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LIKE A LILY IN SUMMER, YELLOWING LEAVES IN AUTUMN









Serge Liberman

A short chubby man, Anshel Zyskind had a touch of the Pickwickian about him and an air that, given the right circumstances - a Sabbath dinner, a Passover Seder, a bar mitzvah or a wedding - could be the very advertisement for camaraderie and good humour. One felt that, at a word, he could summon up one or other anecdote about a Hershele Ostropoler, Menachem Mendel and how many shlemiels , beadles, matchmakers and pranksters besides brought with him from his alte heym in Kaluszyn to his newly adopted one, half a world removed in Melbourne's Balaclava. His face was a perfect lunar orb and his cheeks unspoiled silk, while such hair as he had formed a thin grey ring around a knitted white skull-cap in the centre of his otherwise bald head. While he did convey the air of self-assured bonhomie and ease in his own milieu, it was with timidity and troubled searching eyes that he first approached me as I was leafing through patients' files in the tiny sisters' station in the ward where his Adina had been admitted for tests.

Having graduated only two months before, it was my first day on the wards.


‘Forgive me for intruding,’ he said. ‘My… My name is Zyskind, Anshel Zyskind... I am... I am Adina Zyskind's father. She’s my...’


I laid down the file I'd been scanning and stood up, extending a hand to him.


‘Ah, yes,’ I said, ‘I'm glad you've come.’


I indicated a second chair.

‘Please, sit down.’


He did so, asking with a tremor in his voice, ‘Do you know, or does anyone know what’s wrong with her? What her sickness is?’

‘No, not yet, we’re still looking. But maybe you can tell me something about her, about the changes that you have noticed in Adina, about her illness. It’s always better to hear it at first hand, rather than simply poring through others’ written notes.’


Zyskind was glad to talk. Indeed, he seemed relieved to be able to do so. But first he nodded, pensively, and with a biting of a lip.


‘I'm beginning to know how Jacob must have felt when he received the news about Joseph.’


‘Oh?’ I said.


‘I mean... You see... Joseph was Jacob’s most beloved child. Adina is my only child, and a child of my later years. The war, you see, made many begin really to live only late in life.’


He paused.


‘She's a delight, if only her mother could have lived to see how she’s blossomed. But a senseless accident, a car hitting her at a crossing. She was only forty-three…’


Zyskind looked away briefly as though he may have been hiding a tear. And indeed a faint moistness had appeared alongside his cheeks.


‘If only she could. Adina’s been so wholly unspoiled. Dutiful. Good. Special. Special, as Joseph was special in Jacob's eyes. And in so many ways accomplished too.’


The forefinger of one hand absently traced circles on the back of the other.


‘Piano, for instance... And painting... While she can never get enough of theatre, film, art... And history, recent history, which no-one in our time can possibly escape... What I mean is… What I’m saying is that everything has always been an open book to her. Everything... One who puts her soul into everything she does…’


In different circumstances, he might have made a creditable matchmaker.


‘But recently...,’


He paused as if to fully harness his thoughts.


‘But recently,’ I prompted.


‘But recently, things changed. She stopped reading, stopped watching the news, became quieter and more withdrawn and... and a thing unusual for her, she stopped coming to synagogue with me, where, before, she wouldn't miss a single Shabbes. She was either too tired or she had a headache, or the weather was too hot, or too cold, too blowy or too wet, or... Whatever it was, she stopped coming, saying that God would forgive her if she didn't go. Apart from which, she became moody, turned away from me even in the middle of talking and seemed often near to tears for no clear reason that I could make out… Or rather, putting the change in her down to studying too late, or to some trouble she might have been having with her Michael - her fiancé, that is - or to things that only women knew about. If only she still had her mother to talk to...’


Zyskind loosened his tie and unbuttoned his collar.


‘But it was none of these. That much became clearer. I could tell. They were so out of character. There was something she'd been hiding, until she could hide them no more. As when her stomach cramps that she only later admitted to having suffered for a month seized her more strongly and made her hold her breath or stopped her in mid-speaking...’


He fixed me with a full-faced focus.

‘So, what is this? What does it add up to? What can it be? I should like to believe it's nothing serious. God is good... My life has not always been easy, but at its very worst - back home, when the millions were falling and I lost all of my family too - me He spared, and I had a peaceful life here, and a good marriage while it lasted, and I have a joy for a daughter...’ – he  straddled forefinger and thumb over his eyelids and nodded faintly – ‘But if this thing... this thing with Adina is serious, what purpose was served by being spared that hell only to confront it now, the whole thing making no sense either then or now?’


Theology interested me then only as an elaborate exercise in mental calisthenics, neither its speculation nor its rhetoric bringing me any nearer to explaining the illness that had brought Adina into hospital. It was more practical to bring Zyskind back to immediacy.


‘What have you been told so far?’ I asked.


‘Nothing,’ he replied. ‘Or as good as nothing. Dr Yanov who was here before you... He... Fine man that he was, he had buttoned lips. Every time I asked him, he would answer, “We're working on it”, or “We need more tests...”, and then, “still more tests...”. Every day, tests, tests, more tests!’


I flicked through the pages of her file.


‘From what I've read here,’ I said, ‘that's all anyone's been able to do till now, I'm afraid. She hasn’t been here long enough to do much more. Certainly nothing's been overlooked...’


‘Yes, yes,’ Zyskind cut across, raising his palms by way of placation. ‘I understand, I do. Tests are necessary, I know. You must find out. But the outcome... What these tests will show... That is what I'm afraid of. And, in the meantime, the not knowing... That, too, is so hard, even though I do cling to the hope that...’


Adjusting his skull-cap with a hand, he glanced briefly upwards.


‘Doctor?’ he asked. ‘God has given you children maybe?’


‘Also a daughter,’ I replied. ‘A one year old. Nechama we call her.’


‘Nechama,’ he repeated. ‘Comfort. Consolation. May she indeed be a comfort to you in times of need. Though better that you be spared such times in the first place. And may you have more daughters and sons also, and love them all. But...’ - here, he laid a light hand on my forearm – ‘may you never know the hurt that goes with the loving, the greater the love the greater the hurt, and greater still the torment of being helpless, helpless at the mouth of an abyss…’


Following a brief reflective pause, he stood up, more quickly than he needed. The cushions around his eyes sagged with the weight of the sleep-lost.


‘Forgive me for having intruded,’ he excused himself again as he had done at the outset, ‘and for taking up your time. You are busy, I know, but one word more permit me to say. You are a doctor, and healing hands are a gift from God. May you use them well and may it be given to you and your colleagues to heal my daughter. While I... and this is what I really came to say - if I can help with anything... with anything at all, you need only ask. I will do, I will give everything that is in me to give, so God be my strength.’

I had seen Adina for the first time earlier in the day. That morning had been my first in the ward, and I felt myself every bit a greenhorn.


‘So, Doctor Janov has deserted me, has he?’ she had said rather perkily when I introduced myself to her. ‘Gone to Plastic Surgery, and left you holding bath, baby, bath-water and all, it seems?’


She was sitting upright against her pillows and her smile which brought her whole face to lively mobility was contagious. She had spunk, she had spirit. Her black eyes were alive; fugitive, flickering dimples played beside her mouth; and she so tossed her head that her glossy black fluid hair rose and fell in a lush descent to her shoulders where a mole sat plumb on a collar-bone.


‘With you above all,’ I replied with commensurate levity.


‘Lucky you!’ she said, smoothing her blanket over her with lithe, light-weight movements. ‘Your turn for three months' trial by fire, like Dr Janov before you.’


‘Till April.’


‘April?’ she repeated. ‘Excellent! That will take us to Easter, to Pesach. To you then will fall the mitzvah of healing me before then and to us -  Father and myself - the mitzvah of inviting you to our Seder.’


‘That is kind of you,’ I replied, not having yet thought that far ahead, the bigger draw being to see out each day without mishap.


Adina, too, returned to the immediate.


‘Meanwhile, the sooner I get out the better. I can think of fifty-one places where I should rather be, and a hundred things I should rather be doing. I've lost five days here already, classes will soon be resuming, I have a mass of reading I must still do, while Michael - that's my fiance - he's planning to fly down from Sydney next week.’


With that, she flicked a wrist towards a pile of books that lay on her night-table: Shakespeare, Tolstoy, Beckett and Flaubert - all unopened and serving more as a base for a photograph of herself and - I presumed - her Michael, a tall cheery fellow in yellow T-shirt and shorts, and, surrounded in turn by some Get Well cards, a vase of carnations, a box of cherry liqueurs, tissues and her watch.


‘We'll have to get you well soon, then, won’t we?’ I said in reply.


‘From your mouth to God's ear, as they say.’ she said, pointing upward.


‘But first, in your own words, tell me, what has the trouble been?’


Adina ran a nimble gaze over me and rubbed her nose playfully.

‘Ah ,if I were given ten cents, just ten cents, for every time I've had to tell my story… First, Dr Bennett, my GP, then Dr Janov, Dr Lambert, the Registrar, Professor Lehmann, now you...’


She told her story nevertheless: a brief recounting of mounting listlessness, moodiness, nausea, fevers and sweats, and, more recently, stomach pains and a drop in weight.


At this last, she patted her belly through the bed sheets, saying with a much-dimpled laugh.


‘Though that won't hurt. I was always on the dumpy side, with some thanks lately to Michael too, those chocolates, for instance, being from him, even as he says that he can just see in me a future venerable matriarchal look. As for the outcome,’ - she rapped her temple – ‘you'll probably end up telling me it's all in the mind."


What effort it might have been costing her to be so cheerful, even flippant.

‘You have reason to think so?’


‘Well, you know. Studies – Beckett, who is enough to depress the sanest man, Iago's treachery and poor Desdemona as its victim, wayward Emma and Karenina, all of it so cheerless... Why we can't study Shaw, Wodehouse, the Marx Brothers, De Vries instead, I don’t know... And then Michael who keeps talking of setting up office here, but doesn’t - he's an economist, seconded to a Sydney firm for six months... Then there's a particular drummer in a band, who's hot on my heels because I once joked that I liked his hair or some such silly thing which made him believe the rest of him was as appealing. And then these pains of course… And so on... And so on... All those big and little traumas of a nineteen-year-old sticking out her head like some turtle from beneath its very cozy, all-too-cozy, sheltering shell.’


She followed that with a swift dismissal.


‘Oh, I'm not complaining,’ she said. ‘You asked, so I just offered my own penny's-worth of theory.’


‘Could be,’ I said. ‘But now will you let me check you over?’


Easily and unabashed, she slipped down in her bed and let herself be examined. As with her story, there was little lead, save for some tenderness in the lower belly which caused her to wince as I pressed, and a suggestion of firmness there.


The examination completed, she sat up again and rebuttoned her blouse as I studied her chart at the foot of her bed.


‘Well, Mr Doctor,’ she said, again smoothing out the blankets. ‘Anything there? Gold? Diamonds, maybe? Or maybe a snake eating up my insides?’


‘What a vivid imagination you have,’ I was prompted to reply. ‘It shouldn’t take much longer to find out.’

‘Which means, I suppose, more Othello, Beckett and Tolstoy to cheer me on while I wait, hm?’


‘You could try Thurber,’ I offered. ‘Now, there’ll be something different for you.’


‘Now that’s a great idea,’ Adina said brightly, as, tossing her head as she had done before, her luxuriant hair again rose and fell across her shoulders. ‘I’m sure my father will stop by a bookshop if I call him.’

She must have put her idea into instant effect, for, by evening, when Zyskind had first sought me out, James Thurber lay bookmarked beside her pillows.

Three days after our initial encounter, Zyskind and I spoke again.


Adina was not improving. On the contrary, her pains were mounting while her charts continued to show low spikes of fever and dropping weight. X-rays were inconclusive and, with present-day technology not yet available to identify any deeply lurking disease, there was no other recourse than to call in the surgeons.


They had already seen her when he approached me, and Adina had told him.


‘An operation?’ he asked, his eyes wide and frightened. ‘It is serious then?’


His collar was unbuttoned and his tie askew beneath the dull green cardigan he wore that was beginning to fray. His cheeks had become more drawn and his scalp around the skull-cap more matte.


‘There is no other way? Other tests maybe? Some treatment to try first? Something less… less radical?’


‘If there were...,’ I began to say, but stopped there as Zyskind cut in.

‘Yes, yes. I shouldn’t even have asked. I just want to spare her... She's all I have... But… But like I said the first time, if there is something I can do... Something... Anything...’


‘I have kept that in mind,’ I replied. ‘But for the moment, just be with her. You, your friends, her friends, her Michael when he comes down...’


‘Yes... Yes.... And what of Adina? Has she said anything herself about the operation?’


From the entrance to the sisters' station where we stood, I could see her chatting with her neighbour in the adjacent bed. Her distinctive delicate profile could have made any sculptor glad.


‘She's as stoic as a tack,’ I said. ‘Brave even in the way she dealt with it.’

‘That’s Adina all right. But I wonder how much she is keeping inside.’
On telling her the surgeons’ recommendation, she had bitten a lip pensively, looked about the ward, rested her gaze upon the lush expanse of municipal gardens reaching far outside the window, and, with a twitching of her nose, returned smartly to the present to trace an imaginary line along the blanket from her navel downwards.


‘When it's over, will they close me with buttons or a zip?’


When, the following day, the surgeons operated, the worst suspicions met with dour confirmation. A biopsy of the tumour was taken and her belly closed. Nothing more could be done.


That notwithstanding, she recovered well from the operation and sat out of bed on the third day. She was remarkably composed.


‘Well, then,’ she said. Needing no more pain-killing injections, she was back to full lucidity. ‘What did they find? Gold, like we said? Diamonds? Or the snake?’


‘No treasures, no snakes,’ I said, trading banter for banter, bound to a conspiracy of deception agreed upon by my Registrar, by the head of the unit Professor Lehmann, and no less by her father. ‘Just a cyst, although considerably congested and inflamed.’


It was deception, no two ways about it. And I felt ill at ease. But was full disclosure to be preferred? For, as Professor Lehmann remarked on recognising my discomfort, ‘If you, young Dr Bloom, were in that young lady's shoes, pretty, nineteen, a student, in love, and believing that one day you will come to taste, explore and experience the world all around you to its fullest, which would you choose: to be left to hold to that rose of illusion until it fades of its own necessary nature, or to have its stem summarily snapped at the neck, with just one wrench being denied all its colours, tastes, scents and other delights still to be had in this same world which, in situations like these, let’s face it, simply stinks?’


‘A cyst, after all that?’ Adina said, smiling faintly through a film of dried debris smeared across her lips and teeth. ‘At least the wretched thing has a name. And it hasn't been in the head after all. So now I suppose you'll give me some pretty rainbow pills to go home with, I’ll be able to get back to my books, complete my course, and, with God's will, begin to prepare for the day next January that Michael and I have chosen, as one of my friends put it, for one plus one to become one.
In keeping with the licence I'd given him, abetted by Professor Lehmann and Dr Lambert, Anshel Zyskind sat for long periods beside his daughter. Where deception had been deemed the better ploy for Adina, her father, from the outset, could only have been told the truth, which no amount of mollifying talk of available treatments could make more palatable.


He wore no tie at all now, nor a suit, but a creased suede jacket sitting on his shoulders any-old-how. His cheeks, too, had lost their sheen as had his eyes which had until but recently reflected a good-humoured, optimistic predisposition. Only the skull-cap remained a constant, sitting, as before, well back on his balding head.


‘I knew what you would find,’ he said when I broke the news to him. ‘I knew it even before you told me. A man's bones... a father's bones do not lie, even if he chooses to sustain himself with fictions and hopes when the expected is all too cruel. But when the expected proves to be true, what consolation, Doctor, what consolation is there then to be had? Dare I still hope for anything? Or still have cause to pray for some reprieve? Where is God in all this, where, when again He is so needed?’


Zyskind - survivor, orphan and widower as the full definition of the man struck me then – here checked himself. Blasphemy did not sit well with him and he held back from speaking anymore in that vein.


Instead he said, ‘When Adina was born... when she was born, I believed that, having survived in a world that had been hard and ugly and destroyed even the best, we would nonetheless as parents bring out precisely the best in her and nurture it towards the finest that could be had – the love of God, concern for others, love of music, books, art and so on, and the use of her talents to the fullest in the one life given her on this earth, to spare her the menial life that Europe had made our lot. And the same for any other children we may have had.’

He pounded at air with an ineffectual fist.


‘We meant well. But who could know that we’d be cheated. All we were permitted was one child. Then my wife, my wife… she was taken away; and now, after all the love and care we put into this child…’


He found it hard to go on. He turned away, and, waving a hand over a sagging shoulder, returned slowly to sit with Adina.


I too spent considerable time with Adina between other duties in those early post-operative days. I let her do most of the talking. Although there were many times when, on viewing her from a distance, I saw her in deep spells of seeming pensiveness, in our exchanges she held to an overt cheeriness, even, under the circumstances, to perverse buoyancy. She elaborated on her plans; talked of completing her studies, of marrying Michael, travelling with him to Paris, Venice, New York, and taking up painting or sculpting, or, on graduating, cornering some obscure field to make it all her own - the hierarchies of Aztec deities or some such thing, she joked - all fitted in between giving her father a brood of little Michaels and Adinas to dote upon, blessings which, with all else having been so sorely taken from him, surely, surely, he now deserved.

There being no more to offer her except for such rainbow pills as she had herself talked of to stem any pain or nausea that could re-surface, I prepared the papers for Adina’s discharge. However, on the eve of leaving, she bled. She had become more nauseated throughout the afternoon while her belly cramps which had till then been minor and attributed to the healing wound, rebounded with cutting ferocity. And suddenly, after dinner, in a setback as dramatic as it was unexpected, she vomited blood. By the time I reached her in response to Ward Sister Cunningham's urgent summons, Adina was pale and limp, her pulse was feeble, and her skin clammy and cool. There was blood on her chin which a nurse, herself bespattered, was wiping clean with a cloth.


After an overnight transfusion, Adina's condition had rallied and stabilised.


‘Can't say that my blood goes all that well with the green tiling,’ she saw fit to say, looking down at the floor. ‘Is that how cysts behave? I thought mine was taken out. Or...’ - she now fixed her gaze upon me as if to seek out some tell-tale give-away – ‘Or maybe the snake’s still in there playing funny games?’


I was quick, perhaps too quick, to shake my head.


‘I’d say it’s one of the tablets,’ I said, glad to have a diverting alibi. ‘It's probably irritated the stomach lining to cause this. A dose of Mylanta should help and then some iron tablets to keep your blood topped up.’


With Anshel Zyskind, I had again to be more direct, unable to palliate his doleful and unslept state, so depleted now of its former lustre. As I bade him sit on a bench in the foyer where we met, he shook his head, rocked his fists, breathed quickly and fearfully 


‘I can’t understand this!’ he remonstrated. ‘Any of it! Yesterday, she was about to come home; today she’s … Why is this happening? Why? What have we done to deserve this? Surely it's no sin to love one's child above all else, is it? While, after Europe, after the camps, after coming here and starting all over again, breaking my nails in a scrap-metal yard and sparing every penny in a rented flat while attending night-school, hoping as a book-keeper to make something better for us all and give her what we could not have... Then to work long hours, lose my wife, lose her so pointlessly... What must a man do to gain some happiness in this world, to be permitted to look forward to quiet and comfort in his old age with health and with grandchildren to enjoy? You’re a doctor… Maybe you know… Why is this happening? Having lost so much – my birthplace, my family, my wife, my peace - why must I lose even Adina, why, the last and most precious possession that I have left? Am I in some way to blame?...’


He struck the back of the bench on which we sat and erupted with a vehemence the more pained for being out of character with his gentler nature.


‘No!’ he cried out, causing a passing nurse to pause and startle momentarily. ‘No! And no again! It cannot be! God, if He hears this, may He forgive me my arrogance, but I've done nothing, nothing, just as His servant Job did nothing, and His people Israel did nothing, and Adina has done nothing to be put through such trials! I've always tried to be decent, honest, just, and, as God Himself must have witnessed, always taught Adina to be like this too. And yet... Why? Why? Why this abomination, this ugliness, this torment?’

He blinked once, twice. The cushions around his eyes were a shade removed from black.


I had no answer. During term breaks and other less harried times as a student, I had read smatterings of Genesis, Job, Kaufmann and Kierkegaard, and Buber, Russell, Kafka and Camus, some of which I had retained, more of which I hadn’t, but I could offer him nothing. I was also reminded of the gauntlet that Levi-Yitzhak the Hasid of Berdichev had thrown down to God, challenging:



What do You have against Israel Your people?



Why do You afflict Your people so?



I beg you give me answer,



For, as I am Levi-Yitzhak, son of Sarah, 



Son of Sarah of Berdichev,



I will not stir from here



From this spot I will not stir,



Not until there is an end to this



Nor until the exile, too, it comes to an end!



       Magnified and sanctified be His Name! 

But nothing in my reading, nor in my experience as a medical student or doctor to that time, assisted me by one iota in salving his pain. The very best I could do was to look into Zyskind's face wilting as if robbed of a century of sleep, and say with a helpless upturning of my palms, ‘I know no more than anyone else. These things happen. Even in medicine there’s much we can’t yet explain. They just happen. Every day. Everywhere. Without any reason that we yet know.’


Anshel Zyskind shook his head. Vigorously. Resisting. Defying. Denying.


‘Then God must know!’ he cried out this time. ‘He must! Just as He must surely have His reasons, even if He chooses not to let us know them! Else, it can only be whim! Indifference! Callousness! A turning away of His face! Or chance! While, if it be any of these, must we simply endure all as they are handed down? And continue to praise even as we lose our every last sustaining reason to praise? At what point may a man break his contract with God?’


Kafka's guiltless K. had been hauled to a quarry, killed there with the thrust of a knife like a dog. Anshel Zyskind, too, I had every good reason to suppose, had been guiltless. And Adina's mother. And Adina, certainly. But, on reflection along another tack, why attribute to supposed guilt supposedly divine retribution, whether against the one or against the millions, when birth itself was from the very outset already seeded with its own indictment, trial, verdict and incontrovertible sentence?


I was about to concede, ‘Yes, perhaps God does know,’ when I was spared upon seeing my paging number appear on a screen above the entrance to the ward.


I left Zyskind then who, on parting, said, ‘I’m sorry for taking up your time. These are questions that are for me to deal with. I should not have drawn you in.’’


He need not have apologised. Except for palliatives - to Adina in the form of medication, to Zyskind as words - time was the most valuable thing I could offer, and an ear to his every foraging through the chaotic undergrowths of existence for clarifications, explanations and reasons for holding on.

That evening, with Adina’s father gone, I went to check her progress as I had done several times throughout the day.


Apart from the heavy breathing of other patients now asleep and the occasional rustle of bedcovers or cough accompanying changes in position, the ward was quiet. The curtains around Adina were drawn and the light over her head shone through. Adina herself lay still with her eyes closed and her arms beside her. Under the light she looked more fragile than ever, more than ever a slender lily tossed to the thorns, with her hair spread across the pillow in tangled strands. Crusts of dried blood not fully wiped away clung to her lips. The infusion dripped slowly.


‘I asked Sister Byrne to switch on the light,’ she said, opening her eyes as I entered. ‘I couldn't sleep. It's so eerie, you'd think I was in... in some place of horrors. And I can't help but feel so alone...’


One corner of her lips flickered. This was the first time, it struck me, that she had truly permitted herself to drop her defences.


‘You're not really alone,’ I said. ‘Your father... Michael... Your friends... They all love you...’


‘Poor Father,’ she said, picking up on the word. ‘Have you seen his face, really looked at it? He tries so hard to smile and keep me smiling too, while in his office, even as he's bent over his clients' books, I know he's praying.’


She took to rubbing the mole on her collar-bone with pale slender fingers.


‘Have you ever been alone?’ she then asked. ‘Truly alone, I mean? When everything around you is no longer a part of you, when you are no longer a part of them, and nothing except your thoughts seem real anymore?’


She stirred in me vague resonances of such sensations, but no actual experiences.


But she did not expect an answer in any case. For she went on:


‘There's so much to think about then, to think over, and remember.’


‘Such as?’


‘Oh, you know... Home, my studies, holidays, Mother's big and happy dinners with loads of guests when I was younger, and then Mother gone; and playing Ophelia at school, receiving a prize from the Governor for a statewide essay, and the Ionesco Michael and I saw the last time he was here, and all sorts of other bits and pieces; and Father... always Father these last years that he’s been alone... A wonderful man who taught me so much... About people, places, other ages, and ideas, even those he’s inwardly disagreed with, and about being human... most of all about being human, saying always, “Everything has a surface and everything has a core. It's the same with people. Whatever you see on the surface, always look deeper to seek out that core. More than what they say, listen to how they speak, look into their eyes and watch them sometimes when they’re alone. There will you find them as they truly are, and what is in their hearts, and in their minds, and what means most to them.” That's how he himself looks at everything, at everybody, at you doctors too.’


She talked on. As I sat by her bed, offering her of my time, she clutched at both the shorter and the longer strands of memory's wisps and straws – tennis tournaments, films, class debates, seaside vacations, socials, scholarships, paintings displayed on Open Day, her parents in the front row watching her in a play, these mingled with snatches of San Marco's, Covent Garden, the Louvre, Jerusalem, places which she and Michael planned to visit – stopping in mid-flow as she glanced at the infusion that continued to drip, slowly, steadily, drop by drop along the tubing.


And when, seeing her lapse of a sudden into a prolonged closing of her eyes with her breath moving evenly in and out as if in sleep, I rose to leave, she rustled her sheets, looked again at the infusion and said, ‘This blood you're giving me... Is it... Can it... Will it cure me?’


In reply, I said, ‘It will strengthen you.’


More than that, I did not, could not, bring myself to promise.


Adina did not press. While gentleness was more truly her due, it was she who was being the more gentle. 


‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘Thank you for being honest. At least I will be stronger. And in the morning, when I wake, tell me, whom should I read? Shakespeare, Beckett, Tolstoy or Thurber?’

The next day, she bled again. I had her transferred to a single room. Anshel Zyskind came to me in near-panic.


‘Again?’ he said. ‘And then again maybe? Where… How will it all end? And as for my place in this… I have shut my office… Is there something... anything that I can do? Even in the smallest way?’


His lips, become slate-grey, quivered.


‘Sit with her,’ I said as I had said before. ‘Give her sips of water. Ice-cold water. It may stem the bleeding, hold back the nausea, settle her stomach.’


He set about the task with dedicated single-mindedness. Often throughout the day, I would see him pass between the kitchen and Adina's room, carrying jugs of crushed ice in water which, having poured into a glass, he would hold to her lips, supporting her head the while, Adina sipping thirstily from it, her own hands shaking from infirmity as she too held the glass.

Passing her room frequently in the course of other duties, I would see him adjust her pillows, smoothe her sheets, straighten her hair and caught snatches of their conversation.


‘As soon as you’ve recovered, you know what we'll do?...’


‘I won’t recover..."


‘We'll take a trip. You've always wanted to visit your mother’s Uncle Dudi and Auntie Doris in New York. And then we’ll go on to Boston to see your cousins Luba and Shoshana...’


‘I'll never be well enough...’


‘And you'll finish your course and then with Michael, you'll...’


‘It will never be...


‘Of course, it will...’


‘Why did they move me here? On my own?...’


‘I asked them to. So I can help without being in anyone's way...’


‘And why do they hide the charts? They never did that before...’


‘No-one’s hiding them? The doctors, the nurses, they need them at their desk...’


Each time he stepped out from her room, Zyskind emerged more distraught than before.


‘I've become a brazen liar,’ he said, kneading fist in palm on one such occasion, ‘ and God how I hate it, how I have always hated it. It goes so against the grain of everything I've ever believed and taught her about honesty, sincerity and truth...’

He then clasped my forearm. His grip was firm, it was desperate.


‘Can't something more be done?’


‘Everything possible has been done, is being done,’ I replied.


‘If it's money... I don't have much, but if it's money, I'll...’


‘It isn't money.’

‘Can't someone else be called in then?...’


‘We've called in everyone who can help. The very best.’


‘Perhaps interstate, overseas?...’


I shook my head.


‘Or maybe... maybe something's been left undone... not thought of... not considered?...’


Again I shook my head.


It was late afternoon. I was weary. Night and weekend duties superimposed upon the regular daily stints were exacting their toll. I should have wished to feign hope. But even that I couldn’t. Zyskind, for his part, rubbed a temple as if to still a pain there.


‘Perhaps, then...,’ he ventured. ‘Perhaps something may still be found in time. God is good. As it is written, God is merciful, He sustains the living and supports the fallen, He heals the sick and frees the bound. And in Him is the power to help. And He must help! He must! He can’t turn away! He must answer when He's called. Surely! For, if He doesn't, then... If He doesn't, then what is it all for?..."


For a time, however, he did find reason to hope and see his plea requited. Adina did not bleed again. Pale though she was and more wilted, she recovered some of her cheeriness, sat out of bed, ate with a restored appetite, gave extra care to her hair, and occasionally sat with a book in a lounge-chair under a window.


‘Look,’ she said on one of my morning rounds, smiling fetchingly as she held up a slender volume before me. ‘Like the doctor ordered. A bit of lightness. DeVries this time. A giggle a line, a laugh a paragraph, like the jacket says. Not like those English, French and Russians our teachers so load on us, all of them so sombre and grave like the night.’


Her father, in turn, himself much wearied but buoyed anew, took my hand.


‘Is it true? A miracle has taken place? The way she's improving, with the colour coming back to her cheeks, her eating so much better, and reading, even walking now, and talking... Thank you, thank you! Like I said that first night. You’re a doctor, and healing hands are a gift from God. May He give you long life that you should continue to use them well.’


I wished that he had been less effusive; I wished he had not let himself fly so high.


For, sure enough, Adina plunged again, whereupon Zyskind also fell. For, more quickly than he could countenance the fact, Adina's pains returned, grew worse. Then the whites of her eyes became faintly yellow, her cheeks lost whatever tone they had regained, her hair lost its lustre, and, from then on, true to one course of her disease, her skin yielded fully to a widespread jaundice. A reed of her former self, she returned to her bed which, it became clear, she would never leave again.


I examined her daily, prescribed different pills in keeping with Professor Lehmann’s and Dr Lambert’s instructions, or raised their dose, for cramps, for nausea, for an itch that now began. But all of it was patchwork. The lily among the thorns proceeded more surely to wilt, with the stem that Professor Lehmann had talked of now nearer than ever to snapping. On my rounds, Adina submitted to every examination, asking no questions, saying little, her eyes revealing all there was to say. Sinking continually into deepening sockets, they turned duller, more staring, even colder, the last words I heard from her being an ambiguous ‘Thanks for Thurber’.

Day after day thereafter, Zyskind sat by her side, watching his daughter flicker ever more weakly. He too seldom spoke now. He held her hands in his own, rested his brow on a dome forged of her fingers intertwined with his and sustained himself with snatches of sleep in his chair, feeding her in between insofar as she could eat, sponging, combing and cleaning her, and straightening or changing, whenever needed, her wet, soiled or ruffled sheets.


Adina's speech lost coherence altogether and soon after she lapsed into a coma.


‘This is how it must end, Doctor?’ Zyskind asked when I came to Adina's room at the conclusion of one morning round. ‘Just like this? So willy-nilly, senselessly, flat? Surely... Surely, after everything I've... after everything she's been through, we could have expected better, no?’


As it was also written, there were seasons for talking and seasons for silence. We had, the three of us, talked ourselves out. Now, there was little to say.


I laid a hand on Adina's shoulder – my hand, the doctor's hand, God's gift.


‘What we expect,’ I began, ‘and what we are given…’


I had wanted to finish with ‘They’re not always the same, I’m afraid’, but I let the sentence hang, the chasm between expectation and reality being irrelevant then, and too evident, with the time for silence having come.


From then on, with the door partly ajar into her room, Anshel Zyskind prayed without cease. With prayer-book in hand, he stood beside Adina, rocking and swaying, swaying and rocking, at times raising his voice with a fervour and intensity that might better reach whatever or Whoever sat on high. But the matte white walls, the cracking ceiling and the dreary green linoleumed floors conspired to confine and fetter all prayer, petitioning and bargaining resolutely to earth.


And finally, as had to be, Adina lost her breath, she lost her name, she lost her space. The lily had begun to wilt long before, and now the stem too finally broke. Her passing was quiet. A feather could not have come to lighter rest.


The ordeal over, when I confirmed to him her death, Anshel Zyskind, rheumy-eyed and unshaven, shut his prayer-book, nodded vacantly, bit a lip and, wordlessly, left the ward. Retreating forlorn down the corridor, a figure alone - now truly alone - he walked with his shoulders fallen forward. Something about him was missing. And as I continued to watch him, I saw: it was the skull-cap that had till then sat assertively on his balding head.
