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THE HOUSE BEHIND DRAWN CURTAINS









Serge Liberman

Near the Pigdon Street corner in Rathdowne Street, a proverbial stone's-throw from the Talmud Torah where Nahum Berlinski was cantor, stood the Berlinski house well-recessed behind a neatly mown garden bordered by shrubbery and trees. The chrysanthemums and azaleas were still in bloom, a jacaranda rose high, while one could almost taste the lemons weighing down the branches of the tree abutting the fence. There were two cars in the driveway and a garden-table and three cane chairs on the porch leading to the door. The blinds were drawn, but the house yielded no other allusion to the bereavement that I had been skimpily told about.


I had just returned from a hospital visit when a young woman, Rivka Ernest, Chazan Berlinski's daughter as it turned out, phoned the surgery.


‘There has been a death in the family,’ the voice said, its hard staccato tone grating on the ears. ‘My mother is breaking down! She can't come to see you! But she does need to see somebody!’


At the end of the morning’s consultations, I set out on the call.


"Ah, yes, the doctor," she now said as she – and only she could have been the caller - held the door open to me. ‘Come.’


Her appearance matched her voice, spare, stern, terse. She may have been nearing forty and looked slimmer in black than any other colour might have allowed. Her hair was combed back into a bun above a black satin shawl.


‘Very simply,’ she presented the issue in a nutshell, "my brother died the day before yesterday. In a car smash. My mother is taking it badly.’ And she added, as if driven by inner necessity, "the rest of us are trying to be strong.’


Passing by the lounge-room, I caught a glimpse of a man in black suit who must have been her father, the cantor. Unshaven and heavy-eyed, he was seated on a low black stool, bent over a leather-bound book which he held open before him. Beside him sat a bigger man who nodded as I passed. All paintings and photographs had been turned to the wall. A mirror in the hallway was draped in black.


‘My mother needs a sedative of sorts,’ said Rivka Ernest as she guided me along the passageway to her mother. ‘She hasn't slept a wink these past two nights.’


‘Hm-hm,’ I replied non-commitally. ‘I will see.’


We entered the bedroom which smelled of talcum powder, dust and stale perfume.


‘Mama,’ Rivka Ernest addressed her mother in the same terse tone. ‘The doctor is here.’


Malka Berlinski lay in bed, facing away from the door. She tried to turn. Her feet pushed at the covers and her shoulders stirred. But the effort proved beyond her.


‘It's natural, doctor, I know, this... this sort of grieving,’ said Rivka Ernest, standing back, ‘but she won't eat, drink, or...or even rinse her mouth.’


She jerked her head upward. In that gesture, her jaw, already small, seemed smaller still and more pointed, making her appear all the more severe.


‘I'll leave you with her,’ she said. ‘If you need me I’ll be just outside.’


I walked to the side where Malka Berlinski had to see me. Criss-crossed by tangles of grey dishevelled hair, her face was swollen. There were moist shadows in the runnels between her nostrils and cheeks. Her eyes were flushed.


She made another effort to rise and this time pushed herself up to lie back against her pillows. Her nightgown hung loose on her shoulders, creased and askew.


‘A doctor they call,’ she said. "For injections, pills, medicines, and for this or that, when they know that even God can't help by bringing him back…’

I placed my case on the floor beside a chair over whose back her dressing-gown had been carelessly thrown.


‘That chair...,’ she said, ‘Now that you're here, sit down...You may as well...’


I did sit down and waited for her to speak again, watching her as she swayed to and fro and bit her knuckles, already darkly bruised.


We could have expected anything but this,’ she now said, impelled to speak. ‘When the police came to the door... My daughter told you? The car skidded, hit a pole. He died on the way to hospital…. God Almighty, who was being punished? Who? Ben? His wife? We?’


‘Punished?’ I asked.


‘Punished!’


‘Will you tell me about it?’

‘What's the use?’


‘It may help.’


The smell of perfume was strong beside the dresser where I sat. On its glass-covered surface stood a nest of coloured bottles, a lipstick, a hair-brush, a comb. Several framed photographs lay turned face downwards.


‘Only the impossible can help!... A miracle!... Only his being brought back!... And the blotting out of the last three days…, no, these last months, the whole year, as all our enemies should be blotted out... If only we had done differently, reacted differently, relived our years from the beginning but in a different way... But we couldn't... Who can?... A chazan and his wife, certainly not! So we are paying now, and, may God forgive me, I can't believe in miracles, while in our time, there are many things I can’t believe…’


She paused to sniff, wiped her nostrils with a tissue and sniffed again. Then, more collected as she wiped the moisture from her cheeks, she said, ‘You knew Ben, maybe?’


I vaguely recognised the name. Ben Berlinski had graduated from medical school three years after me, entering hospital medicine just as I was leaving it.


‘By name mostly,’ I said.


‘And what did you know of him? What everyone knew of him? That he was a good-hearted, decent, fun-loving boy? That everything came easy to him? That he had a good head, made friends with everyone, would help anybody, anybody who was in need? That was all true, every word. But that he liked the nurses and the nurses liked him, did anyone tell you that? Or that he fell for one, a gentile nurse, even though his father was a cantor at the shul and people liked to talk? This last year’s been such a hard one. His father, may I be forgiven for saying it, he is a soft man in everyday matters, but when it comes to Torah, to the Law…In these past twelve months, they had many arguments. They argued again the night he was... the night he died.’


Malka Berlinski rubbed her swollen eyes with finger and thumb. Her nostrils became pinched, her jaw hardened.

‘Things could have been so different.’


‘Different?’

‘If we hadn't taken Ben’s good sense too much for granted. If he had kept to his old friends. If he hadn't started with the nurses. If that girl Stephanie hadn't turned his head. If the Torah, may God again forgive me for saying this, if the Law was not so rigid. Or his father, may he live for an abundance of years, whose guide has always been Torah and could never be anything else. If, if, if... If this… If that… But now it's all impossible, nothing can be changed. Like I said, Ben fell for her and nobody could talk him out of it. He said that she would convert. He even suggested that his father could be her teacher. We needed only to meet her to see for ourselves how fine and genuine and loving a person she was. But his father said, no, no, no! It wouldn't be, it couldn't be, he would not let it be! And there followed soft words and kind words, and then harder and angrier words, and threats of being disowned. His father tried to reason with him, pleaded with him to think through what Ben was doing to the family name, to his father’s position, and the disgrace that he was bringing, the breaking with tradition and the slap in the face he was meting out to the millions who over centuries had given up their very lives to preserve. But Ben wouldn't listen. Not to his father, to me, to his sister or his uncle. And if all this was not already hurting us all to our depths - how he could do such a thing, to this day I don’t know, I can’t understand - Ben still went ahead and brought her home. But like I said, in such things his father is hard, but he always remains a mensch. He didn't throw her out like we have heard others do. But all the same he refused to see her. He went instead to shul to pray that the whole thing may quickly come to an end.’

Malka Berlinski shook her head.


‘Even prayers didn’t help. Ben went beyond any turning back and it caused us such anguish that, raised as the son of a cantor in the very heart of a tradition that had so much to give of itself that was rich and wise and beautiful, he could yet turn so far away. And how far? So far as to marry his nurse. Thank God, not in a church, at least – that would truly have killed his father – but in the registry office with one of his medical friends, so we learned, as best man. After that, his father shut himself away for a month. He couldn't look anyone in the eyes. People thought he was sick, which, in a way, deep in his spirit, he was. But... But what he didn’t do was to tear his lapel, or sprinkle himself with ashes. For all his earlier threats, he could not give up his son. He permitted Ben to visit the family home. But only Ben. Not his wife. He could relent and yield just so much, but no more... And if he wouldn't accept, I couldn't accept, even if it would have meant peace, I would have accepted her, I would. For, every people has its good and its bad and I was prepared to take her for good, altogether a sensible girl when we met, and softly-spoken, and truly as attached to Ben as he was to her. But done was done and…’


Just then, an audible ruction arose from the hallway. A woman's voice, Rivka Ernest's, said, ‘The doctor's in there.’ And there followed a man's harsher, haughtier tone. ‘And what does he say?’


Malka Berlinski glanced at the door, then, shaking her head, shut her eyes from which a tear or two pressed through.


‘Ach, they're quarrelling again,’ she said. ‘Even now... Even now...’


The voices subsided. Malka Berlinski now looked aside and wiped her cheeks as she had done before.


‘One month ago…,’ she resumed with a tremor in her voice, ‘Three months ago, they had a child. A boy. You are still young, Doctor, and may you never know this in your own life, but you can’t imagine what it is to have a grandchild and yet not have it. Ben invited us all to the brith and Rav Steinfeld the mohel to conduct it. May he be granted long life, but my husband couldn't bring himself to go, and, under the circumstances, Rav Steinfeld, a long-standing friend, also declined. In the end, a hospital doctor circumcised the child. As for myself... I am a mother. And a Jewish mother, no? I could not stay at home, I couldn’t. And my husband said, ‘You want to go, go. Only God can guide, not I.’ So I went to the hospital. And I saw Ben’s Stephanie in the foyer. And believe me, when I saw her... I must have been made of metal ten times stronger than steel if my heart didn't break into a thousand pieces there and then...


‘And then on Sunday, two days ago, Ben came here. He almost begged his father to accept the child. Again they argued. I couldn't stop them. Who could then foresee what would follow? But then, if we had foreseen…? In the end, Ben left. My husband had held out against Ben and refused, but never had I in all our years together seen him so distressed, so crushed, repeating as if he had to explain himself, “I can’t accept... Not in my position... Not as a teacher of Torah. Not as a cantor. And not as a Jew...” And then, barely an hour later, the police..., the police..., they were at the door...’


Outside the room, the voices resurged to shriller loudness.


‘Can't anyone mourn nowadays without drugs, pill-pushers, quacks?’


‘Paul, you're an animal!’


Malka Berlinski pursed her lips. Her flushed swollen eyes brimmed with a new well of tears she had been struggling to contain.


‘So, tell me, Doctor, do you think you can help? Or that God Almighty can help? Or anyone, when... when my son is dead, his wife's a stranger to us, and the child’s an orphan? How it hurts, all of it, how it rends the heart apart.’


‘I am genuinely sorry about what you have gone through,’ I said, reaching for my case, ‘and please accept my condolences. As you say, it’s not a situation for pills, injections and so on. I can only wish you the strength to pass through the ordeal and a long life with better days to come, But if something does come up in which I can help, then…’


‘All I need is sleep,’ she cut across. ‘Sleep, and the hope that when I wake, it will all have been a horrid dream. So, Doctor, my daughter meant well and I thank you for coming. But there are others out there who are really sick and need you more.’

The man's voice penetrated through the door again.


‘So when are we going home?’ it said. ‘I'm hungry, tired, sick of everything.’


In the hallway, Rivka Ernest was waiting for me. Anger had honed still further her sharp-edged features. Behind her stood Paul Ernest, in his forties, tall, lean, grey-streaked and scowling.

When he saw me, he drew himself to full height. He held a pipe in his hand.


‘Ah,’ he said. ‘And how is Mama?’


His clipped tone was laced with sarcasm. He addressed himself to me, but directed the scorn at his wife, while it was to her that I spoke.


‘Your mother needs support and closeness, and the assurance that no-one is to blame or could have foreseen what happened..."


‘I was right, then,’ Paul Ernest tossed his head in righteous triumph. ‘I said she didn’t need pills or anything of the sort.’

‘Like you’re always right,’ Rivka Ernest threw at him.’


Her words were meant to bite, but her husband was not bitten.


‘Time will heal, like it heals all things,’ he said, drawing on his pipe. Then he turned to me. ‘You know how it all came about, I suppose.’


‘Paul, leave off!’ said Rivka Ernest.


‘Mrs Berlinski told me,’ I said. ‘So, please, excuse me, I really must go.’


‘Ben had a good brain, yet was still a fool. Something like this was bound to happen.’


‘Paul!’ Rivka Ernest pleaded. ‘He's dead! Have respect!’


‘It's the truth!’


Rivka Ernest could not stop him. She turned and headed towards the lounge-room.


‘Pincus!’ she called.


‘An intelligent fellow,’ Paul Ernest went on, ‘a cantor’s son, with a decent profession before him. Then blows it all through sheer stiff-necked stupidity. The whole city is talking, my own clients among them.’


‘Surely, you exaggerate,’ I said, edging past him.


He leaned nearer towards me about to press some point, when Rivka Ernest returned. Behind her strode Pincus Berlinski whom I had seen earlier sitting beside the cantor. He extended his hand.


‘Doctor, I am pleased to meet you,’ he said.


Pincus Berlinski was a big man, as tall as Paul Ernest, but broader and more benign in his smoother-edged appearance. He wore a skull-cap over a bald patch and his voice resonated with an air of authority.


‘Paul,’ he said, laying a hand on Paul Ernest’s shoulder. ‘You may be right. But this is hardly the place or the occasion.’


The younger man bristled.


‘For what he did, any occasion is right. I am only telling the truth.’

Pincus Berlinski released Paul Ernest’s shoulder and tossed his head towards a room off the hallway.


‘Doctor,’ he said, ‘may I speak with you?’ 

The room was small and compact. It contained a desk, a bookcase and a bed. It had once been, I guessed, Ben's study, or, maybe, Rivka's, when she, too, was still a Berlinski. I suspected that their uncle had led me there to rescue me from his niece’s Paul. Outside, husband and wife had fallen silent – from my last glimpse of them, morosely so.


‘My sister-in-law has surely told you the story. And Paul, of course, had to add his bit.’


Apart from a non-committal nod of my head, I elected not to comment.

‘Though, in one thing, he is right. ‘We must rely on time to heal at least some part of her wounds. But how deep they are while they last, and how they fester and rankle. My brother, too, is nearly in pieces.’


‘I can imagine,’ I said.


‘He's an observant man. Beside him, I'm an apikoros , both a free-thinker and an ignoramus. But I can understand him. I could understand Ben, too. Stephanie, let's face it, is a genuinely attractive, personable girl, and intelligent and sympathetic. She is a nurse after all , with a caring nature that we do tend to associate with nurses. She also likes to laugh but is far from flippant; and when she talks, she makes good sense. If she were Jewish, my brother, sister-in-law, Rivka and even Paul would feel showered with the blessings of Abraham. But go, change facts. Jewish she wasn't and, to my brother, that, of course, made all the difference. We all tried to dissuade him, but events took their own turn. Stephanie became pregnant and there was nothing more we could do. Ben married her. He married her. Not out of simple decency, or honour, or chivalry. But out of genuine love, for, to watch him and to hear him speak around that time, he was happy. Happy! Happy! Not like that bickering pair out there, who, to add to their individual miseries, have no children and never will have. They have had all the tests and don’t want to go in for all these artificial means.’


‘And what of Stephanie and the child now?’

‘Stephanie? She's lives in their house in South Yarra. Her parents live in Warrnambool, but she doesn’t want to go back there. I suppose that, to earn her living, she'll place the child in a creche and return to nursing. And, like everyone, she too will heal. She's still a young woman, she'll probably marry again. While on our side, we will just as probably lose the child.’


Pincus Berlinski adjusted his skull-cap which sat on his head as though it were alien there and furrowed his high solid brow.


‘Did my sister-in-law tell you? Stephanie was at the funeral yesterday. She had every right to be, of course, but Paul made a scene. He wears his prejudices on a sleeve, as they say. “What's she doing here?” he shouted right at her. “Ben is a cantor's son, the son of a pious man. If it wasn't for her...” and so on. Rabbi Gettler, a gentle man with a gift for diplomacy, quietened him and directed the girl to another place out of Paul’s sight. As it turned out though, she stood very near Ben’s father. They couldn't help but see each other. Over the grave - perhaps there is symbolism in it - just before we threw the earth on the coffin, he raised his head and clearly saw Stephanie looking at him. She stood straight, with her lips slightly pursed and the tails of her shawl flapping about her neck. She didn't lower her gaze, while if eyes could speak, what would he have heard? She approached him after the funeral and maybe, just maybe, he would at that moment have been ready to speak with her, but Paul stepped between them, and, taking his father-in-law by an arm, hurried him away.


‘It was I who spoke to her instead. I went up to her and said, “I am Ben’s uncle. Please accept my sympathies.” She nodded, said a quiet “I appreciate that, thank you”, and looked away, fixing her eyes upon the rest of the family as, in the midst of the many other mourners who had come, Paul herded them to his car.


‘Stephanie herself had come by taxi. Leaving it to Paul to take my brother Nahum, Malka and Rivka home, I offered to drive Stephanie to her own home where a girl-friend was minding the baby. She accepted, and when I drew up outside her house, she sat for several pensive moments looking straight ahead, and then turned to me.


“Would you like to see the baby?” she asked, less in the way of a casual invitation than an entreaty, an appeal, a plea.


For myself, for her, for the family, how could I not wish to see it?’


On introducing me to her baby-sitting girl-friend, Stephanie led me to the child's room. It was musty and smelled of nappies and creams. Posters of animals and cars hung on the walls. In a corner cot, the infant was sleeping, its fist between its gums, its brow broad, its cheeks full - Berlinski features, it pleased me to note.’

‘”And what have you named him?” I asked.’

‘”Nathaniel,” she replied. “For the joy that was given to us.”’


‘”How nice,” I replied, at the same time recalling the verse, The Lord giveth and the Lord taketh, Blessed be the Lord.’
I could stay scarcely any longer at the Berlinskis. My next surgery was due to begin very soon.

‘I must go now, I’m afraid,’ I said, ‘but ought to speak with Ben's father before I do.’

I picked up my case and headed for the door.

In the lounge-room, Cantor Berlinski looked at me with a dull, beaten gaze depleted of any inner spark. True to tradition, the lapel of his suit had been cut; his cheeks and chin were bristled grey while beside him lay the Tenach, open at Job.


‘Please accept my...’ I began.


He brandished a hand before me.


‘Thank you,’ he said; then, as Malka Berlinski had asked, ‘You knew Ben, maybe?’

‘Only from a distance,’ I replied.

‘And you didn't go the same way?’


‘The same way?’


‘Marry… Marry out of his...’


‘No.’


‘Who is your father?’


 ‘He has a delicatessen in St.Kilda.’


‘Whatever he has or doesn’t have, your father is still a lucky man,’ he replied.

‘Thank you,’ I replied, and, having no more to do there, I bent towards him to recite the customary blessing, ‘May the Lord comfort you...,’


He then fixed me more concertedly with his gaze and asked in what was almost a whisper, ‘And did you...did you know my son's wife also?’


I shook my head.


‘No matter,’ he said. ‘No matter. I thank you for coming’


As I made towards the door, a new commotion arose in the hallway. Rivka Ernest's staccato voice cut through the prevailing oppressiveness.


‘Mama, go back! You must rest! Is the doctor still here? You tell her!’


‘Now what?’ I also heard Paul Ernest say.


Pincus Berlinski strode towards the door.


‘Malka!’ he said, reaching out to offer support to his sister-in-law, just then coming in.


Malka Berlinski’s dressing-gown was tied loosely about her waist. Her face was flabby and alabaster white, her hair fell in grey streams over her shoulders.


‘Nahum,’ she called out, ‘we’re sinning!’


Pincus Berlinski took hold of her shoulders with his large hands and led her towards a chair. But she freed herself and fell to her knees before her husband.


‘We ask for miracles, we pray for them! There aren't any! Not in this world! Not in this...'


The cantor bent towards her. I couldn't see his face.


‘Malka, dearest,’ he said.


‘Nahum! Nahum! Ben is dead, Rivka is childless. After them there is no-one, no-one!’


Rivka Ernest, pushing past Paul, hurried towards her. Stray hairs escaped from her bun. Against the black of her dress, her face was drawn and ashen.


‘Mama,’ she said, bending over her mother, then crouching beside her. ‘If I could give you a child...’


The cantor placed a finger on her lips.


‘Some things can't be helped,’ he said in an effort to placate.


Malka Berlinski took his hand.


‘Out there, Nahum, out there is Ben's child! Bring him in! And his mother! Let them be ours! For pity's sake, if for nothing else!’


Paul Ernest stepped forward. He looked at me, then at Pincus Berlinski for support of another kind.


‘What next?’ he protested.


‘Nahum, listen, please!’ Malka Berlinski persisted. ‘Perhaps pity, perhaps forgiveness, perhaps loving acceptance of the stranger at one's gates, the softening of our hearts is the miracle.’


Nahum Berlinski placed a hand upon her head.


‘Where does one find the strength?’ he said.


Rivka Ernest was sobbing. Her shoulders heaved, once, twice, three times, then jerked in quick convulsive movements. Her mother tried to rise but could not overcome her daughter's weight upon her.


‘This is madness!’ said Paul Ernest, pouting his lips and sucking at his pipe. He had walked to the window where his profile was sharp, lean, harsh.


Malka Berlinski turned her head, seeking her brother-in-law. There were depths of pain in her expression beyond any that, even as a doctor, I had yet seen.


‘Pincus!’ she called. ‘Bring her home! You alone know where she lives. And bring the child! The child!...’

I could stay no longer. I had to get to the surgery and there was nothing more for me to do in the Berlinski household. I nodded to Pincus Berlinski as he too moved to merge with the huddled group.


‘I will,’ I heard him say. ‘Nahum, just say yes and I will.’

Then I left, carrying with me the image of a sculpted group – a tight black-marble formation of a family suffused by anguish, but ennobled too by the exalting possibility, through so little as a relenting of heart, of the bringing of the stranger into its midst and, thereby, the forging of redemptiveness.
