! Fiction! Fantasy!’


So I pressed on. The mid-afternoon light had paled and a dull torpor pervaded the ward.


"So, yes, Ronnie! I say it again, you may well be right. Apart from being what we are, this world may indeed be, as you write, Ein-El, without God, if, by El, you mean something above us, beyond us, transcending us. But so what? Can you deny that it’s at least Beit Adam, the home of man? And so what, too, if our origins are lowly, or if we are the stuff of chance, or we are rose petals tossed about every which way by whatever wind may be blowing at the time? We are what we are. But even as we are, and should there truly be no God, is it not we who come nearest to what we conceive as God through our intelligence and gifts for compassion, love, mercy, empathy, service and so on? You too Ronnie, you too! And, because of that... Because of that..."


I probed the air with an emphatic finger.


‘Because of that, you also matter. As Shula matters! And Sherie! And your other child who is on the way! Because everyone matters! Everyone and everything! Like the brick in the Temple wall, important in its own right, and for what it meant to all others around it. And if, every morning, you feel that you need a reason for rising, then invent your own! If you believe you have no meaning, then create that too! Just go on, go on, and keep going! And you have ability, Ronnie! The very piece you gave me shows that! Don’t waste it! Just as the appetite may only come with the eating, so the zest for living may yet come with the doing. Let yourself go, reach out and seize the day!’


I had spoken with a vehemence quite out of character on my part, but all the more fervent, even desperately evangelical the more I felt that I was beating my head against the wall of Ronnie’s indifference. Left to go on, I might well have spoken of folk who had true reason to suffer, folk such as patients of mine who had lost children to brain tumours, or in cot deaths or car accidents, or who themselves had cerebral palsy or widespread cancer, or were forever bed-ridden or chair-bound; folk who had been truly dealt poor hands by life, and yet - and here was the punch - who nonetheless clung to it, accepting all, bearing all, and with what faith and boundless good humour, snubbing their noses at all setbacks that conspired to put them down.

 
But Ronnie aborted any such elaboration.


‘Seize the day!’ he snorted.

He then tossed his chin.


‘Thank you for coming!’ he said. ‘You've done your duty. Your conscience is clear. You may go. And do spare your breath! I've never cared for the stuff of the pulpit or the soap-box.’


The hold upon Ronnie by his savage chemistry outweighed any claims to influence that I may have harboured by mere words. Hence, confronted still more resolutely by Ronnie's back, I strangled much that I may have proceeded to add, except for one last sally before I left.

‘If I can help with anything, Ronnie, let me know. We may indeed be made of elemental dross and tacky clay and sticky fluids. But, alive, Ronnie, we may with fellow feeling, humility and goodwill do for ourselves and for each other more, far more even than any supposed God.’

If what I said had any measure in it of catharsis, Shula Silver needed catharsis far more. She was desperate and near destitute.

I met her as she emerged from the elevator with Sherie as I was about to enter. Hence, I stayed behind, the three of us moving to a bench in the foyer.


‘I... I don't know,’ she said, moist about the eyes. "Where will it all end? Is there anything you can still do? Or Doctor Trethowan? Or anything I can do to stop him from going down all the time from bad to worse?’


The daughter of the Klempfners, occasional customers of my parents, Shula had first come to me soon after Ronnie's own early visits and subsequent precipitate fall into depression .


Elaborating at that time on Ronnie's account of himself and his family, she had said, ‘Before we married, I knew he had certain difficulties which seemed to stem from his home. He could get moody and self-doubting despite his successes, despite his gifts. I thought that together we would overcome them, and I truly believed we would. He was too special to let go. He had a vibrancy about him, an intensity, and talent - music, writing, acting, chess, debating, and other things, especially at university when he’d left Medicine for Arts - and, when he was happy, he was such fun to be with. In a half-dozen words, he could paint a picture; when he told a story, he was ten characters in one; when he talked ideas, talked about his plans, his wants... What can I say? I loved him, I did, and I still do, I do...’


That had been about a year before.


On this occasion, however, about to go in to Ronnie, Shula stood before me downcast, her lower lip quivering, her eyes ringed by shadows and her cheeks, normally a healthy pink, become matt alabaster as she held Sherie in front of her. Her belly bulged in her advanced stage of pregnancy. She could well have done with at least two full days of sleep.


“I don't know what to think, what to do anymore,’ she went on. ‘He says, he keeps saying there's no point to anything anymore. Nothing has meaning. Not our marriage. Not Sherie. Nor having more children. Nor work, talk, ideas, ideals, evenings out, exhibitions, expectations, plans - all those things that once drew him in so many directions all at once. And what he’s also saying is that I should leave him and that I should find someone else, because he is finished, he's in the grip of something he can't resist and he doesn’t want to drag me down as well.’


‘And you, Shula, what do you say?’

‘Me? I'd like to think that there is something, or someone down here or above that may yet bring him out of it; while I believe, too, that… that…’


‘That?’


She glanced towards the ward where Ronnie lay in his strait-jacketing cocoon.


‘That, deep down, Ronnie would like to think so too and be able to find a niche for himself where things do matter to him, a place in which he is an essential part of something whole and worthwhile to which he might contribute a part of himself that is valuable, valued and lasting. But, as he himself asks when he’s in a better frame of mind, where is he to begin?’


Shula brushed Sherie's satin-smooth hair with her fingertips.


‘When I remember how happy we were at times,’ she said. ‘The high points - meeting Ronnie telling some tall story at a student party, the orchids he brought, the chocolates, then the ring, the wedding, Sherie, buying our first house, his work when all was still going well, the discovery that I was pregnant again. Or when I think over how much of ourselves we have invested in the marriage, despite the troubles, the occasional differences, the upsets - little nothings which have never so much as touched the core of what we have created together. When I think over all these things, can I let it all go now, as he wants me to do, and my parents too? Let it all pass like sand between my fingers, blow it away like a puff of smoke, forget it like it’s never been? I hate what they say about him, dropping words like instability, mental illness, madness, mentally crippled. Should I therefore, as they keep telling me, for the sake of Sherie and the coming baby, stand back from Ronnie as though he were some leper or outcast or something? And, even if I did make a mistake, as they also insist, can we never find again those moments that will make all of this worthwhile bearing and seeing it through? Is there still sufficient reason for me to hold out hope?’


Almost right away, Shula straightened, gained a more purposeful look and said in a firmer tone, ‘I’m sorry. What an appalling third-rate film this must all seem to you.’


Mercifully, she had let me off the hook of having to answer her plea too forthrightly. I was free from having to put on King Solomon’s mantle. For, had I been compelled to wear it, what would I have said, recalling Ronnie’s parting sally, ‘Do spare your breath! I've never cared for the stuff of the pulpit or the soap-box’? Would I have, if only by a hint, prepared her for the prospect, as Martin Trethowan had put it, that she might soon be wearing black? Or that, yes, I too believed that Ronnie would like to think there was something higher, adding that, if anyone ever needed someone higher, even if it had to be invented, it was Ronnie? Or said that, whatever lay above, beneath or beyond this world had scant relevance to our lives? That only those things that were in this world truly counted, and that it was in this world alone where the individual mattered most, transcending all else, with hope being everyone's inalienable right and final bastion left after all other defences fell, that hope, if it had a voice, appealing, ‘Hold on to me! Cling to me! Trust me! I am here for you, even if by my wordless presence?’

By her diversion, she had given me pause to consider. And where I may have been too honest, on looking at Sherie and at Shula's swollen belly, I recalled the lesson taught to me by Professor Lehmann in the case of Adina Zyskind, ‘Say what you will, but do not remove hope.’


‘No, it’s not a film,’ I said. ‘Don't give up. Give him time. Hold fast, be there for him, I do believe we'll pull him through.'


Leaving her and Sherie soon after, I walked out of the hospital where I had once been a student and made for my car. But I did not immediately turn on the ignition. Instead, I sat awhile looking through the rear-vision mirror at the solid structure behind me where, as I pictured it, Ronnie lay, still curled in his bed, clinging to muteness with Shula and Sherie sitting by.


For my part, with words – platitudes to the last - I had tried to bolster; first, Ronnie, then, Shula. But in the end, had they truly been bolstered? Did Shula go to Ronnie any more encouraged after our encounter? Was she even if by a jot more emboldened, the pain of loving Ronnie transmuted into a surer, more supple resilience both to deal with the present crisis, and, if Martin’s foreshadowing was right, to confront, still unbeknownst to her, the brutish denouement that might come?


I didn't know. On our parting, she wore the same mantle of worry, gloom, even fear as before, with no telling gesture, leavening of concern or tentative easing of the tightness in her lips to indicate that my words had in any way entered her soul. But, sitting behind the steering-wheel, reluctant to leave just yet, I had a vision, a swiftly manifest unsettling one as vivid as the hospital itself and as painful as razors cutting into flesh. And in that vision, Shula was in black, Sherie clung to her skirt, while Shula, cradling a baby in one arm, levelled the forefinger of the other at me, accusing: ‘You cheated me, lied to me, left me with pipe-dreams. When you said, “Give him time”, I believed you; when you said, “I do believe we'll pull him through”, I believed that too; and when you said, “Don’t give up, hold fast, be there for him”, I did all of these. I trusted you, I clung to your words, I let myself embrace that hope. And yet, you deceived me. With fine talk, with fictions and false expectations, when I know now from Dr Trethowan that neither he nor you truly had much hope. How falsely you led me to believe that Ronnie and I might yet again be as happy as we had been at times. And now...’

From where I sat, I glanced at the sky, scanned the lush green lawns of the hospital grounds and, further beyond, made out high-rise apartments, office-blocks and shopping towers, at whose feet I imagined a welter of streets crammed with houses, theatres, eating places, parklands, garages, railway stations, bakeries and shops all crowded with people – people all made from the same rhubarb that Ronnie had spoken of; yes, from the same molecular rhubarb and electric circuits, to give him his due. And yet - could he but see it in another light! - what beating of the pulse, movement of breath, and visions, talents, inspirations, sensations, aspirations, conscience and perceptions and creations of beauty it was capable of, even if it did also possess an underbelly of pain, inertia, fear, decline, disintegration and death. On catching a glimpse of my own slowly deepening wrinkles, tiring eyes and greying hair in the rear-vision mirror, I saw in one swelling jumble both the reasons to exalt and the reasons to despair, and quickly looked away, the better to shake off Ronnie’s contagious gloom and adopt for my own sake the same, however counterfeit, luxury of hope I had tendered Shula.


And were Shula ever to level a finger at me charging me with deception, I would unreservedly answer ‘Yes, Shula, mea culpa! a hundred, a thousand times over, if, even for a sliver of time, you would have been buoyed on that crest of hope I offered which, the less sustainable it became, the more exquisite was it too, and the more precious, and the most human offering that, even less as a doctor than a fellow human being, I could offer.’


I looked one last time upon the hospital, inscrutable and thwarting in its much-windowed brick stolidity, turned on the ignition, shifted the gear-stick into position, pressed the accelerator once, twice, a third time, and set off again, back to the surgery and to another confrontation with the demons at play with humanity so subject to the mercies of the myriad elements in immeasurable combinations that made up that homunculus we dignified by the name of Man, the while recalling with what ache of my own Shula’s plaintive ‘When I remember how happy we were at times.’
