A NON-PALRY TALE ABOUT A SMALL AN TN HEROIA,

By: Reuven Bar-Levav, M.D.

I remember stories told to me as o boy about the great heroes of the past.
They were usually kings or warriors, or at the very lceast courageous men who sacri-
ficed themselves tor bilg und important cuuses, giving "their all.” They stood so
tall in my mind, feuarless and determined and twice as big as life. Gideon of the
Bible, and Samson, the vulnerable giant, and others. [ also remember a4 few women
among them, like lHanna who was willing to let her sceven sons dic in front of her
eyes rather than compromise her principles. But, I don't cver remember a story
about a heroine that was small and frail and dying. That story I discovered only
lately.

[ believed that [ knew what heroism was since | have dirvectly been witness
to many acts of bravery uand courage in my own lifetime. | remember vividly, for
instance, standing on a balcony and louvxing down into open trucks that cuarried
a tfew mutiliated bodies cuach, Jews murdercd by Avrabs between 1936 and 1939, The
plain white sheets were always stained with muny dark red spots, some so big that
little white was visible., 1 vemember the caravans moving slowly through the streets
of Tel Aviv in mass funerals held for as many as twenty or thirty white "packages.”
I still remember my silent horror, Life and death were so stark, and T was so
little., The culogics always extolled the heroism of the tullen, and we were

always told that if their death was not to be meuningless then theilr dying must

command us, the living, to continuc in their strugele.  These were pretty big words
tfor a small boy, and perhaps that is why they vemuin alive in me even now. But, 1

did not really understund their tull meaning until recently, when Burbura died.



She was a slight woman, and she was only 37 years old when she died of cuncer.
[ knew her for muny years, and during that time she appeared as hardly a heroine.
But neur the end she gruadually grew in stature, until it assumed truly heroic
proportions. And then she died, und 1 looked and saw a reul heroine.

I am not so sure anymore it all those who died in Pulestine in the 1930's
were really heroes. Some probubly were, while others were no more than innocent
victims trapped in a bloody web. Among the dead surely many had Kknown how great
the danger was, and yet they huad consciously chosen not to retreat from it but to
attend to the tusks of living in spite of all. A hero 1s once who knows what's ahead
but who proceeds unyway because more than survival alone is involved,

Not all soldiers who puay their debts do so as acts of self-sacrifice.  Some
die because they are merely self-destructive. Death is just as real in either casc,
but only one kind is imbued with meaning und valuce, Sclt-giving is always 4 conscious
act, and like all frec gifts, it 1s precious because it 1s given freely. The Jewish
murtyrs killed by the Inquisition could have saved their lives by converting to
Catholicism, but they refused to. I used to picture these men in wmy mind's eye, and
with a child's innocence would almost sec the flames cuveloping their long beards
as they were uttering the "shema'" with their once lust breath.  Now I know that dying
for a cause was not the point, their reudiness tuv do so consclously was.

v

But Burbura died of cancer, and she did not have any choice about dying. Indeed,
she very much wanted to live. tlow was slic a heroine? let me tell you the story.

Barbara was an attractive, dark-eyed young woman with very tine hair and with
delicate feutures. What struck me when 1 first saw her was that her eyes seemed
not to have been lit, they were deep but Jdull and very, very sad.  Perhaps their
light was dimmed long ago, [ thought. 1 cannot roemember wmuch about this first
cneounter, seven years have passced since then, but the torlorn, sad look and her

resemblance to a frightened doc remains cleurly imprinted in me cvel now,
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She was a patient of mine, individually and in a group, where 1 churge putients
by the month, whether they attend all sessions or not, since their place 1s not
transteruble to others. She struggled tenaciously, at tirst passively, as she
always had done, cventually more openly cad actively.  The issue of payment for
missed group sessions wasalso one of the battleticlds in which she experimented with
cver increasing strength to ussert her power. Although she eventually accepted my
rationale for such payments and went along with me on the issuce, it was neither easily
nor quickly that we reached this point. But, when we finally did, it was more than
4 resolution of an administrative or financial disagreement.  ller ugreement was o
clear sign that some of her enormous fear and distrust had begun to yield. She
did not dare previously even consider a wish to belong, and she teared being
“"suched in." For a long time she rectfused to commit herscit to really being a member
in an on-going therapy group 1in which reual, intense, but not always pleasurable rela-
tionships tied the members to euach other. She did not know such relationships in
her pust, and she did not trust them now. When, ut long last, she not only paid
for missed sessions, but also accepted the rativaule for sach payments, 1 knew that
she wus relinquishing some of her life-long distrust. She begun to seriously doubt
her deep conviction that she would surely be damaged 1t she cver became involved in
intimate relutionships with other human heings.

She and T struggled hard for a very long tiwme, and it was not always easy to
stuy with her. God, how muny times she almost practically quit, and how often was
she on the verge of doing so? Her life-long chronic depression and her profound
sense that nobody was trustworthy had such stubborn and tenacious holds on her!

She telt strongly that she had very good reasons to avoid tabing further risks.
For yeurs she existed as if she almost believed that there was no point looking
again, that surely the world was not a location, but a noxious condition best

avolded. She was hurt too many times, too deeply, to try aguin. But mostly she



wus very, very scared.  She buarcly moved when we first met,  She used to look
straight ahead as 1f into un etcrn#l nothingness, and she would speak with a very
soft voice. Underneath the glacial calm, 1 knew, & storm was brewing, one that hud
never found any expression since very early in life.

What scured her so? We shall never know. Sowme ot 1t, like always, probably
wus the subjective residue of being vulnerable and insccare as o fragile newborn,
some may have stemmed tfrom her hody perceiving her mother as a frightencd person,
perhaps meaning well but too clumsy and too cold and too basy with other things,
Barbura was the middle of three children, and Mother helped her husband in the
store, Subjectively at leuast she grew up as an orphan, cxpericencing herself often
as torgotten and as not sufticiently cared for. 1o any cvent, she tacked a sense
of being firmly yet tenderly held, of things being steady, waem and comforting.
Mostly, she did not know the world us veliable, Tor & very long time she would
sit with arms folded and legs folded, as if to warm hevselt, she would be cold but
would not complain about 1t [ remember sitting with her in o rather warm room,
but she was still cold. She wus so cold inside.

There is no point recalling the details of her agonv. bat in addition to all
else, she was the host to a low-grade malignant growth teoding apon her since she
was fourteen. By the time we first met she alveady had had ten or eleven operations,
and each time o small und vsually iInsignificant part ol her body was removed, once
a rib, another time a smull lump just bhelow the skin AlLL atong, the predutor
continued to feed itself upon her life-blood, plundering her strength.  But she
fought buck heroically, finding enough strength cven in the last couple of years to
run six tao ten miles daily.,  She also rigorously disciplined herself and tinished
the requirements for un advanced protfessionul degree and cventually adopted o son.
Neither she nor her physicians knew for sure how mulignant her illness was, 1t was

so slow growing, yet so persistent.  But, it remained o constant companion who never



deserted her. Some things in life are reliably there the next day as they are the
day before. She wus discouruged, but she did not give up the struggle.

llow many tests did I, my co-therupists and wembers of her psychotherupy group
have to pass over the years? At leust several hundred | coming in every conceiv-
uble way. She was tenaciously looking for proof that her view ot the world was
indeed true. One day, a couple of ycurs aftter she had started therapy, | unexpect-
edly received a Western Unilon telegram with only tive words on 1t: "1 have quit
therapy,'" and her nuame., Intimucy secemced the greatest threat, and the closer and
more involved we got with cach other, the more urgent hecwne Her push to leuve. She

almost tested beyond the limits of human tolerance, but never quite exceeded those

limits. I remember somcone telling her cnce to leave alveady, that cnough was

enough, "and don't let the door through which you pass hit your behind on the way out,”

But, she didn't recally want to go away. This was the first real, satfe, "home"
she had .cvcr had,  She experimented cautiously with the new kind of relationships
she found here, and she wouldn't let go. Then, one day, <he hrought me a book, u
gitt, The ice was indeed beginning to melt, =ome subterrancan movement was obviously
taking place.

At the beginning when she expericenced hodily discomtort, Bavbura was unuble to
detine its exact nature. When she was tired, she might cat and even binge, but when
she wus hungry she might simply drink water or po to sleop. But she knew and | knew
thut the bringing of the gift wus no longer un expression ot the confusion  She
slowly learned to differentiute between her varions Techtnys, and this wus one
concrete sign of her growing trust and of her growing love in rvelation to me. [ was
deeply touched, not hecause 1 wus the object ot her toving but hecuuse she was
tinally cxpressing o roal cuapaclity to love, an acl always roegualring courage,

A toew months hetore Bavbara dicd her condition worscocd to the point where the

erowth was no longer rewovable,  She did not stay 1o the hospital . however, but
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wunted to be and was cared for at home, As she weuhened she became confined to the
house without the ability to go to work or cven to come to her group therapy scssions.
But her physical ubsence only increasced her prescnce, and both her therupists and
members of her group talked o lot about her and talked o Tot to her, by phone and

in person.

No one knew ut first that she was dying. that this was the end.  She, and we,
still hoped that she would return. ilev place in the proup was hept open with that
understanding and she continued to be charged tor all the sessions, as usual But as
one week followed another it slowly hecume cvident that she might never come buck.

Do we now stop charging her? ltow 1s this to be done without implying thut the
charges have stopped becausce all hope i1s gone?  We aponized, wonderced what was right
und then agonized again. Barbara's membership 1n the group was clearly her single
most importunt link to u productive life and to hope.  be finally told her that we
would keep her place in the group open for three months without o fee, expecting
that by then it would be clear whether she was wiracutonsty to regain her strength
or die.

she retused adamantly and uncquivocully. She inststed on paying her share as
betore, and she wus unwilling to accept a rules' chuange which would he a special dis-
pensation becausce of her speciul condition, Where dind ste find the strength to
object so strenuously?  She insisted that it was very tnportant tor her to keep
her place in the group legitimately, by paying tor 1t She wanted to continue
belonging by right, not by grace, cuarrying her own welght . She was not glviang up
on hevselt and nobody should have the right to wive up on her!

We reluctantly agreed. 1 knew that the illness buedened the fumily with much
additional expense, uand although far trom destitute, money was ot in over-sbundant
supply. Should 1 sccretly send the checks hack to the husbund and swear him to

ilence? Dare 1 contaminate their last foew weeks or daves together with o lie coming
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between them? I did not find cusy answers. 1t was paintoul to cash a check from
someone so ualive und yet so deud., Her spirit wus sparkling with recently found
vigor and with enthusiasm for cvery sunrise and for cvery flowering tree, secen
through her second floor window, her only view of the universe. llow much life 1is
contalned in a fruill body, weighing less than 70 pounds?  Slowly, it was yielding
to the patient but very persistent cnemy within her.

Another month had passed, but she was hanging on.  hith what?  We tfinally
insisted that we simply would no longer accept the customary fees, she had been
away for so long. We would, however, comply with lier wishes and curry her in the
group for a feg @ reduced one, sufficiently larve to moake 1t more than symbolic,
She agreed.

Burbara died on April 29, 1983. Luate in the atternovn on that Iriday she becuame
very codd and could no longer be warmed. Flnally the strupuple was over, she lost
consciousness, and died peacetully in her bed, 1o her own roow. "The Lord hath given
and the Lord hath taken away. May the Name of the Jord be blesscd "

The monthly statements for April werce not vewdy until the Srd of May., Among
them was a $90.00 statement made out 1n her name.  Barbara, by then, was not only
dead but also buried, Should it he matled to her estate?  Should we simply ignore
it?

Then the envelope arrived, and 1t contained o check. 1t was for $90.00. It
was dated April 29, 1983. 1t was signed by Barbava's bhad,

After the initial shock T looked aut 1t closciy.  The stgnatare of her last
name was trailing off since sheappurently did not have sualticient physical strength
to hold on to the pen tor us long us 1t took to write her name once more.  Signing
the check must have been one of the very Last acts of ite, as the last aorsels
of strength were literally cbbinp out of her. o the last few hours she mustered the

will to attend to her reul relationship with us, and hnowing her well, 1 am certain



that she felt the joy of satisfaction and possihly cven ol pride at that moment.
Nothing of life is to be wasted unymore. Life mist be lTived to its utmost. 1In

the wuning minutes before ull disappearved she found remnants of power to assert
herselt, and for one last time she still issued a commund for a bank to do her will.
Did she sense that the check wmight reach me long atter she was gone? Did she mean
this as one last good-bye?

Her life-long, deep, and black dop‘russion had really beeun to litft a ycur or
two before, and cuch day since, her push to live had become stronger, even as her
body had steadily weuakened. Since 1ife bevan so Late, her appetite for living
was 50 tull of zest and vigor that it deticd all medical odds. sShe held on longer,
and more tenaciously, than any of her physicians had expected. The signing of the
check was merely ovne of the many conscious wcts of Living that kept her alive, and
cven joyous, as life wus squeezing itscelf out ot her existence

A photocopy of the check appeurs helow,  Ruarely does Man have a chance to have
such o direct view of the greatness of his spivit.

With much pain I cashed the check,  llow could | do otherwise?  Dare 1 thwart

the conscious will of 4 heroine?
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