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I remember the day when I decided to change my habit of going to the synagogue on Friday night and, instead, take a walk along the boardwalk by the beach, which I used to do on Saturday mornings. I thought it might be a good idea since I was suffering from severe back pain at the time, and these walks were supposed to help ease my pain. To avoid raising suspicion, I would wear my nice clothes – those that I usually wore for Shabbat evening, put on my sneakers, and set out.

The streets were empty and beset by an eerie silence, but it didn’t bother me much.

As I approached the intersection, I was unexpectedly approached by an elderly man with silver hair. He asked me, with a heavy Russian accent: “How to get to the Knesset Square?”

What an odd question, I thought to myself. That street was on the northern side of the boardwalk, and we were on the southern end.

I said, “You know, it’s pretty far away from here” and pointed north.

The old man mumbled something incoherent, and then asked again: “How to get to Daniel Street?”

“Daniel Street is that way,” I pointed east.

The old man thanked me and went on his way, while I stood there for a while, watching him as he faded into the distance, wondering how he’d ended up getting lost; perhaps the old man suffered from amnesia, or even – God forbid – dementia. I kept moving, trying to focus on the initial goal of my walk.

I returned home around the same time that everyone else was returning from prayer, and my family was convinced that I, too, had just come back from the synagogue.

The encounter with the old man had been on my mind for a while. Shouldn’t I have accompanied him, made sure that he made it safely, wherever he was going?

But the encounter that I am going to tell you about next will surely amaze you – that story was truly something else.
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Chapter 1

________________
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Sharon was a student of computer science. He had just come back from a job interview and was feeling exhausted. He collapsed onto the couch and shut his eyes for a moment, trying to catch his breath.

Alon, his roommate, noticed him as he walked out of his bedroom and asked, “What happened?”

“I just can’t find a job – I tried everything already. There’s like a dozen contenders for each position, and everyone seems to be extremely skilled and experienced. I’m frustrated and tired, but mostly hungry,” Sharon replied.

Alon sat down on the couch next to him. “I told you – I’ve already found you a job, but you insist on finding something else.”

“There’s no way I’m going to work in a mental hospital.”

“It’s not a mental hospital – it’s a hostel for the mentally impaired. And besides, it’s just for a few months to pay off your university expenses,” Alon replied.

“I don’t know...” Sharon hesitated for a moment and then asked: “What kind of job is it?”

“They’re looking for a medic,” Alon replied.

“But I’m not a medic, and I don’t know anything about this kind of stuff,” said Sharon.

“You don’t really need to. Just tell them you went through a medics’ course in the army, and you’ll be fine.”

“But what if something happens and the patients really need an actual medic?” Sharon asked.

Alon smirked. “Just improvise something.”

Sharon was quiet for a moment. He thought that this was a terrible idea, but he also realized that he had no other options.

Seeing he had no choice, he replied, “Alright.”

It was early in the morning when the alarm clock rudely interrupted Sharon’s sleep. He fumbled around in the dark before finally being able to grab the clock and turn the alarm off.

Sharon got up and quickly prepared to leave. He got into his car, and after driving for a while, he finally reached his destination. It was an old two-story building, surrounded by a wall. A sign was hanging above the building’s entrance. It read: ‘Peace of Mind.’

“Yeah, right,” Sharon said to himself in distaste.

He approached the green iron gate, pushed the intercom button, and waited.

A guard in uniform approached the gate. “Yes, what can I help you with?”

“I’m Sharon, I have a job interview with the Director here,” he replied.

The guard looked at him for a moment and then said, “Do you have your ID with you?”

Sharon pulled out his ID card from his pocket and handed it to the guard.

The guard examined it. He then gave it back to Sharon and opened the gate.

Sharon looked around him. The yard looked rather pastoral – almost like a resort of sorts. Green grass lawns, shaded wooded benches, walkways paved with white stone tiles, birds chirping in the sky, and stray cats roaming about freely. 

The guard said, “Follow the paved walkway to the right; at the end, you’ll see a building, the Director’s office is right there.”

Sharon followed the guard’s instructions and came to the doorstep of an old building. From up close, it resembled a small fort, hiding whatever was happening inside. The entrance door was made of reinforced glass.

Sharon pressed the buzzer, and the door opened. He entered a small isolated room, which had another reinforced glass door. The outside door closed shut behind him. A buzzing noise went off, and the inner door opened.

One of the orderlies named Amir approached Sharon and accompanied him to the Director’s office, and then went on his way.

Sharon sat down opposite the Director, nervously waiting for her to speak.

She finally turned her attention to Sharon and reviewed his resume, which was placed before her on the table.

When she was done, she looked straight at him and said, “I’m Gallia.”

“Pleasure to meet you,” he replied and shook her hand.

“I’m looking for a medic. There’s no mention of anything related to medicine in your resume,” she said.

“I was a medic in the army,” Sharon lied.

Gallia stared at him silently for a while, and then said, “You’ll be working in shifts. You’ll also have to sleep here occasionally. Does this suit you?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Sharon replied, knowing he really had no other choice.

“Good, you’ll begin tomorrow morning.”

“Alright,” he replied.

Sharon felt anxious as he arrived at the hostel the next morning. He was greeted by one of the tutors who wore a white coat and looked concerned.

“I’m Ronen,” he introduced himself and shook Sharon’s hand.

They sat down on a bench in the inner yard, and Ronen began explaining the nature of their work and the policies they must adhere to. He then told him, “Two days ago, one of the patients managed to escape due to the guards’ lack of alertness. He was found wandering around the Carmelite area. He’s diagnosed with manic depression. Luckily, his family managed to find him in time. You’ll get to meet him eventually,” he said.

Ronen then got up and said, “C’mon, let’s go inside.”

When they entered the hostel, Sharon looked around, and his anxiety grew even more. They were inside a large and wide hall with white walls. The paint was chipping off some of them, and others were visibly cracked. A few landscape paintings adorned the walls. Small windows covered with purple curtains were fixated high in the walls near the ceiling. A few pale rays of light managed to slip through the curtains, illuminating the old brown tiles ever so slightly. Some of the tiles were also chipped and cracked. Small wooden tables were placed around the hall, seemingly in random order.  Yellow plastic chairs were placed around them, reminiscent of chairs that were used in schools. Some were shaky and askew, and a few were broken. A large table was placed against one of the walls, with a black leather bag on top of it. An old TV set was playing cheesy old shows non-stop. Men and women in bright-green coats sat on wooden benches and stared at the TV. Others sat around the small wooden tables; some of them were just staring blankly into the air in silence; others were mumbling incoherently. Some of the patients would suddenly yell out some seemingly random phrases to attract some momentary attention to themselves. Others were busy playing board games and looked so focused on their game that they appeared to be completely detached from reality.

Stern and impatient looking orderlies were running around the hall, trying to convince the patients to take all sorts of pills, in all shapes and colors – Sharon thought that those are probably medications to soothe the patients and elevate their moods. Some of the patients cooperated willingly, but others tried to resist. Those that did soon discovered that the orderlies were quite stubborn – and willing to use force if need be – and so, they eventually gave up and took their pills. After finally taking those medications, all patients looked very tranquil and relaxed but also withdrawn and detached.

One of the patients caught Sharon’s attention. She was sitting in the corner of the hall and just staring at the floor. Messy black hair covered her face. She fidgeted about back and forth with demonstrable discomfort, knocking on the table with her fingers in a strange manner. An orderly placed a small dish with pills in it on the table in front of her, but she just dumped them all on the floor in contempt. On the second attempt, the orderly decided to take a more assertive approach and even threatened to move her to solitary confinement, and she finally agreed to take the pills. She pretended to put the pills in her mouth, but the orderly didn’t notice that she’d actually hidden them beneath her tongue. She then took a sip from a glass of water and pretended to have swallowed the pills. As the orderly walked away to another patient, she quickly removed the pills from her mouth and stashed them in her pocket. Later, she would flush them down the toilet, and no one would ever know of this.

“That’s Dana, her story is a complicated one,” Ronen said without elaborating further, having noticed that Sharon was staring at her as if he was mesmerized.

“I’ll be mentoring you for the following week until you get acclimated,” he said with a smile.

“Come, I’ll give you a tour of the facility. Then, I’ll show you to your quarters, where you’ll be staying during night shifts here, and where you’ll be able to prepare for your shift. Afterwards, you’ll be able to go back to the hall, where you’ll be able to meet the staff and the patients,” Ronen said as they kept walking.

“At the end of the hall, there’s a room with a vitrine, that’s the visitation room,” Ronen said while pointing towards the room. It was small and had a small table and two padded chairs inside it.

“Next to it, there’s a large and well-equipped office, that’s the Director’s office,” Ronen explained, and added with a smile: “You’ve already been there.”

He then led Sharon to the other end of the hall and further down a narrow and gloomy corridor. Blue wooden doors were installed on each side along the corridor, with very little space between each door. Ronen opened one of the rooms to show it to Sharon. The room was small and dingy, without any windows – almost like a prison cell. It contained a single bed, a closet, and a chair. The paint on the walls was fading, and a heavy smell of mold filled the air. Indeed, not the most heartwarming sight.

“These are the patients’ rooms,” he said, and added, “Curfew is at nine o’clock in the evening, and the patients are to be led back to their rooms to sleep. We close the doors, but don’t lock them, just in case.”

At the end of the corridor, there was a staircase that led to the second floor.

“These are the staff quarters,” Ronen said with a bland smile. The rooms were more spacious up here; each had a single window that faced the tall wall that separated the hostel’s territory from the dark and run-down alley outside of it.

Ronen then showed Sharon the showers. The tiles were cracked, and green mold was sprouting in the corners. He showed him the bathrooms – which were a truly horrendous sight to behold, courtesy of what appeared to be continuous years of neglect. The repulsive stench of disinfectants and detergents hung so heavily in the air that Sharon had to cover his nose.

They ended the tour at Sharon’s room. He walked in and examined it with a dreary look on his face. It was small, far smaller than what Sharon was used to. In it was an iron bed with a thin mattress on top, a small nightstand, a closet, and a single barred window. The walls were all painted in a bleak white color. The atmosphere weighed heavily on him, but he tried his best to suppress it.

After finishing his preparations, Sharon went down to the hall again to meet with Ronen.

“Well, they look pretty calm,” Ronen smirked and looked at the patients. He then added, “try to keep them busy” and went on his way.

Sharon looked around helplessly and thought to himself, ‘Where on earth am I? Why did I sign up for this? What’s the point?...’

He had no idea where to start. At first, he just wanted to run for his life, as fast and as far away as he could, but he quickly came to his senses.

Sharon approached the TV. He turned it on and switched it to the nature channel. Most of the patients were busy with themselves, completely ignorant of his existence, as if he was just thin air to them.

Eventually, one by one, they began gathering on the benches to watch the TV. When there was no more room, the patients began pushing wildly, spitting curses at each other. Seeing that the situation was getting out of control, Sharon quickly ran to the TV and turned it off.

He stood up in front of them and yelled at them, “What’s wrong with you?,” but they seemed not to notice him and kept on fighting.

Ronen gestured to Sharon to approach him. When Sharon approached, he told him: “Always remember – divide and conquer.”

Sharon went back. “You – sit over there,” he told one of the patients and pointed at one of the empty chairs. Patient after patient, he rearranged their sitting positions. The clamor eventually died down, and he turned the TV back on with a sigh of relief.

Afterwards, Sharon was instructed to ensure that all patients get their medications on time. Of course, not all of them cooperated, and some outright refused. He had to convince them that this was for their own good, and it was no easy task.

Sharon then tried to give one pill to Dana, but she smacked it out of his hand. The pill fell on the floor and rolled until it stopped next to one of the tables.

“Leave her to me,” Ronen told Sharon after he saw what was going on.

As the time of curfew approached, Sharon began preparing the patients for bed. It was a difficult task in its own right, considering that some of them simply refused to lie down for various reasons. But after a long and tiresome struggle, he managed to get the job done.

After his shift ended, Sharon went up to his quarters and lay on his bed, feeling tired and discouraged. He tried to close his eyes and sleep, but the screams of the patients woke him up every time. Finally, out of exhaustion, he fell asleep.

***
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EARLY IN THE MORNING, Sharon returned to the university dorms to pick up his books for another day of studying.

“So, how was it?” He heard Alon’s voice behind him.

Sharon stopped for a moment and turned around towards the room’s doorway. “I don’t think I can take another day like this,” he replied despairingly.

“Wow, that bad,” Alon smirked at him.

“Yes, I’m really glad you find it amusing,” Sharon cynically replied as he turned back to finish packing.

“I have to go,” he added as he passed by Alon and left the room.

After a night of constantly disrupted sleep, Sharon could feel the fatigue getting the better of him. Despite straining his eyes and mind as hard as he could to focus, Sharon could barely avoid falling asleep during class.

When the day finally ended, he returned to his dorm room, collapsed into his bed, and passed out almost instantly.

***
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THE NEXT DAY, SHARON arrived at the hostel for his shift, feeling completely discouraged. He saw Dana was fighting the orderlies again. Sharon looked at this scene and sighed, looks like he’s in for another hard day at work. The orderlies that tried to subdue her looked helpless. At first, they tried a relaxed and calm approach, but when that failed, they resorted to threats. Those didn’t help either.

“What’s going on?” Sharon asked one of the orderlies, named Yoav.

“We tried to give Dana her pills, but she just throws them off the table every time, and they scatter all over the floor. Niv tried to help, but then she pushed him, and everything went downhill from there.”

“Give me the pills, I’ll try to convince her to take them,” Sharon suggested.

Sharon glanced at one of the tables and saw a familiar-looking book on it. He approached it and saw that it was a children’s book he knew well: ‘The Man Who Climbed the Mountain.’ He grabbed the book and sat down opposite Dana.

Dana was in her usual state, knocking on the table with her fingers and moving back and forth nervously.

“I’d like to read you a story that I used to read as a child,” he said and began reading without waiting for her permission.

At first, Dana refused to listen and treated him with suspicion, but eventually, she stopped knocking on the table and started listening.

Sharon finished reading and looked at her for a while, trying to get a glimpse of her face. Her wild black hair partially covered her face, flowing further down her shoulders in a careless fashion. Her black eyes examined the stranger that was sitting before her with a kind of dreamy look. Her thin frame gave away her poor nutrition.

Sharon looked straight at her and said, “I hope you liked the book.”

Dana said nothing and stared down at the table. Sharon placed the pills before her and said, “I want to help you, but I can’t do it if you don’t cooperate with me.”

Dana reached for the pills and took them without saying a word.

Sharon placed his hand on her shoulder and said, “It will be alright; don’t worry, I’ll be here if you need me.” He then got up and carried on with his business.

While Sharon was watching the rest of the patients, Ronen approached him. “You learn quickly,” he remarked with a smile.

Later that night – his second one at the hostel – just as Sharon was about to go to sleep, he heard noises of a creaking bed, moans, and strange mumblings. But this time, he brought earplugs with him. He pulled them out of his bag and squeezed them into his ears. Finally, I’ll get some rest, he thought to himself.

***
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SHARON TRIED HIS BEST to stay awake during class the following day. His eyes kept shutting involuntarily, but he didn’t give up and forced them open every time.

“Liron is having a birthday party tonight, are you coming?” Alon whispered to him from behind.

Sharon turned to him. “No, I don’t think so,” he whispered back.

“Come for just one hour and then go. C’mon, we can’t let her down, she’s a good friend of ours.”

“Fine,” Sharon sighed. He then turned back around to try and focus on the professor, counting the minutes until the lecture ended, and then he’d finally be able to shut his eyes, at least for a short while.

Later that evening, Sharon and Alon went up the stairs to the second floor of the students’ dorms building, where Liron’s apartment was located.

Sharon opened the door and peeked inside. There were a bunch of students there, conversing enthusiastically among themselves. Lots of colorful decorations in all shapes and sizes adorned the walls. On the table, there was a small cake with lit candles.

“Come in!” Liron called to them when she noticed them.

“Happy birthday!” they said to her one after another as they joined the party inside.

Liron then went up to the table and accompanied by everyone’s passionate cheers; she blew out the candles in a single puff. All the guests then sang her ‘Happy Birthday’ and carried on with the drinking and partying.

“Heard you got a new job at a mental institution,” an unfamiliar female voice suddenly spoke from behind.

Sharon was astonished to discover how quickly the rumors were spreading. He turned around and saw a lovely looking female student behind him.

“Who are you?” He asked.

“I’m Yonit,” she replied. “I’m a friend of Liron.”

“It’s not an institution, it’s a hostel for the mentally impaired,” he replied with a hint of embarrassment.

“Whatever you say,” she replied playfully. “In any case, must be quite the challenge.”

“Yeah. A big headache, too, not to mention the lack of sleep,” he said.

Yonit smiled at him as she examined him head to toe with her green eyes.

“What are you studying?” Sharon asked curiously.

“International relations.”

“Nice. I study computer science,” he responded.

One of the partygoers then changed the music to something louder and more rhythmic. Some of the guests started dancing.

Sharon, who was trying to have a conversation, could barely hear Yonit over the noise. He often found himself yelling and repeating things.

Eventually, he just gave up and said loudly, “I have to go.” He didn’t bother waiting for a response and left the room quickly, leaving the commotion behind.
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Chapter 2

________________
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One morning, Sharon came to work and saw that one of the patients named Dolev was crumpling up sheets of paper into balls and throwing them at Binyamin, another patient, while the latter was watching the TV. Obviously, it made Binyamin angry, and he jumped on Dolev and began beating him mercilessly.

Sharon tried to stop the fight but got punched in the face instead. He fell on the floor and hit his head. It hurt badly, and his nose began bleeding from the force of the impact.

Two orderlies rushed in to help with ending the fight, but it soon proved to be easier said than done – Dolev and Binyamin showed no interest in cooperating, and so force had to be used.

One of the orderlies, Avi, helped Sharon get up and took him to the sic bay. Sharon’s nose hurt so badly that he had to hold it.

The nurse checked him carefully and said, “You’re lucky that your nose wasn’t fractured.” She then treated the bruise as best she could and stopped the bleeding.

By the time Sharon came back to the hall, both Dolev and Binyamin had already been forcefully moved to solitary confinement. Sharon decided that this was probably going to be his last day at this damned job – he was not going to put up with being someone’s punching bag.

The next day, while on his way to the campus, he met Yonit.

“What happened?” She asked when she saw the bandage on his nose.

“I was dragged into a fight. I got punched in the face yesterday at the hostel. I don’t think it can be any worse. I’m thinking about quitting that damned job,” he replied and then told her the whole story.

Yonit looked at him compassionately for a moment and then said, “You should let them blow off some steam, that’ll keep them calm for sure.”

“So, you suggest that I just let them beat each other senseless.”

“No, not like that, no. Try taking them outside and have them engage in some physical exercise. That’ll help them blow off some steam, and they’ll be much calmer.”

Sharon considered her words. He thought about it for a moment and finally said, “You know, that’s a pretty good idea, thanks,” and added, “I’d better hurry up. See you,” and quickly took off.

On his next shift, Sharon came to work at the hostel and brought a ball with him. He walked into the hall confidently, then stopped in the middle and looked around at everyone. Most of the patients ignored him completely and were busy with their trifles.

“Hello everyone,” he said loudly. He caught the attention of some of them.

“We’re going to play basketball today. Anyone who wants to play – raise your hands.” Sharon looked around and saw that only a few did.

“I’ll need at least ten participants, which means that even Dolev and Binyamin – who were involved in a fight just a few days ago – can play too.” The two turned towards him reluctantly but remained quiet.

“Dana can join too,” he said to get her attention.

After finally gathering the necessary number of players, he said, “Come, let’s go outside to the court behind the building.” The patients got up and followed him quietly.

Sharon stood in the middle of the court, looked at the patients, and said loudly, “I’m going to divide you into two teams, and each team will go to an opposite side of the court. There are two main rules in this game: first – no physical violence. And second – you can curse if you feel that you absolutely have to, but don’t insult each other. Get ready.”

Binyamin gave Dolev a disapproving look but said nothing. They were on opposing teams.

“We’re going to toss a coin. If it falls on tails, Dolev’s team starts.”

Sharon tossed the coin – it fell on heads.

“The opposing team starts,” he said and handed them the ball.

The game began and proceeded relatively smoothly, without any unusual incidents – until Binyamin pushed Dolev angrily and nearly dropped him on the ground. Sharon had to intervene again, but this time, he was careful not to get hit.

The group returned to the hall after the game, and all patients went back to their usual places. They all looked exhausted.

Sharon was planning to go his room to rest for a bit, but his plans quickly changed when Dana suddenly approached him and asked, “Can you read me the story about the man who climbed the mountain again?”

Sharon looked at her and smiled. “Of course,” he said and went to pick up the book from the bookshelf.

Sharon sat down opposite her and asked curiously, “Do you remember what the story is about?”

Dana looked embarrassed. “No,” she said.

Sharon was surprised by this for a moment, but then he figured out that maybe it was because Dana had trouble remembering details. So, he decided to give her a challenge.

“I have an idea – I’ll read you the story every day until you remember it by heart. If you manage, then I promise you that I’ll invite the author himself here. What do you say?”

Dana looked down and then replied quietly, “Okay.”

Sharon opened the book and began reading: “There once was a man, and his name was Naftali. He was a simple but hard-working man. He worked as a woodcutter in a small town next to a very tall mount. Every day, he’d wake up with the dawn, leave his home, and go to the nearby forest. One day....”

Sharon finished reading the story, looked at Dana, and said, “Now it’s your turn to tell me the story.”

Dana looked at him for a while, and then looked down shyly without saying a thing.

“No matter, we have time,” he said. “Whenever you feel ready.”

Dana remained quiet. Sharon was about to get up from his chair and leave when suddenly, he heard her say, “A man. A woodcutter...,” and then she went silent again.

“That’s right, well done! You’re doing better already,” he said and went on his way.

Suddenly, he heard moans coming from the stairwell. Sharon went to investigate, and much to his astonishment, he saw that two patients were having sex in everyone’s plain sight – right on the stairs. He stood there for a while, in complete shock at their boldness. “That’s the last time I catch you doing it here on the staircase! For crying out loud, you have your rooms for this! I won’t be this forgiving next time.”

The pair quickly put their pants back on and ran away to their rooms.

Later, Sharon met Ronen and told him about the incident.

“Ah, you’re probably talking about Moran. She did it with a few other patients before,” he replied.

“And you’re not doing anything about it?” Sharon asked.

“We talked to her, tried to explain that it’s inappropriate, but nothing seems to help.”

“What’s her story?” Sharon asked curiously.

“She was sexually abused when she was a child and then suffered from physical violence at home.”

“She probably needs to see a psychologist,” Sharon remarked.

“And she does. But some scars just never heal, you know?”

“I guess,” Sharon replied sadly, and then he and Ronen parted ways.

***
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THE UNIVERSITY AUDITORIUM was full to the brim. All students took their seats anxiously, as did Sharon. The test in Boolean algebra was about to begin. Sharon was well-prepared for the test, so he wasn’t bothered. If anything, he looked quite relaxed and confident.

Everyone’s voices faded as the professor began handing out the tests.

Sharon looked at the papers, but his mind was elsewhere. He thought about the incident on the staircase. He realized that he knew very little about the patients and their history.

Sharon then quickly shifted his focus to the test and began solving the problems. About half an hour into the test, he heard someone whispering to him from behind: “Hey, let me copy your answers...,” but he ignored them.

Sharon finished his test successfully. After handing in his papers, Sharon went to the cafeteria. He walked in and took a seat by the door. He chewed on his tuna sandwich and sipped from his water bottle. He sat there for a while, and eventually, he found himself drifting in thought again, slowly detaching from his surroundings.

A voice suddenly interrupted his thoughts. “Can I join you?”

Sharon looked up and saw that it was Yonit. “Yeah, sure,” he said.

“You look troubled,” she said.

Sharon shared his thoughts about the patients at the hostel, completely disregarding the fact that he was supposed to maintain the confidentiality of patient information. In his mind, it was in favor of looking after their interests.

“If you want to get to know them better, then you should try organizing some social activities,” she said.

“Like what?”

“A game of free associations, for example,” she replied. “My older sister once told me that they played this game at work. It’s a psychological game: everyone stands in a circle and passes a ball around. When someone catches the ball, they must quickly say the first thing that came to their mind. You should try it.”

Sharon looked at her for a while and then finally said, “Sounds simple enough. Okay, I’ll give it a try.”

***
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AROUND NOONTIME AT the hostel, Sharon head screams coming from the visitation room. He rushed to see what was going on and saw Dana curled up into a ball in the corner of the room with her hands over her head. In front of her stood a man who appeared to be in his fifties and was trying to have an idle conversation with her. Dana refused to look at the man and just screamed in a panic.

Sharon gestured to the shocked man that it was time for him to go. He then approached Dana and gently stroked hair. “It’s okay; it’s just me. I won’t let anyone harm you,” he said reassuringly.

Sharon picked her up from the floor and sat her into one of the chairs.

“It’s alright,” he said again to reassure her.

Dana started knocking on the table with her fingers and moving back and forth in her place. She was shaking her head up and down frantically and mumbling unintelligible words, but after some time, she finally calmed down.

Sharon brought Dana a glass of cold water, and the atmosphere in the room settled down again. Outside the room, he wanted to question the man about Dana’s behavior, but the man dodged Sharon and left in a hurry before he could ask him anything. The man’s behavior confused Sharon even more. He assumed that the stranger was likely a family member, probably Dana’s father – although Dana didn’t look like him at all.

“Come on,” he said to Dana and took her back to the hall. He then stood in front of the patients and said out loud, “Today, we’ll play a new game. C’mon, let’s go to the court,” he said. He looked at Dana and then added quietly: “You too, Dana.”

Everyone followed Sharon outside with remarkable obedience. Sharon instructed everyone to stand in a circle, and he began explaining the rules of the game.

First, he passed the ball to Dana. She caught it and stared at it silently for a moment. “Death,” she said and passed the ball back.

Sharon then passed the ball to Binyamin. As soon as he caught the ball, he said, “Fear.”

When Dolev caught the ball, he said, “Violence.”

Indeed, the words coming from the patients who took part in the game were pretty grim. Sharon realized that he had a lot of work ahead of him before he’d be able to steer the patients’ thoughts in a more positive direction. After a while, he ended the game and led the patients back into the hall.

“What story would you like me to read you?,” he asked.

Dana replied with ‘The Man Who Climbed the Mountain.’ The others didn’t seem to mind.

“Alright,” he said, and began reading aloud.

“One day, Naftali left his home as usual. The road was long and windy, and by the time he got to the forest, heavy rain started pouring. Naftali tried to look shelter, but there was none to be found. He was soaking wet, and the cold pierced him to the bone. Suddenly...”

Sharon finished the story, and everyone went about their usual business. Only Dana remained in her place, looking at him curiously. Sharon approached her and said, “Now, it’s your turn.”

Dana looked down and said nothing.

“No worries, whenever you’re ready,” he said.

“A man. A woodcutter. Left home and went to the forest...,” she then said and fell silent again.

“That’s right! You’re doing much better,” he said and then asked, “Want to go for a walk outside?”

Dana didn’t answer. She kept staring at the floor, and Sharon figured that she was probably not interested.

Just as he was about to get up and leave, she said, “Okay.”

Dana got up and followed him, and the two left the hall.

They walked together along the grey cracked pavement. On both sides, there were lawns and trees. A few patients were sitting on benches and staring into the air blankly. One orderly was walking around them with a bored look, making sure that no one did anything drastic and caused damage to themselves or to the property.

Sharon was silent the entire time. He was hoping to hear Dana speak at least a phrase, at least a word – at least something – but she too remained quiet. Occasionally, she looked down on the ground, as if searching for something. She looked relaxed but somewhat withdrawn.

They sat down on a bench next to a big tree and looked around in awkward silence for a while.

“You know, it’s a bit hard to help you if I don’t know anything about you,” Sharon finally said and looked at Dana.

Dana looked back at him for a moment. Her black eyes seemed less focused, and her black hair fell loosely on her shoulder. Her frame was too thin, even to Sharon’s taste. She then suddenly got up and started walking back without saying a single word, leaving a surprised Sharon alone there on the bench, as he watched her walk away slowly.

Evening time approached, and Sharon was starting to get tired. He couldn’t wait for his shift to finally end.

To pass what time was left until the end of his shift, Sharon decided to watch the news. He sat down on one of the plastic chairs before the TV, and soon enough, Dolev and Binyamin joined him, each sitting down on either side of him and trying to get his attention with random questions like ‘Do you have a smoke?’, ‘What’s on the news?’, ‘Who’s that guy?’, and so on...

Shortly after, a patient named Guy decided to join them too. He lay down on the floor before Sharon and began humming a song.

At that point, Sharon already figured that there was no chance they’d let him watch the news peacefully, and so he decided to go up to his quarters. He lay down on his bed in exhaustion, put on his earplugs, and fell fast asleep.

In the middle of the night, someone was standing at Sharon’s door and started opening it slowly, but Sharon couldn’t hear a thing. The uninvited guest walked into his room, and as if with a hidden hand, the guest gently touched his shoulder. Sharon woke up in a panic and saw a large dark figure standing in front of him, looking at him in amusement.

He felt his heart skip a beat. He quickly sat up against the wall and turned on the light.

Before him, he saw a dark-skinned woman, totally naked, her entire body covered with hair.

“Hold on, now,” he said loudly. His heart was pounding. He was desperately trying to get his thoughts straight and think for a moment.

“I want to go to bed with you,” she said with a bland smile.

Sharon was struck with a dilemma: if he refused, she could interpret it as a rejection, which then could lead to her doing something drastic – maybe even hurting herself. But on the other hand, if he agreed, it would be interpreted as an abuse of authority – a complaint would be registered against him and, at best, he’d be fired. At worst, a criminal case would be opened against him, and his whole life would be ruined.

Sharon preferred not to take any chances and pressed the panic button next to his bed, installed there for cases such as this precisely.

He thought of what he should say that wouldn’t offend her but would also buy him some time.

“Look, I’m very tired, it’s been a rough day. Nothing against you personally...”

The distress signal was received at the emergency center and was rated as a level four emergency – just one level below what’s considered to be most severe. Some ten minutes later, two paramedics in white coats came in. They opened the door slowly and gently approached the woman. They then quickly covered her with a woolen blanket and took her away.

Sharon had trouble sleeping later that night, even though he knew that there was a long day ahead of him tomorrow. He remained awake for half the night, wondering why he even bothered continuing to work at this damned place until finally exhaustion got the better of him, and he fell asleep.

***
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THE WEEKEND HAD FINALLY arrived – and it was about time it did, as far as Sharon was concerned. After three weeks of tiresome work, full of unpleasant incidents and experiences, he could use a breath of fresh air.

For him, the best place to go to for a weekend getaway was his parents’ place at Kibbutz Ginosar, on the shores of Lake Kineret–a pastoral, tranquil, and quiet place.

Sharon got up early to avoid the flock of other visitors that usually frequented the area on weekends. He grabbed a towel, a pair of sunglasses, and left his parents’ house to go swimming at the lake.

The beach was almost deserted at this time of day, except for one older-looking man lounging on a plastic chair on the far end of the beach.

Sharon spread his towel on the beach by the water and went in for a swim.

After swimming some distance from the beach, he looked back and saw that the man was now standing next to his towel and was observing him from a distance. Sharon was suspicious of his intentions at first but finally decided to ignore him. He took a dive with his head in first. The water was pleasantly cool. Waves passed above him as they carried on towards the shore. The air was fresh, and a pleasant breeze was blowing.

When Sharon pulled his head back above the water, there was no sign of the man anymore. It was as if the earth had swallowed him.

When he returned to the shore to dry off, Sharon noticed that his sunglasses were gone, too. Sharon looked around angrily, but no one was there. He suspected the stranger he had seen earlier had stolen his sunglasses and muttered a curse under his breath.

Sharon then lay down on the towel, closed his eyes, and let the rays of the sun warm his body. He tried not to think about the theft and simply tried to relax and enjoy the moment.
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Chapter 3

________________
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Sharon returned to his apartment at the dorms on Saturday night. As he approached the door, he saw a small box placed right next to it.

Sharon opened it carefully and found his sunglasses inside. He looked around suspiciously, but there was no one to be found. He checked the box again and saw that it also contained a note. He opened it. The note read, ‘I can find you anywhere. Don’t mess with me.’

Sharon looked around again and then quickly went inside, locking the door behind him – just in case. He felt troubled but finally decided not to let the incident bother him.

***
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SHARON CAME TO WORK, as usual, feeling determined to improve the relations between the patients.

Sharon stood up in the middle of the hall with a ball in his hands and said loudly, “We’re going to play basketball again, but this time, I’m changing up the teams. Binyamin’s going to be on the same team with Dolev, and Dana will join them,” and to the other three, he said, “you will be on the opposite team.”

The game began, but Dolev refused to pass the ball to Binyamin. Binyamin got angry again and started a fight with Dolev. Sharon had to intervene again and explain to Dolev that they had to cooperate.

The game continued. The two’s willingness to cooperate improved somewhat. Well, that is – they still refused to cooperate in an active manner, but at least they didn’t fight each other anymore.

The game ended with Dolev’s team winning by a few points, and then it was story time as usual with the rest of the patients at the hall.

Sharon began reading. “...Suddenly, as he lifted his head towards the heavens to pray for mercy, the woodcutter saw beyond the treetops that there was a cabin high up on the mountain, and beside it grew a fruit tree – with bark as pale as the moon shines at night. The woodcutter couldn’t remember ever seeing that cabin there before, and his curiosity grew. And so, he decided to climb up the mountain to reach the cabin and see...”

Dusk was approaching. Sharon’s shift had just ended, and he decided to go out to the hostel’s back yard to play his guitar and relax from the hardships of the day.

Sharon mostly liked to play old songs, such as “House of The Rising Sun” and the likes of it, while reminiscing about faraway places and his trip to the East after finishing his military service.

Sharon sunk deep into his thoughts and became detached from his surroundings. He recalled how he used to sit at that one restaurant on the ocean beach in the Philippines. Guitar players from different countries came to play there. The moon shone brightly, and sailboats docked by the beach reflected in the ocean waters in all sorts of colors. Sharon loved the atmosphere there during the warm, starlit evenings and frequented the place daily.

Just as he finished playing, he saw that Dana was sitting on the bench beside him and observing him curiously. He looked back at her. She immediately turned to look at the ground shyly.

Sharon decided to be the first to break the silence and said, “Your family is probably concerned for you. I don’t understand why you refused to go home with your father that day at the visitation room.”

Dana suddenly shot her head up straight and looked Sharon right in the eyes. “He’s not my father,” she said.

“Then who is he?” he asked in astonishment.

“I don’t want to talk about it,” she replied hastily and quickly got up and returned into the hostel.

***
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SHARON WAS SITTING on his couch back in the dorms. He stared idly at the laptop on his desk. He was trying to finish his homework, but he just couldn’t focus. He was drifting in thought and looked troubled.

“How’s it going?” Alon asked as he walked into the apartment.

“I feel like I’m getting nowhere with these people. I barely know anything about them.”

“Who are you talking about?”

“The patients at the hostel. It’s unbearably hard to get them to cooperate or do anything; I just can’t seem to find a way to click with them. They’re totally detached.”

Alon was surprised by the answer. He began to realize that now, all of a sudden, Sharon had started caring about the mentally unwell people, who, until recently, he’d wanted nothing to do with, and his facial expression began shifting from surprise to anger.

“I don’t understand. What are you trying to say? That now you suddenly care about them and want to be their shrink?” Alon said. “I sent you there to work as an orderly, look after them a bit, nothing more, and now you’re getting all emotionally involved.”

“Society has abandoned them, denying their very existence, and they depend on me. How can I remain emotionally detached and pretend to be ignorant of their suffering?”

“You’re putting your own life at risk and your future, too. Don’t come crying later and say I didn’t warn you,” Alon said and starting walking towards his room.

“I’m not complaining; I’m just saying that there must be a better way to treat them,” Sharon replied.

“I said what I had to say,” Alon said and went into his room, leaving Sharon to ponder on his own.

***
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SHARON DECIDED TO TRY and find out more information about Dana. He approached Ronen and asked casually, “Say, when you said that Dana’s story is a complicated one, what did you mean by that?”

Ronen looked at him solemnly. “Don’t you ever read the news?”

“Do I look like I have time to do that?” Sharon replied.

“Her mother died under unknown circumstances. Dana found her body on their couch in their living room. She had an anxiety attack and got violent, and ever since then – she’s been here with us.”

“So, how did the mother die?” Sharon asked further.

“No one knows. Some say she suffered from some kind of terminal disease. Others think that it was her husband who killed her to steal her money. Anyway, the police couldn’t prove anything.”

“Sounds awful,” said Sharon in solidarity.

“Indeed, a real tragedy,” he said and added, “Every patient here had been through some kind of tragedy. Life can be cruel, sometimes. We’re here to ease their suffering, at least by a little bit.”

A new idea struck Sharon’s mind. He went back to the main hall, gathered the patients around him, and said, “We won’t be playing basketball today. Today, I’ll teach you to paint. I’ll pick a theme or an object, and you’ll try to paint it – each as they see it.”

Sharon picked a vase with flowers and placed it on a table in the center of the hall. He then gave every patient some sheets of paper and a set of brushes, some paint, and showed them all how to paint properly. He then watched them work for a while, walking through the hall. He stopped by Dana to see how she was doing. Her painting looked rather grim.

“It could be nicer if you add some more colors,” he said.

Dana just kept scribbling on in black with a
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