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THE BOOK OF HOURS

by Matthew Weiss

A Note on the Text

The manuscript for Baruch ben Moshe’s strange, winding narrative was discovered in 1957 in a small cupboard in the kitchen of Maria Rosario Sevilla, who lived at the time in a modest one storey home in Salamanca, close to the university. For years, in her ignorance, she had been using the pages of the manuscript as papering for the underbellies of pots, pans, and colanders. Her son Ruben, the graduate student, home for the holidays, eventually liberated the manuscript, and brought it to the attention of an eager coven of Salamancan librarians. He recalled years later how he had left the bundle of papers, tied with a red ribbon, at the reference desk of the General Histórica, how it had been snatched up and paged through and fingered over, and how, despite these attentions, the manuscript vanished yet again during the course of the library’s 1958 renovations, and that, despite his, and his mother’s, many inquiries as to the text’s status.

Indeed, over the next few decades, the text would change hands a considerable number of times, appearing on the desks of not a few experts and many more amateurs, until at last it came to rest in the office of Solomon Krupnik, professor of Jewish Studies at the City College of New York, having, evidently, crossed the Atlantic. From 1981-1989, Krupnik worked closely with members of the Spanish Language department, particularly Javier Sobral, a joint professor in History, to produce a translation of the work. The difficulties, of course, were manifold: the text was written in an archaic Spanish shot through and through with provincialisms; its orthography was makeshift, idiosyncratic, and obscured by food stains and water damage; and much of the ordering of the manuscript pages was uncertain. As one can imagine, the process dragged on for many years. Although excerpts were to appear in various, scattered journals, notably in a special edition of Speculum, the journal of the Medieval Academy of America, a full treatment of the text was left among Krupnik’s papers at the time of his death. In 1992, when Sobral left CCNY to join the faculty of the John Carter Brown Library, he arranged for Krupnik’s papers to be transferred to their holdings, but despite this measure, Sobral was unable to continue work on the project, perhaps due to the birth of his first son.


This is where the matter stood until just a number of years ago, when the manuscript came to the attention of Jonah Peltz, Krupnik’s nephew, and the author of several novels as well as a collection of short stories, Time, Memory, Witness, which won the National Jewish Book Award in 1994. Peltz, with Sobral’s permission, undertook to organize his uncle’s papers and revise the translation of Baruch ben Moshe’s text, utilizing his (Peltz’s) sensibility as a novelist to, as he has said, “work over ben Moshe’s language, imparting to his conversational style the modern idiom so that his text might better speak to the modern Jewish reader.” 


The translation which appears here under the title, The Book of Hours, represents the fruit of Peltz’s labor. Its sensitive and deeply poetic rendering attests to Peltz’s skill as both a literary excavator and architect. Indeed, one hopes that this translation will bring both historical and literary recognition to its obscure originator, and place him in continuity with the same spirit that animated the freewheeling Cervantes as well as the stern, studious Moses Maimonides. It is dedicated to Maria Rosario and her son Ruben, who survives her, as two key links in the long chain of people whose lives have provided the stepping stones by which Baruch ben Moshe’s magnificent narrative emerges to us from the past


For this English edition, all quotations from Maimonides have been regularized to M. Friedländer’s translation of The Guide for the Perplexed, first published in 1881. This has been done, at some cost to flow, so that Baruch’s quotations may be more easily contextualized. For those who wish to follow along, Peltz and Sobral have surmised that the text Baruch had at hand consisted of the end of chapter 57, the whole of chapters 58 and 59, and a short, initial portion of chapter 60.


A more scholarly edition of ben Moshe’s text, accompanied by an analysis of Baruch ben Moshe as a historical and literary figure, is forthcoming from Oxford University Press, 2013.

-- M. B. White, Assistant Series Editor, Routledge Jewish Studies Series 

THE BOOK OF HOURS


My son, it is not a good time to be a Jew. Oh, but were one Maimonides of Cordoba and at least to have a name! No one cares what I say except you, my son, and you are nothing. In a thousand years, no one will lift a finger to save you from oblivion. Never forget that, my son, you are nothing, nothing like me. Indeed, let me tell you. A man came to our house yesterday; I was sitting in quiet contemplation of your mother, and I saw him through the window. He identified himself as Miguel or Juan or some other name; he was tall, thin, and had a little red goatee, and presented an all around disagreeable physiognomy. Baruch! he said. Do I know you? I asked him. Baruch, of course you know me, it is your old friend Juan. I leveled my gaze at him; I am sure I had not much of an expression on my face, for I was still distraught from reflection and study. I find that after reflection on the body of the world I am more likely than not to open the door when I mean the cupboard and the cupboard when I mean the door—what forgetfulness! Indeed, says Maimonides, in the examination of His Works, our knowledge proves to be ignorance. What wisdom in those lines! After reflection and study, I can barely remember my own name, let alone the name of some gentile. But forgive my digression, my son—this is the most important thing: Maimonides, he was a Jew who knew how to write! If they were not so precious to me, I would explain his words to you, my son; I would copy them out for you, carefully recreating the contours of each word, but I am sure you would fail to understand them. Did you not ask me once, my son, if the Lord, our God, could smile? I quote Maimonides: Superficial thinkers, he says, will doubtfully ask, Is that thing existing in the Creator, or not? Superficial! The words give me a picture of you. My son, you are a fool. I have known it all your life. Indeed, ever since I first saw you fall from the window of your room, I have known it; when you were twelve years old, I knew it as you fell to the ground like a rock, moving not a limb, putting up no fight. You fell and I could have sworn you were going to slip right through the earth, so limply, so willingly did you plummet, as if you expected the air to push you back up, as if you could let the air itself work for you. And then, when I picked you up from the ground and ordered you to explain yourself, you had the audacity to tell me you wanted to meet the Lord, our God, Ruler of the Universe—as if he would want to meet you! Oh, my son, if you had come to me, I would have explained to you what I knew; instead, you spoke blasphemy and took an apprenticeship to the bookbinder, Pedro. How much of my money will you return to me? Your mother gave you everything we had and you left us for Frankfurt, Cologne? What, was there not enough drink in Avignon? But there is time enough for that, and I was saying—


I said: this Miguel came to me at my door and said, Baruch, we need a scholar. I said, Miguel, you want my son, of course, the scholar. See how I flatter you, my son, even when you are not nearby. Miguel said to me, Baruch, we need a scholar of Hebrew. In town, a man, Ezequiel, has arrived, a learned man from Genoa, in Italy, he wishes to question you on some matters relating to the Bible in Hebrew for a gentleman of note—did you know this Ezequiel says he knows you?—moreover, he says he will pay you very well for your work. He finished. I confess, I was unable to stop myself watching Miguel’s red goatee buck up and down as he talked—but what significance his words had, like the soft shouts that greet a city at dawn! But unaware of their meaning then, I said, Oh, Miguel, if only you knew how busy I am! For I am given over to contemplation of the Lord. Ah! my son, if he had known what I meant by that term; if that Miguel had seen me curled in the corner, lashing together my bundles of grass, which I bound with mud to form the shapes of houses and even people, whose form I tried to fix against the backdrop of the world I perceived outside; if Miguel had seen me working with those false letters on the floor, he would have stared, and would have stared half again as awed if he had realized I intended the sky outside to mirror the form of my shapes. I could not explain it to Miguel at that time; for I know now wherein lay my error, I know indeed that knowledge of the Lord is fit only for the few—the few who spend their time reflecting on that which is deserving. I follow the scholar Maimonides in this. But at that time, I could only say, You see, the burden of knowledge is great, Miguel. Just ask my son. He comes down with splitting headaches and staggers like a fool after too much thinking. For all his learning, a knock on the head is enough to set him drooling. Oh, my son, I said to Miguel, if only you could meet him, if only you were the physician Maimonides of whom I’ve only heard, praise be to him and the Lord God, then, Miguel, you could to heal my son from his painful stupidity. Ah, pity me, what a wish!


For what a time it is for Jews, lovers of wisdom! I ask: since when has the knowledge of the Lord our God been fit for the multitude? Such a time is never a good time, my son, for you or for me. But enough of my complaints. Let me turn to your letter at last. You must still be in Frankfurt, now, as I write this. With God’s help, I can hire a courier to meet you there. I will pay all that he requires, indeed, as you should have! How should it make a father feel to find a courier at his door, carrying a dog-eared letter, written in a language incomprehensible to him—did you write it while carousing?—a courier, who needs a place to spend the night and reimbursement for costs, when all a poor father wants to do is be in peace to read the letter of his son and get some idea of the world! And of course even that pleasure was inaccessible; you can imagine the humiliation I suffered as I begged the courier himself to read your letter to me in order that I might understand you. The fact is, I waved him away early the next morning and, I tell you, as the sun rose in the sky and the room, so often dark and dusty, was cast in the reddish light of dawn, a color not unlike the color of your cheeks as you hunched over your books, grunting and humming so much that I thought if I brushed your forehead the insides would catch my hand on fire; as the sky lit up and I was thinking of you, my son, I brought all your letters out; I keep them all, the few you have deigned to write. I keep them around me, in the house, in various places. For example, some are nailed to the walls, above the grasses that line the corners of the house. Perhaps they do not smell where you are living now. If the following list will turn your thoughts to home, then here, I will write: we tread on rosemary, penny royal, oregano, marjoram, lavender, and sage—they line the walls, smolder on the coals, and adorn your mother’s rug where she sits alongside certain flowers, kneading dough in her smock. Your mother, of course, thinks she sees you in your handwriting and I have learned too as well after many years. Today, indeed, I read your letters to myself alone, over and over. You should see me! You would laugh, my son, at how seriously I take you. I read them over and over and I still cannot understand what you say. All I can think is that indeed the world outside my house is truly nothing like the inside. As Maimonides says, If you see an object from a distance, and on enquiring what it is, are told that it is a living being, you have certainly learned an attribute of the object seen, and although that attribute does not exclusively belong to the object perceived, it expresses that the object is not a plant or a mineral. It is sometimes as if, my son, I’ve never seen a living being. For my part, I am sure that for all of my life, with one great exception, of which I shall tell you more, I have never seen a living being and never will, for a living being is most certainly the opposite of anything I have ever perceived here in this house, where I can only perceive plants or minerals. I indeed keep a flower on the counter; I do not yet know what a mineral is, in Maimonides’s usage—if you know, my son, write. Oh, what wonders there are in the world! And what lesser wonders I will never see. To conclude this lesson from Maimonides, my son, to me the world you inhabit is like the Lord our God, something I may never know, but only try to circumscribe. As to his meaning in this connection, I have only a guess.


So you are living in Frankfurt now. This too I only guess, having no other knowledge, for your last letter came to us a very long time ago indeed. I hope you have not lost faith in us; for you must have suspected we would be unable to write back so easily. Oh, my son, I sensed such anger behind your words then. Leaving home had made you vindictive. You say that in the world abroad you have met scholars and even painters; you tell me you have eaten with merchants wearing gold chains that coil on their fat bellies—their names tell me nothing about them. You told me what it is like to talk to a learned man, walking through a city where you can enter any tavern and drink, Christian women with sweat on their bare arms and shoulders—what shame should brighten on your face! You say the men who work in the bindery, the ones who set the leather for the monks, they dust you off, wash the paste from your hands and take you to see sights; you chipped marble off Saint Bartholomeus’s Cathedral as if you had no respect at all for the works of others. What of humility, my son? Is there really nothing for which you have any feeling at all? Does nothing your mother or I have ever said to you matter at all? It is as if all your life you were waiting to escape, to negate all the ways of our life, to set the world on its head. So you confer with gentiles, work in filth, and abandon contemplation of the Lord! Did you mention the Lord, our God, once in your letter? Perhaps I have misread you; in any case, I am only trying to understand, my son, for I think we are quite similar. Maimonides divides his work into chapters, just as God has divided the lives of men into chapters. He begins his fifty-eighth chapter saying, This chapter is even more recondite than the preceding, by which he means our knowledge will always be unwhole; that which comes after is always more obscure; indeed, one must read life backwards. Things have changed at our house since you left, my son. Let me tell you about our house now, and remind you of it.


Your mother still sits on her rug beside the hearth; the candelabra, inherited from my own father through my uncle—woe to you, my son, for you will never see sit again I fear, though I am sure you remember it—sits on our table every Sabbath, though this table is not much; it is a barrel with a board across its top, I am sure you have seen the like. On the table, sits the candelabra. It is made of wide, curving bronze, given to me by my uncle after my father’s death when I was very young. I know very little about its origins, even as I stare at it now. If only you could have seen my father’s face as you had the chance to look upon mine! Beside the candelabra we place on cloth fruit and vegetables which your mother brings from town. Beyond it, one can see the window above our bed beside which are your letters, tacked to the wall so that the breeze, somewhat fresh, might make the pages flutter and, hearing them move, we might think of you. Beside the fireplace are rugs and blankets where your mother and I lie; there we throw old scraps of clothing to sit on and we lean against the flour sacks near the brazier. What we would do for your strong back! After carrying flour sacks I am forced to lie in the wool of our bed and smell nothing but the flour and straw in my pillow for days. But if I direct my head upward, I find a delight; I have taken the liberty of cutting out your illustrations and have placed them in a row along the wall, above the pillows. At dawn, they are illuminated by the light through the window and sometimes, in the moonlight that seeps through the thatch, I can make out your writing. Many times in the past, I would tumble down the ladder from the bed and storm out the house into the night in frustration. On such nights, it was best to keep the shutters closed, to keep the letters safely in the dark. Now, principally, I want to draw your attention to a small box, which I’ve placed under the window, being, small as it is, the most significant new addition to our house, despite the overall vast upheaval in our lives—for very little ever changes in this world; in fact, it seems that what changes occur are only new discoveries. In any case, we have had to spend a great deal more of our time baking for very little is left for us, especially since for some time now I have had my mind elsewhere than on my livelihood. Indeed, my mind has been in this box, pride of place, for it is that thing which has lead me to the point at which I now stand—for in this small box, surrounded by blue mountain flowers, I store two chapters of the physician Maimonides. Indeed, my son, his words affect the course of my thought and dictate the course of my story. 

Perhaps I am explaining myself unnecessarily; perhaps the memory of that Juan who came to my door has put me at unease; perhaps, indeed, you are already well aware of what I am going to tell you. In your letter, you asked me for advice in translation, much the same way that Juan asked me to advise Ezequiel, a man about whom I have much more to say. In any case, you tell me that scholars place great store in our holy books and you want my advice as an expert in Hebrew lore. Ah, my son, what a fool you are!—and all this time I thought you had been fooling me! I will tell you this now, in the form of a story, because this is my feeling on the matter. I am not a very smart man; I am a man of exceeding dullness and stupidity, and if you have either thought me more than a desperate, ignorant fool, then likewise you are easily deceived. Maimonides tells us that God gives the world duration and preserves its necessary arrangement. I think of these words sometimes as I imagine what I must look like to God, of whom we know, from Maimonides, that there is no other being like him, who must therefore see things not as we see them, but in any way other than ours. I imagine that perhaps, if he so wished, he could watch the world as if it existed with a shorter duration, indeed, in an instant, such that if I were to walk back and forth around the room, deep in though, from the brazier, to the table, to the manuscript box, when I converse with your mother, and sit with her as we once sat with you beside the fire, that it must appear repetitive and simple to him, who can see so many paths in the blink of an eye. If God truly has arranged the world as it must be, I must accept that the house you grew up in is as different from the world outside as you are to the Lord, our God, and for that matter, from me. For surely, it was only he who made you so entirely and wholly ill-fitted to the world I raised you in and further, so happy away from everything you once knew. Sometimes I think I am committing a blasphemy in contemplating you in the same way one should contemplate God, that is to say, in the terms of what you are not or could have been, in terms of what you are only by the shadows cast around you and not by the brightly lit parts. Maimonides warns us against treating the Creator as a familiar object, and yet I cannot change the fact that the direction of my thoughts goes not towards God alone, but also his creations, that is, you. And my thoughts lead me to the following: as far as man is concerned, God’s creation requires explorations because the world is incomprehensible to the eye and it takes a mind gifted in reason, logic and in the revelations to understand why the world has its necessary arrangement, and even then, there is nothing obvious. Understanding God is not nearly so natural as understanding why one sleeps with a pillow under the head and not under the feet. God has no obviousness in him. All men are driven to wonder why God has created the world as it is, to discover its justifications hidden like eggs within a hen. In the same way, I think it must have seemed to you that the ways of our house in your youth were a kind of impossible, but necessary arrangement, with as little thought or intelligence behind it, as sometimes the world appears to that man who is blind. Indeed, that may have been exactly the case. So, with you gone, I suspect, forever, I want to confess to you some matters which weigh heavily on me, as a kind of explanation, because your asking me for scholarly advice embarrasses me, for reasons which you will soon understand. And so, having written much and said little, I come to the true beginning of my story, in regard to which you will be my only confidant. For to truly understand men, we must undress them, garment by garment if we are ever to learn anything; and if I am to tell you anything, you must trust me, and there is no greater authority than the example of a life. 

So, as I said, I will tell you a story, so that you might learn something of me and the world as I see it. To begin in the present, your mother for some time has been very ill; she had a habit of controlling the passions that moved her by means of her face; indeed, I often saw underneath her beauty the suffering that she hid concerning her life, and also you and your disappearance long ago; I saw it in her face, in her eyes, even as she resigned herself to keeping them open. She would disappear from our house from time to time when I left to go collect in the fields. I would return from the fields or the mill, walking along the bank of our little stream, and find her gone, but only for a time. I have not read the Bible, my son, if I had, perhaps I would have done differently, but that year the bakery left us starving as the price of flour had increased quickly; thus, I would leave the house to pick over the fields and when I would return, covered in dust, with a bundle of wheat wrapped in my shirt—for indeed, if any part of the Bible is known to our ignorant Jews, it was that verse of the scriptures which says that God promises to the impoverished the left-over wheat of the fields. Truth to tell, to me this existence was trying, but valuable in its own way, for it gave me time to think, though I had nothing in particular to think about, except perhaps the walking through the center of the vast clearing of our village, which seemed to me to represent a vast, living body. However, sometimes when I returned, Rebka would be gone. As I passed the inhabitants of our village on the way over the small hill that hides our house, their faces would tell me nothing about what I was to find upon arriving home, ready to peek again under the cover of the wooden box, to compare a discovery I had made, to give some knowledge to Rebka who, of course, was not there. As I hurried out, even an hour after her, I would see her in the distance, perhaps, moving from house to house, perhaps laughing, although when she saw me, she would not necessarily laugh; she would see me and her face would grow quiet in its childishness, her eyes cast to the ground, her lips seeming both to move and be unmoving; I would come up to her and say something in the croaking, thin voice I have developed in the last years; sometimes instead I would throw my arms around her and hold her close, and smell the sweat that could only be hers. What was she after? Perhaps she was looking for my little friend and teacher, the boy Tabor; perhaps she was moved by her passions still. What went through her head when she saw me? It was not simply guilt, it was not quite love, but to my mind it was a faith in the Lord to preserve the proper order of things. Then again, perhaps she did love me. In any case, what is certain is that she resisted all change. If there was anything she hated, it was the people changing. She did not change. This is what she said to me, I will never change. So, I would hold her close. We would go back to our house and sort through the grain. We had to mill it ourselves, our small portion.

Then, as I said, one day recently, after a great deal of this, she disappeared and I went to town and she was not there. I returned to the house; I was alone; and at last I began to contemplate the story in which I had been involved up until that point, from the time that Miguel had come to my door. It was perhaps this event which precipitated my writing to you in earnest, for indeed, I had begun this letter even as your mother watched me from her table covered in flour, though I worked then without a sense of urgency. I am alone right now. 

Where must I begin, then, having explained myself so far? I think I know. My son, you must understand my past, for it is your own past; I have been remiss in telling you my story and much that I say will be incomprehensible without what follows. Unless you understand that city from which I came, you will never understand what has happened to me in the years since Miguel came with news of Ezequiel and the time since your mother went into exile. Indeed, you will never understand why I have been such a fool all my life and remain a pitiable, desperate man even today, though I am hardly the fool I once was. By avoiding my example, perhaps, you may even save yourself from a similar fate.

I was born in a line of scholars stretching back to the time of the Second Temple, unless we had a liar in our past. Of course, it has been a secret; indeed, I myself am baptized, though perhaps my father meant that as a joke. Nevertheless, the fact remains that we were Jews living in Barcelona, in the Old City, where we worked on La Rambla de les Flors selling flowers; my fathers wrote commentary on the Talmud. If only I could evoke that time for you, my son: the heaviness of Barcelona’s buildings lying on the earth, the haze moving off the Mediterranean, like a tired swimmer trudging back from the shore; the dense vapors that stopped the sun—all these things would stretch out above me, under the green canvas roof of our stand, in front of the cracked stairs that led to the house in which we lived, so many crowded to a room that manuscripts were used as pillows. My mother told me how I would crawl into my grandfather’s supply of ink—it was in a heavy chest, the ash and eggs; there were shells in my hair, stains on my teeth; the men all had such white beards and they sweated in the dark apartment, writing in the margins of the books. Oh, I had so many books at hand! Never have I seen so many since.


In the morning, I would play with Ruiz and Tabor, whose fathers worked with my father. Ruiz had long black hair that fell down his head in layers; his shirt was always too big for him, and I could see his browned chest—as little as it was in reality, it appeared to me huge—as the sweaty fabric near his neck hung down away from it. Of Tabor all I remember is a nose, one that looked as heavy and as permanent as a statue, bigger and more rounded than any other part of his body. We would race back and forth between the flower shops, crisscrossing from stand to stand. I would hide under my family’s table and peek my head out, upside down, facing the sky, and I remember distinctly, now, how I would feel the coolness of petals on my face as they fell off flowers whose stems stretched over the edge of the table. My father would come and pick me up, saving me from aimlessness. Each time he came to carry me away—sometimes under the arm—with as much dignity as the occasion would allow—he would tell me seriously, now, with a look to my face and a great pause—that I, Baruch, would be a great scholar one day. My father was not a simple man. I tell you, my son, and believe me: he never told me what to be, only prophesied what I would become. He introduced me to the men who brought the flowers and bulbs, roses from the Orient, men who smelled sour unless they bathed, their faces cracked and peeling, although there was a kindness and a firmness about them, and after I touched their hands, I would hang around them, sitting cross-legged on the floor, their robes swirling around me, and when I awoke, having fallen asleep, they would be sitting beside me, still smoking and describing to my father and grandfather, great men all, the bustle of Kabul, a spire in the mountains, and fields of poppies so thick that one could swim in them—all of this at night.

Nevertheless, I was a haughty child. I do not know what impression I have given you thus far. I knew nothing of humility and was unwilling to learn. I was perhaps eight or nine at this time. As far as I was concerned, Ruiz and Tabor were beneath me and I complained about them to my mother to my last breath, pacing around her as she sat on the stairs of our house, weaving flowers into a wreath. I told her all about myself, what my plans were, all manner of preparation fit for a lord. What excitement and what rage I remember feeling, how slow time seemed to move outside my head, and when I was trapped indoors, having overturned a vase or finally having given Tabor the smack in the nose he deserved, I would commune with a kind of devil, stretching out my arms, which must have been extremely thin at the time, and raising my fists and my face to the ceiling, I would draw the deepest breath I could and, letting a flowing kind of energy sweep through me, I would scream. Even you, my son, were not so bad as I. When you would fly into tears as a child, I would often think that we two must not be so different, feeling so similarly; but ashamed as I was of those childish feelings, I could only fault you for them, never pity.

All and all, I can say, I loved my parents, but they were very busy people. I remember distinctly, therefore, one time when my father took me to the public bath. Of all my time in Barcelona, perhaps this I remember best. We bathed together, he washed me in the big pool there, as I sat on a stone step near the edge which was a little cracked and scratched. He told me our family history, or what he knew of it, and I confess that to me it was little more than a list of names which I have forgotten. We went to the lavatory there, an open, wide room of stone, with ledges all around the walls with holes spaced evenly where men would squat. During the day, it would be loud and chaotic with everyone talking, be it business or idle philosophy, and one could concentrate when the noise was just a din; but if there were a man with a voice of certain qualities there such that they cut through the talk of everyone else, it was impossible not to listen to his conversation to distraction. But at night, when we were there, my father and I, it was quiet. We could see the stars, few as they were, the sky as dark and blue as a flower whose name I forget, and, in the shadows, the figures of a few men, squatting, were dispersed around the lavatory. All was silence except for, at intervals, a wet sliding noise or a squish. It was so soft, you could imagine you had not heard it at all, and I found myself staring in one place, listening to the distant hum of the city. What kinship I felt there with all my fellow men, and despite my father beside me, I felt as if I were totally alone, but connected to all. 

That night, I could not sleep because, for the first time in my life, I thought about dying. I was not even thinking about the possibility that I could die, but how one day, my mother and father would die. And I kept whispering to myself, I love them so much, I love them so much, with my cheek pressed into the pillow, tears disappearing over the bridge of my nose. And it was not so much that I loved them so much, but that I felt how much they loved me and I felt so guilty because of it. I rose from my bed and went to talk to my father. It was very quiet, although I could hear laughter in the streets, and I went up beside him where he lay. I pressed my hand against his shoulder a few times, and then he opened his eyes, looking directly up, as if staring God in the face. I started to cry again. Then he turned to me. What is wrong, he asked. I didn’t want to say it straight out. I started crying harder; I thought my question was so strange. I said it haltingly to him, I am really scared. He asked me, what about? I sniffled and looked down at him again. He was still staring up at the ceiling, looking so relaxed, in the dark, the blanket half covering him. I felt guilty for having woken him. I was trying to sleep, I explained, because explaining would make the situation better, and I was lying there and I could not stop thinking about how you are going to die and how mom is going to die, and I am going to die eventually, and how much I am going to miss you. I do not want you to die, I said, crying, and I asked him what happens when we die? He exhaled, not quite a sigh, but as if he were buying time. I remember so well his eyes, looking up, reflecting in the darkness.

Everybody dies, my father said to me, that is the way it has always been. But the Jewish tradition tells us that when we die, we are not gone forever. I am going to die someday, but I am still going to love you, and then someday, when you die, we will be in heaven together, with your mother and everyone we ever loved. Do not be afraid of dying, he said to me, we are more than just our bodies. One day you will grow up, you will marry someone you love and have children of your own. And someday your mother and I will not be around any more. But we will not have forgotten you. Do not be scared, there is nothing more natural than dying. One day our whole family will be together again. 

Okay, I cried, standing there, fastened to the spot. It was so quiet. Now, I wonder how unsure he must have been, how afraid he must have been to tell me the right thing. Come here, he said, and I put my arms around him, hugged him tight, my face against his chest. I am going to miss you so much, I said. Do not worry, he said into my hair, I am going to be around for a while. 

My son, it has taken me a while to recount this scene from memory. And although so many parts of it are still clear, it is as if my life around that one moment were moving at a very different pace. I remember at some point I left my father, lying there—who knows what he was thinking after I left—and I think I went back to my bed: the route between the beds was traced in a haze, and indeed, as he told me, soon I was asleep. Of the next morning, I remember nothing. My son, I tell you this story, not to indulge myself, but to give you an idea of me, and therefore, of yourself. If we had such a conversation, surely you must remember it. And I think you had the same reaction as I did, for, although, I never loved my father more, it was his love that comforted me, not anything he said. Even as he spoke the words of scriptures, he did not give me the same faith, the faith he claimed to profess. I was not quite sure, then, that I believed what he said, or that his faith in God was warranted, for I was never quite sure he himself believed what he told me. Nevertheless from then on I felt as if I had gained some kind of knowledge, as if something of life was clearer to me. There was something in the world around me and where once it was unknown, now it could only be forgotten. It took me many years before I could tell you the same things he told me. 


I am thoroughly dissatisfied with the preceding sections. My son, find it in your heart to forgive a man who has never written a meaningful word in his life for his inability to stem the flow of memory. Let me now quickly complete the narration of my time in Barcelona. In the ninetieth year of this century, my mother and father died and I was taken from Barcelona by my uncle, a man of immense girth. How my parents lost their lives I never knew. It happened in the night I know and I remember that evening, by coincidence, having disappeared with Tabor and Ruiz, my two good friends, into a wine cellar of a relation of theirs. I believe it was on La Ribera. Perhaps it was Ruiz, for his parents were wealthier than ours. There, we were playing a game: we had stolen reams of clothing from our parents, blue robes with gold sequins, all manner of shirts, a hat of velvet, some silk, perhaps there were scarves. Of all things to remember, but I do remember all the clothing we threw there in a pile in the wine cellar. Indeed, you must forgive my way of telling a story, so digressive and filled with meaningless facts and events, when indeed it is the idea or conclusion you are reading for. As I said earlier, it was not so long ago that I learned the idea I wish to impart to you: let me tell you, my son, this world is transient and the next is eternal. It is not colorful words which are the proper form of the reflection on God, but the workings of logic and the fields of reason. Anything else, says Maimonides, is but mere looseness of tongue in reference to God. As I say, it is not through a story which you will get closer to the Lord, but through thoughts and reflections. But as Maimonides says, It has, however become necessary to address men in words that should leave some idea in their minds. This is true both in reference to God and in reference to the lives of men. For indeed it is the material and color of the scarves I saw that night that remains with me, not thoughts disconnected from a figure or an image. If perhaps I had been home that night, I would remember something very different of my parent’s death.


As I said, Tabor and Ruiz and I were playing a game, wrapping ourselves in clothing and chasing each other through the shelves of wine. We would take turns hiding somewhere in the wine cellar. Then at a shout, we would race for the pile of clothing, diving for the ripped shirts in the heap. I remember that night I had a scrape on my shin from the stone floor, and I remember showing it to my uncle as we left, and he gave me something to put on it that stung. But that came later. With whatever we could grab of the clothing, we would return to our corner of the cellar, undress ourselves and come out into the open. The game was a kind of acting game and we would take on the attributes of the clothing we were wearing, and as we strutted in circles, taking one another in, the goal was to guess what the other one was dressed as. With each guess, we would come closer to the truth. I tell you all this because it was to have great significance for what happened next. My uncle told me later that by the year of my birth, we were one of the last remaining Jewish families living in Barcelona. My uncle could even remember when the city was teeming with Jewish life, when the scriptures of the Lord were preserved by his chosen people—of course, this is how he spoke of us. He told me that when he was a child there had been riots all over Barcelona, how many of his friends disappeared in the confusion. He told us about a night spent in terror, hiding with the family above the flower shop of a gentile, hearing the sound of broken glass, and dried flowers catching flame on the stairs below. This is the sort of thing he would tell us when we stayed with him, when we could not sleep. After such a nightmare of a story, we would end up sleeping soundly, perhaps because we expected so much to stay awake, or perhaps because we became such a part of my uncle’s story that we came to believe that we had escaped the riots as well, and were safe, in the arms of our relatives. Indeed, since the riots my family had kept to themselves, studied indoors and placed crosses on the wall. While the other Jewish families began to leave in droves, we, having taken the name Flores de Christo, stayed behind until we were nearly the only ones left. That night, the night of my parents’ death, this is what my uncle told me. In an effort to appear as Catholic as possible, my parents had taken to attending the church on a weekly basis. What joy they took in it, we never heard the end of it! Shouting and carrying on as they got dressed, my father would say, We are going to have such fun tonight! He would kiss my mother on the lips and say, What a gentile she is! Such cold lips—he would press his face against her breasts—What a still heart!—he would cry—as silent in its working as any Catholic’s! In this way, my father went to the church after a long day of study, with the characters of the scriptures written in the circles of his eyes. They sang the prayers in Latin, crossed themselves, dressed in their finest, with a brocaded scarf, perhaps, this my mother wore, my father in a coat embroidered with gold thread. It turns out that my father, like you, was a fool. They say it skips a generation—oh, my son, how you and your grandfather would have gotten along! As if to prove himself a Jew, and a foolish Jew at that, my father wore his tallit to the church, kissing the threads and blessing it as he wrapped his shoulders in it, before he left our house. That was the last I saw of him, as I ran out the door, my last image of him is of his disappearance, as I ran out the door, in a flutter of tallit, white, blue, and gold. The sound of his muttering, his prayers, followed me past the flower stand into the street. 


So my father wore his tallit wrapped around his shoulders, underneath his coat. Such excitement in his eyes! He kept chuckling to himself, my uncle said, so happy he was to bring Satan into the church. He brushed off his coat, beating it several times, led my mother down the stairs, holding her hand gallantly, and they walked down the Rambla de les Flors to the church on a street elsewhere in the Old City, and if I lie to myself, I can remember hearing the clap of their footsteps and the ring of their conversation as Ruiz and I raced to find Tabor. My uncle tells me that they got to the church, my father stroking his beard as he mouthed the words of the songs. My mother clutched his arm and would from time to time whisper into his ear phrases which the couple never revealed to my uncle but he said they were either expressions of distaste or reminders constantly of her love, as my father’s eyes roamed over the faces of the gentiles standing straight in midst of the candles and smoke. For that I love my parents dearly. Then the time came to fake communion and my father knelt down on the bar and raised his eyes to watch the priest come forward to him and my father could not help but smile. The priest bent down holding the vessel of wine and offered it to my father, saying, And here is the blood of Christ, my son, for you—; and as he said the last of these words, the priest met the eyes of my father and, looking into his face, saw that he was a Jew. The priest denounced him to the congregation, many of whom were acquaintances of my parents and knew where they lived. A riot broke out. They chased my parents back to our home and my mother cried out so as to warn the rest of the family who had time just enough to escape. It was providence itself surely that led to me, Ruiz, and Tabor, dressed like ghosts in stolen sheets, running into my uncle, crossing the street as we heard the riot in the distance and hurrying to investigate. My uncle seized me by the arm and picked me up as he ran. Ruiz and Tabor followed for a few blocks until they tired and could run no longer. I do not recall if I ever saw them again. All that was saved from my parents’ house was the glass of the windows, seized at my mother’s first shout, and a bunch of azaleas wrapped in a sheet of parchment. 


My parents were dead or missing. That night my family and I, in a kind of caravan, circled through Barcelona, borrowing enough to sustain us from the friends we had in scattered parts of the city, and by daybreak, bundles on our back, I and about a dozen wanderers left Barcelona, and so, they say, a chapter was closed in the history of the Jews. I could not tell you how or why we settled here in Andalucía, so far away, among such unfamiliar people. My memory is dim, but I was raised by my uncle, I can tell you, of whom I knew not much. He had lost his hair early in life, leaving a shiny, often peeling top. He died soon after leaving Barcelona of consumption. What was left of my family and I would walk from town to town, pawning off diamonds and other jewelry in order to find food and a place to stay. Let me tell you, my son, when you have to run for you life, you start to pretend you are as old as the people around you. I stopped speaking so much, I would walk looking straight out in front of me, feeling my chest puffed out, imagining that one could see wisdom and hardship in my eyes. When my uncle, and later, his son, my elder cousin Isaac, would gather us around the fire, if we were outdoors under the bats, or in the warm room of some friend we were staying with, I felt the need to offer my thoughts, and to their credit, my family, whatever sorrows they endured, put up with my opinions. How I must have stank! What a fool I must have seemed! So young, perhaps I could be forgiven, but to this day I have regrets. As I said, I would walk with my body taut, feeling my clothes on me, feeling tall, graceful and understanding, and the other thing I noticed, after our escape, was that I became very uncomfortable with things I could not see. When Baruch, who had dots on his cheeks, not pimples, but little black dots clustering around his cheekbones, told me to go do something nice for our hosts, something silly like bringing in water or calling on a neighbor with a message, that is, as I walked though an unfamiliar town, whether in sunlight or twilight, whether the rain made the entire world smell like spring and brought to mind the embraces of my mother—with what a clenching of my stomach!—or if tornados of dust scraped my eyes, I would always look behind me. At the slightest movement, I would turn my head, just a bit, to the side, never swinging around, but always spying. And if some certain person were walking behind me, and I heard the footsteps following me, I could never help but listen carefully, in case their footsteps would speed up, and the next thing I knew I would be on the ground, knocked over, like I was still wearing the white sheets of a ghost. So I became a much more suspicious person; I never believed in the nobility of God’s creation any more than at that time, and yet I could not help but wonder, as I looked into the face of anyone passing, if I could escape, if I could run, if I could stop them. Indeed, I realized after a time that we were not simply wandering, nor did we walk with a destination in mind, but we were stopping in each town on the way to Andalucía, judging each one. I realized then that I could look into the face of a farmer or the miller, whoever was taking us in, and I would know how many days we would stay in that town, and if we would be moving on soon. Eventually, one day, I knew we would stop.


We had come to the house of Horatio, a baker, who lived in a small house with wide doors that, by pulling them open with an iron handle in the shape of an arc, would swing open over a dusty walkway. My cousin, as usual, had gone on ahead to knock on the door, while the rest of my family waited behind. We saw him go up; the house was surrounded by a kind of lawn, green, with trees with red leaves brushing the side of the house. As soon as my cousin knocked, a woman wearing a blue and white dress ran into view from around the side of the house, only to turn back quickly a moment later. Then, with a laugh, a little boy raced out from the far side of the house, with glossy black hair and a small upturned nose. He was laughing, his mouth hanging open as he ran, revealing the few teeth he as yet possessed. Pursuing him was the woman in blue, who appeared just moments later. This time she saw us waiting and came up to my cousin to introduce herself as Horatio’s wife. Indeed, it was at that moment that I first caught a glimpse of this woman’s face. It was framed by black hair, curling slightly as it came down before her ears, and in the light, it looked as if she had twin violets tangled in her hair. She did not possess a slender face, it was somewhat round, with soft cheeks bearing a sky’s worth of freckles, but the look of softness was tempered by her high cheekbones, which brought one’s attention to her nose, which was small, and her lips, which were perhaps thin, but shaped into what was nearly a heart. Finally, she had eyes, warm and brown, and if you looked into them, it was like hiding under a blanket in the middle of the night. At that moment, she was running her hands over her bare arms, which were somewhat thick, speckled with red, but shapely, although that is, looking back, a terrible word to describe anything specific. She was rubbing her arms, because a shadow had fallen across the house of the baker, a cloud was passing overhead, and a sudden wind brought with it a chill and a low moan that made everyone slightly uneasy. As soon as I saw her, I fell in love, not as I would later understand it, but in the way a child falls in love with his mother. Later, when they had taken us in, and we were sitting by moonlight inside, it was to her I went and sat near. She let me fall asleep against her as she held her son to her other side. She fell asleep, fully dressed, surrounded by children. I remember thinking as I drifted off such a feeling of relaxation and peace such as I had not felt in quite a while, and only feel very rarely to this day. It was the utter peace of a little boy completely dependent, when there is no shame in giving oneself up totally, nothing holding one back from worshipping a woman completely. How simple it is when a woman is simply your mother! There is no going back to that and nothing like it ever. My son, indeed, you will find it complicated when you find a woman who plays the part of both servant and queen. And let God let you find a woman deserving of your devotion and your obsession! For as she will be devoted to you, you, in a kind of paradox, will find yourself devoted utterly to her in turn, and so torn in two. And you will ask yourself, is this the role of man? Such a question strikes fear into my heart, for I truly do not know. You most likely have no idea what I am talking about, my son, because you are a runt and a fool. But heed my advice. Perhaps this is why I am telling you so many stories from my past, for by no means did I set out to do such a thing from the start. I have discovered that I find great solace in writing this tract to you, although someday I will run out of paper; it eases my mornings and turns me away from brooding, when I write to you having only recently woken up. So please forgive me my length, but let this be a testament to my existence, then, proof that I was alive, my son, dedicated to you who, I imagine, I will never even seen again. I will come back to such themes as I have uncovered here, by means of these recollections and stories, sometime later. For now, I tell you, Maimonides begins his chapter fifty-eight with the words, This chapter is even more recondite than the preceding. Perhaps it is too much of an interpretation to look into these words, but to my mind, they suggest that in each new chapter, the work becomes less clear and more obscure, in the same way that as we move along in years, such things as we had explained to ourselves in the past, become as yet more inexplicable. Our knowledge of things decays, my son, until we forget nearly everything about each other. This, I think, brings me back to the question of your mother, who, as I wrote to you earlier, recently disappeared. She has returned since I began this letter, let me not give you to worry any longer. But this takes me back to my main purpose in digressing on my own history. Surely you can guess the rest of the story; my family and I settled in a town in the area around the baker Horatio. We lived there and prospered for a while; my cousin opened up a jewelry shop, which had people coming from all over the region, there on the border of Andalucía, and the rest of my family lived in the floors above the jewelry shop, which we built together in the earliest years of our stay. As I grew, I became apprenticed to the baker Horatio, became friends with the young boy, who was only a few years younger than I, whose name was Ezequiel. For that reason, then, the house of the baker should have sounded familiar to you, and thus you should have had a certain suspicion, which might have been aroused in you, if you were paying attention, although perhaps you were not, as you are given to distraction, that herein lies the secret of the smells of baking bread that you grew up with. In this way, perhaps the main outlines of my life are becoming clear to you, and, of course, the details and the eccentricities you already know. You must have remembered me as a very strange father. I worry that I cared far too little about you and what you were doing; I was often preoccupied; but I do not think you noticed: you were always off on you own. And I may have seemed inconstant at times, especially when you were coming of age, when, at the same time, so many loved ones seemed to give up and die. In the same year, my cousin met his end, as did all but one of my aunts and uncles. And Maria, the one who lived, sat in the store room of the jewelry shop, turning her rings around and around her finger, and asking if anyone had anything to tell her. The reason is not so mysterious. My son, for reasons I do not entirely understand myself, I have been cursed with ignorance nearly all my life. My son, I am a Jew! And for so long, I knew nearly nothing of what that means. How can one be a good Jew when no one of your kind is left to explain it to you? All our holy books had been left in Barcelona, my uncle nearly died trying to save the scriptures, and so, my son, my life was nearly empty for most of its duration. What kind of scholar am I? I could never be a scholar. What good was all my talking at night, arguments with Ezequiel, even my love for your mother was meaningless and confused. I realize, as I go on, to some amusement, I am being more recondite than ever. I think that in light of my current confusion, I will begin to tell you what now seems to me the true story of my life, and in the process reveal to you something of the lessons I have learned. For, above all, in writing to you, my son, I am trying to teach you two things, which I labored for many years to learn myself and both of which require a kind of knowledge. For indeed as Maimonides says, by saying that a thing is not ignorant, we mean “it perceives” or “lives”—for everything that perceives is living. Such knowledge as this is not like most knowledge; it is not made up of facts, and facts are what Maimonides calls positive attributes, and I will explain those to you later. Instead, such knowledge comes from knowing which things are not, which things are wrong, and such knowledge, such a winnowing down of possibilities, is that which comes with experience, and can only be learned through living or perceiving for those are the opposite of ignorance. And since living depends on perceiving, in this formulation, it is perception itself that provides us with the knowledge of how things are. Or more properly, how things are not. For, in your life, in your very days, think back, my son, how often did you learn a new fact, which was also true, whose existence was completely unknown to you, and which was certain? Or do you learn more often that what you once thought was wrong, what you once believed was false, that something has changed or altered inside you, or that you now have had to take into account the very knowledge itself that such a thing can change, that you find you have no new knowledge of the way things work, but instead an understanding of what things could be, but are not, a knowledge which brings you closer to the nature of things. In this way, my son, I have come closer to a knowledge of two things which are of the utmost importance to you. The first relates to women and that is: how to love; and the second relates to us all and is: how to be a Jew. These questions, I think, are connected very tightly. Both require you to abase yourself, to give in; and indeed, you must abandon your dignity and let yourself go; you must abandon your body as I did back then, curled up against the warm, blue-patterned dress of Horatio’s wife.

This story begins a few months after you left home. Your mother was baking bread as I packed loaves into wicker baskets for carrying to the various homes around town. I remember, and I wonder why I remember this of all things, that there was utter silence between us, when usually we are talking always. My son, perhaps it is not right for me to tell you this, but your mother and I rejoiced a little when you left us; for afterwards, whenever I wished, I could come up behind her while she was kneading dough and could hold her and whisper my love into her neck. This sounds very awkward, I realize, I am choosing my words carefully. My son, I think I can make a confession to you, and I will because although it seems people frown on this kind of talk, it is such a part of things that I would be even more remiss as your father not to talk to you in this way; I thought this very strongly then, and even after the events of the story which I am going to relate to you, in which such things were called into question, doubt remains in my mind still to such an extent that, unsure whether this kind of talk is right or wrong, in lieu of certain knowledge, as I will always remain, I will in fact confess something to you. For what can it matter? For I choose to live in this little house away from the town, with just me, your mother, and God, and God made us in such a way for some purpose so that surely he cannot care about these words. Your mother certainly would be delighted by it, and as I said, for myself, although I can remember you as a child and can remember those things which we do not call childish at that time, I can also remember you as a man; and if I hope not to treat you as a stranger, as you so often accused me of doing, then I can tell you this about myself, in hopes of offering consolation both to you and to myself. Indeed, when set down in words, although so far from childish such things are, they seem as if they were conceived by a child, so silly and illogical, so caught up in bodily things as children inevitably are. Such are the ways. My son, I find your mother most beautiful when seen from behind, when her hair is tied up around her head, and her shoulders are bare and I can see her soft white neck and the little taut bumps of her shoulders and I can reach over and stroke her skin, and bend over her and smell her armpits. My son, if you are the same as I, if son is like father, than clap your hands together: you are not alone! I will bend over your mother and take such deep, warm draughts of her smell, and what a heavenly odor—for words such as heavenly are necessary to communicate the truly wonderful—especially when she has been bending over the oven, and I can see sweat beading down her back, and I can touch the little moist spots under her arms! I will take her in my arms and bury my face in her body and smell until I am dizzy and then! Is this not how a philosopher feels when by each negative attribute he advances towards the knowledge of God, as Maimonides says, and one can almost believe, however falsely, that God, our Lord, is somehow at hand? I could close my eyes at those times and go limp and lapse into a kind of holy unconsciousness for the rest of my existence. Such are the thoughts I have had, and sometimes, perhaps you will laugh, I have fallen asleep against your mother and have let myself go so slack, that upon waking, I have found spreading from between your mother’s breasts, down her side, mingling with the moisture of her underarm, a considerable amount of drool. Maimonides tells us that it is reflection on the negative attributes of God that is the proper method of prayer: and I ask, what is reflection? For the physician also says: all creatures preserve a certain order and arrangement; they are not left to themselves; they are not produced aimlessly, but whatever condition they receive from that being, God, is given with design and intention. With this in mind, can we not admit that it is part of God’s plan for me to drool copiously or to find such peace, such solace in holding your mother’s body close to me? And yet Maimonides is silent on this issue. You begin, then, to see part of my problem, for I cannot but wonder, when I lie in your mother’s arms, somewhere in the far reaches of my mind, that such a thing as what I have done is not the way of a scholar. And I wonder where I have got such a notion as to feel guilty in becoming utterly subservient, in a way, to your mother, and I wonder if Maimonides, behind his words, felt the same way. Thus, I have identified another gap in my knowledge and have gained a kind of understanding. As Maimonides says, in reference to the Lord, our knowledge consists in knowing that we are unable to truly comprehend him. But as you will see, I am hardly a scholar and in any case, at the time of the beginning of this story, no such thoughts had entered into my mind and, as I came up behind your mother, and, kissing the side of her face, I inhaled such a smell as to make me shiver, which was a combination of her sweat and her breath, having the smell it has when she first awakes combined with the smell of the bread she had snuck from the quantity she had baked. And just at that moment, my friend whom I have already mentioned in passing, and who surely you remember, Ezequiel entered my house, and in the way, so characteristic of lovers, for no particular reason, we jumped away from each other; but something in the way we looked—do not ask me how such things happen, for I have long wondered myself—betrayed our intent to Ezequiel who laughed upon seeing us. Before I continue, a quick word in conclusion, since we have so utterly failed as a father and a son—perhaps it is harsh to put it that way, but such must be the case, for I have not heard from you for so long—perhaps we can succeed as two friends, two strangers, if only such a way of thinking about it will let you listen to me and consider what, if anything, I can offer you by way of friendship. But enough circling around the story I mean to tell; perhaps I will return to this theme later.

Baruch! Ezequiel said to me, fool that he is. If you will recall, he has a distinctive way of looking like a lion with a mane of unkempt hair, but with none of the grace of a cat, except perhaps a moving facsimile of a cat, nailed together with wooden boards. Of course, at this time, Ezequiel had shaved his mane, and his reddish face and wide forehead made a striking impression under the lack of hair on his head such as one might experience when encountering a mountain slope devoid of trees. Baruch! he said and I glanced at your mother. At the time, I suspected Ezequiel had designs on your mother. He was one such who could always make your mother laugh, although for my part, I could always make your mother cry. I took this as a sign of our connection: the things I sometimes said to her would make tears trickle down her cheeks and I would laugh as I lapped them up like a dog. It occurs to me now that I cannot recall if she ever made me cry. It so often happened that in those times of my greatest need for her, in the desire of my Rebka, I thought that if I could only catch a glimpse of her, my eyes would open up their shutters and let some deep reservoir of water escape. But when it came time to look at her, I would find myself unable to do anything but watch her cry and sometimes to laugh with her. In any case, Ezequiel could make her laugh. I hated Ezequiel, although only when we were all together.

Having interrupted us, Ezequiel explained that he had been asked by his good friend Tabor (no relation to my old friend, as far as I can tell) to act as a second in a merchant transaction in Andalucía, Cordoba in particular. And I know, Baruch, he said, how interested—this is the word he used—interested in scholarly matters, and Cordoba, as you well know, is said to be one of the greatest of all centers of learning, Jewish learning, that is, and so he thought to ask me—or us, as he now extended the invitation—if we wished to accompany him, knowing what he knew about our financial predicament and our poverty, our only son having left; and Ezequiel even agreed to chip in towards the cost of travel, when we politely declined. How far is Cordoba, I asked him, from where we are?  I am not quite sure, he replied. The trip will take perhaps a few weeks, but no more. Will you come? I do not know. I would really like to know very soon if you will come, as my good friend Tabor is a very wealthy man, and I want to preserve his good graces for me. I know this, Ezequiel, I am no fool, but would you give me a second to think. I turned by back to him, and walked around the room. At the time, let me tell you my son, I did not know what to do. It is a well known fact that when a man has no guidance, he seeks guidance in signs. They say cranes overhead signify such and such, but I know nothing about the signs of birds; nevertheless, I have noticed, even in myself, a tendency to seek out knowledge in strange ways, when confronted with a choice or a difficulty, when thinking only comes in spurts and one is left with a feeling that thinking is not enough, and that doing is something better, even as there is nothing to do except to think. And so I have often found myself thinking with my body. This is how I would phrase it, my son, although perhaps this body gives us nothing but pain. At least, this is what I have been sometimes given to believe. But the body holds in store such pleasures for us, and indeed, sometimes the body gives us pleasures that are not simple joys, but answers to complexities that the knitted brows of ten thousand scholars would be unable to untangle.

So, leaving Rebka and Ezequiel to talk, I turned from them to look out the window. I saw the landscape drenched in red; the sun was setting, or so I thought. The hills around my little house were a red unlike I had never seen, a red not like blood, but rather like the red of velvet or the red one might find on the walls and columns of some temple—such comparisons are often so vague, my son, but the beauty in them is that you know what I mean so precisely. I knelt down then, for I have always thought that prostrating oneself is putting oneself in the position of the child who wishes to learn. This is good not only as a way of subjugating oneself before God, but also as a way of doing something unfamiliar and putting oneself in a position never taken by grown men. I knelt and pressed my face close to the floor so I could hear my breath echo off the floorboards, and the exertion of holding myself there made sweat tingle on my forehead. I could hear Ezequiel and my wife talking. Rebka, so how are you? he asked. I am good, a little tired. Rebka, you cannot tire out, who else is going to make the bread around here; you make the best bread and when you bake such things into them, like garlic or thyme… I remember once I found rosehips in the midst of a roll and such a heavenly smell rose from the baked bread that I wanted to come here and thank you in person, he said. I am pretty sure that I did not bake rosehips into a roll, Ezequiel, maybe your wife did that for you. Impossible! he exclaimed and Rebka laughed. Oh! Sarah could never bake bread into the kind of bread you make; I love her dearly, but she is a terrible cook and with the albugo in the one eye, she cannot see the food very clearly. All the ingredients find their way onto the floor like tiles in mosaics. She is unlike anything else that calls up a smile onto my face. Are you really going to Cordoba? Rebka asked. Yes. I hope to capitalize on the transaction myself, I do not hesitate in telling you this. For perhaps, on top of the payment from my good friend Tabor, based on his reputation, I will make my own way into the city buildings, and find some sort of employment there. Indeed, there is nothing like the city of Cordoba. I hear the city is lit at night by lamps, tall lamps along the street…When it rains, I do not know how they keep them alive, but can you imagine the grey fog overhead which keeps the sun from us, and beneath it all, beside us, we have a layer of light! No wonder the Muslims know so much; one could walk the streets talking until any hour of the night, arm in arm… Is Baruch okay? Rebka laughed at his question. Yes, yes, yes, he is fine; he likes to think in his knees, this is what he tells me. Ezequiel laughed. And what do you think of that? he asked. And Rebka said something I could not hear. I know, but what do you yourself think? I think it is a wonderful idea. Really? Yes. How? Have you ever felt yourself, when you were lying down, felt your whole body? Every part of you that you touch draws thoughts into your mind, not simply the thoughts of where your hands have been, but thoughts and feelings that rise from the touching of the belly or the rubbing of the chest. I think in every part of your body, you store a little bit of yourself: you build your body when you run—At this point, I broke in, with a cry: That is not it at all! I turned around and saw her surprised eyes. She was silent, and I continued: The way you said things, it does not seem right. I meant that some thoughts you can feel in places of your body, that you can tell that parts of your body are associated with certain thoughts—for, Rebka, is it true or is it not true, that if someone were to disappear with your head, you would have no thoughts any longer? Ezequiel laughed. I am sorry, Rebka said, I thought… Stop worrying about it, I said to her, it is okay. She gave a frustrated exhalation. I am sorry, I said! And I was not happy, at that moment, that Ezequiel was there with us. Not that I had not caused her uneasiness; rather, it is only when she speaks to others that she translates what I have told her in our special language into the languages of others, and I can never seem to own my own thoughts after that. Ezequiel said to me, Turn around, Baruch, go back to praying. I am not praying, I said, I just need a moment, can you give me a moment? I turned back around, and continued to listen to them. Does he do this a lot? Just look at that shaggy, head of a dog! he said, laughing. I asked myself, What is it about laughter that is so antithetical to the spirit? For I have no problem in laughing at myself; I simply note that I have noticed this in the past, that laughter is utterly incompatible with prayer. For this reason, other types of communion with God are necessary. This is the feeling, I think, that Rebka told me about, when falling asleep in bed with all parts of her body. When we lie, arms and legs spread… surely you have noticed this, my son, that as the excitement grows among people, when the passion for another reaches a certain height, when you have had bowls of wine, when you catch sight of the mountain above you, when you kneel before the stars, when stretch your back and gaze at the ceiling, when you press your hands on the forehead of another, when you lay your head on a post, when you stand in a field that extends in four directions, when you fall asleep with the soft skin of somebody else on your cheek and your armpits are touching and you can descend into the nook constructed by their shoulder and neck, when you wake up in an unfamiliar place, when you let the hesitation in your belly go and stand in the rain and forget that its rain, when you hear the cantillation, when a blinding light curls the side of a cloud like fire creaking onto a piece of parchment, when you leap up onto your tip toes, when you do all these things, there is something like a high pitched whine in your ears that focuses your thoughts. I have explained this in other places and will continue to do so. For laughter can be the holiest of holies, but only when you have finished absorbing the mountain above you, when the stars have been contemplated, when the ceiling is cracked and broken, when your spine is bent, when you forehead is cracked, when your post is driven into the earth, when the field is tilled with flowers, when your skin is no longer soft, when your bodies need no longer touch each other, when the rain has ceased and the sun is set and the rains come back, when the rabbi trips on his robe, when the cloud then covers up the sun it was drawing attention to, when the parchment is absolutely unable to be read, when indeed, you know not even how to read, when your toes are broken and the night is falling, and no one is around to help you up, and after you have called out to God to save you, after he has ignored your prayers, after the monumental spiritual feeling has passed, this is the moment when you can look down on yourself from God’s perspective and say, what a fool, what a fool is he! And you can slap your loved one in the face, and spit on the ground, and laugh, because how ridiculous is this world and the world inside one’s head! And in that moment of riding the edge, of balancing on the threshold, of absolutely abandoning all feelings, then you can see God laughing at you, laughing at you all around you, and all of a sudden, you can laugh with him. And lest it be thought I am ascribing any positive attribute to our Lord—how far one leaves the realm of proper thought, despite the knights posted along the border by the wisest of scholars—I am only describing the realization that God is not stupid, that God is no fool, no fool, indeed. For just as God is not lacking in understanding, his world is not entirely serious. The difficulty lies in deciding how to act. For, like oil and water, the proper and improper cannot be combined. But knowledge of what is proper to God is difficult to attain. This is an important question, one to which I will return. But I cannot return to it fully. I am a simple man, my son. I have no knowledge of what is proper, only knowledge of the question. For I have only seen God’s words, never read them. What a fool! What a fool! And how I hate fools, however endearing, however laughable they are! I am sick of writing about this, especially using these vague and hinting terms. Why cannot I not simply tell a story, like Ezequiel, where the story quickly comes to a head! He must have had great training, for to tell a story between two sips of wine is a great difficulty and requires talent. But what is meant by the phrase, “to lead the table,” or “to sit at the head of the table?” It would seem such things are grave things. But what is the place of gravity in this world? One can only hold on to a heavy thing, before letting it drop. 

In any case, I could not bring myself to put this into words for Rebka, so I remained silent. Ezequiel continued: I can see why you want to please him, Rebka. I myself just want to put my hands on those big cheeks, with that straggly blonde beard; I can understand the impulse of a woman; part of me wants to lay a hand on his chest and draw something out of him. Look at those big lips work! I know how he often talks to himself. You know, I am just kidding, Baruch; you are a handsome man. I can see why Rebka listens to you. Sometimes, I myself just want to drive the top of my head into you chest, he finished. Rebka, whom I could tell was looking at him, asked, What keeps you moving around, Ezequiel? You know, I was talking to Isaac yesterday, Ezequiel said, and then started to whisper into Rebka’s ear, so that I could not hear. Rebka started to laugh, louder than before. I could hear them getting closer. No, no, no, she said, over her laughter, that is a bad idea. No, no, it is a good idea, the best idea. I could hear them getting closer, creeping up behind me. I could now hear Ezequiel’s whisper: Isaac was telling me about a man who went mad, this was in Madrid, and nobody realized it, until he started throwing chickens at women and yelling about eggs! Rebka laughed. It was said that one time he brought a dozen chickens into bed with him, laying them under the covers, telling his wife that he had gotten new bedding, and left two chickens at the top, their bottoms in the air as pillows; and it was only until after she had laid her head on the chickens’ bottoms that she realized the trick that had been played on her. And the man became known for his practical jokes. But then he started disappearing for days at a time and the people all began to suspect that something was wrong that was not funny. And at some point, they realized that he was dangerous, but until that point, they had all colluded with his insanity for even though he put to them the most insane requests, his requests were always at first innocuous and impossible to refuse, so that everyone became a little insane because of his insanity. Whether it was going from house to house on some holiday and asking for his wife to go on ahead without him to revel, whether it was asking to be fed food cooked for exactly half a day, or kissing his wife only after she had acceded to his demand that she justify her being kissed—these things only painted the picture of someone going mad when they were brought to stand together. For when he would ask a strange favor of a friend, one on one, in a serious and considered tone of voice, not a soul would even question him; indeed, when do we ever really think of what another asks us to do for them? For we go along very easily with the reasoning of another. This is a problem of trust, a very grave and serious problem; and, as we have seen, too must trusting can lead to your face being buried in the bottom of a chicken! Rebka laughed. There is no way I am coming with you, Ezequiel, Rebka said lightly; after all, how could we travel together after all the things you have been saying? 

I myself had been listening to what he had been saying and very much at that moment, I am sure you will understand, my son, I needed to be serious. I started to hum and lifting my head and raising my arms, I threw my hands into the sack of flour that was leaning against the wall, and I gathered huge handfuls of flour in my hand and filled the room with the haze of escaping bread. I turned the flour over in my hands, again and again, as an object of contemplation. Ezequiel started to laugh. I turned around to meet Rebka’s very, very serious eyes. I started to laugh and threw a handful of flour at her. For a moment I wondered if my sense of things had led me astray, if I had, as usual, done too much. Then she started laughing too. Of course, I will go with you, Ezequiel, I said to him. Rebka, it is quite clear, lovely. We are never going to learn anything living here in this house, I said. The only way to learn anything important in this world is to go somewhere else. This is what I thought, my son; and so perhaps you can guess why I have spent so much time in painting this scene for you. For I have always wished that in my youth someone had led me into the heads of others, so that I could have learned, once and for all, what is proper and what is not. For indeed, the first step in learning what is proper is to understand how men should not act, should never act. Only then can one ascertain how men must act when they must. 

In any case, Ezequiel left and then your mother and I were left alone. As I looked at her, I did not know if I wanted to get down on my knees before her or hold her body close to me or leave her forever or throw flour in her face. I know that you, my son, had always a better relationship with her than either of us had with each other, as far as the exchange between mother and son can go. It becomes very difficult in such situations, such as when we both stand there silently, as we were when Ezequiel had just taken leave of us, to say anything, least of all a declaration of love, although it seemed, the way her eyes flashed, that she wanted me to make one. I remember now how it happened some weeks later, when we were on the road, Ezequiel walking ahead of us, his things tied up and hanging from his back, and Rebka and I, lagging slightly behind, that we came to a small town and I saw, on the left side of the road—for some reason I remember that very distinctly—a woman wearing a kind of cloak, a red cloak but slung across her back in such a way that her one shoulder was left bare, and in such a way that she looked like a woman walking, cut in half. So dramatic did it seem, so swift was the cut that she looked like she had been sliced in half just then and was still taking her last steps, presently, before she would fall apart. And it made me think: this is a pointless image, my son, this is precisely what Maimonides would rage against! But I tell you, my son, I give you this image as a forewarning. I love your mother dearly, but it is no accident that in this letter I am writing to you I have filled up its pages, so many pages and many of them expensive in both cost and effort—for it takes no little skill to set one’s thoughts to paper in such a way that they will seem to develop in time and offer their insight in a calculated move—with talk of women, talk of her, your mother, for, indeed, it was not my intent at all to speak of her so much, at least as much as I have. I tell you right now, my son, in writing this letter to you I meant to give you some kind of admonition, I wanted the chance to settle accounts with you, to impart some kind of advice, perhaps, and indeed, it seems in doing so I have told you quite a story. And it occurs to me now that my doing so was no accident but something necessary in the substance of the thing itself. As Maimonides says, all this we do, because we do not know their substance. What kind of knowledge could I impart to you, my son, in the ways of living, that is, the ways of living a full life, a life that would make one’s limbs strong and body tingle, a life which is a rich and abundant fulfillment, if not by means of knowledge of how I have lived my life; and in imparting that to you, it seems I cannot avoid telling a story. For to tell you my life is to tell you a story, although I did not live it as such. It sometimes happens that one gets the feeling that one is part of a story, when certain elements of the world around one match up to one’s conception of such a scene, when certain music is being played, when the rain strikes, when the wind whistles through the grass, when the ground moves beneath one’s feet as one runs from house to house—this profusion of images, none of which are particularly striking, are each one necessary, as images are necessary to stories, and a story is what necessarily I must tell in order to impart to you knowledge of human matters. And it occurs to me now that human matters are the only matters and if that is the case, then the most we can do is fulfill the promise held in our essence, our substance. For when we feel a buzz in our limbs, as I remember I did, as I do at times, when I think of the day when you were born, my son, far from the time and place of this story I am failing to tell, far from the woman with the red dress, sliced down the side, when I went in to meet your mother, flushed and sweaty and felt you—I admit, my son, you were beautiful, but you were not the object of my attention: rather, that was your mother, for never was she so beautiful. So many nights I would spend huddled against her stomach, for it seemed to be something right and beautiful in a way that nothing else was right. For it seemed as if I were fulfilling a promise, I were colluding with myself, I were playing a part in a story, indeed. We all take pleasure in drinking, in lying in a woman’s arms, in conversation, all these things are bodily things, these things are mundane, but to have a child—that makes one stop for a moment. And I will admit it, my son, I did not care for you a bit! It never concerned you. It concerned her. Actually, it concerned me; that when I came in and kissed her and felt her mouth in me, that I was connected to her, that I was floating in the warm murk of it, I was scaling the heights of perfume, I was stretching my arms into wetness. That the joy flashing in her eyes was sincere, that the joy in my heart was sincere, was what I was searching for, an indivisible joy. But although it might be indivisible, it was not explicable, it was not founded on sturdy ground. For Maimonides says clearly, God cannot be the object of human comprehension. And indeed, neither can those things in which he imbued himself! For if mankind was created in God’s image, in what way can we be said to be comprehensible? In what way can the terms of the human promise be said to be clear like a law? What right does one have to assert that the one thing or the other is part of the promise? For, as I walked by the side of the road, and saw this woman, as if cut in half, I wondered how I would live without my other half of me, as the saying goes. For what is it that drives us together? For does not a woman deaden the senses; and is not the work of the scholar to be anything but deadened, instead, to be alert, to be vigilantly thinking? And yet it occurs to me that I only worry on this particular question because a woman is permanent and thinking impermanent. For I can never part with Rebka, indeed, I could never part with you; and yet, thoughts are easily parted with, especially when one has a partner, a wife, to keep one honest. My son, it is late. I fear I am not making much sense. I am staring at the page and my eyes feel like two seashells encrusted with sand, so dry that they are. Such complaints must bore you. I want to tell you everything, my son, but as I move the pen across the page at so late an hour—your mother has called me to bed—she has fallen asleep on the couch, I can see her now, you know how she drools herself, her mouth always slightly open. If you were here, my son, I am sure you would laugh. As I move the pen across the page, I realize that what I want to say makes sense only as words in a dream that upon waking of which it is only the feeling that made one sure, and not the content of the words. This is an interesting matter, my son. Only the Lord God knows what it means.


It occurs to me this morning that there are perhaps three phase to a journey: the first, in which one converses with one’s companions, bringing them into the present, sharing one’s life; the second, in which one remarks on surprising things in the course of the journey, such as when one sees particularly deep wheel tracks—what a heavy cart! one says in delight, happy to have something to occupy the thing which always settles between people in their conjunction, like the skin which solidifies when milk is boiled—or perhaps when one has just passed a fellow traveler so that now one can list their qualities, comparing them with one’s own; and third, finally, when a silence settles between companions and a trip passes in a blur of color, sunlight, and all those things which the mind perceives and only the heart can understand as it pulsates without any of our doing, each beat bringing man closer to God. Each step, indeed, is like the appearance of a phrase, with its hand clasped by the phrase before it, in the style of a great thinker. Maimonides writes, it has been established by proof that some being must exist beside those things which can be perceived by the senses, or apprehended by the mind, and indeed, I go farther, not only must some beings exist which I have not seen, but it is also through the steady pulse of the feet that such beings may be sought. Trees, the green, the red, the rocks which form irregular heaps, slices of color, they all moved past us on the road in a straight path, like the words forming on this page, like water let down from a ladle, through which one can see what lies beyond it distorted. At some point, Ezequiel—and it is truly beyond my comprehension this next event, but indeed, it is true, like most stories, which organize and make sense of our thoughts, but at the same time, offer some breathtaking surprise—yes, Ezequiel encountered a few neat Cuenca men on the road who informed him that he was needed not in Cordoba at all, but in Seville. Land of street-lamps, suddenly drenched in shadow! I wanted to slap him, but habit held me back, my son; it does one good to have strung around one’s passions the road of habit. It seemed that Genoese merchants located in Seville had taken over the business run by the merchants for whom Ezequiel expected to be paid. Ezequiel explained to us that night that the men dealt mainly in olive oil, cloth, soap, and other such things, and he was expected to accompany them on their return to Italy, but only for a little while, he said to us, and I know good Jews, he says, who live in Seville, they will give us a place to stay in. How he knows these people, being a nobody from the nowhere in Cataluña I did not know, but I did know that I was even more of a nobody than Ezequiel, and that however much I might pace in the little town we lived in, back and forth, I could never outrun the sound of the bells chiming the hours, the sounds of the Christians walking to pray, because invariably I was always walking to and from some well-known place, and I tell you, my son, it is the ultimate pleasure to be disembodied, and it is the only way to live, as one walks from place to place, to have one’s head closed to the world, and to dwell only inside one’s heart. Clasp your hands close when you pray, my son. Take your hands inside from the outside, lower your hands and turn your head away from the sky. Of course, you have seen more sky than I will ever see or ever have, so perhaps you can gaze at it longer and with more patience than I. The point is, we were going to Seville, if you can believe it. I knew nothing of Seville. 


I really do not care to waste paper on our trip there. It will suffice to say that things happened and habits developed for, as Maimonides writes, existence is capable of producing the existence of many other things. He says this in relation to God, but as to the affairs of man, we too are always creating. Indeed, as far as this story is concerned, and I perhaps remarked on this already, that the clever part of any story is that each part is divided into other stories, relations, and it is some great power that we have that allows us, only knowing the beginning and the ending, to surmise the middle from insufficient parts. So that you can guess the greater part of the trip from what has come before this, and from this: from the way Ezequiel hobbled through the Osario gate, from the way my wife clutched her stomach like she was ill, from the way I held her close, and told jokes with Ezequiel, from the way he had grown quite a beard, and so on. Of course, deciphering what I mean from images like this is something else, and that is why we tell stories that connect things, that move forward over beings and locations; God, however, speaks to us in images, I believe, and would that we could speak like him, we would be no less incomprehensible. Furthermore, who could in good faith could place such a burden on the listener? And yet, there it is.


So we arrived in Seville, with my hand on Rebka’s neck, through the Osario gate, past the animal warehouses, which Ezequiel pointed out to us, Lord knows how he knew. And we got lost a few times, and we kept walking through the streets which sprung off every which way until we came to the other end of the city and could see, beyond the wall, the Guadalquivir, which had attained the color of a sunset, because it was late afternoon, and the river wound its way down along the city walls, and we watched it flow lazily past the city as we made our way east, the sun at our backs. Then we entered the Genoese quarter, and we thrust our way through the dispersing crowds in Las Gradas, the last of the merchandise being wrapped up in blankets, the day being over, and there at last we saw the Cathedral. This was my first glimpse, my son, and however much I am a Jew I felt something in me tremble and one side of my head started to prickle as if the hair there was growing faster than on the other half. The nave was very nearly built and the sun came down over our shoulders, slanting off the Guadalquivir, and made its way through the nave, down the aisle being built, brushing past the sconces on the walls, blanching the stones, insinuating itself in the cracks—my son, how can I make you feel how it felt to be there, as the hall was slightly unfinished and the last of the workers were brushing the dust from their clothing and packing up to leave, the ropes still tied against the big stone blocks, and the huge nave, the roof arched and the stones like vines, the dome like a treetop, the foliage missing in places, the two sides of it missing, such that it was like a huge sleeve of God, as if God himself could reach down and thrust his whole arm through the nave of the Cathedral and wear the stone like some kind of armament, a piece of mail fit for the Lord God in his rage. But my son, this gives me pause, because I have fallen into the trap of letting my feelings surface; my hands write this text, not my heart, and in trying to make you feel what I felt, as I stood there, in the slanting light, smelling olives and dust, the wide square emptying with your mother beside me, thinking thoughts I will never understand, and now I understand again Maimonides, and I apologize if I have invoked these words before, but as it is said, it is necessary to address men in words that should leave some idea in their minds, however truly false those words are, and I hope I have communicated some idea of the city of Seville to you, and perhaps you can see yourself in my place, as I wandered along the side of the Cathedral under construction, unable to keep still, moving down the path towards the olive oil market, and finally kneeling down, exhausted. My son, in brushing past the weeks we traveled I perhaps have given you the impression they were easy, but kneeling there, I felt such a sense of relief as I hope that perhaps you will feel sometime in your life, when you feel like a journey has ended, and a place has arrived and met you, and something has filled your belly; the stomach no longer churns over the emptiness of dissatisfaction and want, and you can feel as if the place you are in is not simply a place, but a place for you, a comfortable place, where one thing leads to the next, and one can see the beauty in the location. Place is everything, my son, and however many eyes may be watching you, always dwell within the place that God has granted you, and if you understand that, you will understand why, with the wall of Seville at my back and the unfinished Cathedral at my front, with your mother looking on from the side, weary and misunderstanding, and Ezequiel talking to the merchants in Las Gradas, I knelt and felt the blood of Jews and Muslims under my feet, I felt the past under my toes, and I wanted to cry for all the people who had let me live in this world and whom I will never thank, and what a feeling it is to feel unworthy before the very people who have given their lives to save you! It is this feeling that drove me to kneel and gather up my sleeves, and thrust my hands into the air so that the sun cast a shadow before me and the shadow pointed towards the Cathedral and I felt like God was flowing through me, through the sun, through my hands, outstretched and leaping, through the nave of the Cathedral, Christians be damned, and out the other side, flowing madly through the city of Seville, down Las Aguilas, through San Esteban, and out through the Carmona gate, striking the road towards the city as it burst from the stone and timber that made up the wall, and rushed forward and out and up into the sky—my son, have you ever felt that there was pure being in the world, beside us, flowing around us—I felt it, for one never feels anything less before a monument—this was a monument, a monument to the strength of God. My son, I am always feeling like I am kneeling. It seems as if that is who I am.


And in my time in Seville, I would go and sit there, on the rocks, every day, and watch the men build the Cathedral, and I thought a lot about you. Maimonides writes that God is not subject to any change or innovation whatever, but I know from my father that we are made in God’s image, and so the difference lies in what Maimonides calls the relation of time, from which it follows that perhaps we are indeed subject to change over time, whereas without time, God is not subject to change, but it seems to me that even in time, God would not be subject to change, as we are not subject to change, but only change in the way that we seem, for time, as Maimonides writes, is an accident to motion which again is connected with a body, and all of time is moving in a direction, and it is only through moving that one changes and gains knowledge of things. For it is only through the stepping out of my house, onto the road, that I began to find knowledge of things. And if it is only through motion, that is, time, that one gains knowledge, so that when one is standing still, one is not subject to change or innovation. God is standing still, Maimonides says, God is standing in one place in all the universe, and it is only by moving in space, through the space of God, that we can gain knowledge of him, and each part of him sheds light on the next, because the difference between them can be easily seen, and the attribute of what God is not becomes clear from the small part of God discovered, but nothing positive can be said about the whole of God nor without saying something about the whole. For how can one say something true about the parts, for no part can be understood without the working of the whole! In the same way, man is only perceived in parts, without the assurance of the whole, and this presents a difficulty for the understanding of the whole of man, for one encounters not all of men, but only a small part, and each person found argues in some way against the notion one has of the whole. Indeed, one must not forget to treat each man as a negative attribute, for if each man were taken as a whole, our treatment of man would be nothing but a multitude of conflicting and confusing attributes that we might list. Instead, each man’s distance from the next implies the difference between them, which is, in fact, a similarity which grows more defined the more men one encounters, although as Maimonides says, we can only employ inadequate language, and so great care must be taken in building up the essence of man. And indeed, it is the same way with the story I am telling you, for it is the distance of the events from one another in time, in motion and therefore in places, that sheds light on the invisible story that connects the thoughts and events—indeed, I cannot very well here distinguish between thoughts and events, except to say that the one comes from the heart and the other from the head—but who would say that thoughts do not inspire events, and that events do not inspire thoughts? But to return to my main point, if each man tells one a bit more—or indeed, tells one a bit less—of what man can be, then one’s own self, of whom one has the greatest knowledge, can tell one least of all, in that the greatest distinction tells one the greatest deal about man, but only in one’s relations with others. This presents a great difficulty considering that Maimonides’ example of the boat, in which each of ten people give one more negative attribute regarding the boat by which they learn that the boat is a boat, so that ten people might give the essence of the one man much more often than the one man might give essence of the ten. In this way, people in their number give things their meaning, that is to say, uncover the meaning which is already there. And yet, there are disagreements among men as to the essence of things; for indeed, one often feels as if the essence of man does not correspond to one’s feelings about it, that the essence of man is in some way lacking, that the basis of man’s thoughts and events is in its essence frustrating. 


I fear that the preceding is much too recondite, in the style of Maimonides, who rarely connects things to his words, perhaps because he believes and indeed writes that those who seek a true understanding of things, as himself does, establish the properties of things in accordance with the abstract notions which the mind has formed of them, and who are not misled by the inaccuracy of the words employed, and so, it seems as if the abstract notions are different from words, and Maimonides attempts to describe these abstractions in words, which are inadequate, because, so to speak, many words suggest the realness of things, whereas his words, suggest the opposite and so are more real. Therefore, I will move ahead, yet again, to the turning point of my story.


With what money we had brought, which was not much—and indeed, much of it had come from selling linens and the rest of our bread just before leaving—we made our way to the Calle de Gaiteros where a stranger had told us, fingering a mustache that was not coming in well at all, that rooms were to be had. We would like a room, I told the woman there, who had an apron clasped around her enormous waist, and a piece of cloth wrapped around her head, so that, without the bulk of her hair, her head looked something like a large, trembling droplet of water. For the three of you? the woman asked, and I responded, yes, for the three of us. We would be very grateful to you, if you would give us just such a room. She studied us, somewhat starving and very tired, and I looked around the rest of the room, which was extremely messy, with a few men sitting at tables, talking, and a large stuffed bird, which seemed to be giving the room a terrible smell, from where it had been stood, on a small pedestal near the entrance to the kitchen. The woman named a price, which was far beyond our means, and we thanked her, and left. Ezequiel was upset that I had not argued with the woman; Rebka was walking with her eyes closed, her hand lightly resting on my shoulder. We wandered into the streets, which by then were somewhat quiet, the sun nearly set, and we walked down streets at random, looking for a welcoming place. As fate would have it, in order to avoid a large cart, we ducked down Rose alley, and found ourselves, a few minutes later on the old Puerta de la Juderia, which we took to be an auspicious sign. And here is when my story begins to get interesting.


With a crash, a pot of olive oil, having been hurled out of a second-story window, shattered on the cobblestones in front of us, and we began to hear shouts from above. In an instant, Ezequiel disappeared, leaving Rebka and me alone in the street, which had become mysteriously deserted, leaving us with the feeling as if the sky itself had darkened and the healthy redness of the day were giving way to an austere, sluggish rain. How does one act when such violent, unexpected events occur? The shouts increased in intensity, and as I gathered Rekba in my arms, ushering her close to the closest wall, two men burst out of the building next to us. The one man, well-built, but somewhat stout, with a scraggly beard, had his back to the street, and the other man, tall, thin, with striking, long golden curls, lunged at him, his hands becoming entangled behind the stout man’s neck, and both of them falling backwards, one on top of the other, into the street, where they fell with a grunt and a sickly thud. The man underneath, trapped against the dirty street of the Jews, was struggling to free a knife which gleamed in his belt, while the other one seemed to cradle the other’s head in his arms, rocking his head from side to side, palms over his ears, holding down the other’s arms with his elbows. The man on top, the one with the blonde hair, went so far as to bend down and kiss the larger man’s forehead lightly, laughing softly, saying something that was difficult to hear from where I stood, but which I later learned was Italian. I looked around the street, trying to meet the eyes of anybody who also happened to be out, but there was no one. Instead, my eyes rested on the church of Santa Maria la Blanca and I saw how the little square in front of it had been rubbed all over with shadows, for the last efforts of the sun barely stroked the outlines of the church, and the sun was rapidly falling, having made up its mind at last to leave at least part of the world in darkness, as it slipped down its track, bound to the dome of the heavens. Meanwhile, the larger man had escaped from underneath, and breathing heavily, had pinned the one with the curls against the step of the door and would have probably beaten in his head, if Ezequiel had not appeared out of nowhere, perhaps out of the Rose alley, perhaps he had run back from nearby San Jose, and kicked the larger man in the back of the skull, and perhaps I had imagined it, but even to this day when I conjure up the scene, I wonder if I saw the man’s eyes pop out onto the face of his adversary, and leave his skull like fruit falls from a tree. At the very least, the man with the blonde curls spent a great deal of time brushing himself off and wiping his hands against his trousers when the fight was over. Ezequiel bent close to the man and they exchanged a few words. Then they moved aside from the entranceway as a few more men rushed out and began to haul the body inside, and two women emerged, tanned, looking like the sand at the bottom of the Guadalquivir, and they held between them a basket of bread, which they brought to the square in front of the church of Santa Maria la Blanca, and a small crowd of people appeared from the shadows, and a short line formed out of nothing. Ezequiel and his friend were about to slip into the crowd when I called out to him, Ezequiel! Where do you think you are going? Are you going to leave your friends here like fools? And the people turned to look at us. Ah, what a look in his eye I saw then! So Ezequiel had to drag us along and I remained purposefully oblivious to his glares, and I wished I had never met him that time when he was passing through our town and Rebka and I had sold him some bread, and liked him so much that we invited him to our house for dinner, which was enjoyable because Ezequiel is quite a funny man—and I love him, despite all the terrible things that he does. But at that moment, for the first time, I came face to face with him; and it is at a moment like that, when a person acts in a way unexpected, that familiar things become important. 

As we marched back towards the Cathedral, Rebka craned her head up at me and said, Do you know what just happened? She asked me, and I thought for a second, and then replied: I suppose it could be anything. For how does one respond to an event which one neither participates in nor understands? As we passed the church of Santa Maria la Blanca, the two windows and the arch of the entranceway looked like a comical, frowning face, and so I laughed. Rebka hit me. What do you want me to say, I asked her, perhaps it was a personal disagreement. Rebka spat against the crumbling wall beside her. So we will ask them! Just let us see where they are going, I told her, and then we turned down narrow streets in the dark, passed buildings that seemed all to flow into one another, or rather, seemed to fit together like a huge puzzle, the pieces not cohering, but rather standing apart, each painted a different color. Finally, it seemed like a thousand faces later that we arrived at the Barrio de Genova, the Genoese district, where all the rich Italians lived and worked. 

We walked up a leaning staircase, the four of us, the one with the curls leading. The banister was painted blue and the paint was chipping; as we worked our way up the stairs, I ran my hand along the banister and little paint chips went flying into the air, settling on my feet, in Rebka’s hair. In a room to the left of the staircase, we found ourselves sitting cross-legged on a beautiful rug, Ezequiel standing against the wall, leaning, as the man with the curls, whose name we soon learned was Ambrosio, walked over to the table which dominated the middle part of the room, and placed his hands on it, staring right into the eyes of the man whom we no doubt had come to see, an elderly Italian named Jacobo. What is this, Jacobo asked. The last of them is dead, Ambrosio told him, and this is a friend, Ezequiel, a Jew from Aragon, and these are his friends, Baruch and Rebka, they need a place to stay while they do business for us. Jacobo turned to look at us, with a somewhat blank expression, as if he were looking at us out of politeness, but hardly seeing us at all. The city of Seville should thank you, Ambrosio, Jacobo said; instead, just minutes ago, a councilman came here saying if we do not sort it out, we are going to see taxes, and I told him, when you bring one tax collector into this district, I am going to throw him out this window and drag him all the way to the Guadalquivir. Jacobo laughed. The poor man really thought that was going to be the end of him. Jacobo said this with such a friendly grin, that I found myself smiling too. It is more complicated than he knows. Ambrosio was looking at the floor now. He turned to us, and said, If you want to know, the man who died this evening had attacked one of our ships from Genoa as it was coming up the Sanlucar de Barrameda. We have privileges in this city. Ambrosio smiled. I like your friends, Jacobo said. What happened to her? he asked, pointed to Rebka. There was silence for a moment, I looked at the two of them, waiting for some clarification. Her forehead, Jacobo said, lifting a finger to point at my wife. I looked at her, even though I knew what he was talking about. She has been that way ever since I have known her, I said to him, trying to be polite. Jacobo tapped his finger to his forehead. Can she talk? he asked, It looks deep. Yes, she can talk, I answered, just as Rebka was starting to speak. It is just the way God made her, I said, at that time knowing no better than to attribute such an action to the Lord. Ambrosio started to pace around the room. I knew a man who had a dent like that in his forehead; he had been in a fight and the butt of a knife went through his forehead. He could not speak for the rest of his life. What do you want her to do? She is fine, I said, smiling, not knowing what to say. Jacobo laughed, We were just wondering. I am sorry, Baruch. You know, I say, one should savor marvels. At this, Rebka smiled. I have always known I was special in some way. Jacobo leaned back in his chair. My dear, you are a marvel, and if I may say, Baruch, you will forgive me, a very beautiful woman. You know, once I was a merchant, ferried cloth, soap, that type of thing around our sea, before I became a banker, and sometimes, when we would find ourselves off course, we should catch sight of some sea swell that grasped our hearts and shook them, because it seemed as if something marvelous was about to rise out of the water—Jacobo crossed his legs, and stopped speaking as he met my gaze. I had been staring at a huge volume, chained to a desk in the corner of the room. I see your husband has noticed my book, he said. It is the lives of saints. Every time I open that book, I am surprised and humbled by what I find. In that same way, you humble me, Doña Rebka. Every marvel makes one feel more a part of mankind. In fact, I feel closer to all of you right now. And Jacobo raised his eyes to the ceiling and settled into his chair with great dignity. You are a philosopher, Ambrosio said. Thank you, Ambrosio—and then, scratching his short, grayish hair, he said, You are kind. There is something underneath this world; maybe one day we will know what it is, but for now there is business to attend to. And that was the end of his short talk with us. Ezequiel bent close to Ambrosio, probably to ask to relieve himself, because Ambrosio pointed down the hall, and said: under the bed. 

At that moment, as Ezequiel was working through the entranceway, a strange looking man entered the room, pushing past my friend. He was somewhat lanky, with not much of a chin, but with some hairs there, almost in the form of a goatee, but his principle features were: a nose which changed directions halfway in its course, and a head which was clearly growing bald, a large forehead, covered by a mass of limp hairs, which began towards the back of his head and covered everything as they slumped forward. He had come in somewhat obsequiously to collect some papers to copy, being a scribe and a notary. Alright, Alfonso, said Jacobo, how are you? Are you well? Ambrosio clapped the fellow on the back. Hey, Alfonso, what do you have here? Ambrosio pricked a spot on Alfonso’s shirt with his finger. Look what you did, Alfonso cried, you put a hole in my shirt! It was there the whole time! Ambrosio said, Look at that, Jacobo, what do you think? He turned to let the old Italian see, and it was true there was a little hole in Alfonso’s shirt. The old man did not know what to say, so Alfonso laughed, and said, You know that is the third time today I have done that joke. Yes, continued Ambrosio, he put the hole in his shirt himself. It lets my body breathe, Alfonso explained. This little hole is why I never get sick. I can let the fumes out and they do not built up so close to me. Jacobo considered this for a moment, after which Ambrosio laughed and said: Alfonso, you live in Las Gradas, am I right? You have been to my house, Alfonso said to him. No, I have not, Ambrosio said frowning. Perhaps you have not, Alfonso said. Maybe I am thinking of someone else. Is this all the paper? he asked, tapping the sheaf against the table. Yes, Jacobo answered, and Ezequiel came back into the room. 

My son, it is the fate of every man always to be divided, to be somewhat out of the moment one is in; as I stood there, in the corner of Jacobo’s room, craning my head sometimes to catch a glimpse of the conversation which I was perceiving as if I was not in the room at all, I was also aware of the presence of the papers in Alfonso’s hand and the book on the side table, just as I was aware of Rebka beside me. In fact, her neck, which grew out of the two swoops of her shoulders, was right at my chest, and I wanted simply to let my head fall against them, but she would, I thought, hate me for it; everyone here thought she was beautiful, and she was, and it had been a very long time since anyone had mentioned it even in jest. On this point, I will tell you, my son, to this day, I do not feel old, I feel something quite different. I have only this darkened space of a room to give me respect, and my thoughts, I think, are no different from those of my youth. Instead, I only feel a change in the grit that gathers on my skin and seems to dissolve into my limbs and into my back. If only I could be free of this body, my son! One day I promise you, you too will want to leave your body behind, or at least to drain it of pain and feed it in abundance. For if the hope of the young is an earthly paradise, the hope of the old is a heavenly one. The heaven of the old might be youth, but only as far as the desires of youth linger on past their time. What a possibility, to be drained of all feeling! This is the hope of my old age, to become unable to feel, to be freed of all distractions; this does not go against God—I do not seek to question his creation. I desire only that desire which he himself has planted in me. For I only wish to transform into something new, to inhabit another body, to be born a man in old age, and to live in the palace of abundance and to take from it only a little. 

I must have shut my eyes for a moment, even as I stood there on my two feet, because Ezequiel woke me with a hand on my shoulder. Behind him floated the face of Alfonso, glittering. We are going with Alfonso, Ezequiel said, and when I looked to Jacobo, he was nodding. Ambrosio had gone. Alfonso lives in the old Jewish quarter. He will have room for us. He smiled strangely and looked towards the window. It is almost time for dinner, he said to us, and gestured toward the door. A blessing, to this day, I cannot quite believe my own story. One last thing: before I left, I went up to Jacobo, stepping softly, and I touched a small figurine on his desk. Behind me, Rebka was speaking to Alfonso. I want to know you, I whispered to Jacobo, meeting his eyes. I—and I faltered here—I thank you, you have been kind—but in fact, I only mumbled and smiled. Perhaps Jacobo understood because he rested a hand on mine, which made me feel like a small child, and said, I brought it from Genoa. I looked at him, at his grayish eyes, and his shaven cheeks, and I said, Thank you very much for your kindness, and fled the room, even though I wanted to talk to him, to ask him about his book, and about his life, which was so much more interesting and marvelous than mine. But he had been too kind to me, and we can only live having forgotten the good that others have done for us. It is too much a distraction to have one’s debts in mind. One must be careless with others in order to live with them, to feel not like a child. Someone taller is always older, I thought to myself, someone older is always taller. Someone who looks like one’s father, however old one is, however far one is from home, someone magnanimous, can always make one feel as empty as a child. 

I remember very clearly the first step into Alfonso’s room. The dark of night was creeping in from behind us, so Alfonso went in ahead to light a candle or two, and in this way, the room was lit by the flickering of light, trembling and shaking like the large glossy leaves of a plant near an open window, whose leaves curve downward slightly; and as they tremble, they gesture downward as if to say, calm down, calm down. What the light revealed was a relatively small room, a pallet to one side, a collection of pots in the corner, and two chairs, both worn, with legs that splayed out as if tired of their weight. On the opposite side, in front of a tapestry which was nailed to the wall, quite colorful, but slightly out of place—indeed, it had a thin rip going down it from where the nail had gone in, and it was gathered up from the bottom so that I could not make out what it depicted—there was a table, its surface at an angle, and a stool that stood next to it, and a small side table beside it, on which lay a pen, a quill with the feathers cut off, well shaped, and three pots of ink, round, with the fingerprints of the potter still on them, and sealed, and around the circle of their tops one could see black, red, or blue. On the angled table lay a page, large, mostly empty, except for an outline which had been drawn over it, and a decoration of vines that entwined around the few figures that were there, which, in the little light of the two candles, seemed to disperse and come together again and dance before my eyes. All this description, all the words that make it up, came to me much later. Alfonso shut the door behind us and I asked him, What do you do? He answered, I am a notary and a scribe. He walked over to the table and slapped down the pages that he had taken from Jacobo. For example, I am going to copy some numbers for Jacobo. As he spoke, I moved quietly over to the angled table, hearing, but not feeling the creak of the wood boards beneath me, and it was only through the sound that I knew I myself was walking. What is this, I asked. That is a book I have to copy. It was not the first time I had seen writing, of course. I had seen writing growing up in Barcelona with my fathers all around me, and they read from texts every day, you know this, my son. And in our town as well, certain Christians possess little books that they carry with them everywhere, secreting them away in their pants, or tying pockets into their shirts for them, little books that fit into one’s hand like an infant born too early, some of them sold by the peddlers who come through town, and others copied out by special request for those with a little money, and inside them are the feast days, the holidays, the prayers in other languages, and so they can whisper them at any moment, and even a moment of crisis, they will have the pages nearby to consult, to flip through with their thumb. Indeed, what a sense of security they must have, to be able to handle their hearts in their hands, for to live one’s life in one’s own body is rarely enough, and in some way, one must imbue a thing with life and comfort to be handled and caressed as part of oneself. I had seen those few books and had heard of larger books, had seen the Hebrew scriptures of my fathers, but I had never seen a book as large and as ornate as the one in this room in my memory. Two huge blocks had been drawn in color on the page, and they were separated from each other by the use of a dividing line, making the design around the text look like the closed shutter of a house with a host of curling plants swirling around it, and the text was, as it were, written on the closed shutter, so that, since one could not look into the house from outside, one was confronted with something equally interesting and equally marvelous, the shutter being closed.

Meanwhile, Alfonso was preparing places for Rebka, Ezequiel and I to sleep, pulling some extra blankets out from under his bed, and shaking them off. Rebka asked him, What is it you are copying? She had seen me staring at the manuscript and the smaller, slanted pages that were lying nearby. Alfonso looked up for a moment, stared at Rebka, and laughed. I asked him, Really, what is it? It is a translation recently done by an acquaintance of mine, Pedro, a kind man if a little reserved, from Toledo. He recently finished it here in Seville, at the request of our patron, Don Iñigo Lopez de Mendoza, Marquis de Santillana, the great poet. What is it that you are going to do with his translation? I asked hesitantly. Well, I copy it from his notes to the large paper you see there, with the designs, and then someday I will present it to the Marquis if I ever find someone to bind it! Where did you learn to do such a thing, I asked him. So Alfonso told me about what learning he had attained in Caceres, his home, and as he finished laying out our beds, he told me a little about his life. I was so weary that I heard very little of what Alfonso was telling me, but for bringing me into his house that night, I will forever be indebted to him. For, my son, I could reveal to you, of course, what it was that Alfonso was copying, but I knew it not then, so for that reason, I will reveal to you the nature of the book when it was revealed to me.

That night I awoke to the sound of a wagon breaking down outside, the first merchants arriving in Las Gradas before the dawn. The round shape of Rebka was a few feet away. She was lying on her back, her neck sprawled out like the rest of her. I could hear her breath as I studied her in the little light that had started to enter the room, creeping around the nailed tapestry that Alfonso kept against the wall. To the other side of me Ezequiel was awake, his bluish eyes matching the dawn moment by moment. I realized I had not spoken to him as a friend in days. He had learned to grow silent, or had chosen silence, over his normal talkativeness, his strange humor, his bantering like a child, which made Rebka and I love him. Ezequiel, I said to him, turning over. He looked at me, not sullenly, but waiting, imbuing the moment with a certain humor, as if waiting for my signal to start to smile. I was about to speak, when suddenly he surprised me, saying, Baruch, what has become of us? We never talk anymore. We’ve been on the road for weeks and for the last two I think we have not even said good morning to each other. Ezequiel, I said, we have been together too long; sometimes I think I have run out of things to say. He grunted in response. More than that, I said, every moment you bring new surprises. What are we doing here? I am indebted to Jacobo, he said. In fact, Baruch, I have been keeping it to myself for a long time, and it has not been easy. I would like to tell you my plan and see what you think. We should leave here, though; I do not want to wake Alfonso or Rebka. I agreed, and we slipped out of the room into the grey morning of Seville. 

As we broke out in the street, we were confronted with the sight of the overturned wagon which had woken us. Shattered bottles filled the street; some had rolled intact as far as the alley on the opposite side. The street smelled strongly of wine, and the cobblestones appeared like the wall of an old building, criss-crossed with purple moss. The wagon-driver, at a loss, had gone in search of help, leaving his cart deserted, like some lopsided rock submerged in a lake. Ezequiel laughed. Well, Baruch, a blessing, he said, and I clapped him on the back. He bent over, holding himself, and lifted two bottles by their stems from the ground. I picked up two as well, testing them to see if they had any cracks, then we ducked down the alley, shouting as one feels compelled to do when the sun has not yet risen, and one can feel the rays of God’s light on one’s face. By the time we poked our heads into the next street over, however, we were out of breath, and leaned against one another, a little embarrassed, but silent, until Ezequiel began to cough. I held him almost doubled over, until he was ready to rise, wiping his mouth, which I noticed now was ringed by a straggly whitish beard. I mentioned it to him and he said he wished I had his eyes, to see the sort of thing that surrounded my face. We walked shoulder to shoulder down towards the river. Baruch, let me tell you. 

As I said, I am working for the Genoese, I owe them like I owe so many others. I could have stayed in Cartillas with you, but I have been thinking for a long time now that the only thing worthy of life is experience and I cannot help but feel the need to do something, and if I am risking my life, then that in itself makes my life worth risking. I do not know why other people cannot see it, but everyone has their own spirit and it is that which gives us our separateness. Our individual spirits will us to action, but to different degrees. But each person cannot know all the individual actions of all the spirits, so one focuses on the spirits which surround one. Why else would the world be divided like it is, in which I have lived so far from where I began, in which every town is separate, our King riding from city to city, as if to keep up with the moving spirit of the people? It seems as if my spirit desires more range of action and since my nature is such that I cannot have any power, I wander from place to place. Ezequiel continued to speak to me, but I was not really listening. Perhaps he said those words, perhaps he did not, so taken up was I by the buildings we were passing and by the route we were taking, and more and more I was realizing that Ezequiel and I were very different people, which was both interesting and sad; I was a person who lived with all my heart, and he was a person who lived happily, or tried to. But for us, the least I can say, is that sometimes our interests coincided. My son, it is painful for me to admit it, but sometimes it is better to act for one’s own reasons, than to listen to another person. Sometimes one can do nothing more than to act for another, and understand its significance later. We arrived back at the Cathedral under construction and it was still early enough that the nave, open on both ends was empty, still in the shadow of La Giralda, a minaret left by the Muslims. There was scaffolding to the sides of it, so we climbed up the side of the Cathedral, because in a flash I realized that there was no reason not to, for no one here knew that we were two peasants; indeed, Ezequiel was now living the last stretch of his life as if he were not. We emerged at the top, and crept along the roof, which was unfinished, crawling across wood beams, or stepping widely from stone to stone. Finally, we found a platform of sorts, right behind the face of the Cathedral which was bordered by two spires and from where we sat, we could see through a hole which was to form a magnificent window. We uncorked the bottles of wine, and sat there, as soon enough, the sun began to hover above the sky, rising quickly over the horizon, as if the sky were an object with a hole cut in it and the light of existence were burning through. Mist hugged the roofs of the city in this warm, humid country, and as the sun finally disentangled itself from the outline of Seville, a flock of swans curled across the sky, swooping out of nowhere, and turning lightly back towards the river. There on the roof of the Cathedral, Ezequiel and I, like good Jews, imbibed they way our fathers had on happy occasions and sad ones, in order to dance in just such a way as to invite God in, the spirit of God who normally was so coquettish as to seem close, but entirely out of reach, until one lost the ability to sense any distance, and in that moment, when the spirits which surround one lose all individuation, then God sneaks in and like a child playing, one is driven to shout and leap in a way embarrassing for adults, but appropriate for children, who are as foolish as drunks sometimes, but possessing an innocence which adults can only strive towards. Indeed, my son, even when the beauty of the earth was more apparent than ever, one was reliant on a sense of beauty which was not inherent in the earth itself; one was reliant on the joy and spell of wine, and not the spell and joy itself; one was reliant on the kinship between spirits, between Ezequiel and myself, but at the same time, kinship was not enough, and although we rested against the wall together, shoulder to shoulder, our bodies were an obstacle. No feeling which has ever stirred the heart has not had a requirement and no feeling has never inspired some impossible action, no feeling has not created a restriction, a sudden wall, for feeling is not enough for us, I told Ezequiel, and Ezequiel agreed, we must always act. And so we did, after lying there like sacks, surveying the city, muttering to each other, I taking off my shirt and wrapping it around me like the tallit of a rabbi and moving in that venerable and respected way a rabbi moves, as if to fool the spirits of the world, which Ezequiel had spoke of and now with all my being I thought were existent and at hand, I shouted LORD GOD. And Ezequiel murmured, rocking back and forth, Amen. LORD GOD, I cried, I AM SHOUTING AT YOU. Amen, murmured Ezequiel. I started to laugh. GOD, I cried, DO NOT LAUGH AT ME. He is laughing at you, said Ezequiel. I AM NOT A CHILD, GOD, I yelled to the city of Seville, I AM NOT A CHILD. You are acting like one, Ezequiel said. I AM AN OLD MAN, I cried, I AM NOT AND HAVE NEVER BEEN A CHILD. Even as a child, Ezequiel added, coughing. I cleared my throat, which was hoarse. STOP MAKING ME FEEL LIKE A CHILD, I finally sputtered out, and Ezequiel chuckled as I fell back against the hard stone and he put one hand on my hand and said, You are a sight to behold. I smiled and Ezequiel said, the Christians have it worse, their priest is called Father. We Jews are equals, he said. I mumbled, I cannot be a Jew. What? asked Ezequiel. How can I be a Jew? I know nothing of God, I responded. Do not be a fool, Ezequiel said to me, what do you feel of God? You have Jewish blood in your veins. I said, I feel like laying my head down against my father’s chest and closing my eyes. When is the last time you had such good wine to drink, Ezequiel asked. Not for a long time, I answered, never maybe. I could say the same, he responded and then said, Baruch, God could be around the next corner, you know. If that is true, then I have wasted my entire life in building pleasant thoughts, I said, that is all I have done, working and thinking, building thoughts I can never even trust. Sometimes I lay on the ground and feel closer to the earth, I said, but I think there is only so close that one can get. When I could, I would hold my son close to me, I told Ezequiel, I would feel him and think of the fulfillment of Rebka, but I could only think about it, I was never fulfilled, as if God alone could fulfill me, and even that is only a thought. Let go, Ezequiel said. Of what, I asked. He laughed and muttered something that sounded like Amen. The sun had just risen above the front edifice of the nave and was suddenly visible to us. At that moment, a swan, perhaps one we had seen flying before, came in a fluttering and a rush of wings to land right between us, between Ezequiel and me. We stared at the swan for a moment, as it craned its neck at us, a perfect, fresh, clean white; we stared at it as it knocked over the wine bottles which crashed far below us; and we watched as the swan curled its neck against its wings, and tucked its legs under its wings, and fell asleep right between us where we lay, keeping perfectly still, unable to move. On closer inspection, the swan looked peaceful, but hardly as graceful as it had appeared flying through the air. Ezequiel and I muttered some words to each other and could not help but laugh at ourselves. Our heads still reeling, we stood up and, careful not to wake the swan, we clambered down the scaffolding of the Cathedral, like children descending from a tree. My son, to conclude this short episode, I will tell you the thoughts that occurred to me as we returned to the house of Alfonso the scribe, that all actions are limited by the conceivable; that we can only understand ourselves in terms of what is conceivable, which is a terrible measure by any standards, and indeed, who cannot but say that no man is so foolish, but has misinterpreted the world entirely, having only been around people who have mistreated him in some consistent way, who have no respect for him, who have expected nothing more from him than foolishness, who have given him no experience but that which has taught him how to be in a way subservient, foolish, and, in short, misguided. It was with these thoughts that I turned the corner on Las Aguilas, Ezequiel at my side. 

I do not quite remember what we had been talking about, my son, for in the aftermath of such moments, details often seem very far away. I knew I was speaking to Ezequiel, that I was gesturing with my hand as we walked up the street, when two men passed us on the opposite side of the street. I remember it clearly now, although I hardly thought anything of it then. A few moments, later, I was just taking a large gulp of air when I heard footsteps behind us, quick, short, rapid, coming up to us. Someone said something and as I turned around, someone hit me; it must have been a fist which connected with the side of my turning head; and I fell down, or I must have, for the next moment I was on the ground, surrounded by scuffling feet. What, I asked them, What is happening? In answer, they were kicking me, there must have been two of them, Ezequiel was a missing presence, for nothing in particular filled my eyes except haste; I was afflicted with a certain blindness as repeatedly I tried to stand up on all fours, to escape, to run away, but was kicked down each time, only to try to stand again, all without my knowledge, without my doing, as if my body had taken over and was saving itself, without any conscious thought, only confusion, the vague idea that I had not quite finished my thought in speaking to Ezequiel, wondering where he was, and when we could finish what we were talking about, but among the thoughts I had none were that this was the end of something, for I barely felt the blows they were inflicting on me, because no part of this experience was real, so it seemed; so far distant they were from normal experiences, it seemed impossible that so dramatic a change could have occurred, that I was living it, that elsewhere people were waking up, eating breakfast, for I had lost any ability to understand the actions and thoughts of others. I was entirely captive, curled up, with my arms around my knees, as if mumbling, trapped in my own head, in my own body which was, on its own, defending its master. I have no advice for you, my son, if you find yourself in such a situation, for there is nothing one can do; one’s body takes over, in a manner which is surprising and ultimately humbling. For then, mysteriously, the attack stopped, that is, I found myself running with the only thought in my mind that I had to get away, for I hardly remember what caused the blows to stop, nor do I have but flashes of what I must have perceived as I ran down Las Aguilas, flashes like illustrations, of houses, of clotheslines, of a staring woman with huge eyebrows, of a little boy holding a cat by its front legs, a cat which was missing an ear, until finally I turned the corner and stopped against the wall, leaning against it, panting, and then, from the flashes, I perceived, after the fact, that which must have happened, the two men, the fist, the fall, the attack, the end, the running, and finally the turning the corner. I was left with unanswered questions of course, dizzy, barely able to stand, but I whispered to myself, I am fine, where is Ezequiel, and then, Why did they do that? Why would they? A woman had stepped out of her door, having seen me, and without thinking I told her, I was attacked, and she asked me if I was healthy, and I said yes, and she said, Be careful, father, for some reason, which I could barely attempt to reach, as slowly my sense returned. Then, against all reason, I rounded the corner again, to see what I had missed, and what I saw at the end of the street was Ezequiel on his knees, being helped up by two men, and a small crowd gathered around him, and I felt more confusion than guilt, that I had run away so quickly, and I walked back to my friend, I would have run, but my legs refused to work so efficiently as they had only minutes before, and I limped down the street not inside my own head, but as if seeing myself through the eyes of everyone in every house which lined Las Aguilas, as if my spirit was making up for the moment of entrapment in my one, single body. Finally, I reached the small crowd of people, who were staring at me. One of them ran forward and jerked my hands behind my back violently, and I yelled, What? in utter disbelief. Wait, Ezequiel said, wait, that is my friend. And the man who had me by the hands, who, remarkably, was red-haired, let me go, saying: Sorry, but I had heard the attack and ran to help you, and as I neared three men ran in different directions, two down there—he pointed to an alley—and this one—he pointed to me—ran right past me down the street, without glancing at me. I said, I am sorry, my friend, but I do not even remember that. There was silence for a moment and I explained, I was attacked too, Ezequiel and I were attacked. Ezequiel nodded. Are you okay, I asked Ezequiel. Yes, I think so, but I think I am bleeding. He was right. How are you, he asked me, and I said, I am fine, but I sat down just then, feeling absolutely unable to stand a moment longer, and I put my head in my hands there on the side of street. Ezequiel, said one of the men, leaning down to my friend’s ear. Do you know who those men were, Ezequiel asked. No, he answered. How do you two know each other, I asked abruptly. Ezequiel waved me away, saying: Remember Jacobo? Perhaps they are with the council. We bring money into the city, for years we have supplied them with bread, think of that, with bread for the council that cannot even supply its own people with bread; they need the Genoese. But maybe not, he said, and he trailed off. Ezequiel said, my purse is gone. Another man said, for all we know, it was simply chance. It was not chance, I said for being hit had somehow loosened my tongue, it was someone else, it was someone else’s greed, that is not chance, as if someone had just realized that nothing but other men were blocking his way. Ezequiel now looked as if he were going to swoon, so the men gathered him up in order to take him to a well-known doctor, for Ezequiel was quite a friend of Jacobo, and the old man wanted to see him alive for some reason. The men wished me luck, I who escaped unhurt it seemed, and told me how to return to Alfonso’s house. I left them there, walking alone down the streets of Seville, half-lost, half-remembering. In the distance, basket-boys were unloading the vessels docked in the quay; I could see them from where I walked and they seemed unusually colorful to me. This was the situation I found myself in, my son, taking step after step, for each individual one was noted, past a man selling wide-brimmed hats, past a garden with long hanging boughs; I walked like I was going to get hit, my eyes darting from side to side, seeking out each object, my head turning left, then right, as if my gaze were dough being spread out over a board, entirely, with no breaks, which needed to be molded back into the whole, and I would glance behind me every so often. I do not want to exaggerate my unease, my son, in fact, to any one on that street on that day quickly growing hot in Seville, I would have seemed entirely normal, indistinguishable, I am sure, from everyone else charging down the street at that moment, and in fact, I told myself then that it was surprising how normal, how fine I was, except that every time a man passed me to the left, I would, without my will, follow his path with my eyes as he descended into the blindness behind me, and only then because of the sudden dropping in my stomach and not from any reasoned decision. 

When I returned to Alfonso’s room, it was already late morning and as I crept back in, I felt unusually stiff and unreal, as if I were stepping back into the room and seeing everything from a great height. Alfonso was gone, the room was bright, the manuscript on the desk nearly glowing, and there alone, waiting for me, was Rebka whose look was entirely distant when I first came up the stairs, but at the sight of me, as if against her own will, her eyes seemed to shine with feeling and she suddenly broke into tears, running to me, burying her head in the space between my neck and shoulder in order to hide her feelings, which embarrassed her because I think I was so often reserved around her, that is, not to say I was without passion, but I hid misery from her, grief, in any case, which I let loose in tears only in the moments before sleep overtook me, when my waking dreams had time to remind me of the deaths I had known and would know, and in that moment of weakness, I would be unable to feel anything but the hot tears on my face before finally I was gone, hurtling towards morning. Alfonso went to go look for you. Where have you been, Rebka asked me, and I told her what happened haltingly, from the beginning, of course, because I felt as if to emphasize the attack in any way would be nothing more than a strategy for pity, which I neither wanted, nor would enjoy, because it would alter the relationship between us; between anyone, my son, pity creates unevenness, it sets the proper balance of things awry. In the course of my story, Rebka explained that she would not have been so worried if it were not for yesterday’s events, and she told me how glad she I was that I was alive, and that she loved me, which she feared she had not told me in a very long time. I told her I loved her as well, that things seemed very far away right now in memory, and that Ezequiel had gone with some friends of his, that I was very sorry, and that I wanted to lie down now. My son, you will forgive me for not thinking entirely clearly, though strangely, I remember this scene very well. I lay down on the floor at Rebka’s feet, as if in supplication, as if there were no bed in the room, and touched her legs, holding her calf close to me as if it were a pillow in the middle of the night. Rebka began to speak.

Do not ever leave me alone like that, she said. I was gazing up at her and I noticed the way her face had gone dry in age, but looked softer than ever. My son, one day you will have this feeling, of having spent so many years with a person that it is as if the two of you have grown up together. You will find, having grown up, that the experience will bind the two of you together, because each has watched the other understand the person they have become. My son, your mother was the first person I ever felt comfortable with stinking, with dirt and sweat in every place on my body and in every place on hers. In this negation of the body, in this denial of cleanliness, therein lies a trap. There is no escaping this person, then, there is no escaping love, just as there is no escaping the memory of one’s past and one’s actions, for they are preserved in the body of the other person. I have noticed that this process of growing up, of losing inexperience, leads to wrongdoing and falsity. I remember that particular day that Rebka let me kiss her, from her ankle to her knee, drawing me up from the floor. What we ourselves make natural, becomes natural for the people around us; the insane draw others into their insanity; the inexperienced, when not exposed as such, draw everyone into confusion. In this way, I kissed her and she, I am sure, too worried to think of that kind of love, bent down and kissed me in order to placate me; but at the time I took it as a measure of her desire, which surprised me considering the circumstances, for I had only kissed her myself in order to bring myself closer, not desiring her at all except in the sense that I wanted to rest myself on her body, which for me was most comfortable and most wonderful. But because she appeared to me passionate, I drew her down onto the floor, atop me, and pressed her close, and suddenly I was so grateful to have her back that I jerked her close to me, holding onto her flesh, pinching her, and she cried aloud, and pressed back at me and pinned my arm against the floor, because I appeared to be violently passionate, but of course, she appeared the same way, when in fact our actions were nothing but empty, and empty actions always appear necessary. Your mother and I have never quite understood each other, my son. We have often made each other happy, we have learned much together, live together peacefully and in great harmony, but when pressed, the things which we hold to be most important are incomparably different, that is, the most important things to me, she disregards as foolish, or rather, she disregards them with indifference or confusion, with a look in the face as if offended by my expressions, which seem so obvious or easily understandable that it must be foolishness on my part to be so concerned, and in the same way, with a unknowing disregard, I often make her feel insignificant because my words drain all meaning from the thoughts which encircle her heart. For at that moment, she wished to comfort me, to keep me company, to talk to me, to return me to people, when in fact, I wanted nothing more than to be alone, to think my thoughts, to survey and to understand. I said to her, Rebka, when you kiss me, you spit into my mouth, and she turned red and I said, I am sorry, but it is better you know now. For a long while I have only kissed your breasts, because your mouth is distracting. And it was at the moment, when we were both laughing, or I was laughing to set her at ease, and she was laughing to set me at ease, lying on the floor, distracting ourselves from the real problems, which were only problems when called problems, that Alfonso returned to his room. His back hurts, said Rebka quickly, and Alfonso smiled, nodding, understanding perhaps, but in any case, he said: Baruch, I heard about your attack. Rebka sat down on the bed and Alfonso stood a short distance from me, but far enough so that it did not seem as if he were towering above me. It is a curious thing, but a constant thing in my experience, for some men to appear larger than others, to appear like rescuers, as greater or even less. It is a strange thing that in our dealings with other people that so often others appear so different than ourselves. In any case, I was humbled before Alfonso, and rightly so, my son, for he was a man of great learning, that much was clear; and I knew absolutely nothing then, that is a fact, and so when he stood there, I crawled forward and kissed his boot, lightly, not overdoing it, of course, and said to him: Alfonso, forgive our intrusion into your home, in fact, I have decided to leave Seville at once, which even as I said it I knew was false, because for some reason, even the attack on me, further attracted me to this city of life, but I said it anyway. Alfonso helped me up onto his chair, the chair before his manuscript and said, It does not matter how long you stay, in fact, there is some unfinished business with your friend and surely you would not want to abandon him. Alfonso had brought back with him some fish and bread and we ate with him, talking about the city, about his work. Alfonso wanted to ask me some questions about the Jewish tradition, for he said, many of the manuscripts he was copying were old Jewish works, works from the past, and much of their meaning was lost on him. I had to tell him that I knew very little about the Jewish works, nor could I read, and I said, It is very funny, but I am still not entirely sure what that means. What are you talking about, Alfonso asked. What does it mean to read? I know there is knowledge in books, but how does it come to be there? I asked and Rebka laughed. I ignored her. Alfonso then sat me down and stood over me like a father might, although I could have been his father, and he took a piece of paper and placed it in front of me. Taking up his quill and ink, dipping the quill in the ink carefully, Alfonso with immense grace began to write on the page. I stared at it, when he had finished. It is your name, Baruch, Alfonso said, straightening. This is Baruch? I asked him. Yes, it says Baruch. Alfonso went through each of the letters before me, explaining the sound of each letter which made it up. So it is just the sounds! I cried. What do you mean, he asked. All you do is write down each sound I make, and then I can make the sounds I see on the page! Yes, that is how it works. You smile at me as if I were being foolish, Alfonso, but in fact, I have thought for a long time on this matter. You must understand that for me, somewhat of an orphan, I have for a long time been taught humility, indeed, I said to him, it may seem very obvious to you, but it is very hard for me to understand such things, never having been taught. The way I see it everything in life—this is how I think of it—I think of a bucket of water being filled to the top; the bucket is God’s creation and the water in the bucket is the world, the water being added to the bucket which enters the surface of the water and descends to the bottom represents the many new beings in the world, and the overflow over the sides of the bucket represents the beings leaving the world, and a hand, the hand of God, comes down into the bucket, swirling the fates of the beings in the world together. God creates whirlpools so that each being is tied to those near it, swirling together in the path created by God’s hand: this is the way I have thought of the world. And indeed, my son, this is what I thought then, perhaps I explained even to you this way of thinking one night when you had asked me one of your questions I had difficulty answering, although I am sure I never gave you that impression then, for, looking back, it seems that for you I had an answer for everything, even if I myself was far from sure. In any case, I told Alfonso, the meaning of the path of God’s hand is only clear to God, having himself moved his hand in the bucket, but to us, who only perceive the path that God has pushed us on and those beside whom we have been pushed, nothing is entirely clear, for the only understanding I myself or anyone can have of the world is of interpreting the path one and one’s fellows are taking and further, in the world, both in the earth and the sky, as for men and animals, their meaning is far from obvious; therefore, when I consider the learning in books, I had always thought that books required great wisdom and learning from experience in the same way that interpreting the world requires great wisdom, but in fact, anyone can speak a sound written on a page. I finished, uncertain of myself. Alfonso laughed. You are a remarkable man, Baruch. In my experience, however, it is not the reading of a text which is difficult, but understanding its meaning. I thought this over for a moment and agreed, saying, But of course, not knowing the way the letters work, you can excuse my mistake? Of course, Alfonso said, smiling. I looked over at Rebka, who I found asleep. Alfonso continued, For instance, I do not even understand the meaning of the texts that I copy; the notarial documents, of course I can understand, but something like this, the meaning of this is hidden from me. He pointed to the manuscript on the angled desk. What is it, I asked. It is called the More. And you say you do not understand it, I asked, staring at the documents. He read part of it to me and I tried to memorize the words he spoke as I stared at the text. At the top of the page he read: The investigation of this subject, which is almost too subtle for our understanding… and I imagined a face in my head, Alfonso’s face, speaking those words over and over again to fix them in my mind, as I stared at the text trying to match up the sounds with the words, long after Alfonso had gone, saying he had business to attend to.

It was sometime later that Ezequiel himself came to Alfonso’s room, helped by one of the men whom I had last seen out on the street after the attack and whose name I then learned was Pepino, which I thought was a good name, a little ridiculous, but a good name. Pepino helped Ezequiel into the room. My friend was now limping slightly, but it seemed to me that Pepino was there mainly to make sure Ezequiel did not fall, rather than to help him stand. Ezequiel looked somewhat haggard but his eyes held a great excitement whose source I was soon to learn. He said to me, Baruch, you must come with me. I asked him where he had been and he said, With friends who, in any case, I want you to meet, or rather they wish to meet you. How do they even know about me? I asked Ezequiel as he lowered himself onto the bed beside Rebka who was half awake. Pepino leaned against the wall beside the entrance. I asked Ezequiel, How are you, anyway? Ezequiel said that he was fine, that he had told his friends about me and in fact, he revealed, looking me directly in the eye, that was part of the reason why he had taken me along in the first place, which I laughed at saying, Ezequiel, of course you had your reasons, but I alone made the choice to come. Ezequiel laughed saying, Of course, you alone, and he patted Rebka on the leg, which made me want to slap him, God forbid I should slap a friend, and I decided that if God were serious, he would grant me the proper moment, which I realize now was more than I could hope to wish for. In any case, Ezequiel told me the following, which struck me very much: Many years ago when Ezequiel first came to this city he was taken in by a certain Jew of the name of Sanzo, a good man, who let Ezequiel sleep on his floor, let him join Sanzo and his wife for dinner, in short, treated him like an honored guest. It was at this time that Sanzo began, often after dinner, to speak to Ezequiel concerning his beliefs. Ezequiel then as now was a great wanderer, indeed, one whose surroundings rarely satisfied him. Nevertheless, Ezequiel stayed with this Sanzo, by then quite elderly, for a number of weeks. It made a great impression on him that Sanzo had spoken to him about the blessing of guests, which in fact was the welcoming not only of Ezequiel himself, but also a cloud of spirit, as Ezequiel said, a cloud of God. It was this phrase that made Ezequiel stay, despite his tendency to leave, despite the changing of the seasons and the coming of autumn. It should be mentioned that at this point Ezequiel made great emphasis on a certain point, namely that Sanzo was missing an eye. In this way, Sanzo would often keep his head turned so that his good eye would penetrate the man whom he had fixed it on and his missing eye would be left in shadow. In addition, Sanzo was missing an arm. Unfortunately, he was missing his left eye whereas it was his right arm that was missing, such that no matter which way he turned no shadow was great enough to hide his misery. He explained that he had acquired both his injuries in that fateful year of 1391. Indeed, at this point in my story, my breath caught. I asked Ezequiel, This Sanzo, had he accompanied us in our flight, our escape from Barcelona so many years ago? No, in fact, said Ezequiel, and he explained to me what he had learned which was that 1391 was a terrible year for Jews everywhere; in fact, Sanzo had brushed his own shoulder and touched lightly the stub of his missing arm, murmuring that he could still feel his fingers where they used to be and just as he felt the presence of his missing limbs, he could feel the presence of so many Jews killed that year. In fact, the event which led to our flight from Barcelona had started in Seville itself, in this very city in that year, and Sanzo explained that invisibly he was flexing his fingers, the fingers which represented Seville, and it was there that the violence had started. At that time many Jews converted or fled, many died trying to do both, and in fact the streets were filled with a mob which sent off small parts of itself all over, indeed, as far as Barcelona, where—and here Sanzo said that he could feel a tingling in the missing chunk of his shoulder—the uprising had led to a great dispersal of many Jews, both learned and ordinary. Sanzo explained that he had once been an advisor, a physician to the nobility of Seville, but since that year he had been forced to hold court in his small dark room, in a distant corner of the city. How did you find him, I asked Ezequiel, and Ezequiel explained that one time he, Ezequiel, had arrived via ship, indeed one from Genoa, and Jacobo, then somewhat younger and working together on the same ship as Ezequiel, had been a member of Sanzo’s circle, himself a convert, but only in name like so many others. In any case, Ezequiel stayed with Sanzo who told him a great many things about the world, and every time work or need brought Ezequiel to Seville he would stay with his old friend. It was, in fact, on one of these occasions that Ezequiel had happened to mention me to Sanzo. Why would you do that, I asked Ezequiel and Ezequiel laughed saying, Do not be so surprised, Baruch. You are exactly what Sanzo and his friends are looking for. This flattered me a great deal but took me aback, and before I could inquire further, Ezequiel stood unsteadily to his feet saying, Let us go, I will tell you more on the way. I said that I was very tired in particular because so much had happened already that day and it was not even dinner time yet, but Ezequiel offered me his hand and pulled me up from the floor where I had been lying, thinking about letters, and reluctantly, but full of curiosity, I left Alfonso’s room, kissing Rebka goodbye because Ezequiel said that she would be forbidden to come and she was rather sleepy anyway, so I felt that worked out for the best. We came out onto the street and proceeded to walk quite a distance taking so many turns that it was impossible for me to gain any sense of where we were headed. As we passed the street on which the attack had occurred, a great many people stared at us somewhat malevolently. Finally, after some time, we came to a decrepit looking building which leaned to the side and looked as if it were only still standing in virtue of the buildings around it. The street we came to was nearly deserted and when we arrived, it was late afternoon. On the way, Ezequiel explained the following, that he had told Sanzo a certain story about life in our town, a story, in fact, involving me and you. It so happened that one day you, my son, were outside in the grass towards evening which everything was black and gold and it was beginning to rain. We could hear thunder in the distance and you were running through the grass, at times, spinning around with your arms outstretched in such a way that spinning faster and faster, finally you would fall down to the ground and lay there very still for some time before rising again. Just then the storm clouds arrived and as the rain began to fall you kept your arms outstretched, fists clenching and unclenching, and you began to shout ha! and soon a small crowd had gathered around you, a neighbor first of all, a terrible person and a hunchback, but also soon many of the men and women coming back from the fields by way of the road by our house joined him, the hunchback. As if you were doing something wrong! In any case, soon your mother pointed out to me the crowd of people outside our window and I rushed out, of course, because you were lying there on the ground as if in a fit. I came to your side, sitting down by your body and asked you what you were doing. You explained that it felt good to lie down in the rain and that as the storm was approaching you could feel, as you took a breath, all the power and majesty that was held within the storm clouds flowing through you; in fact, it was as if you held a great power in your fists, a power connected to the storm overhead. Indeed, you were particularly overexcited by the spinning around again and again and always, such energy you had as a boy. The crowd around us, of course, was murmuring and indeed, apparently Ezequiel was among their number, although I had not seen him there at the time. Your mother came out of the house and you were more likely to talk to her in any case, so immediately you told her that you had felt as if you were spinning on top of a world which was entirely beneath you, that is, you felt as if you were rising into the sky, as if you had the power of the storm in you. And it was at this point as your mother and I were sitting on the grass beside you, with a great crowd of people around us, that I spoke up saying that you, my son, were right, but not entirely right. At this, the murmuring ceased because the villagers were apt to listen to me, knowing how much I talked and the silly things I would say, so often secretive about my past. So I said the following and out of the corner of my eye I could see a number of children in the grass to the left of the crowd, spinning happily in the rain, that you, my son, had discovered a great secret, although you did not know it at the time. I explained that you felt as if you possessed the power over the storm in your fists, you could feel the energy of it passing through your limbs, and I said that I had no doubt that what you felt was a real power granted by God, or so it seemed to me, but I said, standing up, wiping the rain from my beard, that it was not only you, my son, who controlled the clouds, but the clouds which controlled you. In fact, I often thought such things as I worked with your mother baking bread and I thought it as I delivered bread to the members of our town, each of whom dealt with me somewhat cursorily, but in such a way that we each shaped each other’s lives, which one could easily see in the simple act of my giving them the bread that they ate; and in fact, what I said was that just as it seems as if we can control their world around us, and in turn the world seems to be affected by our every action, whether such an action is accomplished using one’s hands or one’s thoughts, in the same way, every act of nature affects us, such that we are all linked. In this way, nature is in command of us and we in command of nature so that all of God’s creations are linked together and nothing is separate just as the fish in a lake move the water around them and in turn the water itself moves the fish and further, each fish interacts with the fish around it, through its fins, and through moving the water in which the other fish swim. In the same way, my son has called down this rain, and this rain has called to my son’s heart. This impressed the villagers somewhat, although some laughed, and still others were glad that it were my son not theirs, and still others saw their own children spinning around outside my house on the grass. Ezequiel said to me that it was with those words that I established my reputation in the town and in fact, he was right that often I was asked my thoughts on the matter as if I were a sage and although I knew nothing, I often speculated, and I was vain enough not to correct anyone on the matter. In any case, Ezequiel had related this story to Sanzo who was particularly impressed, not knowing anything of my history, and it was some months later when Ezequiel happened into Sanzo’s house that the older man, upon hearing Ezequiel’s plans to return to Aragon briefly on business for the Genoese, requested my presence and my wisdom, although on that first day in light of my behavior, which was as mysterious as ever, he decided to conceal from me the true purpose of my accompanying him, because my claims of ignorance frightened Ezequiel, for he was greatly in debt to the Sanzo and wished very much to impress him with my learning. Jacobo himself was part of Sanzo’s circle of Jews and former Jews who, Ezequiel said, met sometimes weekly, a good number of people, in any case, from all around Seville, who came at great peril to discuss matters of great learning.

It was at this moment that we came to the door of Sanzo’s house and I was particularly nervous, my son, as you can imagine,  especially as we entered the house into complete darkness, or so it seemed. Soon my eyes adjusted and Ezequiel was about to light a lamp which was standing there on a nearby table, when an elderly man, hunched over, whom I took to be Sanzo, came into the room quickly and took Ezequiel by the hand, whispering a greeting to him, and gesturing to a couch on which a sleeping woman lay. Ezequiel nodded and Sanzo came over to me, took me by the hands and whispered, God bless you, my friend, for coming now, in our hour of need, and it was then I realized that Pepino had disappeared and moreover that I missed him for some reason. Sanzo led us then through a doorway blocked by a heavy drape of black velvet, into a more brightly lit room, if you can believe it, which I will take some pains to describe. The room had somewhat more than four sides to it, although it was difficult to tell how many there were due to the heavy drapery, not unlike that covering the entrance to the room, which concealed the windows, warding off the eyes of the neighbors. Instead of sunlight, the room was illuminated by a considerable number of candles which seemed to cover every conceivable surface, from specially made columns, to the arms of chairs, to the floor which, in fact, was covered by brightly colored rugs, whose fringe glittered in the candlelight. If what I am describing seems frightening, my son, please do not be misled, the room, if a little smoky, was well lit by the candles, some quite large in fact, and the men who sat upon the floor and the few chairs which dotted the room, looked at us with the utmost friendliness and openness, in fact, to such a degree that my anxiety was lessened somewhat at that very moment. Sanzo himself was the very image of a patriarch and in him I could see the style of my own father. He sat in the center of the room, his face somewhat wrinkled, but in such a way as to emphasize his eyes which dwelt in what was in effect a nest of skin, above a crooked nose and an impressive white beard. His head was capped by a certain lumpy, roundish hat and he wore loose, baggy clothing the effect of which was heightened in contrast with the very large boots he wore, large and ripe looking, which were tied up tightly and hugging the loose cloth of his baggy pants close against his skin. He presently was lowering himself onto a small chair that looked like two curves of the moon set back to back. The rest of the men ranged from those that looked as young as you, my son, to a few that were older that Sanzo, in fact. Their beards ranged from white, to brown, and indeed, in one case, an off-putting red which made even me blush. The men were all staring at us expectantly as the velvet cloth closed behind us. I stood there unsure of what to do. One of the men muttered something in the back to another and there was some dry laughter. Again, I blushed. At this, Sanzo invited me and Ezequiel to sit down. As I lowered myself, I suddenly noticed a profusion of scrolls and books on the table and on the floor beside him. Sanzo began to speak.

Welcome, all, he said, and then spoke some words in a language which seemed very familiar to me, but which was incomprehensible. The men in the room murmured in response. Baruch, he said, turning to me, hello. My name is Sanzo as I am sure Ezequiel has told you. Indeed, Ezequiel has said a great many thing about you and we wish very much to have your opinion on a number of matters that are dear to us. We are told you are from the north, from Aragon? Yes, I supposed that is right, I said, and Sanzo said, We hold in great respect the writings from the north, from Gerona, from Provence and indeed that is in particular why we have asked you here, for we—and at this he spread his arms to encompass the room—we, he went on, have lost our way. For years in Seville we have watched the faithful grown faithless, the faithless become listless or violent; we have heard nothing new from abroad and we wish very much to continue our study of Torah but require some guidance. The Jews of this city have met with much misfortune, even plague has not left us untouched. We as rabbis have lost more than our congregations. We have lost the knowledge, the glory of the Torah. Seville breeds nothing but ignorance. A number of us here remember the glory of the Jews in the past, when we were younger, when the Torah was carried aloft through the streets not in order to ward off plague, but to the applause of the great hearted Jews whom we passed by. We knew rabbis of great learning then who stood over us while we studied Torah and we know that they possessed a secret, some learning, some truth that they refused to tell us; they refused to tell us for, they said, the uninitiated, those who had not attained the proper level of understanding would misunderstand the truth, would misinterpret it, and ignorance would breed error in the interpretation and uncovering of God’s word. And then our lives crumbled underneath our feet and even in the calm of the houses of study, there was great confusion; they burst our synagogues, shattered the windows, torched our books, and our masters were gone, our teachers had fled or were dying and left us nothing but their texts, which we labor in vain to understand. For indeed look at me! said Sanzo. Every part of existence is in harmony with itself and the others and in this linkage… he broke off. You understand me? he asked, and he gestured to me with his missing arm, My right arm is missing, and tears streamed down his face, I was in the Juderia at the time of the attack, the massacre, when they came at us from both gates, trapping us in, at the word of Don Fernando Martinez, and the mayor tried to stop the mob, but in the dead heat of July, they came at us with knives, my own sister’s throat was slit, and they stole my arm, my right arm. You realize, of course, that it is a sign, for the right arm symbolizes hesed, he said, the mercy of hesed, the love which flows from God, which is counterbalanced by din, the judgment of God, the force of evil which is kept in check by hesed, din, the fire, which is quenched by the water of hesed, and just as evil has gone unchecked in this city… We refer to the massacre as a firestorm with good reason, Baruch, for it is a fire unchecked by hesed, just as my left arm remains unchecked by my right which is missing. And in the same way that my body mirrors the fate of this city, in the same way, both mirror the state of the Lord, whose garments have been shred, whose clothes are hanging off him, whose crown, indeed is tilted; the sefirot are no longer in harmony; God himself has sustained an injury and it is only through our deeds that we may heal the Lord, to revitalize him, for while the light of the Infinite will never cease to shine through the shuttered windows through which we may catch a glimpse of it, the fate of our people and of the world depend on God’s harmony in fact, just as his harmony depends on our actions. Just as the wind brushes us, we in casting our hands, make the wind… Sanzo recoiled back into his chair, his eyes fixed onto the floor, and he wiped his brow slowly. We have lost the secret, forgotten the secret passed down, lost it in violence; how can we rebuild our people without our most vital mystery given solution, while we lie here powerless, unrenewed… Which, Sanzo continued after a moment, is why we need you, Baruch. Ezequiel tells us you are a man of great learning, a philosopher, a theologian, living alone. We know you are familiar with the kabbalah and we seek your guidance for elsewhere the secret must have been preserved and without it the Torah is meaningless to us; we cannot penetrate deeply enough; as Rabbi Simeon says, the Torah, in all of its words, holds supernal truths and sublime secrets. And later he speaks of the woes of our people, of the fallen Israel who will rise again, but instead identify with Rabbi Aha who says I have heard what they say, that it is a message of comfort, but it does not comfort me. For we have lost the means to attain the message of comfort; we know not what such a message would be in this case for our misery and our ignorance stretch before us without limit and the mystery of this world is as boundless as the mystery of the Infinite from which emanates all lower mysteries. For we have no shepherds, no teachers, and no one to comfort us in our hour, or long years of need. We all of us sense the presence of the mystery in everything, but the feeling it strikes in our hearts brings us no closer to understanding it. We have read our texts, we have read our Torah, the works of the great rabbis, and all their words, read a thousand times, and they are not enough to raise us up from the dust. We lack the deeper understanding… we can do nothing new with the words of our forefathers; we are nothing in this age in comparison to them, this darkened age, this prison in which we work, and the finer points of our discussions bring us no closer to an answer, nor does our congregation even sit in wait for our wisdom, that is, they lost faith in us long ago. Baruch, we have placed a great responsibility on you, but so too are our woes great. We beg you, teach us all you know, for we need a living teacher to bring to life the fallen Israel. 

I sat there for a moment, staring into Sanzo’s eyes, the tired eyes of a great rabbi. All the men in the room were looking at me. I opened my mouth to speak, but instead bent close to Ezequiel’s ear and whispered: You lied to them, with such rage as I had never felt, but also such sadness. Then I brought a hand to my face and brushed my nose. I turned away from Ezequiel, head bent to the floor and I lowered myself to my knees. Rabbi, I said, and then I looked up into his eyes, which were both feverish and friendly. I spoke to them slowly and I noticed at the time that my voice, which was usually somewhat deep, although when excited it would rise to a high pitch, was now thin as if I were speaking behind my nose, and more than that, hearing myself as if I were not speaking my own words. I said, You do not understand, and there were scattered amens. I said, That is to say, Rabbi, I am not sure what to do. Sanzo furrowed his brow. In fact, I said, and this is difficult for me to say, but I have very little learning at all; I am sorry you have been misled for that was not my intention. I will give you what wisdom I have but I assure you, I am just a villager, a baker, maybe one with some insight, praise be to the Lord, but I have no learning. I have talked much in my day, but I know nothing, less than nothing, you must understand me, I have never read the Torah, I have never studied, however much I wished to, I tell you, I cannot even read, and these last words were the hardest of all to speak. There was silence in the room for a moment. I do not understand, Sanzo said, Ezequiel told us—Ezequiel, I said, did not know who I was. But then, said Sanzo, why have you come here, if you cannot help us at all? I do not know, I said slowly, considering my entire story in my head, trying to understand it. I was only accompanying Ezequiel on his trip, that is all. That is all? Sanzo asked. My father was a great rabbi, I said then, perhaps needlessly, I remember him very well, but he taught me nothing. I have a great many thoughts which are not fit to tell anyone I know, particularly in my town; there, where there is nothing of importance to remember, there is nothing to tie down my fancy, and I thought that if I came here, despite my fears, I would be able to rein myself in, so to speak, for I find it very hard to avoid melancholy—Sanzo sat back. Go Baruch, he said, with my blessing, whatever I can give. He laughed bitterly. You must think we are fools here, Ezequiel you most of all. Ezequiel, Jacobo has been looking for you, go to him and take your friend away. I am sorry Baruch, he said, and his face, so much like my father’s, looked down at me kindly. I felt as if he had done some great deed for me, that I was entirely in his debt and I felt my gratitude swell within me, like a great gust of wind which was mixing with a growing humiliation that grew as I stared into the faces of each man in turn. Their eyes had grown quite lifeless when they turned to me, like the eyes of a painting or a doll; they had met another failure, I thought, and I knew despair had not overwhelmed them, but they had not time to spare in a fruitless discussion with me, for there are matters in the world which require great learning and experience, and the possibility of a secret lies in everything, and as I know now, it is only by discovering those places in which the secret does not lie, that one comes closer to the uncovering of the most hidden matters of the soul. For while one may see secrets in all things, such mysteries are more feelings than realities. The true hidden matters of the world remain yet to be found and yet the darkness surrounding them grows light with each passing day. And I see that perhaps this sense of things was what led me to follow Ezequiel without protest and it was these thoughts that occupied me as we abandoned the room of the Sanzo’s circle of kabbalists, leaving them to turn once again to their texts. I recall as I was leaving that my exit was followed by laughter in the room and another man’s angry voice saying something; another voice spoke with great tired emotion; and a final one gave an enormous yawn which made me smile. It struck me very much that even such men of learning could come close to such despair. My preoccupation was such that Rebka even commented on it when I returned to Alfonso’s room and my face felt particularly heavy and I returned her kisses limply. I told her what had happened and, lying on the floor again, explained to her what shame felt like, what it felt like to be so completely humbled by these trusted men, for although they had been kind, I felt such shame not because I felt entirely a fool, but because I knew I appeared to be a fool, and perhaps was more a fool than anything else because I felt very strongly that at least a part of me had some wisdom in it and I had been unable to offer it to them for their consideration. I wish I had been born in an entirely different city, at the far end of the world, where even you, Rebka, would be able to understand the hidden matters of the world. And then, thinking more, I said, I would not live at the far end of the world, but travel throughout the world, without end, so as to gain all knowledge which is concealed in each place and which waits to be uncovered. I closed my eyes and said that it was a strange feeling to be respected, but humiliated, to be treated kindly and dismissed, to feel in one’s own heart to be at once utterly poor and also not quite good enough. Finally I quieted down, keeping my thoughts close to my heart, returning again and again to the words I had spoken to the rabbis. 

Ezequiel, who had been called to Jacobo’s now returned from that place with Alfonso. Ezequiel then asked Rebka a favor and they both left together to attend the Thursday market, leaving Alfonso and me alone. At a loss for things to say, I related my story to him as well. He took it much differently than Rebka, who had laughed softly at certain points and rested her head against my chest for a moment. Are you okay, she had asked me, and I said I was feeling fine, and then I was just explaining what my feelings were, when our discussion was cut short by the appearance of our friend. I began to tell Alfonso what the rabbi had said, but very soon from the bed he stood up rapidly, angrily, saying, We will see how they act when that cramped little room is burning! Do you not agree, Baruch, that it is only in conflict that one can tell right from wrong? Baruch! he cried and he stalked the room from corner to corner, his head turning left and right as if searching for something in his own eyes. I was a Jew once, I am not a Jew any longer. I converted some years ago, but I know where I stand, for I have acted for my part, and I can tell you… He trailed off and then started again, You see that book there, he cried, thrusting his finger at the manuscript I had long been studying, the one pinned up on the angled table, I copy that book, he said, because I am being paid to by richer men than I, learned men, all Christians, who think there is some secret meaning in this book written at some long past time. So what is the problem, I ask myself, Alfonso said, there is one problem. They are curious men, Maimonides was a great philosopher, they say, in a city of great philosophers in a golden age, forget the fact that he was a Jew! And barely a Jew at that! It makes me sick to copy this man’s words. He writes, I tell you this Baruch, he writes about ordinary people as if they were fools, as if the Bible were not written for all, and I truly believe the opposite: for that is why all of our people spend so much time to learn to read, for nothing else is so essential to the people of Israel. And yet, Alfonso said, grabbing a paper from the table, Maimonides writes, Literal interpretation—what does he mean here, literal interpretation? What could it mean but to read what is written there in the holy book?—is only an adornment—an adornment! Like jewelry? Like clothes? Or like the crown we set upon the head of the Torah?—to attract those who are incapable—and who is he to tell me that I am incapable!—incapable of comprehending the complex truths that lie beneath. Surely no one would confuse the crown of the Torah with the Torah itself! The crown is a symbol of the majesty of the Torah, just as each word of the Torah brings majesty to its chosen people. I am trying to make myself understood. Maimonides, this villain, and the misguided Jews you speak of do nothing but dig deeper and deeper into the page, like a sharp pen scraping away the surface of vellum, deeper and deeper, destroying the words written on the surface, endlessly scraping until finally one cannot go any farther, breaking through the page, leaving a hole in the fabric, which one can then look through—and behold, holding one’s eye up to the hole, one can see the world! What cannot one see through that gash in the text? But whatever one sees it has no relation to the surface. God’s surface! And these philosophers go back and forth in their interpretations, as if their statements, phrased for all men, had any meaning to the particular, arguing, always arguing. And indeed, I recall a story told by Rabbi Hayyim. I had heard it sitting in a synagogue, a time when I, after converting, had snuck back into the synagogue, carefully sitting in the back so as to avoid the faces of my former comrades who, although not unaware of my true feelings, shunned me, laughed at me, spat on me. The rabbi told this story in which a certain preacher was one such as Maimonides, going back and forth, back and forth, inquiring into the unity of God and he would say, If He, the Lord, is not One, then such and such follows, and treating each case equally, in the course of which, a man, a sturdy looking man with the curious light of God in his eyes, a man who was not particularly strong looking, one not particularly handsome nor beautiful, but on this occasion, he seemed like an angel in the fire and he spoke with such feeling as I tremble to recall. He spoke to the preacher, in a quiet voice, unused to oratory; his powerful words did not match up to his tone of voice. He said: I interrupt you, rabbi, for I am at my wit’s end! And he was balancing himself against the seat in front of him, leaning forward, as if weary. I come here to pay my respects to the God of my people and because here I can find solace, away from home. It was not so many years ago now, surely you remember... Everything I owned was stolen from me not so long ago, during the riots, when this city of Seville became a nightmare. I was beaten, rabbi, I had bruises all over my body, I was bleeding from my mouth, and I was left for dead by those that attacked me. Even they, the ones that knocked me down in the middle of the street and kicked me, even they thought I had suffered too much. And as I lay there on the cobblestones, as I was kicked about and choked, feeling the insides of my body rebelling against the attack my outsides were unable to stop, only one thing kept my alive, a single coal in the fire of my heart—all my suffering I endured for the faith of Hear, O Israel, the Lord is our God, the Lord is One! And I prefer this tradition of our fathers, these words for which so many of our people have died, than all the words which you expend about them, doubting them, as if they were not there on the page and in our hearts and in our connection to God. I myself do not care to listen to this preaching, whether God is not one, and if so, such and such! Then, the man left—and much of the congregation did as well. Baruch, I tell you, Alfonso went on, we do not have much, but we do have the truth. And I tell you, it is the philosophizing of our rabbis that have made us weak. Such reasoning as they preach is pleasing to the Christians as well: simply behold this translation into Spanish, work done for a gentile no better than any other. We possess the truth and the goal of our sermons and our teachings should not be the pleasure and solace of the congregation but their inspiration with the truth of things so all the world can be told the truth on the authority of God. I believe not in the back and forth of the words, but in the strength of Abraham, Isaac, Joseph and Jacob. I am tortured every moment to pretend to be a Christian, but what else can I do in order to make a living? And the Jews who remain Jews have betrayed their own people in the meantime. And why is there so much confusion? The words themselves of the story of the truth surely do not matter; for I can retell the same story in any number of ways and in diverse languages. It is the sense of things that must be conveyed. I do admit that the words themselves are powerful and remind us… At this, finally, Alfonso grew silent. You realize, of course, he said, that I am a widower. Do you think a man chooses to live alone in his age, with no company but books? Only your senseless, dry rabbis would do such a thing. 

It was with these words that I first gained a knowledge of the discord and strife that was contained within the unity of our people, my son. And surely in Alfonso’s words you have noticed the revelation, the appearance of which I have concealed for so long. For indeed, it was the work of Maimonides which lay there before me, in disconnected pages, in the hands of a stranger. It is no surprise to find that men seek companionship, for what does man need more than a witness, that is, a comforting eye, a place of safe-keeping in one whose thoughts and life entirely coincide with one’s own, one who replaces the companionship of one’s own thoughts with the comfort of an image and body to worship and touch, someone to be at one’s side, to take in one’s words and remember them, to be pushed along by the force of another and push just the same. It is this that some men find in women, in brothers, in friends, and still others find a witness in God. And finally there are some who, it seems to me, are somewhat rarer to find, although I cannot be sure of anything, who find companionship in the words of another; indeed, I have already drawn attention to the books of prayer that the Christians page into dust, but I myself find my memory and spirit sustained by my two chapters of Maimonides, which I keep with me at all times, folded in a pocket and meditated over, in an attempt to understand him and in doing so, discover my place and indeed, even your place, my son, in this world of God. For I cannot help but feel as if Maimonides were taking some form before me as I read his words, as if the reading of the text were causing the shadow of an impression in my mind of a distant figure, a form constructed like a house in which dwells his soul. And it is not that I feel Maimonides before me, crouching on the table, but only some inkling of the man himself and his likeness to me, only obscured, not by deception and the incapability of words, but rather the screen of truth itself, which removes words from the simple telling of a story or an exchange of facts and causes them to be tools of construction, of the creation in the shadow of an impression the world of truth, which reflects the truth. It is the truth spoken by Maimonides that obscures him; it is the truth we seek, in any case, the answer to the mystery of the world, the truth we seek above all in our dealing with words, as if words would be actions; and indeed, it is this matter that is above all close to me. For in reading, we seek nothing less than truth; in writing, we hope to attain the same; for wisdom is offered to all, but it is only for the wise. It is a great responsibility to be continually writing to you, my son, to have come so far in pages; and yet, nothing less than that responsibility is the single thing that could make me shy away from the page itself. I have long written more than I have ever read; nothing drives me on more than the pleasure of telling a story which gives me the chance, my son, not to share myself, although it seems often that that is what I do, but rather to let myself disappear for a moment, to let the blank page be a witness, to silence the scattered thoughts in my head, and confine my fancy to the bounds of the two sides of the page, a small vertical portion, indeed, of the world. There is a lack of loneliness in the lack of the self; there is no companionship so great as when one has even disappeared into the well of creation—or rather, the fountain which, each time one witnesses it, from moment to moment, is continuously renewed and surprising, and indeed, makes one doubt the very source of the waters which catch the sunlight as they fall. One never feels so lonely as when one is deficient in oneself; and we seek always either the long standing still or else the height of passion. In writing this letter to you, my son, I have felt both of these things in alternation and writing it brings respite from the troubles in my life, although my greatest trouble now is nothing other than the day on which I write nothing to you, which is a day that is enveloped by the rest, from which my spirit recoils, and which draws me inward, my fancy bottled up. Then there is no grace or forgiving in my spirit and I can only lie beside your mother, face in the pillow, unable to calm her or to touch her. I can only guess that such a feeling is part of my nature. So here I have returned a little to the present, my son. And perhaps I can tell my story even faster now, for the story that follows Alfonso’s revelation follows from the events which came before it in a long chain of events, each determined by the last. For I wish to take you up to the present; indeed, I have some wisdom to give you, my son: I am going to try to impart to you the secret of living, the great secret which I have discovered. And you will understand nothing of what I have to tell you unless you have understood all that has come before. There is no more direct way of doing things than writing; for one is only one word away from the truth itself. For myself, I know no other way to come so directly to satisfaction.

I take you back now, for such is my power, to the moment when Alfonso had just finished his speech. Alfonso had a way of looking at a person with great and curious intensity. At that moment, he was staring past me with a face which communicated to me that he was glad of having spoken all this to me; indeed, he had been quite eloquent and noted it himself. Then there came a shout from the street and Alfonso walked over to the window. No one was outside; just then, someone knocked on the door. A man entered, somewhat short, childlike, but with a deep voice which he barely used. I did not feel in danger of anything, even after such a long and terrible day; indeed, I had barely anything to eat and wanted very much to relieve myself at that moment, and I had been about to bring this up, when the man stepped forward quickly from the door, baring a knife. I have often stayed awake at night wondering how I would react if such a thing were to happen to me. In any case, the man quickly put the knife away, having only pulled it out for dramatic effect, and glaring at Alfonso with chin raised, looked at him as if to discipline him, and explained that what he had done was wrong—for indeed, this man had found Alfonso speaking to his daughter, who knows what about—I asked Alfonso later and he had no idea what they talked about, an answer I have gotten from more than a few people and which will eternally baffle me, for it takes so much effort for me to speak to anyone privately that to speak and retain no memory of it would be impossible. In any case, this man’s daughter had disappeared; her father suspected the brothels, and I wanted to say that it was interesting to me that chastity and flagrancy were so close akin to one another, and indeed, in raising you, my son, I wonder which I pushed you towards, for I myself, as a child, despised it when adults would speak to me about women, for I would grow embarrassed for myself on their behalf, so that it always seemed out of place to speak of such things with me, in fact, so much so that I gave off the impression of being somewhat reserved and cold, despite by ebullience as a child. And, raising you, I did not think I ever spoke of adult matters with you, besides those thoughts which came to be naturally, for I never felt any need to hold anything in my head from you. Indeed, I think this letter is the first time I have been completely frank to you. I cannot say what effect this had on you. For I often wonder at those who chuckle over women with their children, who learn to desire them well before any such desire would have occurred naturally. The same goes for those who turn women into demons from infancy. There is nothing of greater importance, it seems to me, than those things which get confused with human nature. For no child ever did anything but that which seemed to be right to him or her, and no child ever snuck about that was not oppressed, for they know nothing but their own feelings and the rule of their parents. Anyway, here was this girl’s father come to berate Alfonso, whom, in any case, he suspected of being a Jew. It was at this time, I later learned, that everything started to go wrong. As I lay there on the bed I felt as if I were watching the world from behind a blanket, concealed in all respects except for my eyes. People came and went from Alfonso’s room as if it were the world itself, and men were born and then died, came and went, traversing from door to window to door, and only I remained; for old Jacobo could not help Ezequiel whom one of his old enemies, a man whose boredom had lead him into evil, had seen associating with the old rabbis, nor did the rabbis have any special love for the man who deceived them, and they laughed at him from their window, shouting in anger, while Ezequiel’s enemy shouted Jew from the streets, and the rabbis fled the call. The rabbis were old friends of Jacobo’s, of course, for how else did Ezequiel get involved, and Jacobo owed them a great deal of money which he had spent buying privileges from the Seville government, who hated him in turn, and the riot outside the house of the old rabbis gave them an excellent opportunity; and although eventually Jacobo got his privileges, he had to look on helplessly as a great deal of kind and generous people were torched. But of course, he might have said, everyone has a layer of evil in them, everyone has an emptiness in their eyes, just as everyone loves to drink, and although Ezequiel later told me that Jacobo had great admiration for my humility in front of the rabbis, he could do nothing but send Ezequiel away on a ship back to Genoa, and distance himself from the fleeing rabbis at once. All this was pieced together by me, a poor compiler in any case, due to a feeling of great anxiety in asking anyone the right questions. Ezequiel had denounced Alfonso to the riot before Jacobo’s men surrounded him and spirited him away as Rebka cried, and so Alfonso fled as they came rushing down the slanted streets of Seville, and I was left alone in the room, as elsewhere Jacobo found his own Genoese rebelling against such an old Jew as he. It all gave everyone such a great degree of definition to act in such a way that they were all so clearly connected with each other and events as happens when people are connected by something and come to believe that their actions are effectual. Of course, our actions only have effects by the everyday illusion of everyone’s collective prayers; for who has not felt wonder, days later, at hearing of a prominent man’s death miles away, and has thought, And Lord, he died only just as I was rising from my bed. In that same way, when everyone involved came to believe their actions were happened precisely at that moment in time when every action that could occur, did occur, it was at that moment precisely that the riot erupted, and the sheer love of action led many to the streets, for only rarely does anyone feel as if their lives have any significance to others, and only rarely does the world seem to change at all. But in such a moment there is never a thought of the God of this world, but the world itself and its people—for God only matters in moments of personal excitement, and everything else is worldliness, although it is the great triumph of man’s existence on earth to combine the two in the great communities of God, in which, at the definite hour, a man can grow very excited at the thought of an entire world praying along with him. In any case, I became very aware of the emptiness in Alfonso’s room, felt my body expanding to fill the entire space of it, and it was now, with inconceivable events and people meeting and collapsing against each another, that I felt as if each of my own moments were of particular significance, as I made up my mind that Seville was going to get me killed, because I was nothing but a child, because I had no idea what was happening, because I knew absolutely nothing, because Rebka was off with Ezequiel, because to be alone is the hardest thing for then one is left alone with oneself, a self who so often fails itself, and although one’s fear of others is more than enough to keep one inside, nevertheless man has devised the mystery of traveling and the mystery of ignorance of the world abroad in order to catch and renew every dissatisfaction as it falls from the eyes of every frustrated man and woman. In any case, my son, you will have no trouble understanding me when I tell you that the great single thing that I did in the time that was given to me was to steal two pages of Maimonides from the table where they lay, against the angled desk, the last two pages that Alfonso had copied, for one seemed not nearly enough and more than two, I feared, would inconvenience Alfonso, as well as be more difficult to conceal. It was in this way that I stole my own small part of the truth, leaving the rest of it as I flew down the stairs to find Rebka.

Of course, it was not difficult to find her; indeed, never in my life have I ever had the chance to be heroic. She was waiting outside the door for me. I could tell you that we left with a mob on our heels, but that was not the case. We simply left, not a single soul in the crowd knowing us for who we were as they rushed down the street. We gave a few half-hearted jeers as they surrounded us and I pointed out Alfonso’s window to them, which pleased them very much, until a woman emerged from the building to yell at them and Rebka and I made our escape, she with her face incredibly serious and strained, although she was in no danger, but rather as if she felt the situation demanded seriousness and that, in any case, it was what I wanted to see her express now. We argued about this as we exited the city. I felt no regret at leaving. Except perhaps for Rebka and you, my son, I feel no real attachment to anyone; each person seems connected to me only by place and circumstance and, once removed from that circumstance, they are removed from my mind. For I have never enjoyed the company of others, but only the accomplishments of the self. As we started down the road out of the city, I said to Rebka, Well, that was quite an adventure. She grunted. No one will believe a single thing when we get back home. She ignored me. We had a long way ahead of us, granted, but that was no reason to be grumpy, I thought. I move lightly over our journey home. On our way, we slept in the homes of hospitable people, willing at any moment to open their homes to two travelers getting on in years. It pleased me very much to be thought of in that way. 

During daylight, we walked as much as we could. Rebka was mostly silent, except when pressed by a kiss; meanwhile, I tried to teach myself to sing. Thankfully, it was often sunny. Late one night, in the home of a small family, somewhere, we hoped, in the right direction, after we had enjoyed a small, but filling dinner, and told a number of stories about our time in Seville—for no storyteller is better than the one who has surveyed the action from a distance—Rebka and I settled down for the night and I finally decided to speak my mind to her, for indeed, much had been on the tip of my tongue. My son, you might accuse me of neglecting my duty as a husband, but you will forgive me, I am sure. For this was the case: it was only in the safety of a room at night that I felt I could let the two pages of Maimonides emerge from the fabric in which I concealed them and for many nights I puzzled over them, my fingers circling in and out of the designs on the page, whispering nonsense to myself. But on this night, after Rebka had recoiled from me, I decided to speak to her about what I had stolen.

It was at this time that she confessed that Ezequiel had told her that he loved her, which was not entirely unexpected. As I asked her questions in order to draw out the truth of the matter concerning the time they spent together, which she denied was in any way less than innocent, it became very clear in my mind that no matter how long I intended to question Rebka, she would never tell me the truth; for what she saw in Ezequiel was entirely different from what she saw in me. She loved and respected me, but neither did she understand me; she, on the other hand, felt comfortable and intelligent near Ezequiel, and although her love for me surely came first, there was no way she could ever be content with either of us, for she was truly herself to neither of us, but only the self she felt she could give us. What is worse is that although I had lived with her so long that I had gotten used to her mannerisms, her manner of speaking became very apparent to me such that I realized that she could speak no innocent word guiltlessly, for every word was chosen specifically for the speaker in accordance with her nature; in this way, she could never escape the trap of whoever it was that she happened to be speaking to, and she would be eternally guilty before the eyes of her interrogators, not for any crime, but for the guilt of not being the woman whom that person needed, whatever she thought that was. A tremble entered her voice, I realized, and it grew into nearly a whine; one had the sense that no matter how many times she would be asked to explain herself, no explanation would ever be the same; for in that case one would be asking her to explain not just her actions, but her very nature, and one can ask no one to do such a thing. Therefore, she felt inadequate and ashamed at the very moment that she felt certain in her entitlement to love, for she hungered to be held and told the things that she thought would make her happy. I could see her in a way I was unable to see her at the time, when we both were young and I had seen her at one of the village dances, which were never so exciting as everyone claimed, and which only led into those things which caused excitement. At the urging of her circle of friends, she had rejected propriety. Now I cannot escape seeing the image in my head of her heart submerged in a pool of poison, flailing, attempting, failing to beat in a regular meter, to survive the poison which sluiced over it, making her arms and legs dumb and her eyes dead, eyes which I could never find any soul in at that moment; no doubt everyone is in love with the same poison, and in the same way, I am tied to her, although I have never been able to see beyond her fears and her trembling and her deceptions and her foolishness to entirely give myself over to her, to be inside her in the same way that above all I wish to inhabit God. I had married the first woman I had ever really known; we knew nothing and could do nothing in crisis but to revert to that which came before: we both became children again and again and felt the inadequacies and pains of childhood. Aspects of our soul return to us in such moments, aspects which we have forgotten and changed and revised, but not let go entirely, circumstances having not forced us to face them. Nothing in my mind burdens it in regard to Rebka more than the single fact that she remembers nothing of the night we first kissed, none of the jokes, none of the smiles, nothing of my heart which I lent to her. Since then there has only been unevenness between us, as if our memories plumb different depths, and as if we have existed in two different worlds of time, following two different suns as they spiral hopelessly away into the sky. Nothing has ever made me feel so alone. 

What she told me that night is not something you need to know, my son; rather the moment’s significance lies in the pattern it represents. For doubt me not, I love your mother. Nothing pleased me more to embrace her when she was pregnant, from behind, wrapping my arms around her, to lie beside her as something entirely God given and naturally occurring along with a feeling that no amount of excitement can cause, but only acting in accordance with the higher law of the world, a feeling warm and inexplicably right in the way nothing else is. But never has night ended and morning come without doubt settling on our shoulders and although your mother and I lean on each other to live in this world, nevertheless I know that nothing ended in our lives when we came to the decision of marriage, hungering after that good feeling. We talked about things of that nature that night, and she was particularly concerned that I would not speak so much as I used to. I showed her the manuscript I had stolen, and in doing so, I became very excited and even brushed her off when she bent in to kiss me, so intent I was in explaining the significance of the two pages, for I felt a kind of rage that Rebka could not sense the power that lay behind the threshold at which we now stood. Therefore, for much of the rest of the trip we fell into a kind of silence, in which both of us sang; for we lacked words to feel each other so instead we made sounds, like animals, like singers, as we traveled.

We had been heading north, when we came to our small town. I recall as we entered, our clothes not a little bit dusty, with scarves covering our faces, a few people who happened to be outside came to stare at us. Even behind her scarf, Rebka’s long, now lank, hair blew in the wind, when the wind came, and of course, it was somewhat of a surprise to see such a woman, getting on in age—and yet, as I judged, beautiful as a young woman—appearing to have traveled what must have been a very great distance. As we approached, the familiar layout of houses, with the road and the grass by the side of it and all the things, even the trees themselves seemed exactly as they had been, only farther away. It took nearly a day for my eyes to cross that distance which the rest of me had already crossed; then things became very vivid, for it happened around sunset. At that moment, the dome of the sky, which is a special, great dome, admitted of no comparison in its expansiveness, and burning light fell away from Rebka and I standing there in the middle to the sides of the earth, the clouds elongated and sucked to either side, leaving toothed trails which connected tree to tree and black to black with strings of grey and gold. When we returned home, my son, we found bugs infesting the flour, dust on the floor, our extended family worried about us, all these things, and indeed, we set straight away to recover the orderliness of our house, such as it was, and it was at this point our house took the form which I described for you so long ago at the beginning of this letter, which was written, it seems to me, in a different time and place, one which I can barely bring to mind, for even I have changed very much in the long course of writing this letter to you, a letter it is unlikely you will ever receive, but which in the end, I must save for you, in case you return home; for to my knowledge, you are nowhere, my son—you have disappeared into the world like nearly everything else and as I write this I know that no messenger could ever find you. My only hope is that one day you will return, fresh-faced like a boy, young as you were when you had long hair and barely came up to my chest, and come here to find this letter waiting for you, whether your parents are here or not, for this letter must tell you everything there is to know; for, if anything, I have proved that face to face, I can communicate nothing to you, and only the voice in the dark, the light on the page can hope to give you anything of value in regard to how to live your life. One must be prepared for when one must act.

It came to pass such that although Rebka prepared everything in our house for baking, I could bring myself to do no such thing, for it seemed to me that something essentially important lay before me in the manuscript pages and everything else was inconsequential, a layer to peel away before getting to the core of the truth, and that which I needed above all else was the ability to deal directly with matters as they were. So, I was met by a number of family members, cousins, for example, who came to me to learn about our time away, to help out, to rouse me from wherever I happened to be lying. Finally, in order to avoid their questions, I took to walking around the village in such a way that I seemed busy enough to avoid being stopped; it was in this way, however, that I made the better acquaintance of my nephew who was named Tabor. I found him as I was wandering around town one day. At that time, Tabor had just escaped from the room where his father labored to teach him Torah and was bouncing against the side of a barn, chirping, leaping from here and there, with the simple joy of motion, and the unthinkingness which comes from such intent actions, and the feeling of wind against one’s cheek and the deep sound that only the throat can give the head. I watched him for while until finally, tired out, Tabor flung himself onto the grass and lay there breathing. I walked over slowly, bent to one knee, and then stretched out beside him. You probably have a headache, I said to him. Nope, he replied. I am your uncle, you know, I said, though at the time, I only suspected that. Tabor acknowledged this. I asked him what he was doing out here and he explained to me the necessity of escaping the torture of his father’s gaze. I realized then that this child was on the verge of learning everything I wished to know, all the knowledge which was invisibly around me, in the minds of the learned, and which I would be too ashamed to ask them to teach me, such an old man—for who did not but think I was the most learned in my small village, so arrogant had I been, and, further, where could one hope to start when the occasion arrives so late? I realized then too that throughout one’s life the questions that need answers very rarely alter, but only one’s feelings towards them: in what sort of voice would Tabor read in his old age? The secret lies not in the answers to the questions, or even the questions themselves, but rather the different people asking them; every question implies a questioner who has lived a life among other people. One can accept the teachings of God, only to learn from them later; one’s knowledge may be great and yet if we cannot leave behind our childish sources of pleasure and desires, then in answer we will find nothing but division and dissatisfaction. To leave behind means nothing more than it sounds, to set aside old thoughts as if on the other side of the crest of a hill just traversed, and to walk on without them, until the world provides new thoughts to take their place; that is not to say that old thoughts ever disappear, for indeed, they remain always below the crest of the hill once passed. I therefore took the opportunity as it was presented to me.

Tabor, I said to my nephew, you know how to read, is that not true? Of course, I know how to read, Tabor said, for indeed, he was proud of that accomplishment at least. In that case, do you wish to help me, Tabor? I said. Do what? he asked. I want you to teach me how to read, I said, wincing. Tabor raised himself and sat cross-legged next to me. He looked surprised. You do not know how to read? Well, do not let everybody know, I said, putting a hand on his shoulder and pushing him back to the ground. His disbelief was damning to me. But my cousins always—Tabor began, but I cut him off. Let me put it this way, Tabor, for perhaps I spoke too soon; of course, I know how to read myself, but what I am really interested in is how well you can read. Would you mind if you pretended to teach me how to read, so I might see how well you can do it? For one day, you will have to teach your own sons the ways of the Torah, and besides, I have not chosen you for no particular reason, you know. Tabor was silent. I took a breath and thought of my two pages from Maimonides. For, indeed, I said then to Tabor, I know a very great secret, which once you have helped me, I will let you know. What is the secret? Tabor could not help exclaiming, although I was sure he had been listening to what I had just said. I am not going to tell you that just yet, Tabor, I said. What is the secret about? Can you tell me about the secret? I said, That would be very similar to telling you what the secret is, but I can tell you what the secret is not: it is not like anything you have ever heard before. This set Tabor in a mood of great curiosity and excitement; I could feel him beside me, moving his fingers in a manner that implied great concentration. He stretched his legs out and sprung up, saying, Fine, well, can we do it now, please? I smiled happily and lifting my arm, pulled him back down to the grass again. Calm down, Tabor, I said, laughing to myself. First of all, I want to ask you if you know anything about the scholar Maimonides, I said. No. Anything about the Jews of Seville? No. Of Barcelona? No. But you do know how to read Spanish? Yes, I know how to read the Hebrew script and I know how to do the Latin script as well, obviously, though we go over that much less. This is stupid. When can I know the secret? You are probably just making things up. I am not, Tabor, in fact, I learned the secret in Seville, from which I have only just returned, and that is what I said to him.

It was in this way that I found a teacher. Rather than wander outside, searching in the clouds for the source of my feelings, I spent the hours of the early morning before the first bells in seclusion with Tabor, for then was the only time that we might not be bothered; and indeed, no part of the day is more beautiful than that, although we principally spent it indoors. I invited him into my house, which was a little way from town, and we paid Tabor well with sweetened bread for breakfast and provided him with the attention deserving of a friend, for he often found himself abandoned by the caprice of the children his age. In this way, I began my studies. With what paper I could obtain cheaply, Tabor undertook to write out each letter of the alphabet, showing me each one and describing the function of the letter, for example, which sound it made. Pausing over each letter, I thought of a word which began with such a sound; for example, one of the first words I understood was my own name, Baruch, for as we came to the b on the list and Tabor spoke the sound such a letter made, I thought of my own name, and Tabor wrote it out for me and after he left, I studied it deeply, trying to link the sounds with the letters, at first scanning it slowly from left to right, saying the word aloud and trying to match the flow of my voice to the distance my eyes traveled on the page, but soon I had to work in fits and starts, jerking from letter to letter, saying each sound until my own name escaped me without my noticing it; for indeed, the hardest thing was not to speak the word which I knew was written there, but to let the marks on the page speak for themselves, although I soon found that the more words with which I was familiar, the faster I was able to comprehend the messages written on the page in Tabor’s sloppy hand. Nevertheless, until I understood how the long word was constructed on the page, I felt dissatisfied with my own work. Of course, I was often distracted by the concerns of my body, as I attempted to concentrate; but never had I felt such a driving force in my life, such a will to complete anything, devoid of distractions, and accompanied by a feeling of righteousness that admitted nothing less that the word of the truth. For I was absolutely certain that these very forward steps I was now taking would lead me to the top of the great mountain of feeling which I had always been attempting to ascend. And most remarkably, I think, my son, to me, was the fact that whereas before when I had been distracted from a task, by the advances of your mother or by the inflexibility and ill-luck that so often accompanies our endeavors in the world, I would often grow sour-minded, being distracted from a task which I had by necessity, by failure, left unfinished, now I was gracious and kind when distracted by the soft kiss of your mother, for I knew that my task was sound and the steps to complete it were designated for me and that I could complete it at my leisure, though no part of me wished to delay, except for the occasional stirrings of my blood, which in any case lent me a great deal of strength and love. Perhaps because I put so much of my energy into my task, leaving Rebka to handle the work of both of us, having convinced her somehow with my intentness to give me leave from the working world, I very soon was able to read, with considerably slowness, but sufficient accuracy most of the messages that Tabor wrote to me. I am very hungry, he would write or perhaps, Look behind you, at which I would turn around and see Rebka covered in flour and having fallen on her bottom to the floor. Perhaps our laughter upset her, but she seemed to laugh at herself and indeed, once Tabor was gone, I felt so certain in myself that for the first time in a long time I let myself into her with absolutely no regrets.

Tabor, I think, was a good teacher, even a natural one. He would write out sentences for me with care and read them to me, and he possessed a remarkable ability to anticipate my concerns and to meet them head on. That said, I would only try to read the sentences he wrote out for me after he left and then slowly to myself. Meanwhile, he had to return home early in the day to begin his real studies, in Hebrew with his father, who, while not a rabbi, was a man learned in some respects and who wished his son to be a rabbi, or rather to set before his son a certain example of a scholar and let Tabor decide for himself that which he wished to be. Tabor himself acknowledged that his father wished him to be a scholar, but he himself questioned the significance of the immense labor undertaken in the quiet and dark of the study. Because he himself was not stricken with questions, the answers apparent to him in his experience, he did not value the studies themselves. Nevertheless he very much enjoyed reading the stories retold in the texts, many of which he told to me in turn; many of them concerned the rabbis his father often consulted in the Talmud, or of the biblical figures whose names were familiar, but distant to me. Indeed, it seemed to me that he was impervious to the doubts which so often lashed at me and tied my feet; his feet moved so quickly that even caught up in his own movement he could find easily the peace that I myself was looking for. His own lack of knowledge was an asset to him, for he was then mildly curious about everything and managed to fill the days of his childhood with exploration when he was not confined to work or his books. The days for him, it seemed, did not run together, but were separated by the multitude of his wants, for new toys, for a new house, for someone new to play with; his changing desires gave shape and form to each day so that he was able to concentrate on bringing to pass his present desire, dodging his many obligations, and therefore fall asleep often excited at the prospect of another day which was sure to bring those things he wished for above all. No amount of disappointment seemed to crush his spirit. Looking back I find in my memory that you, my son, were possessed of a similar disposition; at the time, your seeming thoughtlessness and peace of mind and simple rages came to infuriate me, so uneasy I was with everything I knew and possessed. But with Tabor, in the new mood of my old days, I gained respect for the life of the child. I wonder, my son, if you ever outgrew yourself; if you grew into an adult living simply for the pleasure of motion or if you too were beset by the slowness of doubts, or if you found another way, which I myself once had found, before my ignorance became too apparent and too grating, a joy in the stasis of pleasure granted to us in our nature, by the comfort of the order of things. 

At night, I would sit up in bed and carefully unfold the two pages and lay them gently beside the paper on which Tabor had written out the alphabet. Slowly, I would work, tackling each letter as it came, looking at Tabor’s sheet to aid my memory, for seeing the letters there often brought the sound to mind even after they had seemed to disappear from inside me. Nevertheless it was slow going. I began with the first words on the page, noticing only when I came upon the period that my page would forever start in mid sentence. The investigation of this subject, which is almost too subtle for our understanding… it said, and when I came to the end of it I nearly panicked, a prickling leapt down one side of my head and I felt it spread over my entire body. I took up a pen that Tabor had given me and copied the sentence out, my whole arm rigid in concentration, trying to duplicate the marks on the page that meant The investigation of this subject, which is almost too subtle for our understanding… At the time I thought, which subject must the text refer to but the ultimate subject? And the word that almost made me weep was almost for in that word was an affirmation of my own possibility to understand, for indeed, Maimonides used our and included all who read his text in his words. The text went on, …current expressions employed in describing it, for these are the great source of error. This gave great speed to my pen, for I felt along with Maimonides that distaste, if not rage, at the ordinary expressions, for I had never heard anything said in my presence that had illuminated the true workings of the world to me, and indeed, I felt as if I were drowning in the river of error which had sprung from the great source he mentions. I then fell asleep in a daze, unsure even if what I had decoded was a part of my dreams. 

The next morning, however, something had changed. It was as if I had entirely lost my ability to read; of course, when I looked back at the page on which Tabor had made his marks, remembering the various words that he had put there, father, beard, legs, I was able to murmur the words to myself, and even go so far as to analyze their construction, working the words over carefully, rounding each letter in my mouth. But when, in excitement, I turned again to Maimonides, a strange thing occurred. I again attempted to read the words that I had read the previous night, but although I knew the sense of what they said, I could no longer remember the words themselves and I found myself unable, as hard as I tried, to successfully sound out there words. I was always getting sounds wrong, in the wrong order; each word was a struggle to complete and by the time the last sound escaped my mouth I had entirely forgotten the beginning of the word; indeed, it was as if my confusion were so complete that I was seeing nothing but what was straight in front of me, a fog of incomplete and broken words to either side, speaking with the creak of a wheel, my entire self given over to this painful process, distracted by a combination of the half-memory of the word I was attempting to sound out and the inaccuracy of my own tongue to form the words I knew and heard in my head which stood there in front of me in a very obvious way. Indeed, only after I had gotten to the end of the sentence then, in relief, I would return to the beginning, eager to hear the music of the words come smoothly and easily. But again the task was impossible and so much doubt set in that I lost all hope, although in its placed gained a stubbornness and determination that heated my face and brought sweat all over my body. My face was wracked by a grimace, which I covered with both hands in order to hide it from Rebka, who was in the room, but not looking at me thankfully; then, those same hands were all that stopped a moan from escaping me; soon, my hands were working their way over my face, and I felt such a feverish energy in my body! I wished it above all to escape through my eyes and mouth but it seemed only to cycle back and forth inside me, indeed, seemed to be trying to escape from my skin for I was seized by an unbearable itching; it felt as if my entire face and arms, every exposed part were breaking out in some kind of rash; every strand of hair that brushed against my head tortured me and soon even my back was twitching and seizing in a way that was unbearable and I wished to do nothing but ball my hands into fists and fall onto the floor, my teeth and gums exposed, curling into a ball, rubbing everything sharply against the floor. Indeed, it was with great care that I stood up slowly, shaking and walked to the window, scratching my head furiously so that Rebka looked over with concern about lice. I kissed her and she distracted me for a moment, but she was busy with the bread, and then my frustration slowly melted away into curiosity and I sat down again with the paper. I considered simply moving onto the next sentence, but the fear of that dark, unknown territory stopped me, and further I felt I could make no forward step until I was sure of the ground underneath each step that came before it. So again, I tackled the sentence… The investigation… I remember it now, the very sentence, so clearly. The words did not yield to me, each remained incomprehensible except for the brief moment in which my concentration was able to dislodge the mountain that concealed the sound from me, only to be locked again and opaque moments later. I was unable to understand my difficulty and I felt a rage like I had never felt before; I was tender all over from scratching my body, and I could feel a moist spot on my neck were my fingernail had nicked myself. I remember it very clearly that I sprang up from my chair and stood there against the wall breathing, and then unable to stand still a moment longer, I fled the house, indeed, fled is the only word to describe the intensity of my flight, for only the constant movement and the activity of the wind against me was able to distract me from the awful itching that convulsed my entire body. I simply ran in a direction, seeking nothing in particular except a respite from the itching, an answer to my inability to read these words when so many other words came so clearly to me, so easily under Tabor’s tutelage. I felt so heated that soon I stripped bare to nothing, hiding my clothes by a tree near the edge of the nearby forest and I lumbered through the woods, as fast as I could which was not fast at all, until I came to my destination, the one place I could think of then, a small spring that lay hidden in the woods. There the water was intensely hot near the rocks by the shore, but the water was cool towards the other end of the small spring, near a cliff that divided the forest, and from which descended a waterfall from a considerable height. The water there was freezing and where the two waters met in the spring, there was a great outrushing of steam which coated the plants there and made all sorts of strange plants appear. I was not so far gone that I could not test the waters on the hot side with a foot; when I did so, my foot came up red and although it was painful it did give me relief from my itching. When visitors came to the spring, they most often swam near the center of the spring where the two waters met; the currents there were strong, but not swift and there was not much danger of being cast to either side and the movement of the water was pleasant. I leapt in there, letting my feet scrape against the hard bottom of the water, strangely eager for pain, and with both hands tried to bring boiling water towards me, uncaring where I drifted, for I was completely blinded by the billows of steam. I could see nothing, only feel the tiny fingers of water against my face as I tried to breathe the cloudy air. It was not enough. Under the water I took to scratching myself, my legs, my thighs, my back as best I could; finally, unable to wait any longer, I lunged towards the freezing side, standing on the shallow part of the spring there and walked directly under the waterfall. Instantly, I was crushed and I fell hard against the rock, saved barely by my hands underneath me. I slowly fought against the water, getting up onto my knees, then rising slowly until I was standing, my knees creaking, and then lifted my face to the source of the falling water. It was then, with the immense battering of the water, and the roar in my ears, and the dizziness I felt from being unable to breathe except barely through my nose that finally the itching abated, as if the water were stripping off layer by layer, the sweat and rash and skin and finally, whatever it was that kept all myself inside me and it came out through my pores instead of my eyes and mouth. Unable to stand it any longer, I stumbled out of the waterfall and crashed into the shore. I sat there, on a log, for a while, my knees knocking against each other and my shoulders turned inward in defeat. And then, with agonizing abruptness, as soon as I thought of the task that still lay ahead of me, the itching returned, radiating out from my armpits and feeling as if I had eaten a terrible, terrible meal, I tried to burp, but only bile came up. I felt as if bugs from the log were beginning to crawl over me, and then I turned back through the woods, returned to the place I left my clothes and put them on again, pulling them sharply against my skin, practically hitting myself in rage. I went home, weak, wet and ready to cry. I found myself again sitting in front of Maimonides. Then I was at a loss, kneading bread with Rebka, insensitive to her arms around me, unable to feel her near me, as if each and every thing, every person and event had come at exactly the wrong time. I was seized by this feeling of wrongness, as I shoved bread into the oven, moving in despair, furious at the pointlessness of my movements until finally, Rebka spread flour on the table, causing it to rise into the air, and I caught it with my nose and was wracked by an immense sneeze that I wiped out all feeling from my entire body. When it was over, I looked up, wide eyed, at Rebka who was staring at me. Then the itching was gone as was the bile in my stomach. It was as if all the staleness and insensibility that had confined me was gone. I even burped, somewhat painfully, and then embraced Rebka, my desire for her having returned with my sanity. 

Then I dropped down to the floor and crawled under the table, pretending the discomfort this brought my legs did not exist. I grabbed Rebka’s dress and held onto her leg. How are you this morning, Rebka? I asked her. Well, she answered, nudging me with her foot. Where have you been, she asked. I went for a walk in the woods, trying to think over my two pages… Have you read them yet, Rebka asked. No, I answered, unhappy with the question. Rebka bent down towards me. I thought she was trying to kiss me again and my heart sunk, for I had a lot to think about and just then I had become fixated on the opening of the window and perhaps she thought I was sad again. When she got close to my neck, she asked, Why are you down there, Baruch? She said it too loudly. My back, it feels better against the floor. You know, she said, that Tabor is here waiting for you. I lifted my head. Of course, behind us stood Tabor, having come here for our morning lesson. His hair was disheveled and he had half a roll clutched in his hand. He was staring at me. Tabor! I said somewhat happily, How are you this morning? Well, he answered, as I tried to get up, feeling as though I could never really speak seriously to Tabor again. In any case, I wanted to explain to Rebka thoughts I had about her, but of course then I had to be silent. Anyway, all this is not very important. Tabor and I continued our lesson, knocking our two heads together in the side of the room where Rebka and I slept, his legs swinging from the chair and my one leg asleep and the other bouncing. After a while, sometimes we took our lessons outside on the wet grass. Occasionally, I would take him up at dawn, if he was unable to sleep that night, and explain the way the sun rose to him and crossed the great dome of the sky. I would tell him, then, parts of my secret and as I spoke, he would grow somewhat silent and contemplative. God’s existence is absolute, I said to him, for, I said, we comprehend only the fact that He exists, not His essence. We only know, Tabor, this world we live in and one simple fact: that this is not all there is; that there is much undiscovered, that there is something concealed, something we have not yet comprehended, that standing in one place, here for example, we see only so much, but as soon as we take a step, we come closer to the revelation which shakes us with feeling. For God is not known; he is the unknown; and just as there exists your future somewhere on this earth, God exists as a mystery, a secret, which looms over us, there but impossible to penetrate. I felt very comfortable with Tabor for I never lacked anything to ask him, feeling no obligation to ask any particular questions as I might to an adult, worrying about what I should or ought to know already and about what was appropriate to ask; for I simply could ask Tabor anything and he would respond to the best of his ability. Of course, you know by now, my son, that eventually I was able to master the art of reading. But, indeed, it was a monumental task; for the sounds refused to come, and moreover, my eyes refused to track the words on the page and they seemed to slide off the letters, unable to keep the letters I was to pronounce in focus. More often than not, I would find myself staring at the wrong word, or perhaps a word which looked like a different word; but in any case, soon the words themselves became perceptible to me and no longer was the task of bringing each letter to life like casting light on the sand of the parted Red Sea. Once I had learned a sentence, I would have it on my lips every moment of the day. He is one but does not possess the attribute of unity, for example; and as I said it the sound of the words became inflected each time I said it, perhaps influenced by the amount of sunlight or the room I was in. Tabor, you know, I would say to him in the morning we can obtain to knowledge of the essence of the heavens, Maimonides tells us; we know its form as a revolving substance of several spheres, but of the matter that makes it up, we can only use negative properties, for the heavens are so remote from us, we can have no direct knowledge of them and we see only how different and unlike they are from the world of the earth and suppose only the ways in which they are different or are not. This is the great lesson of Maimonides it seems to me, Tabor; all this I have gained from reading. Indeed, you, my son, have learned as much as I know, I think, in the course of this letter, for I have done nothing less than changed all my views of the world; it is for this reason that I have taken to carrying my two chapters of Maimonides with me wherever I go, for nothing gives me the feeling of being carried aloft more than to read a part of the text in a moment of confusion. I can let the cluttering of knowledge disappear and my concentration return to the puzzle of his words. For these two papers for me are a present truth and a constant companion. And I think, my son, you will learn that to be alone is not enough; for if one does not have a partner in life, there is nevertheless a desire to imbue something in the world with a self, to have a single object which can be handled and which can be everything, and my son, perhaps, above all, this is the one thing which this text serves me to do, that is, this letter, if you ever read it; for I have a desire above all to use words to uncover the truth I have discovered of the world and of people, those things which exist and which I have captured here; for there is no higher pursuit than to create a world, to imbue something with a self; I have done nothing but this I see my entire life; from the houses I built out of twigs as a child, to the house I built carefully for Rebka and me, to the steps I take every morning; everything has this single goal, to create something which is organized and bears the mark of me as its author, truth unto itself, which in its turn may impart knowledge of the way the world works, that world which pushes against one at every turn and enters into even the moments when one stands alone in the dark with a woman: for Rebka, your mother, my son, and I grew distant over time, for I felt like a fool around her, even she who for so long had felt, I think, insignificant in my shadow. For I can not escape the fact that she has known me for so much of my life that I can now never escape myself; for I have put too much of my self into her, over too much time. She has seen how much I have changed; she saw me cower in Seville; and I can not become the person I need to be, the person Maimonides has made me, for she is always there, hovering, present, a reminder of all I have been and all that I hate, all the error and ignorance of my ways, and above all the doubt I have always felt and which only recently I have become liberated from, an event which she will forever have witnessed and which you missed, my son. My son! I do not even know why I care so much about you. And in writing the lines above, I feel I am being more clear than ever and yet more confusing and vague, my words running into each other, like nearly dead leaves crossing paths in the sky.

In the beginning, my son, I told you that my story starts when your mother disappears; it has been months since I began this letter to you and for all I have done to impart to you a great deal of knowledge about your parents, nevertheless, I have been unable to write clearly about the present time. Indeed, your mother comes and goes from the house; sometimes when I have written many pages, she is standing beside me, watching my uncertain pen, which is still sloppy and slanted even after so many words; other times, she is missing and try as I might to find her, she does not show herself. What is there to do, my son? How can one even act when other people are involved? How do you, my son, even stand in the room with someone else you know? A stranger I can understand, but someone who knows you, someone who expects… Forgive me, my son, I tried to save us; I kept Tabor in the house, for Rebka liked him, I thought. I even finally felt the greatness of soul inside me and I returned to baking bread with her, but nothing worked out well: bugs had found their way into the flour; and as much as I looked at her shoulders, dancing in front of me as she walked inside the door, I could not help thinking about her, about who she would have been without me to temper her, if I had not through my torturous obliviousness silenced her, gave her unhappiness disguised as happiness; and I knew that whatever she told me had passed between her and other men she only spoke to me in confidence because she still thought she loved me; and I knew that the day would come, for it had to come, when she would lose that belief. Maimonides, my son, teaches us that negative knowledge is the most valuable kind. As far as Rebka is concerned, my knowledge of exactly what I will never know is all I have. One time, we spoke, just recently. We were walking together to bring a gift to Tabor’s father, who lived alone, a widower: some bread, a pat of butter, nothing really special. We wrapped it up in a blue and white cloth and Rebka carried it with her as we talked. That night the town was having a feast to celebrate Jesus’s name day; the wind lifted Rebka’s skirts up, chilling her legs; I could see them pebbling over. Her hair was pushed back too and I noticed as always its reddishness and the angles that some of the strands made as they were crushed against her ear. Since you left, my son, your mother has gained creases on either side of her eyes; her eyes are dimmer; her shape is entirely different, but no less huggable: in short, your mother is getting older, as am I; again, it does not really matter. We were not invited to the feast; the town was too suspicious of us by now. I told her, then, as we were walking, staring straight ahead, that I was trying to explain to you those things which have happened to us since we have been in the world. She laughed at me, bitterly, and said nothing. I tried to explain to her, my son, how much we have changed and she exclaimed, Baruch! You have not changed at all! You have not changed from the moment I met you. From the moment you starting pretending that you had, it was the worst time for me, when I thought you no longer loved me, when it seemed everyone else loved me more than you. For you said to me, let us not say I love you, and you quoted King Solomon! I quoted it again to her, For God is in heaven, and thou upon the earth; therefore let thy words be true. You do not understand me, Rebka, I said to her, mournfully. It has been many years, Baruch, that we have been together and this world will be with us for many more, Rebka said to me. I have tried for a long time to be the wife you have always sought and I have failed and Baruch, I think I have come to finally understand that it is not that I do not understand you, but that you simply do not like who I am: for we understand each other only too well, but you, at least, cannot admit it. Rebka finished with tears in her eyes. There are no ideas, Baruch; they do not exist in this world. There are only other people. 

I do not know if she is right, my son. This letter has been an attempt to understand the world in which God has placed me, the events which he has seen fit to press me through; it has been an attempt to find what meaning I can in the moments of my life; it has been an attempt to discover what you mean to me, my son, and why it is that after so many years, I seek your companionship, however invisible you are to me now—and more, to understand God’s plan for the future as it relates me and Rebka and all those around me. My son, when you lived with us, you made righteousness seem very easy indeed; so much so that I even hated you for it. For you only had to sit there, rocking back and forth, to let a smile ease on to your face; for you drifted through the world I created for you with absolutely no plan and it made you lovely, for you attended to everyone around you as if they were you yourself. And soon you left us, wiser than all of us, wiser than me, for I know and am sure that you married happily, that you live on your own, with no need of the vainness that was built into the very walls of your childhood home. It seems to me that as much as I revealed in this letter in terms of my thoughts, I gave away very little in terms of the truth of how it feels to exist in the world for me, for it has been very difficult to tell my life entirely as a story, for the thoughts, ideas, and feelings that make up the memories of those stories for me cloud over my eyes and replace the very images that inspired them. So what is it that this letter is, my son, at long last? I realize now that it is a very long introduction to a very dark time in my life, for now I am alone as I write this; Rebka is gone, I think, for now. Negations do not convey a true idea of the being to which they refer, Maimonides writes, and it is for this reason that perhaps it was I who never understood Rebka; Tabor, my friend, is growing up; his father has remarried a widow; and finally, this letter lacks none of the elegance of Maimonides, for it uses ordinary words in the sloppiest ways. But at the very least, my son, I have imparted some wisdom to you, have given you a belated education: for my experience has brought to me many thoughts and feelings, which perhaps can give you an idea of the experience of living. And just as I feel as if my soul were beside me as I finger the edges of the two pages, just as they give me hope and distraction in this time of want, I wish to give some pages to you, my son, in hopes that you can let yourself go into the world of another; for every world is different and each is unlike the last as it is to the first: and what one day I am sure you will need is a companion, a trustworthy companion, one you put yourself into without restraint, without hesitation, without regret, without comparison to any other thing. For this letter, my son, has been a way of gaining your trust, as laughable as that seems; for if anything, you can understand me now and you can trust me now when I tell you that as ignorant and ordinary as we are, we have the task to live, as hateful as it is, as God’s creation as he created it, as baffling and as confusing as it is to us, as arbitrary and frustrating as are the foundations of human nature: for it is our nature to be lustful and hungry, half-witted and weary. And yet, there is a way to escape, to flee into liberation: for Maimonides says the glorification of God does not consist of uttering that which is not to be uttered, but in reflecting on that on which man should reflect, and therein lies the secret, for there is a subject which is worthy of our reflection, each of us: for in reflection comes the feeling, the overpowering feeling in which oneself and everyone is reflected. I remember, my son, at long last, the day you were born. Trust me, my son! Trust in everything! I have something to tell you, something you need to know! I remember the very day you were born. For, in the end, we are governed in life by nothing more and nothing less than feelings. You were born on a day when I was wearing, for the first time, my new clothes. The tailor Isaac made them for me and they were quite expensive, and we had saved for them for some time. We spared nothing in hopes of becoming a mother and father. It was a pair of blue pants, dyed with juice, I think, or so I assumed, and a yellow shirt with the color and feel of dandelions. I kept them on with a tight black belt which I had owned for years and which had served me well; but with these new clothes I felt indeed like an adult; I felt as if the clothes gave me gravity; I felt like a rabbi, whose majesty comes from the wearing of his clothes. On the day you were born, my son, your mother reached the mouth of the river of beauty: she was sitting on the bed when I woke up. It was a little past dawn, just enough for the sun to arrive through our window and turn into smoke behind the window paper. In this underwaterish light I opened my eyes to face the wall; I could feel your mother there, her weight on the bed. I lifted my head to see her: she sat facing the window, her legs over the edge of the bed, her hands spread out and supporting her from behind. She had leaned back, letting her belly speak for itself, her lips together, her face clear and yet connected in some way to the bells that could be heard in the distance, perhaps in the direction of her nose. Her blouse, let out for the pregnancy, hung from her loosely; very nearly one entire shoulder was bare. So there she sat, at once heavily and lightly, relaxed in the way she leaned back, taut in the way her elbows supported her, and lopsided in the way her shoulders were turned and the way her breasts hung in the loose space of her blouse. She was breathing as I rolled up beside her and wrapped my arms around her legs; she smelled like sweat and the salt that grows in the hidden regions of the body. We had been married a very short time, my son, before we produced you; in many ways, I wish we had been blessed much later. Your mother, of course, was very beautiful; it was her very defects which emphasized her beauty: the indentation in her forehead led the eye to the freshness of her skin, her own eye which lazed sometimes, made one attuned to the pale, clean blue circles that were her eyes; her small black pupils brought attention to nothing other than the darkness of her hair which ranged from red to black; the thinness of her legs, the littleness of her feet ultimately grew in light of the curves of her body. I pressed my cheek against it. How are you, Rebka, I asked her. Good, she answered, a little tired, and she made a small, happy sigh in her throat and fell backwards effortlessly onto the bed. How does it feel with all that on top of you, I asked her. It feels very warm; it is like the weight of a great deal on top of me, of even like you atop me, but at the same time, very separate from me, as if it were a heavy pillow I were hugging against myself that someone was ripping away. I bent over to kiss her, my hand on her. Then, she spoke again, with words I remember very clearly. You know, Baruch, I was very afraid to be pregnant with you; for my own brother’s wife died in childbirth, and I worried at what kind of child you would make me; but as I am now pregnant, it is as if I would want no other thing for the course of my life than to be as I now am, forever in expectation, forever dwelling in a kind of house I have built for myself, as if always wrapped in a blanket, as if always in an embrace, as if beside a fire in an enclosed space, the smell of trees perhaps nearby. For my time here seems very beautiful to me, even if it does not seem so beautiful to you. She finished and smiled despite her melancholy, and gently rolled her head against my chest, inhaling, stretching back her neck. Rebka, I said, this time is very beautiful; when I said what I said, I only meant that I had not yet seen enough of this world to understand why it exists in the form it does. She started to speak, but I silenced her with a kiss. I said, I know, Rebka, but somehow understanding and beauty are to me, for some reason, related in a manner which I do not yet understand; but someday I think I will be able to understand this part of myself and in that way find all of life beautiful for itself, in the way it is perceived and the way it exists. I finished, feeling very foolish. Then, your mother and I ate, feeding each other; the bread was very stale and as I spoke the blessing over it, I knew that, staring into your mother eyes, there was something pious in the act of speaking unintelligible words. Which is easier to pray to, a God known or an ineffable God? On the day you were born, your mother knew without question that it was time for you, my son, to be born; she knew it as she experienced it. Surely, you know, my son, the nature of the human birth, so I will tell you only one more fact about that day which has great meaning for me. The mid-wife, as she herself leaned against the wall, one hand wiping sweat from brow, in a brief respite from the work of birthing, said to me, Baruch, you will never forget this day. She even said, You are doing God’s will, Baruch; for I know you have tried. This will be the day your wanderings will come to an end. For the woman had indeed taken care of me as a child, alone, without parents and I owed her a great deal; as such, I had always felt uncomfortable around her, for I never knew which words I could speak in order to repay her correctly. And yet I have never felt more blessed than when she said for I know you have tried, but try as I might, as much as I can feel righteous, there is no harmony in the righteousness with the workings of my mind. For I thought then that if I had my time to myself, if it were not spent in working the daylight hours, then I would accomplish a great deal of discovery; but in fact it was the hope of such a thing that stayed me. Since I have retrieved my two chapters of Maimonides, I know that my work is never done, for there is nothing deeper in human nature than the slumbering respite from thought that tugs at one at every turn. But, my son, the proper subject of reflection for mankind is that which we feel obligated to reflect upon; there is no other measure than feeling, how we feel in the world of feelings. My son, you were born clothed in the mess; Rebka and I lay in each other’s arms for an hour that night, with you between us, a feeling in my stomach both warm and satisfied, refreshing and cool, as if I were digesting the most delicious meal. You were a beautiful baby, my son, born with a full head of hair; no one had ever seen the like of it: it was curly and tangled and came down past your eyes. Your cheeks bulged and were soft and as you slept, your eyes worked softly beneath their covers. I once asked my uncle how it was that one could deal with the mysteries of living, of being with a woman, of celebration: he said to me, Baruch! Let it happen! That is all you need to do. I am sure, my son, you will expect me to protest that one can not let anything happen rightly without understanding; but I have since learned the first secret, that, whatever happens to one while one is living and sensible, nothing matters more than this: Let it happen, he said to me. But, I said to him them, you have to have the feeling.

I wish you to understand, my son, the single thing which you can trust me on: that feeling and righteousness are one and the same thing and they each are the same as reflection: for not to understand their unity is to misunderstand the nature of reflection, a thing which is not something at all difficult, but something natural and not at all concealed. Therefore, my son, I ask you to put your faith in me to teach you something which you perhaps do not yet know: for one can not give oneself over without trust, and that is precisely what I ask you to do, you who are so far away, whom I write about as if you were still here, even though it has been considerable years since you left and much has changed, I am sure, in your life and mine. Last I heard, and this was some time ago, you dealt in the business of bookbinding: I have already mentioned the books the Christians carry around, their books of hours, which tell them simply how to divide up their day into prayers, which they finger to death, and which, with each tear and rip, bring them closer to the swelling closeness of God. So, with this in mind, my son, I have written for you a kind of book of hours of my own, which I want you to take and meditate upon: I have given you a single prayer; I have dwelt for a great deal of time on what follows. It represents the end of this long letter to you, which, I think, will be my only real gift to you. I feel perhaps that in the end loneliness has been the cost of writing, for, my son, we live on the surface of memory. I had a dream a night ago in which it seemed to me that a woman, naked, was lifted by a giant hand out of the waves, from deep under the water, by a monstrous hand, and when she was free of the surface and held above it, water sloughed off her, more and more of it, in fact, without diminishing: the more water that fell from her, the higher she was raised. So it is with memory: the further our own hand lifts us from the murkiness of our past, the more we shed of our memories. And yet what is the air, but another transparent sea? For one day a hand will pluck us from the air, and in each case, there is great beauty in the sea and in the air which is lost until the very moment we look down.

My son, there is great benefit to studying the lives of others, in order to understand their mistakes and to the imitate their successes! Trust me, my son, you have much to learn. One last story, I will tell you, in fact, one about my mother, who was a beautiful woman herself; she was a strong woman, she was, in fact the only person I have ever known who could make me laugh. Thus, she made it her business, as a mother, to entertain me as a child. My uncle tells me that even in the earliest days, she would never leave my cradle even if I cried long into the night, even if I woke her up as the sun was barely risen, even if she was involved in her own affairs; she would always be there, beside me, holding me until I was silent, or tickling me until I fell asleep from happy exhaustion. As I grew older into a sense of other people, I began to see that there was something else to my mother, something hidden, which I saw when I awoke at night, to see her sitting up in bed, staring out the window, thinking; and it was no great secret as in the sense of a concealed past, a sin hidden, but rather the fact that she was looking for companionship from the child that she loved, that is to say, I meant everything to her, for inadvertently I had given her one of the greatest happinesses of her life, and therefore, there was nothing I could do to her that would break her, that would destroy her spirit, that would diminish her love for me; and yet, sometimes when I would go out to play she would draw me near, very closer to her, in a way that was strange, for we rarely hugged, and she would say to me, Have fun, do not come back late. What she thought about on her nights awake, I am not sure, but I think perhaps her thoughts were trying to understand: the way to watch me grow up, the way to act, the way to accept the way things were, or the way things had to be, so she could be silent when she needed to be, so she could speak up when it was needed; for there were times I recall when above all I wished to leave, to be with the friends I had in Barcelona, so big in my memory, but who must have been so small; I would whine to go even if my mother would be left alone; and this she accepted; I knew how she felt from her eyes, which opened up like eyes closing in tears and sometimes I would stay with her and other times I would just run off and play, sometimes unaware and other times aware of my mother’s loneliness, but it was too easy not to act. There, in this, is the lesson, my son. It is easy not to act. If you do not trust me, at least think to yourself what I would offer to have had this wisdom with me from the start of my life, to have had the burdens of an old man’s disquiet laid upon me as an infant. Then I would not have simply stood there watching my mother trying to sleep at night, wondering if she could see me, wondering what I should do, what was my obligation, what was my plan, but instead, I would have put my arms around her without question, without presumption or condescension; I would have done it as surely as I felt, even then, that I would never be at peace, for I wanted to die when she would be dead. This, I never told her. Years later, when Rebka and I were moving from the middle of town to where we live now, very soon after we were married, I thought of the face of my mother, young, and yet old, as clear as it was freckled; Rebka was tottering ahead of me. We were carrying the objects from the old house of my cousins where I had lived to the new one, set up just behind the crest of the hill. We brought a few objects at a time, not that there was much, but we packed what we had into the largest possible sacks. At that moment, I was struck and even felt as if I were being stroked with fire down my legs and deep into my feet; I stopped short, slowly, in the middle of the road, in the center of the mud, all at once alone with the forcefulness and fear I felt for my mother’s death, which had happened so long ago. I leaned against the side of the house of Ezequiel and I fastened my hand on his window-sill, feeling my face grow red as if someone wiser than I had asked me a question, catching me off-guard, so that my awareness was not of the question, but only of the obligation to answer. Rebka came back over the grass towards me, carrying a metal bucket stuffed a wool, folded up three times. An oversized, wide-brimmed hat hung down over her head, slanted, covering one of her eyes. She came up to me and murmured, raising her head so her hat covered both of us and, like a woodpecker, knocked her nose against my cheek, each peck soft, but distinct. I smiled to her gently, and looked below her hat at the smallness of her face in the shadow cast by the roof of straw. In our little house here, the brightness of everything outside is blinding.

My son, may you find comfort in these words.

Blessed are you, God, Lord of the Universe, who take away every moment of peace;

Blessed are you, Ruler of the Unknown, who give to us the spinning moment;

Blessed are you, King of Majesties, who grant us the grace to forget all the wrong that we have done to others;

Blessed are you, Truth of the Present, who grant us the grace to forget all the good that others have done to us;

Blessed are you, God of Lubrication, who set each thing smoothly in motion, from the hand of the father on the head of a child, from the wind which pushes us into others, from the love that passes in between the holy;

Blessed are you, God of Lubrication of all things, who set the mud slick and grant us grace to slip and fall, so we may better contemplate from the safety of the earth;

Blessed are you, God of Balance, who sit upon a lopsided throne;

Blessed are you, God, who give us the grace to damn ourselves and to live, to castrate ourselves and to live;

Blessed are you, God, who give us nothing but love;

Blessed are you, Lord God, who gave me these words when I sought you out, in the tower of a mill, with the center spinning, and you said to me, put your wrongs from your mind, and you said to me, forget the good for which others deserve to be repaid, and you said to me, let your bladder go, and you said to me, let your body open, and you said to me, let the sound of the Lord spin around you, and you said to me, let the servant feel peace in confusion, confusion in stasis, exhilaration in movement, and regret in silence;

Blessed are you, Lord God, who speak in the names of people, in the titles of kings, in the moment of feeling, which is yellow and filled with specks, which rushes down and up like fire, which is like a pillar of sorrow or a column of salvation;

Blessed are you, Lord God, who give us friends in things, enemies in forces, companions in feelings, fears in people, turmoil in ourselves, and peace in our nature;

Blessed are you, Lord God, you whom we thank for living in the days which are all days;

Blessed are you, Lord God, who press us up against those who are no longer with us;

Blessed are you, Lord God, who give us words for prayer;

Blessed are you, Lord God, who inspire wisdom, who impart trust, who set rocks in the sand, who rain water from the roofs;

Blessed are you, Lord of Lords, who set the leaves to yellow, who give it for pages to crease, for wisdom in solitude;

Blessed are you, Lord God, who give us reason in darkness;

Blessed are you, Lord God, who give us occupation for our minds, the absence for our thoughts;

Blessed are you, Lord God, who give us the abundance of life, the famine of living, the frustration of our nature;

Blessed are you, Lord God, for the poisons which heal us, the salves which poison; for all things you are blessed;

Blessed are you, Lord God, who turn all things into gods, ourselves, the weight of our love, the giants who crash around us, the children, blushing, who trip below us;

Blessed are you, Lord God, for entrusting us the world without which we would be nothing;

Blessed are you, Lord God, for the wisdom of youth, for the safety of old age;

Blessed are you, Lord God, for the story of our lives, the grace of will to live with the wrong, the doubt to move to the right;

Blessed are you, Lord God, who give us the words to describe the workings of the heavens as well as the workings of a face, which tries its hardest to unify the smallness of its stature with the largeness of its lip;

Blessed are you, Lord God, who give us the words which anyone can understand, which everyone feels along with me when I shout them in prayer, even if they cannot see what I see when I see the words that I speak, but nevertheless, understand the look of my eyes and my outstretched hands in the words themselves;

Blessed are you, Lord God, who grant us the grace of shame and regret;

Blessed are you, Lord God, who give us the need to understand;

Blessed are you, Lord God, King of the Universe, 

for the truth which is never exhausted.

