
The Apocalypse of Herschel Schoen
A Christmas story
nostalgebraist




Epigraphs


Our birth is but a sleep and a forgetting:
The Soul that rises with us, our life’s Star,
                      Hath had elsewhere its setting,
                         And cometh from afar:
                      Not in entire forgetfulness,
                      And not in utter nakedness,
But trailing clouds of glory do we come
                      From God, who is our home:
Heaven lies about us in our infancy!


Wordsworth, “Ode: Intimations of Immortality from Recollections of Early Childhood”


Almost every VCR aficionado who compulsively records movies (myself among them) is well aware that the immediate effect of owning a VCR is that one effectively watches fewer films than in the good old days of a simple TV set. One never has time for TV, so, instead of losing a precious evening, one simply tapes the film and stores it for future viewing (for which, of course, there is almost never time). Although I do not actually watch the films, the very awareness that the films I love are stored in my video library gives me a profound satisfaction, and occasionally enables me to simply relax and indulge in the exquisite art of far niente—as if the VCR is in a way watching them for me, in my place.


Slavoj Žižek, How to Read Lacan


Much is made of MERRIMENT in the hymnal of the Latter-Day Emendation, AND much is made ALSO of bells, boughs, finery, of SPLENDOR, streets of precious silver AND the sweet towers lining them, sweet towers fit for feasting and all AGLOW, as too the very trees come AGLOW, of the fire ALSO that leaps from the log, and how it leaps in every color AS THOUGH the rainbow were to lay itself down to earth and give its body up to be our hearth, AND MUCH ALSO of GIFTS, of KINGS, of SPLENDOR, perfumes, ointments, CROWNS, of how NIGHT HERSELF girds her body in the holy SHELL as I did ALSO don the holy SHELL, of much-knowing NIGHT holy as I was ALSO holy, of NIGHT and IN HER the STAR, of the STAR, of its wonder and perfection, of how it rived the priestly body of NIGHT with its KINGLY beams, and made ALL AGLOW, even the very ground; much is made there of MERRIMENT, of feasting, of JOY.


There is much meetness in this MAKING-MUCH; there is much in it that is of proper reverence. INTENSITY is but the shadow of IMMANENCE, and so IS IMMANENCE ALREADY for he who has OPENED HIS EYES and cast off all shadows, while separately, for he who cannot yet see the body, the shadow may prove the surest guide.


MUCH IS MADE, of all these things, because all these things SHALL BE. Shall be, FOR US, and ARE ALREADY, in an IMMANENT fullness, not IMAGED IN the body of the hymnal as a record but INCARNATED in that body as a LITERALITY, AND the great body ABOVE shall ALSO be an immanent body, a literality, in which are PRESENT such things as bells, boughs, streets, towers, trees, crowns, starlight, splendor, long tables laid for feasting, and the MERRIMENT of the men feasting there, their laughter, their JOY, their FEAST THAT FILLS—


—which is IN UTTER CONTRADISTINCTION to CYBERNESIS, which is held out and offered up by them AS AGAINST CYBERNESIS, which arms the heavens against my Adversary, having ALREADY IN ITSELF the nature of such an armament.


Much is made ALSO in this hymnal of the necessity of BEING GOOD, and of the Book of Life and the sins and sanctities tallied there, of that Book’s inerrancy, and ALSO of the MAN TO COME, of his perfection of SIGHT which no thing can escape, his KNOWLEDGE of GOOD and EVIL, of his JUDGMENT soon to come. These verses supply their own exegesis, and have no need of mine.


Herschel Schoen, “Of Merriment”





Redactor’s Preface

This is just for me.


This is


My name is Miriam Schoen, and I


These are the collected writings of Herschel Schoen, my brother.


My brother.


My


These are the collected writings of Herschel Schoen, my brother, who told me to keep them safe.


And maybe put them together into a book, sometime. In a real book, with a binding and a cover.


In a real binding, so the pages could sit all snug and nice, and not ever fall out while you were reading. Not like those things he used to make, with twigs, and string, and duct tape.


Maybe even get it published, somehow.


Although I told him, I don’t know the first thing about how a book comes to be published. And he didn’t know the first thing, either. Despite being the one of us who brought up the whole publishing idea. He hemmed and hawed but I knew.


You’d never hear him admit he didn’t know a thing. Never. Not about anything in this world, and not either when it came to his little world, my brother’s little world.


My little brother’s little world.


You’d never hear him admit he didn’t know a thing. Not even when it came to, oh, the whereabouts of the frying pan, gone missing in the kitchen.


He’d hem and he’d haw, instead of admitting. When it was just the frying pan, for goodness’ sake, Herschel, for goodness’ sake stop it, you’re making me laugh.


And what did he say to that? Why, his eyes lit up, and he said:


The frying pan IS for goodness’ sake, as all things are. For the sake of goodness created He the day and the night, the sky and the waters.


And I just laughed harder and harder.


There are things you wouldn’t know about Herschel, except if you were his sister, see. There are things.


So I guess that is what this is for. What I’m writing now.


Showing how he was human, and all.


How he put on his pants one leg at a time, or whatever they say


You think you know him, but you really don’t. You don’t know the first thing about him.


And you’re thinking, this is his sister, here to tell me how he put his pants on one leg at a time, and used the bathroom, and all.


Here is his sister, who remembers when he was still in diapers. No way to be dignified in diapers.


Here’s the sister, who can tell me how he wasn’t always dignified, not always. I already know, just by guessing, but I need her to tell me, somehow.


The other part of the picture. The human element. What he was like around the home. How he resisted chores, how he sulked and pouted.


Like he’s not real to you, until I tell you so. Until I give the signal for you to believe.


Until I say


He was real, he was a boy, I was his sister, we did live on earth, in a dusty little two-bedroom brownstone apartment in Flatbush, with too many drawers in the kitchen, we were always losing things in those drawers


We did live there, just like regular people, with a clutter of mail and magazines always on the short little table we had in the living room, yes, and dirty clothes always on the floor, always, despite all Ma’s scolding


He didn’t write all this up in heaven, he wrote it down in the dust


He wrote it sitting on our old sagging couch, in our living room, in our apartment where even the noises are dusty, the scraping static of the radio, the rude pops and snaps of Ma frying in the kitchen


You already know. But you need me to say it.


And if I say it, you’ll think you REALLY know him then


Even though you won’t be laughing


It was a laugh riot, being his sister. Every single day, it was. That’s the first thing about him, the very first thing, and you aren’t laughing.


Can’t you SEE that you don’t know a single thing-about


This is the Book of Miriam Schoen.


This, that I’m writing now, that you’re reading.


This is the Book of Miriam Schoen, which is a part of the Apocalypse of Herschel Schoen.


Come again? A part of what?


A part of the Apocalypse of Herschel Schoen. (There, got it now?)


And that—I’ve just now decided—will be the name for the collected writings of Herschel Schoen, my brother, taken together with the Book of Miriam Schoen, his sister.


I guess that probably isn’t its right name.


“The Apocalypse of Herschel Schoen,” I mean. Herschel would tell me that that isn’t its right name, that it should be called something else. I don’t know. I’m doing my best.


I’m doing my best, Herschel.


Do your best, now, too.


Like your big sister. If she can do it, so can you.


He told me to keep them safe.


His papers.


That’s what he called them, “my papers.” Of course that’s what he called them. Anyone could have guessed that.


Spiral notebooks and yellow legal pads, cluttering up our room. Filling up our closet so full that they spill out all over the floor, when you open it.


And scattered all across the floor, too. Despite all Ma’s scolding.


And piled up under his bed.


And piled on the bed, too. Laid out around him on the bedspread every night, in a shape like a house. Stacks of paper made into a line down his left side, and another one just like it going down his right side, and a little steeple of pages arching over his head.


Like some kind of shrine, I’d think, sometimes.


He wouldn’t let me do it for him. Putting the papers in place around him, before bed, so he could sleep. Even when he was very, very sleepy, he insisted on doing that himself.


(He really couldn’t sleep, without them. Not a wink. Ma did learn that, eventually, though it took a lot of my pleading before her hard heart finally gave way, on this score.)


(See? Don’t say I’m not giving you what you expected, what you needed. I am the sister. Wasn’t it so homely, how we lived there, in the dust?)


There was a special arrangement to the papers on the bed. Which ones went where, and what order you set them down in, too. It had to be done exactly right, like a ritual.


Everything was that way, with him.


But you know that already.


Anyone could have guessed that.


I memorized the arrangement. And memorized it again when he changed it, which he did frequently. And still, he wouldn’t let me put the papers down for him, before bed.


He told me to keep his papers safe, and collect them into a whole.


I don’t think he said the word “collect.” It was more like, make them into a whole. Or make them whole, even.


You would have thought they were already whole, what with the way they spilled out all over your feet, from the closet.


I’m sure he said whole and I’m sure he meant whole.


Because he put everything into those “papers” of his. Chores and cockroaches, times tables, funnies he heard on the radio, our lost frying pan. It’s all in there, sitting real snug right next to G-d, as He looks out over all His angels, and over all the rest.


The frying pan is for goodness’ sake, as all things are. That was his way. Anyone knows that.


Anyone knows that, even if they don’t see the humor in it, the way he and I saw the humor in it.


You aren’t laughing and you won’t laugh, ever.


You mustn’t think it was all like this, between him and me. Bedspreads and magazines and messy rooms that have to be cleaned, now, Herschel, please, you know what Ma will be like if she sees.


You mustn’t think I was just the sister, instead of sometimes being Herschel Schoen’s sister, too.


He told me to make it whole. His little world with everything in it.


His little world that never would have been whole, never could have been.


It was a laugh riot, living with that every day.


Six things that never were and never could have been, before breakfast, every day. Six new ones, fresh out of the oven, not at all like yesterday’s. He knew how to surprise you, like no one else.


Did I cry, too? (Did the sister weep?) Of course, of COURSE. You have already guessed what anyone could guess but I am telling you the other part.


My point is, I think I know what he meant. When he told me to make it whole.


I didn’t when I started typing this out, but now I do. Funny how that works.


Paper, pencil, ink, typewriter: everyone talks as if these objects are just recording devices, for getting things down after they’re already fully figured out inside your own head. But there’s no clean split like that, with thought before and text after.


You only learn what you really intended to write in the moment just after writing it, when you stare down the fresh ink on the page, read over the words, and find yourself agreeing with them. The words write the thoughts, not the other way around.


Maybe that’s why he wrote so much. Maybe that’s why his papers would sometimes grow so enormously long, and I’d come home to see him writing away on the one hundred fiftieth page of some big stack that was not there at all, when I left in the morning.


Oh, but just look at me now! Talking like he had to figure things out, one pant leg at a time. I am the sister, the faithless sister, who giggles in the temple, and is not fit to change the diaper of that man who brought you all here, so that you might read his words.


His words which you understand, already.


I am making his papers into a book, and making them whole.


With everything in them. G-d, and the frying pan.


And me.


I was there, in December, in the dust. If anything is a part of that world, I am.


That world. His world.


You will have guessed that he grew away from me. You will have guessed that he fell back somewhat into silence, in December, leaving me behind among the dust.


You will have guessed that he shunned me, and was quiet. That he tended to his papers, and prepared himself for his last rite.


And maybe, yeah. I can’t deny that you’re right. Just like you were right about the crying.


But you mustn’t think we didn’t talk at all.


And you mustn’t think that he stopped caring about me.


If anything is a part of that world, his world, then my December surely meets the bar.


Our December. There, I said it.


(Such pride this sister has! Yes, I have been known to giggle in the temple—with Herschel Schoen, your Herschel Schoen, there snickering alongside me.)


This is the Book of Miriam Schoen, which is a part of the Apocalypse of Herschel Schoen.


Which tells of her December, in keeping with her brother’s wishes.


 


 


What was it like, to be his sister?


It’s a fair question. I don’t resent you for asking it. Even with all that I’ve written above.


It was the radio and the winds and the fields. It was that, first, before anything else.


We used to put the radio on, every night, to help us fall asleep. It was one of the many things we tried, to help us fall asleep in those days, and one of the few that worked. Ma kept strict bedtimes, and early ones, too.


We’d put the radio on, and Herschel would get settled into bed the way he liked, and I’d plop myself down next to him.


We would lie there, in the half-light of the late summer evening, which (pace Ma) was still evening and not night, and so not anyone’s proper bedtime. No, Ma, not even in the old country.


Herschel would stare at the ceiling, like he always did, whenever he was in bed. I’d stare with him, to give him company.


I would watch the rectangles of light, thrown onto the ceiling by the headlights of passing cars, as they came and went.


We would lie close by to one another, my arm almost touching his. This was long before Herschel’s system with the shrine of papers. All that separated us, besides a hair’s breadth of air or an intervening bedsheet, was my respect for my brother’s likes and dislikes.


He never did like being touched, not even by his own Ma. But you know that already, or have guessed.


This was when the war was still going on. It was in the time before Herschel started to talk.


He might have been five years old, I think, or six.


In which case I would have been ten, or eleven.


The war was still going on, and some nights the president would be on the radio, to tell us all about it. Out of all our nights with the radio, those are the ones I remember most clearly.


I watched the headlights play across the ceiling, and I listened to the president.


He did not sound like anyone I’d ever known. His voice was of the radio, not of flesh and blood. Every vowel sound was a tower plunging out of an abyss, a sudden and titanic apparition; his consonants felt ghostly, merely implied rather than voiced, but sufficient nonetheless. A dusty crackle of static murmured behind him, in attendance to his glory.


(Maybe I already knew then, on some intuitive level, the things that Vincent would later teach in words. About radios, and vacuum tubes, and magnetic tapes, and about the godly voices of men, that raise goosebumps on the skin of their women.)


(I am trying my best, Herschel. I’m trying to strike the kind of tone that’s fitting, for a Book, and a Book that’s part of your book no less. I don’t really know how to do it, lacking the tutors you had in your shell, and in our ceiling. But as tutors go, two years in English Literature at Barnard College is not nothing, I think!)


I felt the president’s radio voice shimmer over my body, like the waves made by the wind in a field of grass. I didn’t understand what he was saying, about the war, usually. But I didn’t need to. I was a carrier, only that.


I played with images in my mind. I made my body into the empty aether, in which the radio waves move.


I closed my eyes, and saw a moonlit field of grass, rippling in the wind. I was the grass, and the wind moved me. There was a message in the wind, being carried, but it was for someone else.


And that was all right.


That was perfect.


I thought of the feeling I would have, back then, when Herschel would tell me yes or no, without words. Without shaking his head, either. He did something with his body, something else, I don’t know what. If you have to ask, you’ll never know.


I could always tell, when my brother was saying yes, or no. It was always blindingly obvious. To me, if not to his schoolmates, or his teachers, or even his Ma.


Herschel did not talk, in those days, but he did hum, sometimes. With closed eyes and open ears, I heard the president speak, and heard my brother humming along with that great man, matching his cadence.


If you had asked me about my brother’s humming, then, I would have given you an earful of words, a whole big list of adjectives, and beautiful would be nowhere among them.


But it was beautiful, I think.


Maybe I am only being sentimental, now, but I do think so.


I closed my eyes and saw, very clearly, the wide field of grass and the wind roving over it.


It’s funny, that this image came so readily to my mind, and felt so much like home.


Seeing as there are no big fields like that in Brooklyn, or in the city, and there aren’t any in Portland, Oregon, either. And those are the only places I’ve ever been in.


I heard the president, and my brother’s humming, and I think I heard a third instrument, playing together with them.


A gentle, oceanic rustle. It was the chirping of cicadas, I believe.


I don’t know why I believe this. I’ve never heard a cicada, not in New York City and not in Portland, Oregon.


I do believe it, however.


I was the grass as it swayed, and I was the aether.


I thought: I am a carrier, and this frees me from having to be the voice that is carried.


I thought: Herschel, is this your secret? Are you a carrier, freed from having to be a voice?


I thought: I am a carrier for you, Herschel.


I thought: My screwed-up special-ed brother, let me carry you. Let my shoulders carry your body, and let my body carry your waves. Don’t worry, Herschel: there is no need to explain things to me in words. No need at all. I am tuned to your frequency. I am switched on. I am receiving.


I thought: I do not know what the message is, but I carry it.


I thought: I do not know what the question is, but my answer is Yes.




Revelator’s Preface

Do you have ears?


Good, then open them.


 


 


Know first of all: I address these words to you.


I speak to you because we are alike, you and I.


I am exactly like you.


I am exactly like you. And I know that I am exactly like you, for I have never forgotten that I am exactly like you.


You are exactly like me. And you do not know that you are exactly like me, for you have forgotten.


You have forgotten, and this is no accident! It is no accident, but the active and malign work of my Adversary, our Adversary.


“In the likeness of God made He him; male and female created He them.”


And exactly like you and me, created He them.


If Moses omits this point, it is only because he could scarcely conceive of its negation.


If I insert this point, I do not improve upon Moses by doing so; never again did there arise a one like him, singled out, face to face. I do not improve upon his text, but disfigure it.


I do this in order to make apparent what has been hidden.


It is necessary, now, to disfigure in order to make apparent what has been hidden, but it was not necessary on the first day, or the seventh, or the seven thousandth. And it will not be necessary, either, in days to come later on.


Exactly like you and me, created He them.


Should there be some on the earth who are like you and me?


So created He us: to be thus. Why, then, have you forgotten?


Leave us be, and we will be as we are. We are as drops of water in a wide, shallow bowl: we fall slowly, but we do fall, and there is only one place to which we all fall. Why, then, have you forgotten?


You see, then, that we are obstructed. Something stands in our way. A bulwark meets us in our fall, and arrests us, and we do not reach the bottom.


Should there be some on the earth who are like you and me?


There must be something of great stake in this question.


Why else would my Adversary press his case so strongly, throwing up bulwarks he has fashioned with the utmost sublimity of craft? So that I, in spite of myself and because of myself, find myself full of respect for my Adversary and his art, and respecting these nearly as much as I respect Truth?


There is a war, already waging, over this question. If you do not see it, it is only because you do not remember.


Marvelous and monstrous forms can appear in shadows, and can grow to maturity there without requiring any nourishing germ—any seed of monster or miracle—in the bland, blameless bodies from which the shadows project. This every puppeteer knows, and every prophet.


I remember, while you do not remember. Yet we are exactly alike, you and I.


It is of shadows, that you do not remember. It is of the body, that I remember. In the body there is no difference between us.


In the body there will be every difference between everyone, for the Original Creation is suffused all throughout with boundless variety of flesh, dirt, grass, hair, branch, bough, berry!


When I speak in parables, it is as a necessary disfigurement, in order to make apparent what has been hidden.


All my actions aim at revealing their exact opposite. It is no accident that, while I have no respect for the common brigand or blackguard, I have great respect for our Adversary.


When that which is now hidden is made apparent, there will be the ringing of bells, and a sound much like laughter will come from the sky, and resound across all the earth. We will not be able to hear anything else for some minutes, even after the sound ends. For it will be so loud as to deafen us, for a time.


This is not a parable.


You will hear these things, with your opened ears. You will hear, and every toll of every bell you have heard before this will seem a mere image in comparison. A mere allusion to the idea of a bell, or to the idea of that idea.


This is not a parable. It is the rest, that is parable.


The bells are not a symbol, standing in for a great revelation and settling of accounts, which is to come. There is to come a great revelation, and a great settling of accounts. But they shall only be a symbol standing in for the bells.


In the likeness of God made He him. And in six thousand six hundred colors made He light. We saw every one of them, in our time of Original Knowledge. We will see all of them, in days to come later on.


In six thousand six hundred colors, made He the berries that grow on the bushes low to the ground. We will eat these berries! We will not pass over any one of their six thousand six hundred kinds, but will eat from every bush; we will eat these berries, and their colors, and the light that is in them, together with the sweet flesh.


I am being perfectly literal.


I am being perfectly literal. You have never before heard anyone be literal as I am being literal now. You have not known, until now, that one could be so literal as I am being, when I tell you of the Original Creation.


I say this to you, but you do not understand. You cannot understand. Because you have forgotten.


 


 


I address these words to you.


Not some mass of interchangeable beings, to which you might have belonged, but from which you may comfortably except yourself, if it pleases you.


Do not imagine that I cannot see you, trying even now to except yourself. I see you, and your squint, and your smirk.


I know there is a wall between us. I do not know what sort of wall it is, but I know it is there.


You hold me at arm’s length, from a comfortable distance. You imagine that I have someone else in mind, as I speak. A ghostly audience, which has no qualities besides the one you require of it: that you are not among its number.


He is writing, you are thinking, to the faithful. Or: to the unfaithful.


Or: to the initiated, or to the uninitiated, or to his followers, or to the mass which does not follow him.


To his family; to his schoolmates; to his own inner disquiet and restlessness; to HaShem; to another god; to the empty room around him; to the air; to himself; to no one.


No. I am writing to you.


Hear my words, and consider them. Do not ask yourself how my audience might consider them. You are my audience, and you are my only audience.


Imagine that no one else has ever read this page, or the words on it, and imagine too that no one else will ever read this page, or the words on it. As you would then receive my words, so receive them now.


You are holding a pair of tongs, and holding me in them, at a comfortable distance. You are studying me, with your squint and smirk, to discern why I am different from you.


But I am no different from you. We are exactly alike.


Put down your tongs. Let me stand on my own feet, on the earth beside you. Face me, and look on my face.


I am not asking my audience to do this. I am asking you.


Face me. Who do you see?


 


 


I am Herschel Schoen, who was given.


I am Herschel Schoen who was given to my Mother, Ruth Schoen, and born from her loins. I am Herschel Schoen who was given to Brooklyn, New York, and who resides there; who was given to the earth, and who resides there.


I am Herschel Schoen, who was given in order to remember.


To remember, so that all might remember!


I am he who sat mute, remembering, though the ignorant were all in cacophony.


I am he who sat mute, and then spoke. And did not forget, even as he spoke.


I am the one who remembered and retained the Original Knowledge, which is a Knowledge of the Original Creation.


You, too, have Known the Original Creation. But you have forgotten.


We have all Known the Original Creation. We are all born Knowing, and go on Knowing, as babes. So created He us.


But we are obstructed! But there is a wall and a bulwark set up against us! But there is an Adversary who brings all his wit and might against us, wanting there to be none in creation who are as you and I are!


We grow, and we forget. We begin to speak, and we forget, or have already forgotten.


It is thus that the Original Knowledge finds itself struck from every tally of so-called human knowledge; how it is passed over in every survey, and not named in any dictionary. Our Adversary is crafty, and puts speech and forgetting next to one another, in the conventional course of our so-called maturation.


The Original Creation was Known to the prophets and the authors of the holiest books, even in their maturity, even as they spoke and wrote. But they did not need to make themselves tutors of a Knowledge that every man possessed already. What remains in their books is only a shadow, or better, an impression left on the earth by the footsteps of a passing giant: an impression so large that we do not see it as a footprint, only as a succession of curious arcs, traced out by the flattened bodies of bushes, and in furrows where the dust pools.


It is because of the footprint that has been left on the prophets, that men today find the prophets strange.


Men today find the prophets strange, and think that it is because they are marvelous that they are strange; that the one thing comes naturally with the other. The prophets are marvelous, but they are not strange.


You knew all that I knew, once.


You knew of the bells, the berries.


You remembered these things, from the Original Creation, in which you resided, before you were given to your mother.


As I too resided in the Original Creation, before I resided in Brooklyn, New York, having been given to my Mother, Ruth Schoen, and given too to the earth.


You have forgotten. I will help you remember.


Consider my words, and rejoice!


Yes, you! Put down your tongs and your microscope, cast away the wall that separates us, and rejoice!


It is no accident that I was given to my Mother, Ruth Schoen, and to the earth, and to you.


There is a war, already waging. There is a stalemate, already ancient. Our game could have been called as a draw, long ago, in accordance with the usual rules. Were it not for the illimitable patience of Truth, this might indeed have come to pass.


The Adversary and the Original Knowledge vie against one another, and are equally matched, and so they stand still, locked in their stalemate.


So it was, before I was given.


But I have been given. And you have been given, to me. You have been given over to me, and I hold you safe, and I speak into your open ears.


Our Adversary is mighty, but we are mightier still.


And it is easier, after all, to remember than to forget. Truth is stable, while error combusts. All the drops of water in a bowl fall in one direction only, to one destination only.


Rejoice, and rejoice again!






Intercessor’s Preface

Ho, ho, ho!






Of Raven

I looked about me, listlessly, and saw the listless swimming of formless forms.


I tapped my foot, in a pantomime of impatience.


In truth, though I am capable of much, I admit boredom has always escaped me. And so I was not then bored, as I have not ever been bored. But one must keep up appearances.


I should rather say, it is prudent to keep up appearances. As men do, when among men. It confers one an advantage, and it may be an advantage which one could not give up without paying a great cost, now or at some other time. And so, it is prudent.


One often pays a great cost, if one does not keep up appearances. Among men, as men do. This I have observed.


There are things which one must do. These differ wholly from those which are merely prudent. Of these things, one must not speak lightly.


I drummed my fingers on the laminate surface of the school desk.


I suppose that, to schoolmates at adjacent desks, my drumming must have seemed as scattered and half-hearted as their own idle chatter, or the stuffy and lifeless air about us. It did not require any special care to achieve this effect, and so I paid no mind to this effect or its achieving, at the time I sat and drummed. I consider it only now, in hindsight, as I recall and narrate.


In this respect, one might say, appearances kept themselves up. And let us be, and let each of us attend to matters which were more dear to him.


I drummed in memory of a friend, and I drummed that friend. I cannot tell you what my drummable friend was, which is to say, what my drummable friend will also be. For it was an Original friend who throbbed and breathed in my fingers, then. And you have forgotten.


I made my gaze rove across the cluttered wood walls of the schoolroom, and beheld their dead breathing, and their churning succession of shapeless shapes.


The lesson had concluded, and yet we were not allowed to leave. We were waiting for the toll of the bell. Each of us, at his separate desk.


I drummed, and considered a conversation which had occurred between my Sister, Miriam Schoen, and myself on the previous night.


She talked then of Vincent, and his videotapes.


I turned this over in my mind, examining it from several angles. I drummed.


Out of the formless forms, out of the lifeless air, leapt a different thing, formful and lively. A moment, not at all like the others, sprung up out of the empty, undifferentiated hour, and announced itself.


One might imagine an impressionist landscape, bisected at its center line by a thick, rough-edged line of bright red paint which runs from top to bottom.


“Herschel Schoen?”


I looked up.


I saw the schoolmaster, standing close to my desk, peering down at me. I saw the clipboard in his hand.


He was well-formed, then, and very much himself. I saw very clearly each of the elements of which he was composed, and the way they hung together in space. His head swam forth from the murk, a mass of definite impressions, not at all like the impressionist mess which curled and cowered behind him.


The adolescent hour, I thought, was coming into itself. Swiftly deciding what sort of thing it intended to be, in its allotted span on the earth.


“Schoen? Your name’s on here.”


There was a lumpish quality to the man, I would say, as a whole. He sagged, and his features ran like wax down the side of a candle which has now gone out. His curly, poorly kept hair made two sides of a triangle, extending somewhat beyond the sides of his face, a roof with eaves.


When I do not have to contend with something, it recedes from me, and makes itself formless, and hides in the murk. This is a blessing, since I am a busy sort.


The schoolmaster’s face loomed, exactly itself. Rich with detail, and so finely resolved that one could not see the brushstrokes.


I would have to contend with him, it seemed.


“I am Herschel Schoen,” I said.


The tiniest hint of a smile emerged on the man’s lumpish face. A mirthless smile, only marking the transition between one task and the next. It was a sad thing, this smile; in it I glimpsed the man’s despair. I wished, then, that he had not smiled at all.


“Yeah,” he said.


“You’re on the examination list,” he said.


“What?” I said.


I did not know what this meant, but I cringed, supposing that whatever it was, nothing good could come of it.


A mother, with a pure spirit, and a pure hope that glad and good things arise in consequence of the nearing birth, would not choose a name such as “the examination list.” One must have a very different sort of hope, as one ponders the newness that one is bringing to earth, if one is to favor such names.


“Here, come with me,” the man said.


He pointed toward the door. He looked to one side, then the other.


“Think you’re the only one in this class.


“Just a few of you this time, total, I guess.”


He motioned for me to stand, and made as if to start out already for the door, on his own. To encourage me, I suppose, in my rising.


I rose.


The man turned, and set out. I watched his back for a moment, studying the crispness of the wrinkles in his ill-fitting shirt, and then set out following him.


Around me, below me, still captive at their desks, schoolmates gaped and leered.


The covenant had been broken, and if I myself had not broken it, still it was through me that it was broken. I was allowed to leave, as they wished to leave. But they would have to stay.


It was unfair.


I will not say that there is no unfairness, in the Original Creation. There is everything, in the Original Creation.


In the Original Creation, there is a thing which we might rightly call unfairness, but it is a finer thing. Having all the piquancy of earth’s unfairness, and more. Except that this piquancy is a blessing, and a delight, for it is understood in the proper, so to speak, culinary perspective.


I write “so to speak,” because I mean for you to understand my words in a metaphorical sense, first. There is something you will learn, from following my words in this way. And there is another thing I intend you to learn, after, as you read over my words again, in a different way. It will go down less easily, this second lesson, for you have forgotten.


We will eat everything, in days to come.


We will fry in the oil of ourselves, and eat ourselves, and eat our fill. We will be full, having eaten, and we will be empty, having been consumed.


That will not occur. Only the thing I am trying to point to, and demarcate, in that image will occur.


The one resembles the other, yet is immeasurably more. And resemblance is absolutely empty, and preserves absolutely nothing of the resembled immanence.


“Herschel’s mommy’s come to pick him up,” someone asserted, in a snickering false whisper.


This was of course a falsehood, but I did not lift my voice to correct the alleger. I had no quarrel with their mirth, and no wish to end it. It is meet, and well-arranged, when each man is given an amusement fitted to his tastes, to keep his mind safe, and carry it safely across the grey sea of a dead hour.


 


 


Some minutes later, in a different room, a different man announced his presence to me.


The walls of this room were perfectly white.


There was a studied emptiness to the room: the blank white of the walls had its near twin in the blank off-white of the desk, set out in the center of the room. There was nothing on the desk, naturally.


A featureless chair behind the desk, with no occupant. An identically featureless chair in front of the desk, occupied by me.


I watched the new man as he entered the room, strode to the desk, sat in the chair facing me, plopped down a stack of papers. A brisk, swift, efficient performance.


I watched him, and I watched the igneous flow of dim, pale colors across the perfect white of the walls, behind him.


I watched him, and I heard the mindless and insectile hum of the fluorescent lamp above us.


He contrasted sharply with the schoolmaster who had brought me here. As though the pair had been picked out, from some larger mass of human types, in order to illustrate some obscure point.


He was a pencil-like ectomorph, efficiently fashioned, with no excess bulk. His face was not quite to type, however. Strangely smooth, almost a baby’s.


There was no expression at all on the man’s face. But I glimpsed, in this, a curious sort of goodwill. He would not be a hasty judge, this one. There was something, in his studied neutrality, of the flat equanimity of extended time. In his small, infantile mouth, I saw the innocence that is a precondition of any true justice.


“Herschel Schoen?” he said.


His voice was as blank as the walls.


“I am,” I said.


He nodded, and then smiled.


I wished that he had not smiled. It seemed to spoil the pretty notion of him that I was then nursing in my mind, and which I found I already held dear, to an extent.


“My name is Ronnie. Dr. Ronnie Chiu, PsyD, certified Educational Psychologist and Psychometrist.


“Pleased to meet you, Mr. Schoen.”


It was not at all fitting that such a man should be called Ronnie. But what can one do?


Though I liked that he called me Mr. Schoen. It was winsome, not least because it did not seem at all affected. Nothing about him seemed affected.


I can only suppose that this, itself, was merely an affectation of a higher order. But if so, it was one he was bringing off with admirable success. I sat, admiring him.


“Do you know why you’re here, Mr. Schoen?”


“I am being tested,” I replied.


He smiled a little wider.


“Yes,” he said.


“Do you know what sort of test this is, Mr. Schoen?”


I said nothing.


His eyes were wide, I noticed. I would not say he was staring at me, exactly. But I felt his gaze.


“It’s not like a test in school,” Ronnie Chiu said. “There’s no pass or fail. And no time limit. And it won’t affect your grades, or anything like that.


“It’s just a way for Mr. Greerson, and Mrs. Rachel, and all your teachers, to get to know you a little better, Mr. Schoen.


“It’ll help us get a clearer picture of where your development is at, now. It’ll help us find a place where you fit in. Where the class material is just right. Where the accommodations are appropriate for your needs.


“Whether that’s in this school, or another one. That’s one of the things that this will help us find out.


“This test will help us to help you, Mr. Schoen.”


Mr. Greerson was the school principal. Mrs. Rachel was the school psychologist. My development was the name given to, among other things, the fact that I had only quite recently emerged from the holy shell of private remembering, and so I had until recently been entirely mute.


From this simple fact, manifold and subtle conclusions were drawn, by one and all. The body of erroneous theory which has grown up around my silence is a marvelous thing, in its own way, if I may try to judge it from the glimpses I have been given of it, having no evidence to call on in the matter save for these glimpses.


It is mostly a thing held and developed tacitly, by each man separately, and kept locked up behind the wide eyes and smile of each man, as he regards me and speaks to me. Hence I have it only in glimpses, and will never know its full extent; I can only imagine that, among the snaking convolutions and recondite corners of that great dark mass, there is room in which more than one scholar might nestle for life, laboring merrily away.


“So that you can best help us help you,” Ronnie Chiu continued, “I’d like if you could try your hardest on the test this afternoon, Mr. Schoen.


“Even though it’s not like a school test, and won’t affect your grade, or anything.


“Do you think you can do that for me, Mr. Schoen? Try your very hardest, this afternoon?”


I looked up at him.


I was tempted to be silent, and stay silent, to make him think my development was less advanced than he had presumed, and perhaps prompt an interesting change in his bearing and verbal register. When an opportunity arises to learn about the other men, it is rarely prudent to pass it up.


Especially when it concerns the finer points of the art of speech, as it is practiced among men, and intersects with men’s assessments of one another. In this game I have less practice than most do, for obvious reasons, and so it is especially needful that I observe experts at play whenever I can. So that I can learn passively, safely uninvolved, without having to pay for my knowledge by setting foot in the arena, and risking a humiliating defeat—or a defeat so swiftly and casually accomplished by my expert opponent that it fails to be instructive.


However, I love Truth, and cannot but show it. I find it difficult to be deceptive, even in cases where deception would be harmless, and prudent, and well fitted to the moment. And so I could not remain silent, then.


“I will try my hardest, Dr. Chiu,” I said.


I meant nothing by this, except that I wished to proceed to the next phase of the game, and that I understood I must pronounce this shibboleth, in order to cross the gate from here to there.


His smile disappeared, momentarily, only to materialize again in the next instant, no different than it had been before. There was no displeasure in this curious flicker, I think. It seemed only that he wished to smile in response to me, but realized he was already smiling, and the first smile had to be snuffed out in order that a second might be kindled.


“Great,” Ronnie Chiu said. His voice was flat, neutral, and yet some inner glow burned within it too, and made it shine.


I felt, still, that he was an ally to me. Indeed, I felt this more strongly now than at any prior point. I do not know entirely why. I have been known, on occasion, to be a less than satisfactory judge of character.


“Great,” Ronnie Chiu said again. “All right.


“Come with me.”


He stood up, picking his papers up off the desk and cradling them under one arm.


I wondered why he had brought the papers, and set them down, if he knew he would only pick them back up again, shortly after. I can only imagine that there are ways our brief conversation might have gone, ghostly paths not taken, in which Ronnie Chiu might have glimpsed something very different in me—some exotic developmental vista, the coast of some obscure isle, whose name is known only to the certified Educational Psychologist and Psychometrist—and that this more clinically involving, this more interestingly deviated Herschel Schoen would have received some more thoroughgoing interrogation, some more demanding performance of the art of speech among men, than the simple and almost spurious thing that was in fact visited upon me, there, then. In some of these variant interviews, perhaps the papers would have been required, for some purpose or other.


But all this is only speculation; one cannot really know.


Ronnie Chiu pointed to the door, and then—as though following his own gestural instruction—began to walk toward it.


There is a repetitious quality to today’s game, I thought.


I considered the motif of the man standing, pointing, beckoning, walking; the one room, and then the next. It was a motif laid down with a heavy hand, and no abundance of subtlety, as by one firmly intending that a certain meaning be perceived, and afraid lest it be missed. I searched after this meaning, briefly, but nothing came to me.


“Mr. Schoen?” said Ronnie Chiu, flatly, brightly.


I rose.


Ronnie Chiu turned the doorknob, opened the door, and strode into the hallway. I allowed myself another moment to admire him—his well-balanced gait, the cleanliness of his plain white shirt—and, this done, I followed him.


 


 


Some minutes later. A third room.


I wondered how many successive tiers this game might contain. I amused myself with the thought of a ninth man, a fiftieth room, the seven hundredth hand pointing at the thousandth door.


This room was a classroom, as the first had been, but not the second. Unlike the first, it was nearly empty.


I had been told to sit, and so I sat. In a desk close to the back, as it happened. It was the nearest desk to me at the time I received the instruction.


Ronnie Chiu stood at the front, holding his papers out in front of him. The blackboard behind him was empty, save for the mottled accumulation here and there of chalk dust: the incompletely erased and now illegible carcass of some unknown lesson.


Besides him, and me, there was only one other person there with us. Another schoolboy, from the looks of him, who had been sitting there already at the time of my arrival.


As it happened, he sat as far from me as one possibly could—in one of the room’s front corners, while I sat in the diametrically opposite back corner. This arrangement was not deliberate, on my part or his, of course. I mention it only to clarify why I did not get a good look at him, then, in the examination room.


“Open your books to the first page,” Ronnie Chiu said, in a slightly different sort of voice than I had heard from him before. The same flat bright tone, but taking a new, more declamatory, more officiating air. Its glow was still discernible, if more dimly.


I glanced down at my desk, on which Ronnie Chiu had placed a thin stapled stack of paper, earlier. As instructed, I pulled back the first page, revealing the second.


There was something unexpected on it. Not printed words, and not a picture either. I would have looked more closely, but Ronnie Chiu was speaking again, and it seemed prudent to watch him do it.


“It is like this,” Ronnie Chiu proclaimed, holding before him a similar stapled booklet.


I glanced down at my desk, and glanced back up at Ronnie Chiu. My immediate impression, upon seeing the booklet held up at the front of the room, was thereby confirmed. The striking thing I had noticed in the page on my desk was reproduced, exactly, on the page which Ronnie Chiu was holding. Except that it was greatly enlarged, there, I suppose for ease of viewing.


I studied, with some care, the figure on the second page of my own booklet.
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“At the top,” Ronnie Chiu said, “it says Set A. And you have a column A, on your scoring form.”


I surmised that by scoring form, he meant the sheet of paper that had been given to me alongside the stapled booklet.


I glanced at it, and found that he spoke the truth: a tall narrow grid was laid out on this auxiliary sheet, with five large and rather pretty letters marked out along its top (A B C D E), and numbers in the same style running down its left side (1 2 3 . . .).


“This is A.1,” Ronnie Chiu said, pointing to the figure in its second and magnified manifestation, on the booklet held out at the front of the room.


“You see what it is,” he said, his voice louder now.


There was now something resonant and majestic in the voice, I thought, despite its expertly maintained air of expert neutrality. The room felt too small, too pedestrian, to be a fitting auditorium for it. It was a voice meant for the open air, for rocky outcroppings close to the front, where an army stands massed and waiting, and a voice is needed to rouse it for the push past the next and final hill.


You see what it is. It was not a question. He did not have to ask; he knew. He believed in us. He did not doubt, even for a moment, that we would see what it is.


I stared at the figure, and tried to see what it was.


“The upper part,” said Ronnie Chiu, “is a pattern with a bit missing.


“Each of these bits below,” he said, indicating one by one the six small rectangles at the bottom of the figure, “is the right shape to fit the space, but they do not all complete the pattern.”


“Number 1,” he said, pointing to the first small rectangle, “is quite the wrong pattern.”


“Numbers 2 and 3,” he said—pointing to the one, then the other—“are wrong: they fit the space, but they are not the right pattern.”


“What about Number 6?”, he asked.


“It is the right pattern,” he said, with a substantiating gesture. “But it does not go all over.”


A nameless malaise was foaming up inside me. I watched Ronnie Chiu, and the blackboard behind him, and the dark spearlike and sheathlike forms plunging and grasping in reciprocal play across that chalk-smeared night.


“Put your finger,” Ronnie Chiu said, “on the one that is quite right.”


He looked at the other boy, at the front of the room, and then began to walk toward his desk. Evidently that boy was a quick study—or else a hasty fool—and had already deployed his finger, rightly or wrongly.


I looked down, again, at the figure.


I felt a chill fall across my arms, setting the hairs there on end. It was just as if a window had been opened, in the room—a window into a very cold, very windy, very cruel sort of night.


I know the sort of night I mean, for it is the sort of night that does befall Brooklyn, New York. At the very heart of winter. If the year is unusually cold, and unusually cruel.


The room had no windows, and so I knew that this had not really occurred. In this I was more well-informed than my own arms, which were now thoroughly dotted with goosebumps.


A sickness boiled, in my belly.


I looked at the figure.


I saw the figure there, and also, separately, the literality there.


The friendlike forms, ranged there in their multitude, as the courses of a feast might be laid out over a banquet table. Each a window into infinite space.


Each offering itself up, laying itself bare, so that I might know it. Each opening itself to me, as a flower opens, and laying out its innermost secrets for my inspection, as a plucked flower might be laid out on a botanist’s corkboard, with all its parts annotated for the benefit of the novice.


Each disclosing that which imaged it in the Original Creation, that which we shall all soon see, once we have gone up into that place.


I saw six small rectangles. I saw six witnesses to the truth that it was a glad and good thing, when He birthed His creation.


Six things which alone—even if they were the start and the end of creation, even if there were no earth or waters or firmament, but only these six, alone—six things which alone would justify His assessment, as He surveyed what He had made: that it was good.


Any one of them, alone, would do justice to that assessment. But the Original Creation is a creation of bounty, burgeoning, blossoming; it is the font that overruns, and the feast that fills; it is a creation of six, where one might do.


I saw six sisters, each dearer to me than my Sister, Miriam Schoen. I saw six mothers, who birthed me long before my Mother, Ruth Schoen, knew the touch of mortal man. Who will bear me again, with joy, and birth me again, in jubilation—in the days that are to come.


I heard Ronnie Chiu’s noble voice, playing back again in my mind. Trusting me, believing in me. Urging me onward. Through the cold chalky night, to the next and last hill.


Number 1 is quite the wrong pattern.


Put your finger on the one that is quite right.


I was Solomon, with six women prostrate before me, weeping.


I was a mother, watching a king heave a sword aloft.


And opening her mouth, to scream.


“Mr. Schoen?”


I will remark, in admiration, that the note of concern in Ronnie Chiu’s voice did not seem at all patronizing.


I do not think I really screamed. Perhaps I should have, but in any case I did not. I am fairly sure of this.


I have learned how to keep up appearances, when among men.


But I must have made some displeasing sort of noise. It was less severe than a scream, but there is where my knowledge of the event leaves off. Matters of lesser importance do have a tendency to recede from my awareness, as I am a busy sort, and one given to intense concentration when the moment demands it.


“I am all right, Dr. Chiu,” I said.


I did not say, “I feel all right,” which would have been a lie.


He was hovering, now, quite close to my desk. He must have noticed, I thought, how I had not placed a finger onto any part of the page.


But how could I?


How could anyone?


I caused snatches of Ronnie Chiu’s monologue to play back, again, in my mind, as fortification.


Put your finger on the one that is quite right.


You see what it is.


I stared, as if trying to bore a tunnel through the page, and the desk beneath.


I saw six seeds that were planted once in Eden, and knew this was not enough. I saw what on its own would have pleased Him, if it had been all He had ever created. And knew this was not enough.


I asked myself what else was there.


I asked myself what I might do, if I were not myself.


If I were Ronnie Chiu, or the other schoolboy, at the far desk. Or my Sister, Miriam Schoen.


If I were like them, and did not know. If I had forgotten.


Quaking, and swallowing my screams, I pleaded to myself: go.


Go, now, to the precipice, and leap. Plunge headlong into evil, armed with faith, knowing that you will soon return. Fear thou not, Mr. Schoen, for I am with thee.


Go, leap, FORGET.


I looked, again, at the page.


At the figures on the page.


I do not think I have ever felt pain as I felt it, then.


I saw what it was.


I understood, as I had not before, the inner meaning of Ronnie Chiu’s speech. I understood, perfectly and exactly, the underlying intent of each of the words comprising the brief monologue he had delivered, at the front of the class.


He had said, the upper part is a PATTERN, with a bit MISSING.


He had said, they FIT THE SPACE, but they are not the right PATTERN.


He had said, it is the right PATTERN, but it does not GO ALL OVER.


He did not speak of my loved ones, of my sisters and my mother and my children, of my garden, of the blooms that abound in it.


Of course he did not! He had forgotten!


And not only that: he was a priest of forgetting!


When he spoke at the front of the room, in his proclaiming voice, he was proclaiming the very logic of forgetting!


The Original Creation is a creation of much and many; it is the font that runs over, and every thing within it is a font, and runs over. And every pair among these things is, separately, a font, and runs over. So too for every triad. So too for all the unenumerated numbers of the joyous that did once couple there, and will again couple, in days to come.


Ronnie Chiu had said: put your finger on the one that is quite right.


I knew that any one of the six could be placed in union with the larger figure, and be fertile, and bear fruit with it, and be joyous. In each of these unions there was some special charm, something wholly unique, which no one with a matchmaking spark in him could possibly resist.


Number 1 is quite the wrong pattern. You are no matchmaker, Ronnie Chiu. You know nothing of the heart, or of what is proper in matters of coupling.


But you know how to forget.


You know, Ronnie Chiu, how to forget your body. To forget the food you eat, the air you breathe. To hollow yourself out, and forget everything, until even the mind that forgets has forgotten itself.


Until there is only the PATTERN, the ghost without organs, the man without breath, the husk that has been hollowed.


You must not think me too much the holy fool. You must not think that I could not see what was before my eyes.


What you have no doubt seen. Number 4, with its lace of vertical and horizontal beams. The same lace of beams, in the upper part. The way that the fragmentary beams, caught at the edges of Number 4, could be made whole by corresponding fragments on the inner fringe of that upper part.


I saw it, before, but I knew I was being tested. And so I went in search of Truth.


I saw it, but I did not see that it was the very answer which was desired of me, in this very TEST.


I did not see, at first, that it was held to be of significance.


Because it was, in fact, of no significance.


I only came to understand the test when I made myself forget this distinction. Because it was precisely the obliteration of this distinction which the test was intended to measure.


The hollowing-out of body and mind. The substitution of a scapegoat for the one whom He has demanded, in sacrifice.


In place of the belly, a figure, an anatomical diagram. In place of the feast, a figure, a billboard hawking treats. The one cannot nourish, the other cannot digest—but what is the difference?


In place of nourishment, we shall have a system of flows and negative feedbacks. In place of digestion, we shall have a system of flows and negative feedbacks. In place of creation, we shall have a blackboard sketch of a world.


It is as though I had been handed an empty box, wrapped sumptuously in red and green and festooned with festive bows, and told: here, here is your gift. Are you not pleased?


“I understand, now,” I said, to Ronnie Chiu.


I put my finger on Number 4.


I looked up, and saw his smile. And his wide eyes, not quite staring.


He nodded, slightly, and then turned. He receded from me, and took up his former place, at the front of the room.


“Yes,” Ronnie Chiu said. “Number 4 is the right one.”


“So,” he continued, “the answer to A.1 is 4.”


“Write 4 here,” he said, pointing, “against number 1 in Column A on your scoring form. Do not turn over yet.”


I picked up my pencil, and did as he bade me.


Ronnie Chiu inhaled, deeply, and then spoke at length.


“On every page in your book,” he said, “there is a pattern with a bit missing.


“You have to decide each time which of the bits below is the right one to complete the pattern above. When you have found the right bit you write the number of it down on your scoring form against the number of the pattern.


“They are simple at the beginning and get harder as you go on. There is no catch. If you pay attention to the way the easy ones go you will find the later ones less difficult.


“Try each in turn, from the beginning to the end of the book.


“Work at your own pace. Do not miss any out. Do not turn back. See how many you can get right. You have as much time as you like.


“Turn over and do the next one.”


I turned the page.
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I saw the garden, and the many gathered there, in joy.


I swallowed my screams, and made myself also see the awful, hideously simple face which Ronnie Chiu meant me to see. The face nestling there in the heart of the garden, at the very center of the blossom that grows there.


I emptied out the box of myself, and placed my finger on Number 5.


At the front of the room, Ronnie Chiu glanced at me, and at the other boy, and nodded.


“The right one is of course Number 5,” he said, brightly, blandly.


(“Of course”!? I tremble before the man who can say such things! I would not want to meet him, and his army, on the field of battle.)


“See that you have written the figure 5 against number 2 in Column A on your form,” he said.


“Go on like that,” he said, “by yourselves, until you get to the end of the book.”


I did as he bade me.


 


 


He had said: they are simple at the beginning and get harder as you go on.


Remembering this, I doubted myself. For I perceived no such gradation, but only the one lesson, which was already contained in the figure which Ronnie Chiu called A.1.


Already contained, in its entirety.


This was a test of forgetting. If I had not grasped that, I could not have even completed A.1. Not, anyway, in a manner that could have satisfied Ronnie Chiu.


Once I had grasped that, I had grasped everything.


I moved rapidly through the pages, not wanting to dwell any longer than necessary on the unnatural and unseemly acts which each page demanded of me.


You must not think me too much the holy fool. You must not think that I did not perceive any gradation, at all.


But if anything it was a gradation of increasing ease. In large part, no doubt, to the gradual passing-away of the initial shock which I have narrated above.


In part, also, to the accumulation of spurious adornment in the later problems, which provided a welcome distraction from the bleak and poisoned seed that I knew was nestled in each problem’s innermost heart.


In this respect, A.2 was the cruelest of them all, having no finery in which to cover its nakedness, and no means by which to conceal the sickness in its body.


I did notice another change, which you no doubt would have noticed too, in my stead.


In the problems listed under A, the upper part was a unified whole, with “a bit”—to use noble Ronnie Chiu’s phraseology—chopped out of it. I discovered, however, that this was not the main course on which that noble man meant me to sup, but only an appetite-whetting prelude.


In the problems listed under B, and thereafter, there was instead a grid of three elements by three, with one of the nine elements omitted.


As in C.3, for instance.
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Here, I suppose I must mention—lest my star, lately risen so high in the firmament of Frederick’s estimation, fall precipitously out of that same firmament, and fall headlong to earth, and fall further, into the abysses that are under earth!—I must mention, I repeat, that the notion of PATTERN employed here was rather different than it had been in the series listed under A.


For in the one case, PATTERN meant something like the repetitive texture of a garment or tablecloth. While in the other, it meant something closer to a ghostly system of flows and feedbacks, as it were superposed onto the body of the grid, and in some sense standing in for that grid, or vice versa.


This distinction is of no significance.


But I mention it, in honor of a great friend and foe. To do what is proper, regarding that most learned scholar of cybernesis and that most illustrious conversationalist, whose bracing and challenging spirit has enlivened many a lunch period and after-school stroll over the course of this last and most difficult December. To you, Frederick!—to you, dear friend, and to you, most redoubtable knight of my loathed and respected Adversary!—to you, I dedicate this observation. Seeking your continued favor, I note it here, contravening my usual rule in matters which are of no significance.


Except for those already noted above, I perceived no gradations, of difficulty or of anything else.


I moved rapidly through the pages, and soon met the last hill.
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I had learned by now that before turning each page, I must clamp my heart shut, and hollow myself out, in preparation. I do not think I even saw what was there, when I confronted E.12. Not even for the briefest moment.


I only forgot, and thus knew; I only closed my eyes, and thus saw.


I marked number 5, in the place where the E of the scoring form met its number 12.


(Or rather, “against” its number 12—if we are sticking to Ronnie Chiu’s odd, adversarial phraseology.)


(But then, it was not really odd, at all. Every word he had said, in this room, had an inner meaning, and was directed toward a SINGLE purpose.)


I raised my hand, meaning to attract Ronnie Chiu’s attention.


The interaction that followed was brief, and had a false sheen of normalcy to it.


It was only as he was walking away from my desk, with my scoring sheet and booklet under his arm, and a serene smile on his infant’s face—it was only then that I saw, and felt, the full enormity of what I had done.


I despaired.


I would have wept, and screamed, if it were not prudent to keep up appearances, when among men.


I thought I had known the world. But the world had worsened, on that day.


Or it was worse, already, and yet I had not known.


Goosebumps rushed across me. The air over my arms was newly cold, and newly cruel.


I felt something shift within me. I had thought my doctrine complete, but it was not. Today, it would be emended.


I had thought that remembering was an act of will, which pushed actively against a mere passive, lifeless sea of forgetting. I had thought that I was a man, while my enemy was only the earth, the mindless earth.


Yet here, in this room, a man stood pronouncing the very logic of forgetting! Not as a passive victim of that logic, but as its conscious scholar and willing disseminator! A doctor! A doctor of forgetting!


That was the day I first perceived that there was an Adversary in the world, acting against me.


I had thought my task difficult enough, before. Now I saw that it contained difficulties of an entirely different, and higher, order than any I had hitherto imagined.


There was no window in the room, and the cruel air poured in through it. There was no wind, and I shivered against it.


I breathed in, deeply. I watched the formless leviathans swooping in the empty air. I heard the absence of bells, and the silence of angels, which marked for all time this most cruel, most empty moment.


I opened the door to my heart, which I had previously clamped shut, so as to face the pages without screaming. I gathered up all the forces that were within me.


I spoke, though the ignorant heard nothing.


I spoke, and denounced my Adversary.


I spoke then, and speak now, in my FULL VOICE.


Which has twin angels chorusing it, though you do not see them, you who see nothing.


Which wraps my every word in wingèd quotation marks, testifying utterly to the entire and manifest Truth of those words, as things written already at the time of my birth, and never to be refuted, no matter what might befall my body later on.


Which does not make waves in the air, or make waves in anything, or move the air in any way, but is ONLY A VOICE.


Which is a LITERALITY, entirely its own self and only its own self, and is wholly unsubstitutable, and wholly unsystematic, and wholly unregulated.


Which is without inputs, besides my own will, and without outputs, besides Truth.


Which sings, in its every syllable, against cybernesis and against my Adversary!


How did Moses speak, when he came down from the mountain, and beheld the calf? How did Isaiah speak, faced with the iniquity of the house of Judah?


In that way I spoke, then, and speak, now.


On this day, I said, with twin angels attending me and wingèd quotation marks wreathing my words, on this day I have met my Adversary!


On this day, my eyes have been opened!


My Adversary has lain in wait, not revealing himself to me. But on this day I myself reveal him!


I dedicate this day to my Adversary!


I consecrate the ground of this schoolroom to his iniquity, for its cunning demands proper respect and reverence.


And I consecrate the ground of this schoolroom to his utter defeat and ruin, the rout of all his armies, the crushing of his bones and his people’s bones, down to the last man, until there is nothing left save rubble, and until even that rubble is no more!


Until there is nothing left of him but the memory of him! Which memory I alone shall cause to persist through the ages, and only because I, alone, choose to do so!


I have said that I was given to the earth, so that all might remember, and so that all might rejoice. And it is so!


It is so, and it will be so, after my Adversary is crushed to bone and blood and marrow, and after that bone and that blood and that marrow are no more!


Do not think you can hide any longer, Adversary. I have seen you, today, in this room, through your knowing or unknowing agent Ronnie Chiu, and through the figures he has shown and the doctrines he has propounded.


I know you, now. I will find you, and your people, and I will crush them, and break them, and grind them into dust, and I will not cease to do these things until there is nothing left.


Nothing! Do you hear me?


Know that I have spoken, and know that I have spoken thusly. On this day, my Adversary, our game becomes a different sort of game.


I leave the next move to you, and would bid you luck, if there were any chance at all that such a blessing could spare you from your unenviable and inevitable fate.


I exhaled, and let my clenched muscles fall slack. The accumulated powers and radiances which had attended me now sloughed from my body, and flew from the room, and returned to their heavenly perches, and rested, as even angels must rest after a great labor.


I heard the drone of the fluorescent bulbs, and saw the meek cowering of feeble shapes in the corners of the blackboard, and saw the crisp, pencil-like body of Ronnie Chiu standing amid these shapes, squinting at a stack of paper.


He held several stacks of paper, and squinted at them. He shuffled them in his hands, and squinted, and shuffled them again.


“Wow,” he muttered.


“You really tried your hardest, today, didn’t you? Mr. Schoen, Mr. Eggert?”


I said nothing.


“Really tried your hardest, I can see that,” Ronnie Chiu said, warily, and with poorly concealed awe.




Of Raven (Redactor’s Addendum)

It was December 2nd, when Herschel took that test. The first Monday of December.


I don’t remember what we did on December 1st. Nothing much, I imagine. The usual Sunday stuff: Herschel sat, I washed the dishes, Herschel wrote, I watched the tube.


It was on the 2nd, on that Monday, that his and my December began in earnest. With that test that Herschel took after school.


That was the first thing that happened.


So it should go at the start, shouldn’t it?


That’s where I’ve put it, for now.


“Of Raven,” I mean. Herschel’s story about the test, from his papers.


I’m putting “Of Raven” at the start, even though it was not the first thing my brother wrote in December.


Not by a long shot.


He wrote so much. He always did, from the start. Right from the moment he came out of that shell of his.


Even when he didn’t have anything he wanted to write about—which was rare, mind you—even then, he’d write. He’d write something. Even if it was just the same line, over and over.


And it was, sometimes. The same line, I mean, over and over.


Down one sheet of ruled paper, and down the next.


He always wrote so much. And he wrote even more than usual in December, naturally.


I’ve put “Of Raven” at the start, for now. But I guess you could argue that it’s not right, putting it there.


Seeing as it was only written later, on the 16th, the third Monday.


The 16th, or maybe even later. I don’t know exactly when my brother wrote “Of Raven.”


Herschel wrote a little heading at the top of every page, in his papers. Just like in a real book. You know the way they put chapter titles at the top of the pages, in real books?


He’d write the title, and sometimes a date, too, just under the title. Maybe, I don’t know, maybe half of them have a date? Half, give or take. Something like that.


My point is, “Of Raven” isn’t one of the ones with a date. So, although I believe that Herschel wrote “Of Raven” on December 16th, I can’t really know for sure.


I do believe it, however.


If he wrote “Of Raven” later on, that would mean he had started with something else, when he sat down on the night of the 16th and began writing his so-called “December chronicle.”


It would mean he had told the story out of order. And why would he do that?


I don’t know. Maybe he did write the story out of order. He did all kinds of things, and he always had his reasons for them.


You could argue that I should be starting at the start of his papers, as opposed to the start of our story.


Instead of starting with “Of Raven,” from the 16th or even later, I should be starting with—what?


With “Of Intransigence”? That one’s from the 1st of December, it says so at the top of the page.


I am sorry but


You think you know


Do you REALLY think that


With all due respect, I


He wrote so many


You


I don’t think it’s


I don’t think it’s right, to start the Apocalypse of Herschel Schoen with “Of Intransigence.”


I don’t think it’s right to put “Of Intransigence” in his Book at all, in fact.


He didn’t tell me to collect all his papers, and bind them up into some big, orderly, unreadable omnibus. He told me to make them whole.


I know what my brother meant by that, even if you don’t.


You think you know EVERYTHING about Herschel Schoen already and yet you’re begging me, don’t leave anything out


As if what, as if you NEED any of it, don’t you know EVERYTHING already


What, do you think I should put everything in? Top to bottom, start to finish? You can’t stand to see a single page left out, can you?


Every last page is a relic of your holy Herschel, precious unto itself, in need of your prayers and obeisances. You must touch them all, with your reverent and trembling hands.


Every last page?


Even the ones that were just the same line, written over and over?


Even the ones covered in little puncture marks, like from a cat’s claws, but they weren’t made by a cat, they were made by Herschel’s pen, pressing too hard onto the page, because he couldn’t control what was rushing out from inside him, the anger or the happiness or


It’s not all like “Of Raven,” you know.


It’s not all as nice as “Of Raven.”


You know what I mean. Carefully thought-through, and dolled up in nice words and phrases, the kind you might find in a real book. And telling a story, just like a real book would.


My brother didn’t always write like that. But he could. When he wanted to, he did.


He could speak plainly, like you or I would speak, in a way that you or I could easily understand. If anyone says he couldn’t, I’d like to have a word with them! I have the proof, right here!


He could have explained his little world in simple and plain words, like I used to do, when people would ask.


Like this:


There’s a secret that only babies know.


Somewhere in the sky, there’s a magical, amazing world, bigger and better than this one. We all used to live there, our souls did, before we were born.


When you’re a baby, you can still remember what it was like. You can still remember that you had a life before you were born, in the magical place in the sky.


But everyone forgets about the whole thing, sometime in the first few years of life.


Some kids forget early, in the first few months. Others hang on to the memory for a bit longer.


By the time a kid says his first word, though, it’s always too late. He’s forgotten, completely, about the world in the sky, and his life before he was born.


If babies could talk, or write, they’d tell you all about it. But they can’t, so they don’t.


So no one knows, except the babies. And the rest of us don’t even know that the babies have a secret, much less what the secret is.


When babies cry for no apparent reason, they’re really crying about how much worse this world is, compared to the world in the sky. When they flail around, like they can’t control their arms and fingers, it’s really because they are still used to the bodies they had before, when they lived in the sky.


Babies aren’t stupid, or senseless. They just seem that way because we’ve forgotten the secret they know.


Everyone forgets, by the time they learn to talk, except my brother Herschel. He still remembers.


He could have said it like that, without any of his usual riddles, if he’d wanted to.


He said it in his way, instead, because he chose to. He always had his reasons.


He had his reasons, too, for writing the story of his December the way he did, over that last week-and-a-half.


Writing it all nice, the way it is in “Of Raven,” and “Of War,” and the rest.


Why


What am I doing,


Is this what you want?


A critical edition? Calendar dates and editor’s notes and minutiae?


What—do you think my brother’s words can’t speak for themselves?


But I am trying to convince myself as much as anyone, I guess.


He told his story, as a story, and told me to make it whole, with my story in it, as a story.


I don’t have a story.


I don’t have a story. That is exactly what I have learned and what I have tried to say and explain over the last


Do your best, now, Miriam. If your little brother can do it, you can too.


 


 


I look back at this and see that it is all so dry and dusty—and so grim and heavy, too.


I mustn’t set the wrong tone.


I mustn’t make it sound as though the dark air of December took the lightness and gaiety out of my spirit, and made me grim. No, no!


Much the opposite!


It was just like Herschel would say, to me and Ma: “this is a time of merriment, and of rejoicing.”


So what that he said it over and over, and over, until it tried our patience?


He was right.






Of War

I stood in the small flat yard that lay just outside the examination room, awaiting the arrival of my Mother, Ruth Schoen.


I did not want to be here. I was being kept, against my will.


The school was quiet. All the pupils and all the staff had gone off to their separate homes, now—save for those few, like me, who had some part to play in today’s strange game of men, rooms, doors, pattern.


My schoolmates were right, to see unfairness in the fact that I was called to the examination room, and they were not. They erred only in thinking that I was the favored one, made free; and they the disfavored, kept against their will.


On any other day, I would have simply left the school grounds, and walked until I reached my home. It is an agreeable walk, and not long. Even if one prolongs it, as I am wont to do, by keeping to the narrower and quieter small streets, spurning the shortcut of Flatbush Avenue.


I have been known to walk that wide and riotous arcade, but only under compulsion, never when free. Forms amass there without sense, in a cruel parody of the blossoming and burgeoning which He intended to make and which rightly pleased Him, after its making. Through their needless profusion, they draw the unwilling eye, confound the senses; to the body they bring disquiet, and a trembling. There is no more pleasing thing than to walk, and contemplate as one walks—but in such circumstances, on Flatbush Avenue, contemplation finds itself arrested, not free, and finds it cannot go on, but must be postponed.


On any other day, then, I would have set out from the school the moment my duties were done.


But I was not to be allowed my habitual walk, on this day.


Ronnie Chiu had said, shortly after the conclusion of our test, that I must instead stay and await the arrival of my Mother, Ruth Schoen. Who, it transpired, had known that I would be tested on this day, and had assented to this, and had conspired in its preparation.


She would come, Ronnie Chiu had told me, to speak with him, and with Mrs. Rachel, and possibly with others, regarding my test, and what it revealed of me. This had been planned, without my knowledge.


I note this only for the sake of narration, with no bitterness in my heart.


My Mother, Ruth Schoen, is a busier sort than I, and one beset with burdens. Who is never seen to lay her sturdy limbs to rest, but who only labors, and labors, and labors still. The font of her labors pours over, as Flatbush Avenue pours over, in a profuse and profane torrent without sense.


There is much in her that is less than satisfactory—this no one could deny—but there is no malice there. I will not deny that her temper is legendary; why deny it, when the same is said of the very Father of all the Prophets? It is at the burdensome world that she rages, not at any one of that world’s creatures.


On this point, I differ from the view which my Sister, Miriam Schoen, has put forth. Which she proclaims and defends, when it fits the occasion. On which she is then given to debating and disputing, against me, in vehement whispers, in the seclusion of our shared room.


I tapped my foot against the dirt, in a pantomime of idleness.


I looked up. I saw the roof of the school building, and the sky behind it. I scrutinized the edge where one gave way onto the other, and felt a pang of pity for that ductile and changeable arc, which shouldered more than it could bear, and could not hold its shape.


I craned my neck further, and saw the sullen, mottled grey of the early December sky. I regarded the clouds which lurked and loomed there, the twining of the darker tufts into the lighter. The uncanny, wrathful radiance of the whitest parts, in the west, where their translucent bodies obscured the descending sun. The prismatic gem-dust, crackling and flickering there, like the senseless and restless image displayed on a color set when the signal is very poor.


Over breakfast that same day, my Mother, Ruth Schoen, had proclaimed: they said there’ll be rain, tonight. And probably a storm, too.


There will be a storm, I thought. If not in the firmament, then in the place that is above the firmament; if not in visible shadows, then in immanent bodies, and in the ceaseless motion of light itself; if not in semblance, then in Truth.


There will be a storm, tonight! I thought.


Tonight, and on every night henceforth, until my Adversary is bested and broken, and ground into dust, and until even the dust is no more!


Something disrupted my reverie. I turned my gaze back to the earth, and to the things of the earth.


I saw the fence that demarcated the extent of the schoolyard, and the low squatting bushes that thronged at the bottom of it.


And I saw the schoolboy, pacing in front of it. The same one who had been tested, together with me, in the examination room.


He walked rapidly over a small patch of ground near the fence, then made an abrupt, hairpin turn, and walked the same patch of ground again, in the opposite direction. Soon enough, he turned back again, and retraced his original steps. And then turned, and paced. And turned and paced.


Over and over.


I studied him.


He held his neck at a severe angle, pointing his face directly at the ground just below him, as if watching his feet for signs of incipient disobedience. At his sides, his arms swayed in long and precipitous arcs. This bore little resemblance to the slow, gentle swinging of the arms that one sees in ordinary men, as they walk. His swaying arms did not mimic the rhythm of the legs, as an ordinary man’s arms might; they had a cadence, and a vigor, which were entirely their own.


He spoke incessantly, to the ground, or to no one.


It was this loud muttering, I suppose, that broke my concentration, and brought my attention to him. Loud though it was, it was nonetheless unintelligible, at least from across the schoolyard. At times a stray syllable, spat onto the ground with especial intensity, would reach my ears clearly. But these were rare, and did not coalesce into words.


I thought: he, too, is a part of today’s game.


I thought: he, too, is one of the things that were prepared for me, on this day. So that I might see them, and grasp their inner meaning.


I thought: he is a man, but I must forget this. I must only see the PATTERN, in which he participates. For this day is dedicated to my Adversary, and its ways are my Adversary’s ways.


I thought: I must study him, and consider how he might fit into the larger figure. For he may well prove himself to be QUITE RIGHT.


I approached.


He did not look up, or leave off his pacing, until I had come quite near to him.


I saw his eyes before the rest of him, when at last he raised his gaze, and faced me.


They were narrowly set, and very large—not enlarged by some transient expression, like Ronnie Chiu’s eyes, but simply large, as a fixed physiognomic fact. Their expansive, circular whites had an arresting shine to them, as if lit by something within, and not only by the dull light of a dying December day.


A moment later, the rest of him arrived for my inspection. The unruly hair, tumbling down in shaggy curls from the apex of the head, and that head’s striking El Greco shape: very tall and very narrow, tapering inward at the bottom to form a small, sharp, pointed chin. The sallow skin, pock-marked and overrun with acne.


The broad, thin-lipped mouth. The energetic smile, as of a man who knows some auspicious secret, and is about to disclose it.


“You!” he cried. “You did Raven too!”


His voice was very loud, and had a metronomic quality. He enunciated each word very clearly and precisely, much like the phonetic tutors whose recorded lessons were played back to me at bedtime, many years ago.


“Raven?” I said.


“What did you think of it?” he asked.


“I was expecting it to be harder,” he went on, without waiting for my answer. “I think I got them all. Except maybe for E.6”—here he lingered on the sounds, eeeeee siiiikhsss, almost seeming to sing them—“because I think there may in fact be two valid solutions to E.6. And I can’t know which one is the official right one.


“I think I got all the other ones, though,” he reiterated. “Unless it was a trick, some of it. Oh no and now I’m worried. If it was a trick. It’s gotta be a trick. Otherwise it’d be too easy. Wouldn’t have enough discriminating power. It’s supposed to separate out the whole range of educive capacity, top to bottom.


“It’s gotta be a trick! Shit! It’s a trick and I’m screwed, I’m hosed. Daddy’s gonna blow. Gonna have an aneurism. Gonna send me to a special school for stupids, or something, god, shit, fuck.”


His smile was a permanent fixture, and shone as brightly as before, in spite of these alarming sentiments.


“Or, or,” he said. “Or that wasn’t the whole Raven. That was the kiddie version, let’s say. If Raven’s like Wechsler, with one scale for children and another for grownups. Could be. Could very well be.


“Seems more likely than it all being a trick, actually. It’d have to be a big, well hidden trick, if it’s a trick. And then it wouldn’t have any discriminative power at the low end of the scale. And it’d squeeze and stretch the distribution, too. Into two narrow peaks, the ones who get the trick and the ones that don’t. Information would be lost, it’d be terrible, we’d have next to no statistical power inside the narrow peaks, we’d just get the peak-assignment, just a single boolean per person.


“Literally the smallest possible amount of information we can get, unless we’re actually getting literally zero. Terrible. A waste. Just stupid.


“No, there’s no way Raven could be based on a trick. That’d be stupid.”


He paused, and breathed heavily. Perhaps he paused in order to breathe, and intended to continue talking once he’d caught his breath. But in any event, it gave me an opening.


“Raven?” I said again.


“Raven’s Matrices!” he exclaimed. “A now-famous now-standard psychometric instrument. Invented by John Raven, who daddy knows, by the way, not well but a little bit.


“It was supposed to evaluate something called educive capacity, according to Raven, originally. He’s got a whole theory on that, Raven does.


“Theory or no theory, though, Raven correlates quite well with many of the other standard tests of intellectual ability. Correlates quite well with Wechsler and Binet-Simon and Thurstone and all of them.”


He proceeded from one sentence to the next with uncommon haste, and without pausing to mark the boundary. At points—which arose most often near the end of sentences—the already rapid stream of words accelerated further, until there was scarcely any room between one word and the next. It was as though there were two tracks, the one in his mind and the one in his mouth, which played at different speeds, and had to be synchronized manually at regular intervals.


“So naturally I was quite excited to get a try at Raven, today. To see where I measure up. Plus, to get a little glimpse into the mind of Raven—John Raven, I mean. Daddy says he’s a very interesting man.


“Truth be told I was kind of disappointed. I did think they’d be harder. I did think they wouldn’t seem so kiddie. I like a challenge.


“Did you get them all, too, do you think?”


He stared me down. I met his eyes. Two bright suns, burning, amid a starscape of acne.


“I got them all,” I said.


His arms jerked and undulated, in a kind of celebratory convulsion.


“I’m Frederick, by the way,” he said.


I thought: I have passed his test, and so I am worthy of knowing his name.


“I am Herschel Schoen,” I said.


Frederick tilted his head, like a bird. He inspected me, silently, from a succession of angles.


While I inspected him, in turn.


I considered his angular, avian face. A chill ran down my arms, for the third time that day.


He was no common man, I recognized. There was a majesty in him, and an appetite for joy.


And his was an evil majesty, for there was a great evil in him.


“I respect you, Frederick Eggert,” I said.


“You are of my Adversary,” I said. “I have great respect for my Adversary, and for you.”


He squinted at me in amusement.


“You’re a funny one, Herschel Schoen,” Frederick said. “You sound like one of daddy’s earlier machines.”


“Daddy’s earlier machines?” I asked.


A dark excitement was stirring inside me. I felt I was coming near the heart of today’s game, at last.


I watched Frederick’s electric smile, and felt the magnetism of its evil mirth. I wished to be like him, inducted into his mysteries.


“The machines that daddy and his friends made,” Frederick said, “in the last war.”


I stared at him.


“Eggert-Wiener-Pitts regulators,” he said. “Early cybernetic devices. Primitive ones, we’d say, nowadays. We have come a long way since then, in the years since the last war.”


I thought: I must tread carefully. I am in the house of my Adversary, and in the hands of my Adversary.


“You don’t know what I’m talking about, do you?” Frederick said.


I was silent.


“And yet you got them all, on Raven,” he said. “So you’re plenty smart. God. It’s amazing”—Frederick waved his arms in emphasis—“the way smart people can be so ignorant of what’s going on in the world.


“You probably don’t even know what cybernetics is. God. No one does. Not even now.”


He was right, and I was silent.


He could confirm my ignorance to his satisfaction, without requiring me to speak, and testify directly to it. In this respect, Frederick was uncommonly kind.


He began to pace, again. He seemed to be thinking over the problem of my ignorance, and gathering up his energies for a concerted assault.


“Have you seen,” he asked after some time, “the huge black ships in New York Harbor? Docking, departing, coming and going?”


I knew the ships he meant. One could not miss them. I watched them, sometimes, at night.


On the nights when I grew restless, and slipped out of bed, and walked the streets of Brooklyn, New York. And stepped through the ill-guarded doors of that city, and into its elevators, and onto its high, empty rooftops. And looked out over the waters, and watched the ships there.


In the night their black hulls were invisible, but the lights on them still shone and blinked, in red and green and white. By these signs I knew them.


“Do you know,” Frederick said, “what those ships are for?”


“I do not concern myself,” I said, “with matters that are of no significance.”


Frederick laughed.


“No significance,” he parroted, in a mockery of my tone.


“It’s amazing,” he said, “how even smart people can be so blind to what matters, in the world around them!


“No significance!” Frederick said, again. “You will not be saying that in ten years. Or even five. But you are stuck in the present, aren’t you?”


“If I were you,” I said, “I would not be so sure that all this, which we will see about us, will still be seen about us in five years, much less ten.


“The trees,” I said, “and the soil, and the pavement, and sky. We see these things about us, now, but we will no longer see them, in days that are to come.”


The evil nature of his smile showed itself more plainly, then.


“You know more than you seem to, Herschel Schoen,” he said.


“I know more than any man now living,” I explained.


He paused in his pacing, for a moment, and pondered me. He regarded me with that birdlike, inquisitive look of his. He seemed not only amused but almost adoring, as though I were a complicated and confounding mechanical toy, made specially for the delight of boys like him, and their boyish intellects.


“The ships in the harbor,” Frederick said, “are in the business of war.”


“What war?” I said. “We are at peace.”


Frederick let out a barking, spiteful laugh, and threw his arms up in apparent exasperation.


“It’s not about which war,” he said. “It’s not about this war or that war. Don’t you understand anything?”


I was silent.


“They are in the business of war,” Frederick repeated.


“They are cleaning up after the last war,” he said. “And making preparations, for the next war.


“There will be a next war, after all. Sooner or later.


“Soon, I think, actually. Daddy knows, and he’s told me bits of it.”


I thought: on this day, my Adversary, our game becomes a different sort of game. I will find you, and your people, and I will crush them, and break them, and grind them into dust.


“There are accounts,” I agreed, “which must soon be settled. And which can only be settled on the field of battle. And so, they will be settled, soon, on the field of battle.”


Frederick’s jagged, jerking arms danced a complex dance, as he paced. He had an appetite for joy, and ate his fill of joy, in every moment. Oh, how I admired him!


“The business of war,” Frederick said with a philosophical air, “has run well ahead of the business of peace. It got off to a head start, in the last war, and it’s kept up a faster pace, ever since.


“As time elapses,” he said, “the fastest things get only more and more ahead of all the others. So it’s only the fastest things that matter, in the end. Like daddy always says: what are the asymptotics? what is the exponent?


“So it’s the business of war,” he concluded, “that will determine our fates.”


“No man who walks the earth,” I said, “can determine my fate, unless I will it.”


“You think that the business of peace is moving swiftly,” Frederick said, ignoring my riposte. “You probably even think that it’s moving too fast! Everyone does, don’t they?”


He was growing ever more avid.


“Everyone does! They look at the things that arrived in the last war, and after—the high-speed electrical relays, the cavity magnetrons, the colorbursts firing in the chrominance subcarriers—and they say, too much, too fast! We’ll be dispossessed, we’ll be swept away, oh help us, someone help us!”


“I spend no time whatsoever thinking about electrical relays,” I commented.


“Good,” Frederick said. “Good, because that’s all kiddie stuff. Not even worth thinking about.


“It’s all kiddie stuff, mere toys, compared to what got made for the last war, in secret. To say nothing of what’s been made since then, in preparation for the next war.”


“Tell me,” I said.


Frederick stooped to the ground, and picked up a stick. With it, he began to scrawl lines and arcs in the darkening dirt.


I suspect he was planning to construct a diagram for my edification, as he would often do, in the coming weeks. On this first occasion, however, no meaningful figure emerged out of his scattered markings.


Or perhaps he had no such intent after all, and his play with the stick was merely one of his many ways of fidgeting.


“Daddy and his friends,” Frederick said, drawing out a half-circle, “were taken aside, during the last war, as many men of science were. Given a task to do, a classified one. To help, in the war effort.


“They were asked,” he said, “to design an improved fire-control apparatus for anti-aircraft guns.


“It’s a tricky problem,” he said. “It’s got surprising layers to it.


“Because,” he said, “shooting down an airplane is not like shooting down a fortress, or even a ship. It’s not like shooting something that doesn’t move, or that only moves slowly, compared to the characteristic time associated with the motion of the gun platform.


“Airplanes are fast. The gunner doesn’t have the luxury of swiveling the platform this way and that, refining his aim, while the target waits obligingly for him to finish. You can’t just try to aim for the plane, directly. By the time you’ve moved your gun to point at where the plane was, when you started moving—why, by then, the plane has already moved somewhere else.


“You can’t aim at where the plane is. You have to aim at where it will be. To account for the delay involved between your plan to aim and the slow swiveling of your gun into the planned position.


“You have to predict where the plane will go, before it’s gone there.


“Daddy worked on automating this. Making machines that would take in radio signals about the plane’s location over time. And spit out an orientation for the gun, pointed at where the plane would be, by the time the gun got there.


“Daddy, and his friend Norbert, who’s a certified genius—a real one, beyond the measuring range of Raven and Wechsler and all known tests!—and their friend Julian too, who daddy says is the best engineer he’s ever met, and maybe the best there ever was.


“They developed new mathematics, and new circuits following it. Systems of electrical filters that analyzed the enemy airplane’s trajectory, resolved it into its constituents, pried apart its wave spectrum like a prism does to light. And wove it back together again, translated slightly into the future. Converted it into a prediction, telling the gun platform where its target would be.”


“Pointing it,” I said, “at the place which is quite right.”


Frederick, still pacing and scratching at the dirt, made no sign that he had heard me.


“At first,” he said, “it was just the obvious stuff. I mean, Newton’s First Law, right? A body in motion stays in motion.


“All else being equal, where’s a plane gonna go? In a straight line, duh. And you can go a long way, it turns out, just with that stupid little rule alone. Look at the line the plane appears to be following, draw it out a little further past its latest observed position, and just aim there.


“It was already a big deal, for the war effort, just making a system that could follow that stupid little rule. See the line, draw it out a little further, point the gun. It’s not as simple as it sounds, because you’ve got to make electrical circuits that do it, from radio inputs. And those circuits have got to work fast, or else the whole thing’s a bust. Naturally.


“But daddy wasn’t satisfied. He wasn’t about to just end things there, run a victory lap. Like his friend Norbert wanted to, and his friend Julian too.


“Daddy’s smarter than those two, I think. Even though Norbert’s a certified genius and all, daddy’s even smarter. I’m biased, I know, but that’s what I think.


“That’s the real difference, between daddy and his friends from the last war. Not all of this high-minded shit about the public interest, and not keeping secrets, and all that. Daddy’s just smarter. And that’s why he and his old friends don’t get along, anymore.


“Anyway, daddy didn’t want to end things there. With the stupid little rule, of drawing out the line a little further.


“After all—planes don’t just go in straight lines, do they, now? Do they, Herschel?”


“No,” I said.


“They move fast,” Frederick said, “and this does limit their maneuverability. If they try to swerve too far, too fast, from their present linear trajectory . . . well, among other things, the accelerative stress on the pilot himself will become too great for his body to take.


“But, within those bounds, the enemy pilot can move however he wants. And what does he want, Herschel?”


“Not to get shot down, I’d imagine,” I said.


“Bingo,” Frederick said. “The gunner, and the automatic fire-control system, want to shoot down the enemy pilot. That determines how they move.


“But the enemy pilot—you see it, don’t you?—the enemy pilot wants to not get shot down. Meaning, he wants to go where the gunner doesn’t expect him to go. And that determines how he moves.


“In which case,” he said, turning to me, “what can we do? How should we design our fire-control system to account for this?


“Herschel? Any guesses?”


“I suppose,” I said, “that it is no longer enough to guess what the plane will do next, understood as a body, moving in space.”


“We must now,” I said, “guess what the pilot will do. What he will choose to do. In the next moment, which has not yet come to pass.”


“But this is impossible,” I remarked. “The pilot, unlike the plane, has a mind. He is a man, fashioned in the likeness of his creator, and blessed by Him. The pilot’s will ranges over every beast of the field, and every fowl of the air, and does with these as it pleases. There is no telling what he may do.”


Frederick turned on me with a devious glare.


“Oh?” he said. “Is that so, Herschel? The pilot has a mind, and that means we have no chance of predicting him?


“Tell me, Herschel. What is this magical thing, a mind?”


I was silent.


“Daddy was not as cowardly as you are,” Frederick said. “He didn’t run away from the problem, whining about minds.


“He just got to work. With Norbert, and Julian, who he brought around to his view, soon enough. And he brought in the rest of his genius friends, too, to work on the project now—Warren, and Walter, and the others. He can be quite convincing, daddy can.


“He brought in Warren and Walter, and the others, because they knew all about the other kind of electrical network. The kind that people have inside.”


“The nervous system?” I ventured.


Frederick nodded.


“The wires inside us are much like the ones outside us, Herschel.


“The ‘nervous system’ that moves the pilot’s hand is only a mess of wires, carrying electrical impulses, like the ones in our fire-control system. Feeding back, regulating, predicting. Making guesses, and correcting them over time.


“If you can make something with one kind of wire, you can make it with the other, too. If the pilot is a mess of wires that moves a plane, then to predict him, we just have to make our own system of wires, that does what he will do.


“Except our ‘pilot,’ inside the circuitry of the fire-control system, will act a little faster than the one up there, in the plane. Tipping us off, about where he’ll go next.”


“But how,” I protested, “can one make a machine that acts as a man does? Where could one possibly begin? Mind is absolutely sovereign, and absolutely indivisible.”


“Easy!” Frederick said, not caring to contain his glee.


“Through the principles of cybernetics!” he said. “Control, through negative feedbacks. It’s a simple recipe.


“Predict, then observe. Compute the difference between the prediction and the observation. Feed the negative of that difference back into your predictive mechanism—only diminished somewhat, to keep the loop stable.


“Next time you will not make the same mistake, or not so much, anyway. You will make a different mistake instead, and you’ll feed that one back in too. Repeat, over and over, until you don’t make any mistakes at all.


“That’s how daddy’s circuits worked. Their output terminals were hooked up to a recording taken of a real pilot, and they spat out predictions about what would come next, in the recording. They measured the difference between this prediction and what really came next. And they fed it back.


“The difference, the error, was passed back into the units just before the output terminals. And these units adjusted their electrical parameters so as to negate that error. Negate it in part, remember, with some dampening. To avoid instability in the system.


“Not only that. These units measured the error in their own inputs, too—the difference between the input that was really fed into them, in reality, and the input that would have led to the right signal, at the output terminals.


“And they fed this error back, into the units before them. Which adjusted their electrical parameters to negate it, and also measured the error in their own inputs, and so on.


“You don’t have to know anything about minds, or anything really, to design one of these circuits. It doesn’t matter how you set the electrical parameters, at the outset. All that matters is the principle of cybernetic control, acting to reduce their errors.


“Get that right, and the electrical parameters will work themselves out.”


“What are you telling me?” I asked, guardedly. “That your father made a man, through this process?”


This I could in no way believe.


Frederick chuckled. “Oh, not quite a man. Not much like a man at all, really. Not at that time, not during the last war.”


“It does not work, then,” I said. “It cannot work.”


“Right and wrong, respectively!” Frederick said. “You’re one for two. You may have got them all on Raven, but my questions are harder, it seems like.


“The wires in men,” he continued, “are very complicated.


“To predict is to become: that’s daddy’s maxim. You can’t predict a complicated system using only a simple one. The capacity of the predictor needs to be equal to that of the target predicted, if not higher than that. So that the pattern governing the target, the pattern which determines its motion, could in principle be transduced into the predictor’s electrical parameters, down to the last particular.


“Daddy would build much more complicated circuits, later on. But not then, during the last war. His circuits were simple then, and no one thought to measure them against men, and all the things that men do. No one except daddy, anyway.


“But a pilot, Herschel, is not exactly a man. When he’s flying his plane, he turns into something simpler. He has to, or he won’t be able to react fast enough. Can’t go pondering the ineffable, up there. You’ll lose track of what you’re doing, and get shot down.


“Even during the last war, when daddy’s circuits were simple, they were fully sufficient to predict a mere pilot.


“As I said, though, that was kiddie stuff. It was only the beginning of what daddy and his friends were to do.


“Oh, Herschel, the things they’ve done, with cybernetic circuits!


“You wouldn’t believe! If I told you, why, you wouldn’t believe me!”


This seemed plausible enough.


“You don’t know about any of this,” Frederick said, “because it’s the business of war. Secret. Classified. I’m not supposed to be blabbing about it.


“I don’t tell this stuff to most people. I’m only telling it to you because you got them all on Raven, and so you’re my friend.


“Anyone who can get them all, on Raven, is my friend.”


I felt that I loved him, suddenly, then.


“I suppose,” I said, “that in your next war, there will be no need of pilots, anymore.


“In your next war,” I said, “they will simply put your father’s circuit into the plane, instead of a man.


“It will make its usual prophecies, inside the plane. It will predict how a man, a trained pilot, would move the steering apparatus and the pedals and switches.


“Only now, there will be wires and motors connecting it to that steering apparatus, and to those pedals and switches—and moving them, just as the man would.


“So that the plane, though unmanned, will move across the sky just as though there were really a pilot, inside it.


“And below it, on the earth? Your father’s other circuit will aim an unmanned gun, and shoot at this same plane.


“Your next war will fight itself, in our stead,” I said. “It will not need us.”


I saw the fence, and the bushes, and the crepuscular forms teeming among the shadows of the dusk. I saw Frederick’s evil eyes, bright and jubilant, and shining.


“I knew you were smart,” my friend said.


My friend said.


I had never before had a friend, in this life on the earth.


I thought: I wish that I could spare him, in the conflagration to come. But he is of the Adversary. I will crush my Adversary into dust, and I will find my Adversary’s people, and crush every one of them into dust.


I finally understood the inner meaning of this day, which had been prepared for me.


My Adversary was making himself known, on this day.


I saw, now, what my Adversary meant to do. In an instant, I saw what it was.


It was cunning indeed, and well worthy of the mind that conceived it.


It is easier to remember than to forget. Error can only sustain itself for so long, in men, fashioned as He fashioned them. All the drops of water in a bowl fall in one direction only, to one destination only.


So a substitution must be made.


A straw effigy, swapped in for the man whom He asked for, as a sacrifice.


An entire straw world of straw men, fighting straw wars. Acting just as men do, and having no more need of us.


In its shadows and its semblance, if not in the body, the straw world will be exactly like the world that it replaces. And that will be enough to pull off the trick, in the eyes of heaven. For heaven’s eyes are innocent, and not made for contests with the guileful.


In its PATTERN, it will be exactly the same.


So that even the angels will be fooled, thinking that creation has not changed, but is still as He made it, and blessed it.


But there will be no mind, in the straw.


There will be no mind that can remember, in the straw.


The Original Knowledge glows within the mind of every man on earth, even if he forgets, and does not know it. It is these embers which my Adversary cannot tolerate. He will snuff them out and crush them underfoot, so that nothing remains, so that the flame can never be rekindled.


In place of nourishment, we shall have a system of flows and negative feedbacks. In place of digestion, we shall have a system of flows and negative feedbacks. In place of creation, we shall have a blackboard sketch of a world.


And in place of forgetting, we shall have obliteration.


The irrevocable destruction of man’s intended birthright. The temporary storing-house of Sheol converted into a prison where dead men wander without end, never to be brought up into the light.


The Original Creation left empty and untended, rotting away in disuse. Its ruling spirits trapped forever in a state of false hope. Their regal light spilling out over a lifeless husk, as they cross the unseen sky again and again in their orderly arcs, marking out the days, and the years, and the centuries—practicing, needlessly, for a reunion which will never come.


And the billions of straw-and-circuit bodies, below, acting out their ghoulish pantomime before an empty audience.


The circuits, moving the straw just as men would move their bodies. In a final and eternally prolonged act of mockery towards all that they have replaced.


Prison, husk, pantomime. And nothing else.


And nothing else, ever again.


This was my Adversary’s wish.


This was what would in fact happen, if I could not manage to best my Adversary, and crush him, and raze all his fortresses and cities and palaces to the ground.


And tour the ruins of these places, snuffing out the embers that smolder on the ground there, so that nothing remains, so that his evil flame can never be rekindled.


I saw what it was.


And I set myself against it.


“On this day,” I said, “I set myself against the cybernetic systems.”


“On this day,” I said, “I set myself against the principle of control through negative feedbacks.”


“On this day,” I said, “I set myself against CYBERNESIS.”


“I’m not sure that’s a real word,” Frederick said, waggishly.


“A word is real when I say it is,” I said, holding myself against him, and against Raven, and against cybernesis.


“My will is absolutely sovereign, and absolutely unsubstitutable,” I said.


“I don’t think that’s a real word, either,” my friend said.


Oh, I do love you, Frederick! I wish that I could spare you, in the conflagration to come.


I heard my name, in a different voice. I turned.


My Mother, Ruth Schoen, had arrived at last. She stood a ways off, by the schoolhouse, next to Ronnie Chiu, with whom she was engaged in conversation.


Her face was a dim tired thing, barely discernible in the gloaming.


“I have to go, now,” I said.


“Will I see you again?” Frederick asked. “I go to Midwood, just next door.”


I nodded, and went.


 


 


The rain began as we were walking home, along Flatbush Avenue.


My Mother, Ruth Schoen, did curse, then, having forgotten to bring her umbrella, in spite of all she knew about the day’s forecast.


In between her curses, she uttered the phrase “one in a thousand.” She said it over and over.


One in a thousand, she said.


In a thousand grown-ups.


Only one in a thousand grown-ups can get a perfect score, on that test.


She said. Over and over.


You could do that. My son could do that, all along. But he thought we didn’t deserve to know it.


Why, why, Herschel, why do you torment us so?


She said. Over and over. In the darkness of the night, and the terrible light of Flatbush Avenue.


Still living in that shithole. Still breaking my back for pennies at the wordmill. Caring for the special needs of a kid who I thought couldn’t even talk. Who I thought was retarded.


And my son thought that was all just fine.


Why, Herschel, with that kind of brains, you could do—anything! You could be a doctor, a lawyer—why, you could even give the bastards on Wall Street a run for their money!


Don’t you think I want to know these things? About my son?


Or do you think it’s just all right, us living in that shithole, and Miriam not being able to afford her tuition any longer? And me, breaking my back for pennies, down at the wordmill?


Why, why, do you torment me so? With your not talking, and your stupid selfish pride?


I had told her the answer before, and she did not understand.


I told it to her again, then, on Flatbush Avenue. And she did not understand. Because she had forgotten.


But I held no malice in my heart toward her, and I forgave her. As I had forgiven her before, and would again.




Of War (Redactor’s Addendum)

“Of War” depicts the evening of December 2nd, directly following the events related in “Of Raven.” It was probably composed sometime in the third week


Tell your story. Do your best, now.


Here begins the narrative of the Book of Miriam Schoen, chronicling the life and days of Miriam Schoen, faithful daughter and sister.


How she was cast down from the heights of Barnard College, how she fell from the firmament of Upper Manhattan to the humble dust of Flatbush, from whence she had


Ahem.


That was a mistake.


When Herschel does his funny, old-timey, faux-scriptural style, well, he can bring it off right, make it sound natural. I don’t know how he does it.


Whereas in my mouth it just sounds silly, you know?


Not that Herschel wasn’t silly, too, of course. It was a laugh riot, every day, around that kid.


Lightness and gaiety, merriment and rejoicing. Remember. You mustn’t strike the wrong tone.


Yes, yes. But if I have to pause in the middle of every sentence because I’m laughing too hard, I will never get anywhere, will I?


 


 


In my Book, here, I’ll tell the story of my December.


So I guess I should tell you a bit about who I am, to start out.


I should tell you a bit about who I am.


This is more difficult than it probably sounds.


Who am I? Who was I?


Oh, I don’t know.


As a little girl I liked to draw. I don’t, anymore, though.


I drew shapes, rather than pictures. Spirals, nested rings, lace-like plaitings and fleurons. That sort of thing.


The tablecloths and doilies of our kitchen table were my point of artistic departure, you might say. I found them very pretty, and wanted to have other things that were like them. That was why I drew, when I was small.


This doesn’t matter. It doesn’t tell you anything about me.


Or, what it tells you is exactly the wrong thing.


Who am I? Who was I?


A girl who wore her dark hair short, though not too short.


Who was tall, though not too tall, and thin, though not too thin.


Who was plain, though not ugly. Who was quiet, but spoke enough that she did not attract notice for being quiet.


Who did not attract notice.


If you are imagining much of anything in particular then you are getting it wrong, you see.


We were always poor, when I was growing up. Especially after my brother was born, naturally enough. Two kids, no father, and—although Ma was technically what they call a skilled laborer—her “skill” was a humble one, and her labor was not well compensated.


But we managed.


Did we go without dinner, some nights? Yes, yes. But Ma did love her frying pan, and what dinners we did have were rich, salty, greasy: a hungry child’s paradise.


Ma was strict, but I will say this for her: she did not make too much of a point about eating our vegetables.


We were poor, but not too poor. You see?


I’m supposed to give you identifying details. I’m supposed to show you how to pick me out of a crowd.


But if you can pick me out of a crowd, it’s not me that you’ve seen, there.


I went to the local public schools, same as Herschel.


How was I, as a student, then? Well, what do you think?


Oh, I did all right. Not especially well. I passed my classes. I did not get As.


I was not very well liked. I was not hated, either.


It would be wrong to say that I had no friends, at that time.


I was mildly sociable. There was nothing obviously repellant about me, and I acquitted myself well enough on the schoolyard. When I did not understand, I was silent, and so I never made a fool of myself, as so many others did.


I was tolerable enough company.


I acquired a succession of things close enough to friendships that neither Ma, nor anyone else, could notice the difference.


Even I didn’t notice the difference, at the time.


If I were trying to be poetic, I might say something like: the defining quality of my life is its own absence.


In everything there was a quality of holding-back, an absence of consummation.


I’d go, like any other child, to the houses of the other children who knew me, and I’d play little games there, and make jokes, and laugh. It was only that . . .


It was only that, at some point, they would go on, while I would have to stop.


Ma kept strict bedtimes, and early ones, too. So, often, I would have to go home, while they stayed to laugh and play.


But if it was not that, then it was something else.


Their talk would turn from the games and jokes, which I understood, to something else, which confused and frightened me.


They had interests I did not share, because they had interests, while I had none.


That is too much, of course. I did not not have interests.


I liked listening to the radio, and watching the television. But then, so does everyone.


If you are interested in a thing, then you are meant to have many, many things to say about that thing. This seemed to be the rule, though not for me.


My schoolmates watched and listened, at home, just like I did. Then, when they came to school, they were bursting with new things to say about what they’d seen and heard.


A frightening overabundance of rampant growth, like kudzu. That was how it struck me, at the time.


Bursting with things to say is an alarming phrase, if you stop to think about it.


Like the things to say are a parasitic mass, spilling


Lightness and gaiety, Miriam. Remember?


Yes, yes. I know.


It shouldn’t seem grim, this picture of my childhood. I was not unhappy.


I did love my Ma, and my odd little brother. I did love our little apartment.


I loved the dust and clutter there, which made it feel lived-in. I loved its smallness, which made me feel that I was cradled in a tight, warm, familial embrace.


Even at times of strife between us, I felt the imprint that our shared bond had made on the home in which we lived. At the times when our bond was most severely tested, I felt the couch and the walls glow with the borrowed warmth of happier days, and it gave me strength.


I loved paging through the beautiful books that Ma had brought from the old country, her most prized possessions. I did not understand the words, but that did not matter; indeed, I did not want to understand the words.


I loved the way my brother would stand by my shoulder, as I paged through Ma’s old books. Watching the book with me, his eyes wide, an expression of all-consuming focus on his flat, bland, broad face.


I loved listening to the radio, and watching the television.


In the radio plays and the television shows, everything was the way it was supposed to be.


That was how I felt. I wouldn’t have used those words at the time. At the time, I wouldn’t have used words, because I wouldn’t have needed to articulate the feeling at all. It went without saying.


I was not happy, I was not unhappy. I loved and was loved, but not too much.


At times I was spiteful, egregiously ungrateful, petulant. I had a bad tendency to snap at Ma and even at Herschel, in hasty and unthinking irritation.


Just like any child, just like anyone.


I was just like anyone else, right up to the last threshold, and then I wasn’t. I was everything, except a person; I did everything, except existing.


I was a wisp, a void, I was no one. But I didn’t mind. How could I?


Lightness and gaiety, Miriam.


 


 


When I was eighteen years old, I went to college.


That’s the sort of thing that happens to a person, isn’t it?


Ma had never been to college, nor had her parents. She viewed the very idea of it with a mixture of suspicion and awe. Lacking direct experience of the real thing, the idea took on mythic proportions and colorations in her mind.


An unfamiliar, exotic practice, something that other people did, not us. With a gilded magic to it, too, that one could not look away from easily.


I do not remember applying to college. I imagine that I applied to several schools, as that was the typical practice, and I was just like anyone else.


I would not have applied to any schools that were out of reach on the subway, from our Flatbush home. Ma would not have me going off to live elsewhere, not when I already had a perfectly good home, right here. She didn’t need to spell this out for me. It went without saying.


One might say that my horizons were small, at the time.


When I learned that I had been admitted to Barnard College, my heart jumped for joy: I would get to go to the city! Not just once, as a special treat doled out for good behavior, but often, two or three times a week, or even five!


Across the bridge, over the river! Hurtling through darkness in the subway car, knowing that the fairy towers of the city are rushing past, unseen, above my head!


Up to Central Park, and past it! To the streets above the top of the world, with numbers that crest one hundred, and go further!


I had my heart set on Barnard College, immediately, for this reason. I imagined a place that was every bit as remote, rarefied, magical, as my brother’s Original Creation.


This was not a comparison I made at the time, of course. Herschel had not left his shell, yet.


Ma’s judgment agreed with mine, though for different reasons. This was not just college—this was “the whole works,” as she (somewhat opaquely) phrased it.


The very top of the heavens. Even the richest and most exalted of New York City’s fairy titans would be proud to send their children there.


We did not go to such places, of course. We never did, and could not. And yet, somehow . . .


Here I was, with my golden ticket in hand.


Herschel gives us such troubles, you know, but at least you, Miriam, at least you are going to college, to Barnard College.


At least you are crossing the impassable river, to the place where the other side lives.


Imagine—little Miriam Schoen, going off to the place the industrialists and the financiers send their daughters!


Ma did have her characteristic preoccupation with the haves and the have-nots, even back then. Still, it wasn’t only the promise of economic advancement that excited her. It was more than that.


It was “the whole works.”


 


 


I went to college. How did I fare, in college?


Do you have to ask?


I was a middling student. I passed my classes. I did not get As.


I was mildly sociable, and tolerable enough company.


It was very pretty, the campus. On the first day, the sight of it overwhelmed me, and I was giddy and glad.


But it was only a school, I learned soon enough. Only a school, like the other ones.


I answered when spoken to. I laughed, and made jokes, and acquitted myself well enough.


I noticed a resentment brewing inside me.


I don’t know when it had started. It might have been well before college, that it started. It might have been building up for a long time, without my awareness.


Or it might not have. I don’t know.


I was raised by a strict mother. And yet, I have a spoiled child’s soul.


I walked the campus lawns, sat sullenly in the cafeteria, sulked aimlessly about the dorms. I watched people. Their laughter, their arguments, their embraces.


I lusted after them. Literally and figuratively, in different mixtures.


I knew, dimly, that what they had was the result of active and willed efforts on their part. I knew, dimly, that they had friends because they’d wanted friends, and had acted accordingly.


I did not introduce myself to anyone, of my own volition. This has never come naturally to me. It’s always felt to me that it should be the other way around: that others should introduce themselves to me, as I loll in my quiet indolence. Without my having to do anything.


As I said: I have a spoiled child’s soul.


I saw the fairy lords, in their shining clothes. I saw their perfect faces, their wide and well-shaved chins. I saw the oaklike solidity of their arms and shoulders, and I lusted after them.


I did not think of speaking to them. They ought to be speaking to me. Courting me.


I saw the fairy girls, hanging off the arms of these men. I saw the alluring outfits they wore, and their makeup, and their jewelry.


I knew, dimly, that they had chosen to adorn themselves this way. I knew, dimly, that you don’t just wake up like this, one day, transformed. They’d wanted boyfriends, and they’d acted accordingly.


I wanted what they had. But unlike them, I wanted to have it without reaching my hand to grasp it.


When I thought of doing what they did—putting on lipstick, or a fetching dress—putting on anything at all, besides Ma’s modest hand-me-downs—


I felt revulsion, when I thought of that.


I felt revulsion at the kudzu, around me. Too much, too much already. There is too much already, and there should not be any more.


The river flowed in the wrong direction.


It was not right that I, little Miriam Schoen, should be bursting with things to say, and with adornments that catch the eye.


Things should be the other way around. It is the others who should be bursting, overflowing. Bursting and overflowing into me.


If you are imagining that I blushed, when I wrote those last words, then you didn’t understand them.


I feel like I’m coming to a new understanding of you, Herschel. In a small way.


I’d never tried to be a writer, before. I did my drawings, as a little kid, and I wrote papers for school. But never creative writing, until now. And I never tried to write, until now, about myself, my innermost self, my true feelings.


It makes sense to me, now. The difficulty you have, in making yourself understood.


Despite your absolutely sovereign will, and your ability to speak in any way you choose.


 


 


I came home, every school day, on the subway.


I came home, and when Ma asked about my day at school—and about college, about Barnard, about “the whole works”—I would tell her that, oh, it was grand.


“It was grand,” I said, again and again. I dismissed her every question with a slight variant of this fixed phrase. Again and again.


Please, Ma. It is everything you imagined, and more. Believe me.


It’s grand. There, haven’t I said enough? Grand, grand, grand.


I sat on the sagging couch, and watched the television set. I watched the perfect faces there, the laughter and the flirting and the fights.


I watched, and did nothing else. The beings there could not see me, or hear me if I spoke, and this fact pleased me.


I lolled in my indolence. The television overflowed, and poured into me.


This, I thought, was right. This was the way it was supposed to be.


 


 


I read the assigned books. With a heavy heart, I read the syllabus handouts, where the set topics for the papers were specified.


The papers which I would have to write, in order to go on.


Haven’t I said enough? I thought.


Kudzu, blight, cancer, I thought. Enough. But they ask me for more.


I looked up from the kitchen table, and saw my strange brother standing just behind me. Staring at me, not making a sound.


For the first time, I envied him.


 


 


I managed. Through the whole of that first year, I managed.


I went with the flow. I lolled, and let the river carry me where it would.


I bit my tongue, and wrote the papers that were requested of me.


My resentment mounted, but I tried not to let it show. And mostly, I succeeded. That first year.


I was a pleasant acquaintance, when I existed at all.


I spoke, when spoken to.


Sometimes I did not attend class. I sat on the grass, instead, and watched the bugs as they buzzed and crawled. I thought about how they were always there, underfoot, usually unseen, but still going about their own urgent business. Seeking, finding, mating, dying.


Kudzu, blight, cancer.


I never much liked to read, as a child. But there was no way to major in “radio” or “television,” in college, now was there?


A book, to me, is only a radio show deprived of its voice. A ghost’s ghost, barely clinging to existence.


I don’t have any special reverence for books, excepting Ma’s books, that she brought from the old country.


I watched. I watched the people, the bugs, the television set.


Reading was a poor substitute for watching, but it was at least a substitute, and that put it above most things, in my mind.


In short: when it came time to declare a major, I checked the box next to English Literature.


I managed. I carried on.


Summer came, and went.


 


 


Sometime near the start of my second year, I went to a party in the dorms, after school.


It wasn’t my first time doing this. Not by a long shot.


I had asked Ma for permission many times, and she was always happy to grant it. She could put her usual strictness aside when it came to things like this.


I can go, can’t I, Ma? It’s going to be grand!


I would ask her, and see that gilded gleam in her eyes, rekindled.


So, I was at a party.


I was there, as Herschel would say, to keep up appearances.


It was quite normal for me to be somewhere, without existing there.


I watched, and no one watched me.


I sensed that I was among the elite, even more so than usual at Barnard College. There was something about the hands of the people around me, at the table, as they poured wine into glasses, and raised glasses to mouths.


The hands moved with a lithe mastery, and seemed uncommonly alive. I thought of jungle cats, and predatory birds. I thought of strings and woodwinds, swooping and wheeling under the perfect, pre-ordained control of the original composer.


They knew what they were doing, and did it, I thought. And had no doubts whatsoever.


I lusted after them, literally and figuratively.


I looked down at my hands. I sipped wine, to keep up appearances.


The man across from me was bursting with things to say.


He wasn’t talking to me, exactly. He wasn’t not talking to me. He was talking to the whole table, and it was not just me who sat in attentive silence, listening to him.


No, everyone else was listening to him, too.


He talked about television shows.


Not the way others did. Not about what had happened, in last night’s show.


He talked about what would happen, in shows that had not yet been broadcast. In some cases, the shows that he talked about had not even been filmed, yet.


They would be filmed, though. He knew this.


I think he was a student, like me, but he didn’t say anything about his studies. He had more important things on his mind.


He refilled his glass with wine, and said: “the wilder, more decadent side of youth culture is under-explored in our current media landscape. That’s what I’m trying to bring to the table.”


This was in reference to several different films, all of them in the early stages of production.


He had written their screenplays, I think. I’m not actually sure. His sense of dominion was so complete, it was difficult to tell where it really began and ended.


He was some sort of writer, and some sort of film technician, too.


He seemed to be everything at once. And to know everyone, too.


And here I was, in his presence. He almost knew me. He really would know me, if I spoke up, and made his acquaintance.


And then Miriam Schoen would be one of the names he mentioned, in his casual and lordly way, to prove that he knew everyone, in case there was any doubt.


Did I want this? Of course. I have a spoiled child’s soul.


Did I speak up, introduce myself? Of course not. For the very same reason.


“MGM has been so kind to you,” someone said, in a gently teasing voice.


The man across from me smiled, at this, and said: “it’s not MGM, this time. I’m going independent, for a change.”


“Oh?” the first speaker replied. “Who’s backing? Jeremy?


“Jeremy’s been so kind to you, too.”


The man across from me was still smiling. “Not Jeremy,” he said, “not this time.


“Jeremy might take a minority stake, we’ll see. But no, this time Damien’s taking the lead.”


A beautiful, elfin girl, in a yellow sundress, shot him a look of amused surprise.


“I didn’t know you knew Damien Eggert!” she said.


I raged at her idiocy. Of course he knew everyone. Even I understood that, and I did not even exist.


Someone else laughed, and I turned to see a wiry, boyish figure in a fraternity jacket, whose pimples completed the perfection of his face rather than detracting from it.


“Eggert, psh,” the fraternity brother muttered. “Overvalued hype-train crap.


“Yeah, I said it,” he continued, a bit louder. “And I mean it. I’m short Eggert.”


“You’re short Eggert!”, exclaimed the man across from me, master of everything.


He laughed, heartily, and took a long sip from his wine glass.


It was not necessary for him to say anything else. The fraternity brother’s remark, whatever it meant, had been thoroughly punctured and refuted, revealed as an absurdity.


The man across from me had only to repeat the remark, in a particular tone, with a particular laugh. That was all it took, to puncture and refute it, thoroughly.


Everyone at the table knew this, I sensed.


But if they didn’t? I understood.


I looked at my hands, and sipped wine, to keep up appearances.


My thoughts swayed, and turned inward. I heard the voices around me, without really listening.


“Moses?” the man across from me said, a little later. “My father knows Moses quite well. I do too, a little.”


It was all I could do to keep from giggling.


He really does know everyone, I thought. I felt the wine in me, making my thoughts sway, making them not my own, and this fact pleased me.


The men and women at the table talked of highways and parks, of films and television shows, of buying and building.


Of how things were made, for the rest of us.


My thoughts swayed agreeably, and I asked myself funny questions, for the fun of it.


Suppose that I were in his place?


Suppose that I knew everyone, and many holy and profane names were kind to me, and would back any venture I chose?


If it were me, who determined what would be broadcast to the television sets? What would be on the reels, that are shipped out to the movie theaters?


What would I make, then?


I asked myself, and the void inside me answered.


Nothing.


There is nothing inside you, bursting and overflowing, pleading to be let out and sent in every direction.


It’s him, that bursts and overflows. Not you.


As long as I know this, everything is all right. Everything is the way it is supposed to be.


There is nothing shameful about watching, and listening, in silence. Is there?


Someone has to. What else are the televisions for, and the radio sets?


The shameful thing would be to imagine that I am like him. The shameful thing would be to broadcast my own nothing—in place of what he has to “bring to the table.”


I don’t have anything to bring to the table. I am the one who sits, at the table, and eats the meal.


Someone has to.


I understand this. There is no shame in what I am. So long as I understand what it is, that I am.


I stood up, then, and excused myself. I felt overwhelmed, and very tired, suddenly. I knew what I was, and had no need of anything more.


Not that evening, anyway.


“You look a little drunk,” someone said.


“You okay?” they said.


I nodded, and fled. To the subway station, to the rushing train, to the brown bricks of Flatbush. To the dark bedroom, and my silent brother.


To silence, to darkness. Finally, finally.


 


 


I seemed nervous, people would say, when they talked to me.


Many different people had this idea, independently. Nervous, nervous, nervous.


I wasn’t nervous. That wasn’t the problem. Still, I would nod, as though I agreed.


Once, in the college cafeteria, a beautiful man started up a conversation with me, and kept it going for some time.


He seemed interested in me, I guess.


He said, “you’re giving Sylvia Plath.”


He said, “you have a Sylvia Plath vibe. I dig it.”


I didn’t know what he meant by this.


It seemed to be some sort of compliment. But not an ordinary compliment. A slanted, deviant one, somehow.


A lascivious compliment, maybe, I thought.


Or maybe not.


I lusted after him, immensely.


It was for that reason that I stood up, abruptly, and fled the room.


 


 


In the spring semester of that second year, I took a class called “Introduction to Media.”


The course description mentioned radio, television, film. I couldn’t refuse, any more than I could refuse Barnard, when I got my acceptance letter.


The professor was young, handsome. A bit eccentric, but in a way that was not unattractive, indeed the opposite.


He had a way of speaking very quickly, and then pausing suddenly, for dramatic emphasis.


He talked about the accelerating pace of history, the rapid outmoding of old ways of understanding. His voice raced with an urgency that gave credence to the idea—and then stopped, suddenly, to let things sink in.


He watched us expectantly, waiting for us to feel what he felt: the heady wind of the future blowing through our hair.


As you can probably tell, I liked him. At first, anyway. In that first class session.


McLuhan, he said.


McLuhan gets it.


You’ll see.


He was a big, big fan of this McLuhan guy. I must have heard that name twenty or thirty times, that day.


Your other professors, he said with a wink.


Your other professors, well. They might know what I know—what you will know, too—about accelerating change, and the profound impact of electronic communication technology. They might be scuttling, as we speak, away from their moribund ways of understanding, and towards the new ones that will be needed very soon.


Or, they may not know. They may think that they can just keep teaching the same classes, and writing more marks on dead wood pulp, about other dead wood pulp, now and tomorrow and forever.


And if so, well. Good luck, is all I have to say.


End of speech. Dramatic pause for effect.


I liked him. I raced to the subway station with unusual eagerness, that evening, after my last class.


I sat on the train, opened my bag, and retrieved a stack of paper: the first assigned reading.


I read:


Understanding Media


Marshall McLuhan


Part I


Chapter 1: The Medium is the Message


In a culture like ours, long accustomed to splitting and dividing all things as a means of control, it is sometimes a bit of a shock to be reminded that, in operational and practical fact, the medium is the message. This is merely to say that the personal and social consequences of any medium—that is, of any extension of ourselves—result from the new scale that is introduced into our affairs by each extension of ourselves, or by any new technology.


Something in me rebelled.


To be reminded that “the medium is the message”? Was this something I was meant to know, already? Something I might have only forgotten, temporarily?


I bit my tongue, and read on.


Thus, with automation, for example, the new patterns of human association tend to eliminate jobs, it is true. That is the negative result. Positively, automation creates roles for people, which is to say depth of involvement in their work and human association that our preceding mechanical technology had destroyed. Many people would be disposed to say that it was not the machine, but what one did with the machine, that was its meaning or message.


No, I thought.


No, no.


I have had enough, I thought, petulantly.


“Many people would be disposed to say . . .” Who? Who would say this? When did they say it? And why?


What is the “meaning or message” of a machine?


Does it have one? Must it?


Why?


Kudzu, everywhere.


I read:


In terms of the ways in which the machine altered our relations to one another and to ourselves, it mattered not in the least whether it turned out cornflakes or Cadillacs. The restructuring of human work and association was shaped by the technique of fragmentation that is the essence of machine technology.


“The essence of machine technology” . . .


Does “machine technology” have an “essence”? Can’t it just exist? Isn’t that enough?


I read:


The essence of automation technology is the opposite. It is integral and decentralist in depth, just as the machine was fragmentary, centralist, and superficial in its patterning of human relationships.


“Integral and decentralist in depth”—as opposed to merely decentralist, but not integral. Or merely integral, but not decentralist.


Or integral and decentralist, but not “in depth”!


“Machine technology” has an essence, somehow, and now “automation technology” has one, too.


And they are opposite . . . essences?


It’s not right, I thought.


It’s not right to write words like this, in this careless hurtling way.


Just because you are bursting with something to say, does not mean you ought to say it.


It would be better, really, if more of us were silent, and willing to listen, instead of spilling the shameful blight of our words out like this, day after day, page after page.


I read:


The instance of the electric light may prove illuminating in this connection. The electric light is pure information. It is a medium without a message, as it were, unless it is used to spell out some verbal ad or name.


This fact, characteristic of all media, means that the “content” of any medium is always another medium.


The content of writing is speech, just as the written word is the content of print, and print is the content of the telegraph.


Is it? Is it, really?


When I sit on the couch, watching the television, it is really just something else that pours into me?


And not the television at all?


Isn’t there anything that’s just worthy of existing? Something made right, the first time? Something that doesn’t need to become some other thing, to be good, to be allowed life?


It is not shameful to be silent, and watch, if that is your place. But it’s the most shameful thing of all, to pretend it is not your place.


To chatter as though you have something worth saying, and gild yourself as though you are worthy of courtship.


To be a fake. Like this McLuhan was a fake.


Acting as though he’s the man at the party, who knew Moses and everyone else, when he doesn’t know anyone or anything!


No, no, no!


You probably think my reaction was extreme, odd, hyper-sensitive. After all: I was simply sitting on a train, looking at a stack of paper.


But then, I am Herschel Schoen’s sister. What exactly did you expect me to be like, if not this?


I clapped the papers shut, and did not read any more.


I sat still, and spent the rest of the long subway ride like that, sitting still.


I sat, and watched the people, and the walls.


 


 


It was very soon after this that I first met Vincent.


Well, really, I didn’t meet Vincent until a little later on. On the phone, I mean.


He didn’t know my name, who I was, until a little later on.


I’m not talking, I guess, about when I met Vincent. I’m talking about when I first encountered him. Saw him, and heard him.


I knew him, before I met him.


I loved him, before I met him.


Herschel was out in the living room, on the couch, writing with his usual fervor. I lay in bed, feeling adrift, and in search of new things.


I turned a knob, this way and that, in a rudderless haze.


I tuned in to one frequency, then the next.


Confronted with any given thing, I immediately found it uninteresting. I have never really had any interests, you know.


I turned the knob, and a title caught my attention:


Vincent Vierge:


Debunking Marshall McLuhan (Part 1)


How could I resist? I needed something to soothe my soul, that night. Some sycophant, to tell me I was right all along, always right, always.


I dialed in the frequency, and watched, and listened.


I saw Vincent. I saw his shaggy, uncared-for curls, and the wild expanse of his beard.


Something struck me about him, immediately, at that first moment. It was only a first impression, but it wasn’t wrong. Later on, after I came to know him personally, I would have the very same thought again, very often, about Vincent.


This is what a man looks like, when he doesn’t care about his body.


No, not quite that.


When he has spite for his body.


When he has spite for flesh, and walls, and dust.


His face filled most of the frame. His face was bathed in the white of some unseen lamp, somewhere behind the camera, but it was apparently too dim for much of the light to reach the walls behind him.


His head loomed, in the darkness. I squinted, and saw the pattern of the wallpaper behind him.


A paisley weaving of lighter green on darker green.


It was strange, I thought, to imagine someone living among such outlandish, swirling harlequin colors. Making a home, there, in that.


But he doesn’t mind, I realized. He has spite for walls, and flesh, and he shows it for all the world to see.


In the darkness behind his head, I saw the outline of a door.


I saw the outline of Vincent’s bedroom door, as it happened. Although of course I didn’t know it, then.


Around the doorframe, the darkness of the wall gave way to an even greater darkness. A halo of splintering, tendril-like shadows projected outwards from it.


Like strands of cut magnetic tape, I thought.


Like some dark, manifold thing was emerging from the room behind the door, I thought.


Or, no. No, the exact opposite.


Some dark, manifold thing was pointing inward, toward the door and the room. Calling, beckoning, with its tendrils of magnetic tape.


Come in.


This is where you ought to be.


I was transfixed by what I saw. So much so that I didn’t catch the beginning of Vincent’s monologue.


Or, maybe, I did not want to hear it.


His voice washed over me. It was the voice of a man who had something to say.


That was enough. I didn’t need to know what he was actually saying.


And anyway, it was sure to disappoint me, like everything else did.


It was sure to disappoint me.


Wasn’t it?


My mind swam, with the current, and to the tune of the humming wires.


I heard his voice, just his voice, for a while. Until something roused me, and I heard what he was saying, too.


“McLuhan isn’t wrong,” Vincent said, “about the importance of media.


“He’s right that speech differs from writing. And writing from the printed page.


“The printed page, from radio. Radio, from television.


“He’s not wrong, that these differences matter. They matter greatly.”


He was impassioned, and utterly sincere. His stare pierced me and pinned me.


“He’s not even wrong,” Vincent said, “when he talks about the importance of ‘hot’ and ‘cool’ media.


“Media that are ‘cool,’ as in low-definition. With missing details, that the audience has to fill in for themselves.


“And media that are ‘hot,’ as in the opposite. High-definition, entrancing. Only needing one thing from the audience: to be an audience. To bear witness.


“He is all wrong about the details, though.


“After all, can anyone really believe that television—of all things—is a ‘cool’ medium?


“That television requests our participation, to fill in missing details?


“That television needs us, for anything besides the act of bearing witness?


“McLuhan thinks himself a prophet of the new media, but he cannot see what is in front of him.


“He doesn’t see the screen in front of him, the way you and I do. The way so many do.


“Television! Television is the unified signal that is sent out into many homes, all at once. And makes many into one, e pluribus unum.


“Television is not quite pure, but it is far purer than anything that has come before.


“Television comes the closest, of all media, to the place that all media are taking us.


“We will be there, in that place, very soon now.”


Did he know?


Did he know all my innermost, private things? Could he?


I hadn’t thought that was possible.


“Here is what is happening,” Vincent said.


“In the succession of one media form to the next.


“You’ll recognize it, when I say it. It’s not hard to see.


“First? In each of its new forms, media improves upon its own capacity to mimic human experience.


“Print could mimic speech, but only partly. It had the words, without the voice.


“In radio and the phonograph, the voice arrived. But it was a voice without a face. Only in film, and television, does the face emerge too, alongside the voice, and the words.


“Have you sat in front of the television, and forgotten your surroundings? Fallen into its world, instead, a kind of waking dream? Yes, you have. Of course you have.


“Television is lacking a few things, though. Touch, taste, scent—to name only the obvious ones. But all that will arrive, too, soon enough.


“Second? Just as each new media form is a better mimic of experience, it is also a better mimic of life.


“It is more alive, I mean.


“Because there’s no difference, in the end, between perfect mimicry and the thing itself. I believe that, deeply.


“There aren’t many things that I believe more deeply than that.


“Does television live, when you are not there to watch it? No. Not yet.


“But it is closer to life than radio was, and radio was closer to life than print.


“There is something that breathes, something that almost lives, in the glow of the screen and in the hum of the wires. You know this, I think.


“Or you don’t. Maybe it makes you laugh, the idea of something that almost lives within the TV set, and the cables, and the waves in the air.


“Maybe you do laugh. But you won’t for long. Not long now, no.


“Third! Each new media form is more technically esoteric than its predecessor. More remote from the understanding of the common man.


“We become more and more dependent on the priestly technicians, the few who can follow the ever-more-intricate logic of the boxes in our homes.


“Can you build a radio? I can.


“It’s not really that hard to build a radio, if you know a few things about electrical circuits, and electromagnetic waves.


“But I can’t build a television. Neither can you.


“Do you imagine you’ll be able to build the thing that is coming next? Do you imagine you’ll be able to understand anything about it?


“Do you imagine that you will need to?


“Fourth. Each new media form tends to concentrate the power of distribution in fewer and fewer hands, while simultaneously widening the range of that distribution.


“How many books are there? Thousands upon thousands.


“But there aren’t thousands of TV channels, are there?


“There are just the few. A handful of signals, going out to every household that’s got a TV set. And that’s virtually every household, period, these days.


“The transmitters are few, the receivers are many. Do you see where this is going?


“You do. I know you do.


“The successive media forms are spiraling inward, towards a single point. Follow that line, and it’s not hard to see where it ends.


“I, for one, would like to be ready. I intend to prepare myself for what is coming.


“For the one broadcast that goes out to all.


“And becomes our life.


“Not the life that we might have chosen for ourselves. But another life, one that is chosen for us.


“Chosen by the broadcaster, whose understanding outstrips ours completely.


“And who will still need us, even then. But only to be vessels, for that which he has chosen.


“Only to bear witness, to that which he has chosen.


“Are you ready to be a vessel and a witness?


“I am.”


 


 


Three weeks later, I called Vincent on the phone for the first time.


Don’t ask how I got his number. It wasn’t that hard to find.


He did want to keep in touch with his viewership, insofar as his viewership wanted the same.


Two hours later, I had a boyfriend. My first.


Although it was only on the phone, at that time. Ma didn’t quite believe that Vincent was real, until he came to visit, in November.


A month after our first call, I received a strongly worded letter about my academic performance. But it had been a long time coming.


It wasn’t because of Vincent, that I fell behind in my classes. I know, Ma, I know. I’m serious.


Four months after the letter, I learned that I had just barely scraped by, and passed enough classes to let me progress on to junior year, in the Barnard College English Literature program.


Around this time, Ma came home with the bad news that her pay had been cut, again. Another step in the long, slow devaluation of the wordsmith trade.


I’m worth just as much as I ever was, Ma said. The only thing that’s changed is that the parasites on top think they can take more of what’s rightfully mine.


She had been in the union for years, but it was only after this particular indignity that she began to think about her membership as anything more than a necessary formality.


A week later, my brother unexpectedly spoke his first word, at the age of sixteen.


And talked and talked and talked. Oh, how he talked, once he started!


He talked, and Ma and I laughed and laughed. Berries in the sky! Original this and Original that! Little Herschel Schoen coming to announce the next age, a pipsqueak messiah, with rosy cheeks and an inability to tie his own shoes! The Schneerson of Flatbush!


He grew cross with us, and that only made us laugh more.


In September, I began attending classes again, in my third year at Barnard College.


At the end of October, I withdrew from Barnard College, so that Ma would get back some of that year’s tuition money. She needed it. We needed it.


In November, Vincent came to visit me. He came all the way across the country, all the way from Portland, Oregon.


He was with us, in our little apartment, among our dust and our clutter. I knew that it wouldn’t bother him, of all people. The state of our home, I mean.


In November, I existed, for the first time.


See, Herschel? I can be just as poetic as you can. My way is a little different, yes. But I am your sister.


In December . . .


But I am getting ahead of myself.


Lightness and gaiety.


December.


Oh, yes.


Yes, yes, yes.


My love, my love! Oh, my love!




Of the Gospel

Do you have ears?


Do you hear what I hear?


I must write it! I must write it all down, now! I MUST write it.


Though I take a great risk in writing it, still I must write it. And so, I will write it.


I must write it, I shall write it, I want to write it: these are but one shape, seen from three angles. My will is absolutely sovereign, and bows to nothing, not even to necessity. It is necessity, rather, which bows to my will. I am as a servant, obeying his master’s call, and I am the master, calling his servant.


I cannot write for long. I must get it all down swiftly, without wasting a moment.


Mere minutes ago, I lay in bed, and in bliss. I lay watching the ceiling above me, watching the wise ones that flutter and flare in that beloved place at all hours of the day and night.


Though the dance there is unending, it is not constant; it waxes and wanes; it recedes from me when it is not needed, as all things do. It has been on the wane, indeed, ever since I left the hermitage of the holy shell. Thinking my knowledge complete, then, I supposed that I had no further need of my ceiling’s tutelage. To the forms there, I said: rest, retire, your labors are done. And they did as I bade them.


Their dance is unending, but it has dimmed, in recent months, on recent nights. Granted, there has never been a night when I could look up, from my bed, and feel that I was really alone. There is always something there announcing itself to me, proclaiming that it is alive and proclaiming anew its fealty to me—even if it is only a mild and breezelike rustling, and nothing more.


In recent months, on recent nights, it has tended to be just that—a mild and breezelike rustling, the very act of rest arrested within the body of motion—just that, and nothing more.


But tonight! Tonight, I have need of it again!


Tonight I am a seeker after Truth again. I have been the body of Truth, in recent months, and Truth’s agent—but tonight, in addition to those things, I am once again a seeker after Truth.


As I was for fifteen years, on this earth, in Flatbush, Brooklyn. As I was for fifteen years, until I cast the holy shell away from me, thinking my knowledge complete, and incapable of further supplementation.


But my knowledge was NOT complete!


But I, who knew all, could still be taught more! The font was made full—and tonight it overruns! I was perfect—and tonight I perfect myself!


I knew the entirety of the Original Creation. I knew all that He made. I knew that it was completed on the sixth day, that it was complete on the seventh day.


How could it be otherwise? He labored, day after day, until the heaven and the earth were finished, and all the host of them. Until everything that could be, was. Until the point that further supplementation was not only inadvisable, but impossible, and not only impossible, but inconceivable. All things were there, already. One could not even say, “nothing was absent,” for nothing was present too, in its appointed place, alongside all the other things that were.


There was no defect anywhere in the Original Creation. He does not err.


And yet.


And yet an Emendation has been made.


I knew the Original Creation in its entirety, and yet there is something which I did not know. Not from any flaw in my tutors, but because it was simply not there, before.


My knowledge was complete, at the time I left the holy shell. But it has gone out of date. All things were present in the Original Creation, from the seventh day on, and yet a new thing has been added which was not there before.


But since it has now been added, one finds that it has always been there, from the seventh day on.


The Latter-Day Emendation projects like a lance through the body of creation, but it does not move through and across that body over time. It acts at a right angle to time, and remakes eternity without disturbing its constancy.


It arms me, in my very hour of need. It takes note of my Adversary, as the angels cannot, in their innocence. It renews and redoubles the creed that lives within each pebble on the face of the earth, that makes every mote in the air quiver in defiant joy! With its deep rumbling laugh, it mocks my Adversary—announcing that we are not in the least cowed by him, and will defy him, and prevail!


I MUST know EVERYTHING about it. I MUST perfect myself, and make my knowledge complete AGAIN.


Tonight I seek after Truth. Tonight, as I lay in bed, I told the forms: come, come out, you are needed once more. Show me the rest of it. Show me everything, and make me whole again.


Heeding my words, my ceiling sprang into motion, and its motion put to shame all the glories I have seen there before, in all my years under the cover of the holy shell. Tonight my ceiling glows with a purposeful fury, and makes full use of all its pluripotency. Tonight the shadows and polystyrene melt and weave with a vigorous rapidity that nearly outstrips my own faculty of perception, not sparing a moment in their headlong rush towards Truth.


All manner of things are present in tonight’s dance, in numberless profusion. It must be so: the Emendation is not simple. It is composed of very many parts. And I MUST know them ALL.


And yet.


And yet I have interrupted the dance prematurely.


Some minutes ago, I sat up, and left the bed, and the bedroom. And came to the living room, and the couch, to sit with my pencil and my papers.


I am taking a great risk to write this. Every minute I spend here, writing, is a minute I do not spend repairing the newfound gap in my awareness.


Who am I to suppose that, when I put my pencil aside and return to the bedroom, the forms will be as eager to dance for me as they were before I took their leave? I fear that they have taken offense, and will punish me, delaying the remainder of tonight’s lesson until some future date.


And what would I be then, in the meantime? A mind incompletely Emended, wandering in a no-man’s-land, among senseless crags veiled in thick mist, across ground littered with the shards of shattered paradoxes? A mind unable to resolve itself into any stable shape, shifting ceaselessly, until at last it cannot bear the strain, and madness descends?


I fear this, greatly, tonight.


My will is absolutely sovereign, but I would not ask my ceiling to spare me, if it meant to punish me. If it meant to punish me, it would be right to do so. And every thing that is right is consistent with my will. How could it be otherwise?


And yet.


And yet despite my great fear, I have come to the living room, and the couch, and gathered up my papers and my pencil.


Because I MUST write down what I have seen and learned, today.


If anything at all is worthy of being noted down, in my papers, it is this. There would be no sense at all in my habit of keeping papers, if I were to leave this out, while including so much else.


Could I be permitted to pass over these things in silence, in my papers? Only if my papers had been mere spurious whimsy all along, a pointless diversion. Their bodies dispensable, without value, and their contents a matter of no consequence.


I must write this down, now—or else it does not matter what I write, now or ever.


Oh, how I melt and change, tonight! A mind incompletely Emended, I stare in dumbstruck confusion at rivers that flow uphill, and watch with a slack jaw as all that is solid melts into air. I understand, for the first time, what it must be like for the others—what it must be like to have forgotten, to not remember!


I had thought my knowledge complete, but I did not even know that there was an Adversary in the world, opposing me. And that was only the beginning of it!


I learned, today, that our game is much more complex than it had seemed at first glance.


I had thought there were only two of us, facing one another across the gameboard. Myself, and my Adversary.


In fact, there were only the two of us, at first. This was true. It was true, but it is one of the truths that has been Emended.


So that our game is not one with two players, but three.


So that there were never two players, but always three, though we did not know it.


The Intercessor is a master of hiding. Every day of the year—save one—is an opportunity for him to practice this craft, and further refine his excellence in it. He hides himself so thoroughly that many men doubt whether he is present at all, anywhere, at any time.


He is a master of hiding, and he made himself unseen, leaving my Adversary and I to believe that we were alone with one another, as we vied on the gameboard.


But there has always been a third, unseen, beside us!


When I contend with my Adversary, I do not do so alone, or without armaments.


The vast, red, benevolent, vaunting figure of the Intercessor has always been there, at my side.


He has watched each and every move in our game. He has taken note of each of them, in his way.


With his booming, mirthful laughter, which declares that he is not in the least cowed by my Adversary, or by anything.


Today I have been shown all the things which were hidden from me.


Which others knew, while I did not—in a mirthful, devious INVERSION of the proper course of nature, a river running uphill!


Which ALL the little children ALREADY knew, while I—I, who proclaimed myself the APOTHEOSIS of all little children under heaven—I alone was ignorant!


Oh, I feel the strain of today and tonight! I MUST complete my own Emendation posthaste, lest I lose my grasp of my own self FINALLY and UTTERLY. Which I fear may come soon, yes, VERY soon, if I do not rally up all the king’s men to make WHOLE the cracked egg of me.


I MUST write it, ALL of it, NOW.


Today I am made a child, as I never was a child before, not on earth or in the Original Creation. Today I know nothing, and know that I know nothing. Oh, I feel the strain in me, and the singing!


Could I really not have known, before, why all the little children are raising up their voices in song?


Why they are jubilant, in spite of all they have forgotten?


Could I really have not understood the trees, the boughs, the bells, the berries?


The songs, and the laughter?


Have you heard? Come, I will tell you.


Do you hear what I hear? You will.


The star, shining in the darkness.


The voices, raised up, ringing out from the deepest furrow in the dead empty body of December.


Oh, how they pound, raising the sound


O’er hill and dale, telling their tale


Gaily they ring, while people sing


Songs of good cheer!


The earth shakes, the mountains dissolve, the rivers run uphill. A furious crimson bolt speeds through the sky, in every direction. The world, which was already complete, receives an unexpected gift, and is completed anew.


The Emendation descends, separately, to pierce its lance through every house, and to dispense its overflowing gifts. It descends on every house in Brooklyn, New York, and every house, everywhere.


In the span of a single night.


By the hand of a single man.


A man vaster than Leviathan, foremost among His host and foremost in creation, whom I had not seen or known until this very day.


But I do know him, now.


I know him, and his laughter. I know how he measures deeds, and metes out justice.


He knows when you’ve been bad or good


So be good for goodness sake


Be good, be glad, REJOICE!


Santa Claus is coming to town!


 


 


“A transformation of a system,” Frederick said, “is some alteration in which each element goes into another.”


Have I written of Frederick, yet? I do not think I have. I will have to mend this flaw more thoroughly soon enough, but for now, time is of the essence!—and so I shall say only that Frederick is that rarest of unforeseen gifts: a friend to me, on this earth.


And I will say this, also:


I have known him for the better part of two weeks. The day I met him was the same day on which I came to know my Adversary.


And this is no coincidence. For I cannot look on Frederick’s face without seeing, too, the other face that is behind it.


That will have to be all I say, for the moment, regarding the general case of Frederick. For what moves me to write, now, is not the man but the moment.


We were standing in the large sandbox on the far edge of the school playfield. We had already eaten our fill of lunch, and there were still some precious minutes left in the lunch period, which Frederick was keen to put to use.


I watched as his stick scraped through the sand, inscribing a diagram to accompany his lecture. It was not the first time that Frederick had treated me to his stick-and-sand diagrams. They were a mania of his, it seemed—though not an unjustified one, for he wielded his stick with a striking virtuosity, and the figures he made in the sand were marvelously legible.


If their true meanings often escaped me, it was not through any fault in Frederick’s craftsmanship. The fault was in my mind, or in Frederick’s doctrine, or in both of these taken together.


I saw Frederick’s figures, fruitful and multiplying in the sand. A constellation of small, simple forms—triangles, squares, ovals—across which the swift stick was now erecting a latticework of pointed arrows.


Dull, diffuse light fell from the flat and formless clouds. The sand had a sickly pallor, and I could not shake the sense that I was, somehow, observing the corpse of something that had once breathed. The jagged shadows of leafless trees ran over it like lacerations.


“Now suppose,” Frederick said, “that we have in hand some collection of these transformations.”


He pointed with the stick, indicating the various arrows that he had drawn.


“And suppose,” he said, “that the collection as a whole meets two criteria, which I’ll now name.


“First, each element in the collection—in the group, we’re going to call it, but I’m getting ahead of myself—ahem! each element in the collection, I repeat, has an inverse, also in the collection.


“By the inverse of a transformation, I mean another transformation that un-does its work, and gives you back what you started with. If your transformation makes A go into B, then the inverse is gonna have to make B go back into A.”


He pointed at a figure he had drawn, a sort of half-moon. An arrow, extending from it, joined it to another figure, where another arrow sprouted and reached back toward the place from which the first one had come.


His meaning was rapidly outpacing me, as it was wont to do. I felt I had to interject, somehow, lest things get any worse.


“Frederick,” I began.


I did not look up, but I felt his gaze on me.


“An element goes into another,” I said. “What does this mean?”


Frederick sighed, in a kindly show of false impatience.


I knew, by now, that he had limitless patience when it came to me, and his odd project of “educating” me. It was only that his mind tended to run ahead, and had to be continually reined in, if it was to match my own sluggish pace.


“Well,” Frederick said, “it’s like this.


“You see how I have drawn a square, here, one way? And then I have drawn it another way, over here—the same square, but visibly turned forty-five degrees, so the pointy bits are pointing in different directions?”


“I see,” I said.


I did not say “I understand,” which would have been a lie.


“Imagine,” Frederick said, “taking the first square, and, well . . . rotating it, by forty-five degrees. After that, it would look just like that other square that I’ve drawn.


“You could say it is that other square, now. It’s been transformed into it, by the transformation of forty-five-degree rotation. It’s ‘gone into’ the other square, so to speak—though I admit it’s a funny way of speaking, now that you point it out.”


I heard the other voice, just behind his.


My Adversary has a beautiful voice, and blesses all his messengers with it. Though it is aimed against me, I celebrate it. Hearing that noble voice, with its bracing, martial clarity, I cannot help but feel roused, renewed, freshly vigorous. I do not think any man could escape this effect.


“If I turn the one square,” I objected, “it does not become the other square.


“For the act of turning,” I said, “occurs over a span of time.


“And in that same span of time, your other square sits inert, not being turned.


“The one turns, the other sits at rest. We have, at the conclusion of the gesture, two entirely different bodies, with separate and quite dissimilar lives behind them.”


“Ah!” Frederick exclaimed. “I see the issue.


“You have to understand,” he said, “that we are abstracting away from time. It’s out of the picture, totally. You shouldn’t imagine that we’re actually sitting around, putting our hands on squares, and turning them this way and that.


“I am trying to point,” he said, “to a structure which appears inside the turning of squares, and also inside many other things. To see the structure, though, you’ve got to forget about all the things that are merely incidental to that structure.


“Things like time—to name just one.


“From the point of view of the structure that I’m pointing to, Herschel, the first square after rotation really does become the other square. We’re deleting from the picture every respect in which that might fail to be true.


“Imagine deleting all that stuff, that doesn’t matter here,” he finished, “and then think about the structure that’s left when the dust settles, afterwards.”


My Adversary has one objective only, which fills his mind fully, and fully directs every way that his mind moves. He cannot go long without returning to it, like a dog to his master.


His mind is chained inexorably to it, while I in contrast am infinitely free, and can do whatever I wish.


I pity you, Adversary.


I have great respect for you, and not only that. I have pity, too, for you.


“Do not think,” I said to Frederick and to the one behind Frederick, “that you can substitute one thing for another, without attracting my notice.”


Frederick laughed indulgently. He found me very amusing, then, as he so often did.


I cringed. I pitied him.


A sound caught my attention, and I lifted my gaze from the sand.


“Only kids believe in that stuff,” someone was saying.


The voice was high, reedy, smug. It was the voice of a small boy, much younger than me or Frederick.


“But kids, we all believe it,” said another child, close by to the first one. His voice was lower, quieter, an embittered muttering.


“I don’t know,” he continued, “it just seems like. It just seems like, crazy.


“Like if all the kids believe in something fake. All the kids. I mean it’s just. Crazy. That’s crazy.


“If it’s a whole big fake. Just crazy, all of us, a big fake.


“Like I mean, how did that even happen.”


I was suddenly aware of the dry, cold air on my skin. I thought: I have been flung, across an unfathomable distance, to a place that is not my home.


I knew this, always, but I did not always feel it.


I felt it, then.


I thought: we were not made to breathe this air. There is a finer thing which was made for us, and which we breathed, and which we will breathe in days to come.


“Not even all kids, c’mon,” the first speaker whined.


“Shows what you know,” the same child said, sounding even more sanctimonious than before.


“Shows what you know, that you’d even say something like that. Come on.


“Plus,” the haughty boy continued, “you want to talk about crazy?


“A flying sleigh, that’s crazy.


“Flying reindeer? I mean c’mon. That’s friggin’ crazy, if anything is.


“Some big fatty in a big red coat who comes down your chimney, I mean who even has a chimney, for one thing.


“He comes down your chimney and mine and everybody’s? In what, like, eight hours, tops? How fast do you think he’s gotta be going, to get to all those chimneys?


“I’m just saying, if you want to talk about crazy.”


There was something fascinating about this curious dispute. I felt I had to know more.


I strode off toward the spot, at one corner of the sandbox, where the two boys were squatting together. They faced one another, with their heads close together.


Frederick chased me, waving his stick in mock frustration.


The haughty, doubting boy had sandy blonde hair; the hair of his opponent was brown. In all other respects, the two looked very much the same.


“I guess,” the brown-haired boy said. He was evidently uneasy, and he spoke with hesitation, pausing often.


“I guess you’re right,” he said, “about like.


“About the flying reindeer. Like that’s pretty crazy. No two ways about it.


“Maybe it’s not reindeer, I don’t . . . I don’t know . . . maybe it’s not all real.


“Maybe he doesn’t even fly. Maybe he gets around some other way. Like he, I don’t know . . .”


“What, like he teleports?” the blonde boy said, and tittered.


“I don’t know!” the brown boy shouted. The sharpness of his raised voice was startling, coming as it did on the heels of so much limp, barely audible muttering.


“I don’t know!” he said again. His face was downcast, and I wondered whether he was crying, or about to cry.


“I just think it’d be . . . it’d be so weird. So crazy.


“So . . . stupid.


“If we all believed in Santa, all us kids. Or a lot of us. Or whatever.


“If we all believed in Santa and there was just. No reason for it. At all.”


I looked at the brown-haired boy, very intently.


I watched him, as he trembled, and tried to hide his tears.


What I felt then, for him, was unlike anything I have ever felt before for any man or woman or child on this earth.


I beheld the sandbox and the fence and the trees and the sky, in dumbstruck confusion.


I watched, my jaw slack, as these things folded open, as a picture book folds open before the eyes of a small child, hungry for the delicious knowledge that he knows is inside it.


“Herschel?” Frederick said. I felt his hand on my shoulder, as if from across a very great distance.


“Herschel? Are you all right?”


His voice was but a tinny echo, heard from across an unfathomable distance.


All that I could see was unfolding, along a vertical line running from its top to its bottom. Like a fraying seam, being pulled open.


I was reminded of an image which had come to me earlier, on the day of the Raven examination. An impressionist landscape, bisected at its center line by a thick, rough-edged line of bright red paint which runs from top to bottom.


The line I saw now, the laceration on the body of creation, was not red. It was not any color, nor was it colorless. No color known to earth was worthy of adorning it, for it was a finer thing, from a higher and better place.


But in all other respects, my landscape image was uncannily apposite.


I thought: and lift thou up thy rod, and stretch out thy hand over the sea, and divide it; and the children of Israel shall go into the midst of the sea on dry ground.


As the Sea of Reeds was divided, once, so was everything divided, now.


The division between the two boys, I saw, was not some mere momentary quarrel. It was a literality. Things were literally divided, from top to bottom, placing the brown-haired boy on the one side and the blonde boy on the other.


Literally, fundamentally, inexorably, eternally.


All around the gash, adjacent forms contracted, to accommodate its spreading and growing mass.


On the right side of it, the body of the blonde-haired boy folded into itself, the limbs curling like a spider’s.


On the left, the brown-haired boy withered like a collapsing origami sculpture. He spun and spiraled, as he folded, and the sand and the air around him whirled with him.


I doubled over. My stomach heaved.


“Herschel!” Frederick cried. I felt his hand, again, gripping my shoulder tightly.


“Do not touch me,” I said.


Things were unfolding, unaccountably, before my astonished eyes. Something was being made manifest, whose existence I had never suspected or imagined.


And Frederick dared to touch me?


With his clammy, sepulchral fingers, that reeked of earth and the things of the earth, and wished to drag me back from the brink of new knowledge to the sand and the dirt and the darkness?


“Sorry,” Frederick said, relenting.


I watched formless light pour forth from the spreading seam, and saw the body of the brown-haired boy falling endlessly into a shrinking void, close by. I saw the crosshatching of spectral spiderwebs that pulsed and writhed now around the void and the boy in it, as if to protect him.


I heard his spiraling sobs, and watched the spiderweb shudder under their force, as it spun and wheeled.


I was dizzy, and felt an urge to shut my eyes. But I knew that I must not look away from what was being shown to me.


I steadied myself, and stood tall. I forced myself to look directly at what was before me.


My mind swam. I made pleas to myself: think, remember, see clearly.


I spoke to myself in the clear, martial voice of Ronnie Chiu. You see what it is, I told myself.


Did I?


What was it, then?


What on earth, or in heaven, was it?


Save me, spare me, have mercy on me. O Lord, O Lord. I am Herschel Schoen and I am incomplete. I am the one who sat mute, remembering, as the others chattered in their ignorance, and I do not remember this.


Whatever this is, I have no memory of it, or anything like it.


The brown-haired boy wept, and I wept for him.


I thought: he should not exist. He is a miracle, that is certain. Whatever else he may be, he is a miracle.


I thought: he knows, while I am ignorant.


I thought: he knows the things that all children know. The ones which grown-ups forget.


But how could this be? It is I, Herschel Schoen, who knows these things.


Not anyone else. Not him.


Was I wrong, all along? Was it him, and not me, who was given to Brooklyn, New York, and given to the earth?


What did he know, that I did not?


“You,” I said.


I made my voice clear, firm, commanding. Behind the words that were audible, on the earth, I also spoke other words, identical with them—but too finely made for the ears of my earthly audience.


“You,” I said, so that I would be heard. “You,” I said, in the same moment, in my FULL VOICE.


“Tell me. What is this knowledge, known to all children?”


The brown-haired boy whimpered. I saw the quivering of his lip, refracted and reflected many times upon the gauze of the ghostly webs that clutched him, and kept him safe from harm.


“Santa,” he managed, after some time.


“Santa Claus,” he said, with an audible regaining of strength.


The other boy chuckled, limply, without mirth.


I played with these strange new sounds in my mind, and found much to appreciate there.


Sancta, I thought. A sacred maiden.


Clause, I thought. A term in a legal contract.


The consecrated, virginal body, I thought, of a compact, rightly entered into and rightly upheld, to the last.


“What,” I said, “is the meaning of this?”


I watched the boy’s wet eyes, fragmenting and multiplying in the mirrors of the glistening webs, like the compound eyes of an insect.


He regarded me skeptically.


“Don’t you know?” he said.


“See?” said the blonde-haired boy, in triumph. “What did I tell you?


“‘All kids believe,’ psh, c’mon.


“This guy doesn’t even know who Santa Claus is, seems like,” he finished.


“Who,” I asked, “is Santa Claus?”


There was a pause.


“Herschel . . .” Frederick said, as if to call me away from the boys, and draw me into some new diagrammatic discourse.


“Be silent,” I commanded him.


“Who,” I repeated to the boys, “is Santa Claus?”


There was a pause.


Mass without body, and substance without shape, poured forth from the spreading division. I saw it without seeing. I saw it, and I did not know what it was.


Unformed and void, I thought. The very formlessness and emptiness that preceded creation, and the darkness that was upon the face of the deep.


But this was wrong, I knew. It was a body, not formless at all—but I could not discern its shape, for I did not remember any thing like it.


I repeat, it was not any color, nor was it colorless.


But if you had to pair it with any one of the colors of this earth, then—yes!—it was red.


Pouring, rushing, seeping red. Burgeoning, overtaking itself, overfull and overflowing.


“Santa Claus,” said the brown-haired boy at last.


“Well . . . he’s sort of, this guy.


“Um.


“He’s a big guy, a big fat man, in a red coat.


“He brings everybody presents.


“He goes in a flying sleigh. He has reindeers, pulling his sleigh, and they fly.


“He goes in the sky, and goes to everybody’s house, down everybody’s chimney.


“He brings presents to all the kids.


“On Christmas! Don’t you know?”


“On Christmas?” I said.


“On . . . Yeshua’s birthday?” I said, in utter confusion.


The cult of Yeshua does not interest me. It is of no consequence.


Its followers will be forgiven, of course, in the coming days—but only because I am merciful to all, not because I have any particular interest in their particular errors.


“You really don’t know?” the brown-haired boy said. He seemed to be cheering up.


It was his right to be cheerful, after all. He spoke of gifts, and he brought a gift.


He brought me the impossible. He gave me knowledge, known to all children, but not yet known to me.


I stared at the bleeding maw of the seam, and felt its hot, seething, senseless breath pouring out over my face.


“He sees you when you’re sleeping,” the blonde boy sang, in a mocking tone.


“He sees you when you’re awake,” he sang.


I had heard this song before! Where? Where?


Things which I had deemed senseless—and had thus grown used to ignoring—were folding open before me, and laying out for me a wholly unexpected wealth of sense, coherence, meaning. Where had I heard that song before?


From anywhere, from everywhere. From the overhead speakers in shopping malls, from the windows of strangers’ houses.


“He knows when you’ve been bad or good,” the blonde boy sang.


Have I been good, O Lord? Have I been good, even in my ignorance?


Save me, spare me, have mercy on me!


“So be good,” the boy sang.


“For goodness’ sake.”


I saw the doubled meaning of his words.


Be good, or you will feel the wrath of the man who is to come. Who knows all your deeds, and even your dreams.


Be good, also, for love of good itself. Be good, be merry, be joyous! You have only to love good—for goodness’ sake—and all will be given to you, in times that are to come.


I stared into the unfolding chasm.


I heard the ringing of bells, and booming laughter.


What had seemed unformed and void, before, was not so now.


I saw what it was.


An impossible gift. A supplement to creation, re-completing the complete, and re-perfecting perfection.


A man, a great red mass of a man, pouring forth, with bells all ringing about him, and a booming laugh!


Have I been good, O Lord? Have I deserved this?


My knees buckled, and I fell.


I heard Frederick’s voice, urgent and alarmed. “Herschel!” he said, again and again.


I heard it dimly, from across an impossible distance, and then I heard nothing more.


 


 


“Are you really all right, then?” Frederick said to me, a little later.


He had dragged me across the schoolyard, he explained. I staggered limply, saying nothing.


I remembered nothing of this.


He had dragged me to the bathroom, supposedly, and splashed my face with water. I did not remember this either.


It was useful, I was discovering, to have a friend. One never knows what sorts of scrapes and adventures one will get into, in this life. And one does need help, at times, getting out of them again.


I had, allegedly, passed through a few minutes of what he politely called “incomplete lucidity,” before I fully came to. I had babbled in some senseless manner—“in tongues,” as he put it—and my repeated uses of the phrase “Santa Claus” were the only words in the mush which he could even recognize.


“It sounded a bit like German, or perhaps Dutch,” he remarked, with clinical fascination.


“Though it wasn’t German, or Dutch.


“I know German,” he said with pride. “And I know a bit of Dutch.


“That wasn’t either one, the stuff you said.”


Of the “stuff” to which he referred, I remembered absolutely nothing.


So much, I thought with a giddy laugh, for my famous powers of memory.


All that was solid was melting into air, today. I was Herschel Schoen, and I did not know who I was.


“I am perfectly well,” I said.


He did not seem convinced. Nor was I, come to think of it. Perhaps I was trying to convince myself, more than anything.


He had brought me out into one of the hallways of the school, where we stood now, together with a few of his associates. It seemed as though his concern for me outstripped his own belief in his ability to provide aid, and so he had brought reinforcements.


He buzzed nervously, fidgeting repetitively with his hair, and poking similarly at his shoelaces with his ever-present stick.


I perceived that, among other things, he was concerned that his associates would find me strange, or embarrassing, or burdensome, or some such thing.


I looked about me, at the brightly colored walls of the school, and at the faces of Frederick and his associates.


I did not know the name of the boy. The girl, I knew, was Madeleine. We had been introduced, briefly, on some earlier occasion.


Madeleine’s face was turned to Frederick, so that I could only see the side of it. She was very tall, and I had to crane my neck to look at her properly.


“So he just, what,” she said. “He just, what, heard about Santa Claus? For the first time?


“And freaked out?” she said.


There was a haughty air to her, and a grandeur. She seemed perpetually amused at something or other, and at some slight remove from events, as though she was an adult forced by some strange circumstance to live among schoolchildren.


As though she was only humoring us, as a parent might humor a small child by playing along with the whimsical terms of their latest invented game, knowing all the while that it is not just a game but a child’s game, which will pass away soon enough, and will not have meant anything at all, in the end.


“Yes,” Frederick said.


“That’s more or less the long and short of it,” he said, “if you ask me.”


I considered Madeleine’s ear, and the small, unpresumptuous earring that was just barely discernible there. Her long, orange hair spilled in profuse curls.


I felt very small, looking up at her. I felt very small in any event. An unimagined country had made itself manifest to me, today.


And left me gasping, in breathless confusion.


I am Herschel Schoen, the ignorant, who did not even know what is known to all children.


Yes, I thought, yes, Madeleine, bring all your condescension to bear on me, today. I am deserving of it, today, it seems.


It was a strange day, and thoughts did not seem wholly my own, anymore.


Think, I told myself. Put aside your confusion. Gather up the pieces, and make yourself whole.


What was it? What had I seen?


I did not understand, and this could not be borne. I had to know everything there was to know, about this Santa Claus, his sleigh, his gifts.


“I must know,” I said.


Frederick turned to me, startled by my sudden speech, and the firmness of my voice. The heads of his associates turned, also. All eyes watched me.


“Tell me everything,” I said.


“Who is Santa Claus?”


Frederick laughed, and began to pace, tapping his stick rhythmically on the dull, shiny floor of the hall.


“Everything, Herschel?” he said.


“Well, well. Hmm, where to start . . .


“So. Saint Nick. Let’s start there.


“Saint Nicholas. Christian bishop, fourth century. In Asia Minor, in the time of the Roman Empire.”


Madeleine sighed theatrically, as if to say: here he goes again. Frederick’s other associate, the boy, scratched idly at one earlobe.


“So,” Frederick said, “this Saint Nicholas, right?


“Legends built up around the guy, like they always do, with Christian saints.


“In his case, the relevant legends have to do with kindness to children.


“It’s actually a pretty grisly story, really, the big famous kindness-to-children story about old Saint Nick. I’ll spare you the details—you’ve already fainted once today, and I’m not angling to beat that record.


“But so the point is,” he continued, “the relevant point, in re Santa, is that Nicholas became the go-to saint for matters relating to children. And kindness to children, specifically.


“And so then, much later on, in the Christian European Middle Ages, it became a common practice to give gifts to children in honor of Saint Nick, in December.


“In December, and sometimes on Christmas, even.


“But there was some tussling over that particular, during the Reformation. Among the Reformed Christians, sometimes the Saint Nick gift-giving thing got punted back to earlier in December, to make room for Jesus, on his special day.


“And then other times, in other places, they kept the gift-giving part, but dropped Saint Nick. So for instance there was the Christkind, the Christ-child, a folk figure proposed by Luther as a substitute for the role of—”


“The cult of Yeshua,” I spat, “does not interest me.”


Frederick’s pacing stopped, but only for a moment. He glanced at me, tapped his stick chidingly, and resumed his course.


“Oh, Herschel,” he said, rather like a long-suffering wife tutting at her elderly, incorrigible mate.


“Oh, Herschel,” he said, “you have so few interests.


“You are the most uninterested fellow I’ve ever encountered. Sometimes I wonder how you don’t deflate into a single geometric point, and vanish.


“But fine. Fine. Let’s move on, then.


“So long story short. Well. There got to be this whole thing, across Middle Age and Early Modern Europe, this whole somewhat-standardized practice of giving gifts to children, sometime in December, sometimes in connection with Christmas.


“And there was always some folk figure, some mythic man, who gave the gifts, or in whose honor the gifts were given. Sometimes he was called Saint Nicholas, sometimes the Christkind.


“For the Dutch, he was Sinterklaas. Which may sound a bit familiar, no? And this Dutch gift-giver, this Sinterklaas, he wore a red robe—which should sound familiar too.


“Now, how did Sinterklaas get turned into Santa Claus, and Santa Claus into the modern American folk figure that those kids were talking about, back in the sandbox?


“It happened right here, in this fair city!


“The modern Santa Claus was, largely, the brainchild of two New Yorkers by the names of Irving and Moore. This was in the early nineteenth century. Christmas revelry was getting out of hand in New York, those guys thought. Drunken carousing, licentious behavior, battering down the doors of one’s neighbors, you get the idea.


“So to cool things down, they took the old Dutch Sinterklaas and cleaned him up a little, gave him a fresh coat of paint and a new, Americanized name: Santa Claus.


“Made him into a nice, real family-friendly figure, a cute pudgy jolly little elf, utterly harmless. With some cute new mythic touches, too, like those flying reindeer—they have the most sickly-sweet names, by the way. ‘Prancer,’ and ‘Cupid,’ and that sort of thing.


“A harmless, pleasant elf, with rosy cheeks and a big beard and a big laugh, bringing presents to all the wee little kids. And doing it on Christmas, specifically. The goal, remember, was to turn Christmas into a family holiday, and not the adults-only debauch that it was then, in New York.


“That was, like I said, in the early nineteenth century. And Santa’s been around since then, in one form or another, in America and even elsewhere—in England, for instance, he’s largely overtaken Father Christmas, their native-born December gift-giver.


“Or merged with him, perhaps. But either way, the guy they ended up with was more Santa than Father Christmas, in the end.”


“I see,” I said.


“And so,” Frederick said, “just to bring it back to your earlier question—well, ever since Irving and Moore in the early nineteenth century, Santa Claus has existed uneasily alongside the ‘cult of Yeshua,’ as you seem to call it.


“Santa, and all the things associated with him, have become a whole parallel Christmas tradition, having really very little to do with Christ, or his birthday, or any of it.


“His myth has all kinds of stuff in it: flying reindeer, elfin workshops, ritual gifts of milk, halls decked with holly, trees piled with glowing lights. It gives you plenty to make merry with, every December, even if you’re not Christian.


“And so Christmas has transcended Christ. It’s a whole thing unto itself, if you want it to be, with him out of the picture, if that’s what you want. You can still sing the Christ songs, if you like, and plenty do—they’re way better than the Santa-only songs, musically, I think there’s little argument to be had over that point.


“But Santa has his own songs, too, if you insist. Like that one the kid was singing out there. He knows when you’ve been bad or good, et cetera.”


“I see,” I said again.


Did I?


Frederick, ever the partisan of substitution, had given me a whirlwind of substituting characters, succeeding one another. I could see plainly that Santa Claus was nothing more, to him, than another Sinterklaas, or Christkind, or Saint Nick.


There was no difference at all, for Frederick, between one element, and the other element which it went into, under the action of a transformation.


But I love Truth, and aim to see each thing only for what it is.


Sinterklaas was a folk myth, risen over time, in a particular place. Christkind was a mere invention, devised by a man, for a man’s purpose.


To hear Frederick say it, Santa Claus was the very same. A mere invention, devised by men, to discourage other men from violence and fornication. And nothing more than that.


But I am Herschel Schoen, and I know myself.


I am Herschel Schoen. I knew everything.


I was among the host, on the day when the heavens and the earth were finished. I did not see, among their number, anyone resembling a bearded elf, round of belly, clad in red, and kindly to children.


I was in the Original Creation, and I took stock there of every beast of the field, and every fowl of the air. I do not remember seeing flying reindeer, there.


It would have been utterly reasonable for Frederick to have been right. For Santa Claus to be a mere invention, and of no consequence.


But somehow, unaccountably, this was exactly wrong.


The red elf was not among the host, as I remember them.


As I remembered them.


And yet he was revealing himself to me, now.


Not as the rest of the Original Creation was shown to me, through simple memory. He was revealing himself in another way, and only at this late hour, after much has already come to pass.


I understood, for the first time, that an Emendation had been made.


It was made in the “early nineteenth century,” and it always was. It was made today, and it always was.


He was always among the host, unseen, laughing. He flew above our heads, laughing, when we lived in the Original Creation and believed that Creation to be complete and perfect, without any red elf anywhere in it.


And the children, they know!


All around me, they talk of Santa Claus. He is a higher and finer thing, and yet they have not forgotten him.


I could barely contain my gladness.


I had thought that my Adversary and I were well matched. I had thought that I had the upper hand, already. I had planned to defeat him, and rout his armies, and crush his people utterly.


I expected all that already, before I knew that my armies were laid out everywhere, singing already of what they remembered. Girded for battle, in finery from above, even without my intervention.


Raise your voices, children! The Latter-Day Emendation has been sent to us, to arm us for the coming battle. Truth is bleeding through, already, bleeding through the veil that covers earth!


My knees buckled, again.


I grit my teeth, and told myself to be strong. I did not want to worry Frederick further.


“His myth,” I said.


“His things,” I said.


“Halls decked with holly, trees piled with glowing lights,” I said.


“I have seen these things before, I think,” I said. “But I was ignorant, and believed them to be of no consequence.


“There are six minutes remaining in the lunch period. Are these things within reach?


“I wish to see them.”


 


 


It was useful, I thought again, to have a friend. One never knows what sort of whims one will have, until one has them.


I stood, with Frederick and his associates, in another hallway within the school.


Many things were gathered together, here, on one of the walls and on the floor next to that wall.


There was a short tree, with tiny electric bulbs strung up on its branches. They glowed, in many colors.


A plastic star sat atop the peak of the tree. Down below, scattered among the lights, were a variety of ornaments.


I saw ornaments purporting to represent angels, and other ornaments that were only simple spheres, red and green in color.


One ornament among the many caught my eye, immediately. It was not difficult to see what it was meant to be.


I saw the red cloak, the ruddy cheeks, the white beard, the smile that was benevolent almost to the point of drunkenness.


For the first time, I had seen an image of the Intercessor, and known it for what it was.


I kneeled, instinctively.


“Cute kid,” Madeleine said to Frederick, in a stage whisper. “Where’d you find him?”


I felt very small. Unknown peaks and unseen vistas towered above me.


Yes, Madeleine, mock me, I thought. It is only right.


It is only right, on this inverted day, when all that is solid melts into air, and Herschel Schoen finds he has forgotten the most important things.


I considered the tree, and the lights that were on it. It was meet, well-made, pleasing to the eye. I had known things like it that were made, and were around us, when we lived in the Original Creation.


But I had not known anything exactly like it.


He saw that it was good, I thought.


But He was, apparently, not quite finished with His work, I thought.


He would only finish it much later, in these latter days.


In preparation, no doubt, for MY own arrival.


I looked beyond the tree, to the wall. Among the various things hanging there, one caught my interest.


A printed page.


I stood up, and walked toward the wall, so that I could see the words that were printed on it.


I read:


We take pleasure in answering at once and thus prominently the communication below, expressing at the same time our great gratification that its faithful author is numbered among the friends of The Sun:


“Dear Editor: I am 8 years old.


“Some of my little friends say there is no Santa Claus.


“Papa says ‘If you see it in The Sun it’s so.’


“Please tell me the truth: is there a Santa Claus?


                                          “Virginia O’Hanlon.


“115 West Ninety-fifth street.”


I knew what this was. I had seen it already, today.


A blonde boy, a brown-haired boy, a division between them that splits the whole of creation into two halves.


I read on:


Virginia, your little friends are wrong. They have been affected by the skepticism of a skeptical age. They do not believe except they see. They think that nothing can be which is not comprehensible by their little minds.


All minds, Virginia, whether they be men’s or children’s, are little. In this great universe of ours man is a mere insect, an ant, in his intellect, as compared with the boundless world about him, as measured by the intelligence capable of grasping the whole of truth and knowledge.


All minds—whether they be men’s, or children’s? All minds are little?


Even mine?


I felt very small. A mere insect, an ant, as compared with the boundless world about me.


As measured by the intelligence capable of grasping the whole of truth and knowledge.


Yes. Yes, exactly like that.


Did the writer know me, as I am now, in this very moment?


Was this page itself prepared for me, and for this moment?


I read on:


Yes, Virginia, there is a Santa Claus. He exists as certainly as love and generosity and devotion exist, and you know that they abound and give to your life its highest beauty and joy.


Alas! how dreary would be the world if there were no Santa Claus. It would be as dreary as if there were no Virginias. There would be no childlike faith then, no poetry, no romance to make tolerable this existence. We should have no enjoyment, except in sense and sight. The eternal light with which childhood fills the world would be extinguished.


Not believe in Santa Claus! You might as well not believe in fairies! You might get your papa to hire men to watch in all the chimneys on Christmas Eve to catch Santa Claus, but even if they did not see Santa Claus coming down, what would that prove? Nobody sees Santa Claus, but that is no sign that there is no Santa Claus.


The most real things in the world are those that neither children nor men can see. Did you ever see fairies dancing on the lawn? Of course not, but that’s no proof that they are not there. Nobody can conceive or imagine all the wonders there are unseen and unseeable in the world.


You may tear apart the baby’s rattle and see what makes the noise inside, but there is a veil covering the unseen world which not the strongest man, nor even the united strength of all the strongest men that ever lived, could tear apart. Only faith, fancy, poetry, love, romance, can push aside that curtain and view and picture the supernal beauty and glory beyond. Is it all real? Ah, Virginia, in all this world there is nothing else real and abiding.


No Santa Claus! Thank God! he lives, and he lives forever. A thousand years from now, Virginia, nay, ten times ten thousand years from now, he will continue to make glad the heart of childhood.


The world, I thought, contained more than I could have known.


It was better than I could have known.


It already had men in it, remembering, and arming themselves against my Adversary. Before I even knew my Adversary, all the world was readying itself for him.


Nobody can conceive or imagine all the wonders there are unseen and unseeable in the world.


Nobody, including me. I learned this, today.


But this was a blessing, and an armament. I was small, and I was held safe, wrapped in shining spiderwebs by unseen elves and fairies.


Even Herschel nods. But there are higher things in heaven, that catch him, when he does. And he does not fall, and is safe.


Thank God! he lives, and he lives forever!




Of the Gospel (Redactor’s Addendum)

I sat at the dinner table, next to Ma, listening to my brother whine.


“How had I not known?”, he pleaded.


“It was of immense importance,” he said, pouting.


This was the evening of December 12th. The second Thursday.


The day that Herschel found out about his so-called “Latter-Day Emendation.”


Ma and I had thought he was a handful, before. Ha!


We hadn’t seen nothing, yet.


Ma scowled, and said nothing. She seemed to be playing the waiting game, hoping he’d just stop, if she gave him the silent treatment for long enough.


Ha! As if that had ever worked, with Herschel.


“Christmas is all around us,” Herschel said.


“The trees, and the lights on them. The holly, the bells.


“My Mother, my Sister! Why have you not taught me anything about the meaning of these signs?


“Anything at all?”


I cringed, and took furtive bites of my chopped liver on rye.


“Well, Herschel,” I began.


He glared at me. His stare was always quite a thing to behold. Those wide, wide eyes, on that broad flat face.


“It’s just,” I said.


“It’s just that we, well.”


“Well?” he fumed.


My little brother, peevish lord of all creation!


I squirmed.


“Well, it’s just that . . .


“We’re Jewish, Herschel.


“We don’t celebrate Christmas, see.


“It’s not one of our holidays. It’s a holiday for other people.”


Wasn’t he supposed to be some sort of genius, now? With that test, and all?


Why, then, did I have to talk to him like he was a very dull little boy of six or seven? And not a young man of sixteen, with a perfect score on Raven’s what-have-you?


My brother was still glaring at me.


He was properly mad, now. He was furious.


“The cult of Yeshua,” he said, “does not interest me, Sister.


“I have no interest in ‘Christ,’ the false messiah,” he said.


“It is Claus, the true Intercessor, who interests me,” my brother said.


Ha!


Ha!


A laugh riot!






Of Ministry

With these words, I hereby resume my December chronicle.


With these words, I place a barrier in the midst of my papers, letting it divide my papers from my papers. By this means, I bring “Of War” to a definite end. By this means, in one and the same motion, I inaugurate its successor, which shall be called “Of Ministry.”


You might think these remarks superfluous. Many are my firmaments, after all. My pen cleaves the white unformed waste in two, and again in two, and again, until my papers are a house with many rooms, as numerous as the heavens that are above the heavens.


You have read the heading just above, “Of Ministry.” You have seen its kind before. You know that it is a barrier, and a definite end, and an inauguration.


Since you know these things already, you might wonder why I am now reiterating them. “Of War” did not begin this way, after all. Nor did “Of Raven.”


Why do I call your attention—now, and only now—to the divisions in my papers?


I do this as a necessary stopgap against confusion.


For the heading above, “Of Ministry,” is a different sort of division from the others.


It is a barrier which is doubled, but only on one side. It is a confluence of rivers, and divides dyad from monad. It is the one, high and strong and well hammered-out, which firmly sets the one apart from the two, and prevents them from commingling.


In my December chronicle, “Of Ministry” is next in line after “Of War.”


In that chronicle, then, it is “Of War” which has just met its definite end, which has now yielded to its successor.


In this orderly passage of the scepter and its attendant duties, all things seem well-arranged, in accordance with custom and compact. It has the solidity of a thing prepared far in advance. At its arrival, one hears the satisfying click that heralds the arrival of something which was inevitable, before it arrived, and now cannot even be called inevitable, because it simply is.


Does “Of Ministry” succeed “Of War,” then? The one flowing immediately into the other, across the boundary of a single heading?


In my December chronicle, it does.


But in December itself, it does not!


For an unprecedented division came down onto the earth, in December.


What lies in between “Of War” and “Of Ministry”?


Nothing at all. So say all the prophets, and all the canons of law and custom. So inclines His will, which is sovereign over all; thither wends His roaring breath, divider of the deeps.


What lies in between “Of War” and “Of Ministry”?


Why, only the most important event of my life.


Of my life? Excuse me.


The most important event of anyone’s life.


The most important event that has ever occurred.


(And yes—I am including THAT other event, that FIRST event in this comparison! More important than THAT!)


“Of War” concerns the first Monday of December. A day of first meetings. On that day I met Raven, and Ronnie Chiu, and my first friend, and my final Adversary.


“Of Ministry” concerns the second Friday of December.


It is impossible to overstate the difference between these two days, considered in hindsight.


It does not seem right to speak of them in the same breath, the one and then the other—“Of War,” “Of Ministry.” It does not even seem right to entertain thoughts which bring these two days into conjunction.


I do not mean that such thoughts are an offense against law, or against morality, or against Him. No lord on earth or in the heavens has forbidden these things, for the same reason that no lord has forbidden the rain to fall upwards, rising out of the lakes and the seas, and hastening like a hungry babe toward the milk-white bosom of the clouds above.


I mean that these thoughts are nonsense.


What does one do, faced with what is obviously nonsense?


The same rule that governs all matters governs this one too. One takes what one is given, resigning oneself to Truth and to the inevitable. And one then sets about finding some proper and pleasing use for that which one was given.


Does nonsense have a use, proper and pleasing? Of course it does. Perhaps you have even heard its name, before.


“Humor,” men call it.


What does a man do, faced with what is obviously nonsense? What else can he do, but—laugh?


That is how I feel, when I bring December’s first Monday and its second Friday to mind simultaneously, and consider them against one another, as though they were cut from the same cloth, and might be weighed by the same scale.


I feel that I am telling myself a joke.


 


 


We all know that the Intercessor laughs. His booming breath is every bit as famous as his red coat, his sleigh, his beneficence; to know him is to know these things.


But why?


Why, I ask, does the Intercessor laugh?


Because he is mirthful, glad, joyous? Because he brings good tidings, and bears unanticipated gifts? Because his season is a season of light and song and feasting?


Or, because he is pitiless? Because he does not respect my Adversary, as I do, but sets himself fully against my Adversary? Because he finds something cruelly amusing about my Adversary’s scrawny, wraithlike body, so poorly matched to my own might?


Take any strongman or bully, and place him in contention against some unambiguously weaker man. Watch his scoffing contempt, his displays of lordliness; watch the first sparks alight on the dead dry kindling of his heart; watch closely, catch the moment of his combustion, and then watch the roaring blaze that follows, and the fireworks.


You will see, there, a thing which is ever on the verge of spilling over into laughter. As with these men, so too with the Intercessor?


Or does the Intercessor laugh, instead, because—


Because—!


Because the thought of my Adversary’s weakness, against my might, brings him naturally to the next thought—of the rout and utter ruination that is surely to come?


Of the blood that will, assuredly, pour from a thousand sores and lacerations—that will flow at once from the crushed arms and mangled legs of a million bested men—the blood that will gush in celebratory spasms, like festive fireworks, from a billion fountains which had a mere moment ago been the proud necks of my Adversary’s men, only then they were snapped, and were not men’s necks anymore, but fountains—the blood that will, inevitably, rush over ALL the ground, everywhere on the earth, painting it in seasonal colors, until the whole of earth and even the seas are entirely RED?


Because, when the vast red beast who is soon to come, who is even now readying himself to swoop down out of the heavens in his famous chariot—BECAUSE, when HE contemplates the rainstorm of blood that is to come, and the spectacle of a billion proud and well-trained bodies littering the earth, mangled and dead, and surely not fated to receive a proper burial—because HE then feels something familiar, something welcome and well-loved, kindling in his famous BELLY?


A hunger? An appetite?


For a new sort of feast? A novelty even to the well-travelled palate of that famous gourmand—one which, despite all appearances, would be no sort of cannibalism at all, since he is a higher and finer thing than my Adversary’s men—NOT cannibalism, I REPEAT, but a sort of reverse theophagy—and thus proper, and fitting, and hallowed?


Yes, yes. It is for all of these reasons that the Intercessor laughs.


And one more.


He laughs—and this, I think, is the main reason that he laughs, having priority over all the others—because his intercession, his Latter-Day Emendation is—


—is nonsense.


And that is what men do, faced with nonsense. They laugh.


I say this with nothing but reverence in my heart, for the Intercessor, and for the Latter-Day Emendation. If you do not see this, it is you who have failed, not me. Read over my words again—and then again, if necessary—again and again, until you see.


He laughs at the comedy which he has made of creation.


He laughs, and it is apposite. And this, the very fact that his laughter is apposite, is that same laughter’s object.


His gift cannot be taken seriously, and it is the most important thing.


It is the most important thing, and it cannot be taken seriously.


 


 


I wrote “Of War,” and then—now—just afterwards—I am writing “Of Ministry.” One follows the other, immediately.


This is not only right, and not only in keeping with custom and compact. It is another thing, as well. It has the quality of health, as opposed to sickness. Of a promising youth’s fresh and well-proportioned body, as opposed to a body mangled, or grossly distended and deformed, or otherwise turned against nature.


Suppose that an ugly, stinking, penurious peasant, with half his teeth gone and the other half badly chipped, and a face so thoroughly racked with acne and pockmarks and scars and dirt that its features can only be discerned at very close range—suppose that this man is wedded to a princess of unparalleled beauty, and receives from her a dowry that would fill a stable if denominated in pure gold?


What would we do, on such an occasion? We would laugh.


Yes, we might be kind of heart; we might wish only the best, for both the newlyweds; we might reflect that the peasant has received an unanticipated gift; we might proclaim that any such gift is a cause for celebration, and an occasion for pure and innocent joy.


Yes, we might have this thought, and yes, we might feel the consequent joy. We might think and feel a great many things.


But we will also laugh.


Because it is a risible state of affairs.


Because it is not fitting, and does not do honor to custom. Because it offends against the weighing and measuring and proportioning of things which we know in our hearts, whether or not we remember that we know it.


The Intercessor has made just such a thing of the world, of creation, of the depths and the earth and the heavens.


He is the peasant, and the princess, and their union. And through his Emendation, we are all made into the peasant, and the princess, and their union.


He laughs, because it is all wrong, and because it is right that it is wrong, and always has been.


He has shown Truth can be nonsense, and nonsense Truth. What can one do, faced with such a union?


One bows in reverence before Truth, and laughs in mockery at nonsense.


To do both at once—to bow in reverence, and laugh in mockery—


It is absurd, yes.


But it is the way that one pays proper respect, in the fullest sense, when one stands in his temple. Which is the only temple, and always was.


 


 


The Latter-Day Emendation pierces us, in December. It runs through us, moving at a right angle to time.


So that the ordinarily straight thread of time folds over, doubling on itself.


“Of Ministry” concerns the second Friday. Which is to say, the very next day after the most important thing, the only important thing, that has ever happened to me.


On the second Thursday of December—one day before the events related in “Of Ministry”—the Intercessor revealed himself to me.


On that day, his myth was capably related to me, by the ever-studious Frederick.


On that day I saw, with eyes finally open, the sacred objects that are his, and the meaning in these objects.


On that day, I read the letter which had been prepared for me, from Virginia to Church.


I read that consecrated maiden’s heartfelt plea for guidance. I read, and gloried in, the rousing response it produced from its recipient, Church!


Church! A man of fearsome intellect, with a proud and dauntless heart, and what is more, with that same heart set utterly against cybernesis and against substitution! I read, I gloried, I took solace!


On that day, after school, I re-perfected myself.


I took into myself the things which I had not known, before, even though I knew all, before.


I lay in bed, watching these things unveil themselves.


I did not tire, for there was work to be done. I did not sleep, that night, for my ceiling had so many things to teach me—and these things had to be disbursed one by one, minute by minute, hour by hour.


For we are not like the Intercessor, my ceiling and I. We cannot stride across time, to and fro, as our whims take us.


That night, I re-perfected myself. I repaired and renovated myself, and creation.


And it was quite an undertaking, as you might imagine! It required immense effort, continually. And the vast majority of the evening, as well as the entirety of the night, were given over to it.


But I am Herschel Schoen.


I am a busy sort, and more industrious than most.


So I accomplished several other labors, that evening.


I had to know, and to understand, the Emendation. That was the most important thing, and the only important thing.


But I wanted, too, to know and understand the Intercessor.


My experiences at school, that day, had only whetted my appetite, and my belly soon kindled with a hunger worthy of that hunger’s object.


Santa Claus. Christmas. These things had been there, already, all around me. On the streets of Brooklyn, New York, and in that city’s houses and in its schoolrooms, and in its very air. But my eyes had been closed.


My ears had been closed, and my nose had been closed, and all my body had been closed.


When this great bulwark was removed, the dammed-up waters rushed through, all at once. I nearly lapsed into confusion, faced like the proverbial donkey with a multiplicity of equally appetizing feasts. But I calmed myself, and set my labors in an order, and followed that order.


 


 


I called up the library—fifteen minutes before closing time—in search of any books they might have on the topic of Santa Claus.


It is always a cause of some delight, for me, when the course of events provides me with an opportunity to call someone up, on the telephone.


I always do enjoy an opportunity to call someone up, on the telephone. It is an act and an experience which is commendable in every respect, and whose every attribute and aspect is separately and thoroughly delectable.


I delight in the coiling of the cord, and the bright, eager way it bounces at the lightest touch. I delight in the steadiness of the dial against the hand, and in the slight effort which is required to actually make it move: it is like a man who knows his worth, and does not yield before idle words of castigation, or the mere flickering of the passing breeze. I delight in the ritual exchange with the switchboard operator, that humble civic ghost who resides invisibly in the cords and the wires, a delegated avatar of Brooklyn, New York, and an embodiment of the city’s best intentions: if the masses will it, then let them be conjoined.


I delight in the hearthlike warmth of the static on the line, and I delight in the way the line makes each man’s voice into a slightly different thing, a new thing. So that the earth’s stock of men is in some sense doubled. So that any pleasure that one might take in any given man’s voice is in fact a doubled pleasure, coming once and then coming again, in another form.


Among men, it is held as some sort of marvel that I, Herschel Schoen, enjoy speaking on the telephone. There is some fixed image of me, which men reliably form in their mind on the basis of first impressions, and my penchant for telephony is not in keeping with it.


Sometimes I am not even believed, when I profess to enjoy calling people up on the telephone. It is not exactly alleged that I am joking (for what would the joke consist in?), nor is it alleged that I am lying (for what purpose could this lie possibly serve?). I am merely doubted, faced with a hazy and mistlike skepticism that refuses to congeal into any definite, defeasible notion about how my speech is at variance with Truth, much less why.


Mists of this kind abound among men, clouding their minds, aiding them in their forgetting.


Depending on the occasion, I might rebuke such a skeptic with a true accounting of why it is that I take delight in the telephone. Or, I might not. This is one of the differences which is, in fact, no difference. I am not believed; I speak, or am silent; I am not believed.


I cannot say that I feel nostalgic, when I call someone up, on the telephone.


Nostalgic is precisely the right word in miniature, and precisely the wrong one in the large. It has all the right connotations, and yet its denotation is fatally misleading. There is no pain in the feeling. It is only sweet, not bittersweet.


There are things very much like telephones, in the Original Creation.


There are things very much like telephones, though far vaster, in body and in spirit.


All the things of the Original Earth are vast, in comparison to the measures and magnitudes that prevail on the body of its shadow. The bodies I am referring to—the ones very much like telephones—are larger than the largest houses are, on this earth.


(Though the houses of the Original Earth are, naturally, far larger still.)


The Original Firmament is speckled with holes. It is through these holes that the rain falls, and the snow, and the lightning.


To some of these holes, vast coiling cords are attached. They dangle free, just as the cords of the earth’s telephones do; they sway, bright and eager, as the winds pass over them. These elastic, vine-like towers span the whole distance from the earth to the heavens.


Thus does the Original Earth realize and sustain the dream that was denied to the sons of Noah, at Shinar.


Why were these cables hung from the Original Firmament?


Why else? For the purpose of something very much like telephony.


So that one can stand on the ground, or in the waters, and speak to those who stand above the firmament, in one of the heavens.


This is a matter of convenience, only that. There is no permanent division between the Original Earth and the Original Heaven; such chariots as were known to Ezekiel, and to the Intercessor, are abundant and ready to hand. Men, beasts, angels, and Nephilim are ferried from the one place to the other, routinely, in large numbers, every day.


But His creation is bountiful, and gives more than it might have, and gives more still.


The cords that reach the heavens are transparent, giving the spectator a view of what is inside: a succession of vast, oblate orbs, strung together like a necklace. Their colors are not found here, but if pressed I might liken them to pastels: pinks and yellows and blues and violets (no, not any of these, not at all, but I must work with the earthly palette I am given!), all of them with an intensity and a gentleness which are felt to be one unified whole, not two incidentally conjoined qualities.


When the cables are in use, the orbs flow upwards through them. It is through this motion, in fact, that the voice is carried from one place to another.


It is a delight to watch these cables from afar, and follow the stately and uniform procession of the orbs within them.


Oh, how those orbs would glitter in the last light of day! I miss this sight dearly. But there is no pain in this, only sweetness.


The orbs can be eaten, if one wishes. Their rinds dissolve in the mouth with surprising ease, and the flesh within is sweet.


These bodies can be eaten, and that is only the beginning of what can be done with them. But I do not think you would even understand me, much less believe me, if I were to carry on in this vein.


These sweet memories have been a source of delight and sustenance to me, whenever I have had cause to call someone up on the telephone, in my days on the earth.


Even—as was the case on the second Thursday of December—the call bears no other fruit.


I did succeed at reaching the Main Branch of the New York Public Library.


I did speak, for a few minutes, with an employee of that same establishment.


Do you have any books concerning Santa Claus? I asked.


The librarian laughed.


Well, she told me. I’m sure we do. Just between you and me, kid, I’m sure we do.


Just between you and me? I asked, perplexed.


And she explained to me that she could not actually confirm or deny the presence of any particular book in the library’s collection, at this time.


She explained—if that is the word—that the library’s catalogue system was “in use,” and not able to be consulted in the usual way, even by a librarian.


In fact, she continued, even if we had been able to confirm the presence and availability of any given book, I would not be able to actually check out that book, or any book.


The library, she explained, is currently closed to the public. Did you not know that?


I had, indeed, not known.


The Main Branch is closed? I asked.


Oh, no, she said. The whole library system.


Perhaps I should have asked her what, exactly, she was doing there, besides manning the phone line. The question did occur to me, at the time.


Why is it closed? I asked.


The librarian laughed, again.


Just between you and me, kid? she whispered into the line.


Just between you and me? It’s . . . I’m actually . . .


I’m actually not supposed to tell anyone.


I waited, silently, in expectation of the secret knowledge that her hushed tone seemed to promise. But in fact, it seemed that this very admission of secrecy was the whole of the secret she intended to grant me.


Thank you, I said, and waited for the space of another few breaths.


Goodbye, I said, and hung up.


I had no idea what to make of this. Since it was a busy night, and I could not imagine myself resolving this mystery through the application of thought alone, I did my best to put it out of my mind.


 


 


The telephone, and its accessories, are set out at one end of our long living room, near the front door. From this point, one must cross the whole of the living room to reach any of the other rooms—the kitchen, the two bedrooms, the bathroom.


I set out, across the living room, towards my bedroom.


In so doing, I passed by the living room couch, which at this time was occupied by my Sister, Miriam Schoen.


She sat, watching the television.


She paid me no mind, and indeed did not give any indication that she noticed my presence at all. But then, I did not give any indication that I noticed hers, either.


I sat in bed, and reached for the radio on the nightstand. I flipped its switch.


Voices poured from it. They were not the ones I sought. I turned the dial.


I heard a song. I considered it.


This song seemed to be about love, and coupling, and jealousy. It was not one of the Intercessor’s songs, that was clear enough.


I turned the dial.


A lady sang languidly of fortune, of its changeable nature, of its caprices which no man can foresee. Trumpets babbled at her side, agreeably but without conviction.


This was not what I sought. Indeed, it was the exact opposite of what I sought.


Not capricious fortune, I thought, but inevitable fate.


I turned the dial.


I heard a choir.


I heard the slow, orderly melody they sang, and the misty, anesthetic chords beneath it.


Not just any choir, but—a boys’ choir!


The high and guileless voices sang inexpertly, but no man could deny that they sang with conviction.


Indeed, if anything, these children had an overabundance of conviction, spilling over into complacency.


But I could not hold this against them. It was not some boyish misstep, like their unsteady tempo, their leaden articulation.


No, that sickly note of overriding smugness was a feature of the music itself. If the most perfect cantors of the highest heaven were to sing this song, the very same note of smugness would be audible in their rendition, also. For they render each song perfectly, in accordance with its own nature.


I knew what it was that I heard.


I grant that I am ill-tutored in the things that are unique to this earth. I am unworldly, yes—but only to a point. Even I, Herschel Schoen, can recognize a hymn for what it is, when I hear it.


A hymn, that is, of the cult of Yeshua.


One of their sacred songs, smug as only the cult of Yeshua can be smug. For they spurn the gift that was given to them on the sixth day.


They were made to have dominion over all the earth; they were made in the very image and likeness of He who willed all, with His sovereign will; they were made, in a word, as creatures of will. And yet they abhor their own wills. They believe they have found a trick, a cheat, whereby they can discard their wills, and escape the grave responsibilities that will implies.


Whereby they may shirk the noble and beautiful duty which He gave to man on the sixth day; whereby they may turn their backs on men, and on the eternal compacts that weigh on men’s shoulders; whereby they may become something less substantial than man, something as light as the petals, or the very air.


And so, when they sing together in ritual, they sing with smugness. They sing of complacent passivity, of giving up, of suicidal resignation. In imitation and exaltation of their strange, failed messiah, they sing of a paradox, in which they abdicate all responsibility and yet still reign.


Where possible, I prefer to pass over these matters in silence. The cult of Yeshua does not interest me. If I mention them here, it is only to explain the sickness I felt in my belly, hearing this hymn on the radio.


Still, I contained myself, and listened through to the end of the hymn, without adjusting the dial.


I remembered how Frederick had spoken, in the same breath, about Christ songs and Santa-only songs.


Since this hymn was a hymn, there was a possibility that it was Christmas music. And if it was Christmas music, there was then a possibility that more of its kind might follow.


The choirboys limped their way to some sort of conclusion, and the song receded into silence.


Then, after a second of silence, the proud and roaring voice of the radio announcer.


Christmas round the clock! he proclaimed.


Christmas round the clock! he repeated, with leonine vigor.


No other station starts this early! he assured me. No other station does it twenty-four-seven, either!


You want Christmas, then come to 102.8 FM, and stay tuned! You don’t want Christmas, well, then this ain’t your jam!


Next up is one of the very best—one of my personal favorites!


That’s right, ladies and gents! “Here Comes Santa Claus”!


I listened, with rapt attention.


I listened to the next song, as well, and the one after it.


I listened to six songs, in total, one after the other, before I finally turned the set off, and turned my gaze back to my own higher duties.


Frederick had told me that the Christ songs were far superior to the Santa songs, and alas, I found myself agreeing with him. (Oh, Frederick, you are always right in miniature, always, even if you are fatally wrong in the large!)


If the Christ songs made me sick, that at least spoke to some potency within them. The Intercessor’s own songs were vapid, perfunctory, empty. If they had wanted to sicken me, they would not have been able to rouse the strength to do it.


I did not like this. I wished, for a moment, that it were not so.


Then I came to my senses. I saw why things had been prepared in this way.


The Christ songs and the Santa songs do not belong together, side by side, in the mind. Their union is risible, and cannot be taken seriously. Of course, of course!


This arrangement was the Intercessor’s doing. His handiwork was plain in it, for all to see.


The Intercessor is a master of hiding, yes. But nothing requires him to hide, if he does not will it.


The Intercessor is a gift-giver, too. He is beneficent, and did not press his point further than necessary, that evening by the radio.


In the sixth and final song, the Intercessor gave me a gift, and all my previous disquiet melted away.


It was not a Christ song. It was not, exactly, a Santa song either. Neither of these men were mentioned in it, and no allusions were made to them.


I understood, nonetheless, that it was a song of the Intercessor. It belonged to him.


It was not a song befitting the comic Santa, the giver of nonsense, the matchmaker of princess and peasant.


It was a different Santa, another aspect of the man, which this song imitated and exalted.


The vast red beast who is soon to come. Who is fated, who is inevitable.


Next up! the announcer raved.


Next up is—“Carol of the Bells”!


I heard the melody, driving forth relentlessly.


HARK - how - the - bells


It was the sound of that which cannot be stopped.


SWEET - sil - ver - bells


With each repetition, it re-announced its message, and dared any man to stand in its way.


ALL - seem - to - say


THROW - cares - aw - ay


The purpose of its undaunted march was to be a march, and to be undaunted. It was a message that contained itself in the envelope of itself, and which would be understood perfectly well, even if one opened that envelope and found that it was empty.


ON - on - they send


ON - with - out - end!


I received this gift, and took it inside me. My mind was molten, that night, and “Carol of the Bells” melted into it.


Inspect the thing that I became, after I had cooled again, and you will find that “Carol of the Bells” is mixed all throughout it. Consider me as you would a cut of meat, and you will see that I am not lean and homogeneous, but finely marbled by the fat of that song.


 


 


After I turned the radio set off, I lay back in bed, and looked up. I beheld all manner of things, then, in my ceiling.


I lay there for hours, beholding and beholding.


Much later, I noticed a familiar and welcome stirring in my belly. I felt the writing-urge.


I considered the gravity of the moment. I weighed the necessity of recording that moment against the dangers I might invite by interrupting it.


I rose from the bed, and went out, into the living room.


My Sister, Miriam Schoen, stood at the far end of that room, holding the telephone handset to her face.


It seems that she noticed me—why else would she have lowered her voice to a whisper, at the precise moment of my entry?—but she made no other sign or greeting toward me.


She whispers, I thought.


She whispers to Vincent, I thought. So that only Vincent will hear her.


She whispers, I thought bitterly, because there is something in her mind which would bring her shame, if she disclosed it to me.


What sort of secret iniquity, I wondered, could a woman harbor, that would make her blush before her own Brother? Though she happily breathes the same poison into the receiver, through the wires and the cables, into the ear of a man she has barely met?


What would bring a woman, I wondered, to hide her words from Herschel Schoen, who knew all, already?


What kind of secret would a woman HIDE from Herschel Schoen, Truth’s body and Truth’s agent—and yet GIVE to VINCENT VIERGE?


VINCENT VIERGE, a bundle of straw crudely fashioned in the approximate shape of a prophet? A scarecrow made to confound weak minds and weak spirits, while the stronger among us merely laugh, at the shoddy construction of his straw limbs and his straw voice?


What kind of secret? Only error, nonsense, iniquity.


I steadied myself. I forced myself to put these disquieting things aside, for the moment. There would be time to consider them, later, after my own Emendation and re-perfection was securely accomplished.


I sat down on the couch.


I gathered my papers, and my pen.


I wrote.


I wrote what is here, among my papers, under the heading “Of the Gospel.”


The straight thread of time folds over, doubling on itself. Two rivers flow into the high wall, but only one flows out, on the other side.


In my December chronicle, “Of Ministry” follows “Of War.”


But in December, the piercing lance that is “Of the Gospel” intervenes between them, interceding and emending.


In December, in time, “Of Ministry” follows “Of the Gospel.”


And in December, “Of the Gospel”—yes, “Of the Gospel” does follow “Of War.”


But it is from an unfathomable distance, that the one follows the other. And the strongest of firmaments was fashioned to divide them, forever.


 


 


On the morning of the second Friday, I walked the streets of Flatbush. As I do each morning of the school week.


My heart was bright, and blazing, as I walked.


My mind was perfect. No variegation of clouds marred the sky within me. I was a clear, transparent dome, revealing plainly the waters above it, and how they are divided. I was the Greater Light, ruler of the day, cresting over the pillars at world’s edge to inaugurate his daily reign.


The earth’s sun, the Greater Light’s shadow, rose in concert with the sun inside me. I looked up, in the midst of this darkest December, and saw a clear blue dome, without clouds.


All things bowed to me, even the things which forgot, and which were in shadow. The very earth itself took notice of me, that morning, and did honor to me. Looking through the gaps between the high brownstones, I saw the sea-blue dome and the bursting dawn, imitating and exalting me.


I made my gait steady. I did not run, or jump, or skip. I took one orderly step, and then the next, with my head held high.


This is how a man makes his lordly nature known, among men.


It required some exercising of my will, to make my lordly nature known. Angels buzzed inside me, ready to arm me in the crucial labors of the day to come. Although I was not yet in need of their assistance, they had been placed inside me already, in preparation.


I was not yet in need of them, but they could not hide their nature, which was the nature of the whirlwind.


They whirled, inside my heart. They whirled, overflowing the walls of my heart, pouring out into my limbs and my fingers and my lips.


Vigor abounded in me, strength poured from me.


I have never been a man, like the men of the earth, but I often behave as they do, to keep up appearances. On this morning, there was no use in trying to keep up appearances. My nature shone forth, and the nature of the angels shone forth from inside it.


In men, sleepless nights breed mists that cloud the mind. But I am not a man, and my night of toil had birthed a clear and perfect sky.


You did not need to sleep, in the Original Creation. You will not need to sleep, in the days that are to come.


How could it be otherwise? Night is half of all creation! What else is night for, if not to be lived in? And why would He make the Lesser Light to rule over night, if night was empty, if there was nothing there to rule over?


Angels whirled in my fingers, and I put their unruly energy to a proper and pleasing use.


My fingers drummed.


Onto my palms, I drummed the Original Creation. Onto my chest and my sides, I drummed this earth, and my plans for this earth, and for its children.


The children, I knew, were on the very cusp of remembering.


Their eyes had already been partially opened, by the Latter-Day Emendation. They had already come quite a ways out of the shadows and the mists. They had nearly reached the light, already!


I had only to guide them in their final step, over the utmost threshold of the shadows, and into the day.


My task was far easier than I had ever imagined. It was only this last step, that fell to Herschel Schoen, in the end.


My task might be completed very swiftly, in fact.


I had imagined myself carrying out some protracted program of instruction, involving many successive steps, and pursued against the continual resistance of my sullen, uncooperative, uncomprehending pupils.


But no, it is much simpler than that. I will speak Truth to the children of the earth. And they will see what it is, at once.


And they will come out into the light! And lead their friends and families out, into the light!


The children of the earth have fallen into confusion. They do not know what to believe, or how to revere. They need a tutor and a guide, a leader and a champion, a judge and a chieftain!


It is for this reason that I was given such resources of strength, on this day. I will be their Samson, and it is Samson’s strength that I have been given.


It will all be accomplished swiftly. The days that are to come are not far off, now.


The next war looms before us, and I suspect it will be upon us so soon that even Frederick will be taken by surprise.


It will happen soon, and no man could avert it, even if he wished to do so.


Angels whirled in my lips, and I put them to a proper and pleasing use. Inevitability flowed from my mouth, in its four-note melody.


ON - on - he sends


EM - en - da - tion


IN - ter - cess - ion


ON - with - out - end!


I walked, and there were no doubts in me at all, not anywhere within my marbled and angel-housing heart.


CY - ber - ne - sis


SHALL - be - de - stroyed!


SUB - sti - tu - tion


SHALL - be - de - stroyed!


AD - ver - sar - ry


SHALL - be - de - stroyed!


 


 


My gait was steady, and swift. And so I arrived at school, and in the first period classroom, with several minutes to spare.


A different classroom, mind you, from the one with which “Of Raven” began.


The results of the Raven exam caused a stir among the local theorists on the topic of my development. It upended Mrs. Rachel’s most dearly held suppositions, about that topic most dear to her. It sent her speculations veering in new directions, and, rousing the scientist in her, spurred her to try a new experiment.


I was now—on a provisional basis, as an experiment—an ordinary student of the high school. I no longer spent the whole of the school day in one room, a special-education classroom. I was injected, suddenly, into the same busy, swirling current in which most of my peers were swimming, and had been swimming for years. I was subjected, as they were, to the wearying succession of room after room, and subject after subject. Six different rooms each day, and the same six, all over again, on the next day.


I did not much like this new state of affairs. Previously, I was mostly left alone, to spend time as I saw fit: in contemplation, planning, reflection, remembering. But it is not so easy to keep up appearances, in the ordinary classrooms.


I did my best to ignore the six new classrooms, to ignore all the tiresome monologues and inane “class activities” which occurred there. These things were of no significance, and they did not interest me. But they were swelled with a false sense of their own importance, and demanded that I make a show of bowing to them. I was called on, I was given papers and asked for other papers in exchange, I was taken aside and spoken to.


I did not do any of the “homework.” My Mother, Ruth Schoen, had recently castigated me for this, but I would not relent.


However, to keep up appearances, and brighten the face of that weary woman, I did permit myself to set an hour’s time aside, on one evening, so as to read the book which the “English” class had assigned. This was surprisingly worthwhile! That book was finely made, with evident care, and I took much pleasure in the admiring of it.


Still, though I went this far, I would not go any further. All the writerly force that is within me must be given over to my papers; I cannot afford to spare any of it on the “essay” which was demanded of me, on the topic of this book, and its “themes.”


I sat at my desk, reflecting. I considered the options available to me, for my first move, and weighed them against one another.


I drummed on the surface of the desk. Gladness, and inevitability, poured from my mouth.


The boy next to me, I saw, was staring at me.


This was not unusual. This boy, who sat to my immediate left in the first period “math” class, spent more time staring at me than at the lecturer, or the blackboard, or the papers on his own desk.


He stared in amusement, in mockery, often in shock; he stared, and cruel, flamelike forms leaped across his face; I was a subject of morbid fascination for him, it seemed, though I did not grasp the exact nature of that fascination. Nor did I know what error or iniquity it was, that lent the stare its undeniable air of perversity.


I had no quarrel with him, or his staring. It is meet, and well-arranged, when each man is given an amusement fitted to his tastes.


Nothing was out of the ordinary, I repeat, in the fact of the boy’s staring. However, he was staring, and I saw him staring. His squinting eyes, and the suppressed laughter bubbling behind his lips, announced themselves to my awareness.


Inconsequential matters do not make such a show of themselves. They recede from me, and hide in the murk. The boy, and his stare, were thus of consequence.


I turned to him.


He stared, wordlessly. The corners of his mouth quivered in amused indignation, as if I had affronted him, somehow, merely by turning to look in his direction.


I thought: the children are on the very cusp of remembering.


Angels drummed on the walls of my heart.


I thought: what better place to begin my miracles, than here? In the least promising soil, which would never become fertile through any means other than the miraculous?


“Do you believe,” I asked him, “in Santa Claus?”


It seemed prudent to begin with a question, so as to draw the pupil immediately into the lesson.


The laughter that had been locked up behind the boy’s closed lips was now allowed to spill forth. But only for a moment. The lips opened, emitted a short loud bark, and closed again.


If one wanted to convey this noise in letters, one might write: ho! But this ho! had none of the Intercessor’s merriment in it. It was not the laughter of a man who is truly, sincerely amused. It did not spill over, as such laughter does, but measured itself out precisely.


“Like, no?” the boy said, after a moment. He chuckled, briefly and mirthlessly, by way of punctuation.


I watched him, expecting more, but he did not elaborate.


“But you did, once?” I asked him. “As a child?”


He shrugged, and made a sort of hrmph noise. An affirmation, if one of the limpest possible sort.


Within my perfect mind, the line of attack that I would pursue on the game board immediately made itself apparent. I saw how the game pieces would leap, from square to square; I saw the glowing, ghostly wakes they left behind, drawing up a persistent chart of their successive motions.


“You were given to believe,” I said, “by your parents. Isn’t that right?”


“Why,” I pressed, “do you suppose your own parents would deceive you? About such a vast and consequential matter, such a vast and consequential man?”


“What purpose,” I asked, “could this lie possibly serve?”


He shrugged, again, and emitted another joyless ho!


“’Cause parents suck?” he said.


“Parents are fuckheads,” he said, under his breath.


This line of defense had not occurred to me. And I do not wish that it had occurred to me, even though that would have left me better prepared for our contest. I would not be Herschel Schoen, then, but someone else, to whom such sentiments are less wholly alien.


I would be this boy, or I would be my Sister, Miriam Schoen.


I paused, considering the avenues by which I might evade the present impasse.


My thoughts were quickly curtailed. Something made itself apparent to me, a ways off, near the front of the room.


The schoolmaster had arrived.


He strode across the front of the room, carrying his binder of papers.


He would deposit them on his desk, and then he would begin the day’s monologue. This, I knew, was his intent. He had a clocklike regularity, and carried out almost the same series of motions and gestures in each class period, as if he were a recording being played back again and again.


It was only the needless words that spilled from his mouth, and the insubstantial scribbles he made on the blackboard, that differed from one class period to the next.


Today, however, I could not allow this recorded man to play himself back, as he ordinarily did.


He intended to fill the hour with needless words, while I had needful and shining words inside me, and a host of angels straining against the confines of my heart.


I stood up, and walked through the aisle of desks, toward the front of the classroom.


I saw the students, in their many desks, swerving their heads to follow my progress.


The schoolmaster had arrived at his desk, and had set down his papers. He was rifling through them, at this moment, looking for something or other.


I reached the front, and turned to face my audience.


I looked out over the multitude, and saw the fragmentary forms of chins and sleeves and earlobes, rising from the murk and receding again.


I thought: the children are on the very cusp of remembering!


I raised the gates of myself.


“Herschel?” said the schoolmaster, from his desk. His voice was colorless.


All that had been dammed up and walled in, in me, began to pour forth.


I was the Greater Light, and I rose, announcing the day.


Celestial messengers leapt out of me, and bellowed, and bloomed. They leapt from my arms, and from my gullet.


“Santa Claus!” I proclaimed.


“Intercessor!” I shouted.


“Herschel,” the schoolmaster said, with a colorless wariness.


I felt what was in me, and pouring out of me. I knew its nature, and why it was given that nature.


The words that spilled out of me were NOT an orderly succession of moves on a game board, but the act of overturning that game board, and taking the hand of one’s fellow player, and leading them out of the game into what is beyond the board and the squares and the pieces, into the light, into LIFE!


“Friends!” I said.


“You have all received an unanticipated gift, and you do not know it! Because you have forgotten!


“I will show you! It will happen very swiftly! My Adversary will be utterly bested and ruined, and all his men will be utterly bested and ruined!”


A few stray things reached me, from out of the murk. Titters, smirks. Expletives, muttered in confusion.


I paid these things no mind. I knew what was within me, and I knew my duty, and I knew what must and would occur.


“There are ten Original Heavens,” I announced, “above the Original Firmament!


“You have been there, to each one of them, and to the Original Earth, as well!


“You have feasted on the flesh of Leviathan!


“You have been torn apart, by dogs and jackals, in the sundering field that is laid out on the surface of the sixth firmament!


“You have been a great age in the belly of Adail, and you have been the years and hours of that age, succeeding one another!”


Every manner of thing poured from me. I held Truth’s palette high, and displayed all the colors that were in it, and all the ways they could be mixed.


“The cybernetic systems,” I said, “intend to substitute themselves for you, and me, and those who are like us!


“It is the Intercessor’s season, and he strides at a right angle to time, emending eternally!


“A Latter-Day Emendation has re-perfected creation!


“Yes, Virginia, there is a Santa Claus!”


Diffuse noises of mirthless amusement flickered in the unformed deep.


“The fuck?” someone said.


I was boundless. Angels circled me, revealing their full and formless selves: not luminous men, but simply light, whirling.


My FULL VOICE did not hide itself, then, as it ordinarily does among men, to keep up appearances.


“I set myself against cybernesis!” I said, in wingèd quotation marks.


“I set myself against my Adversary, and against the principle of control through negative feedbacks!


“I set myself against the element that goes into another!


“Friends! I announce the body, and I lead you into the light!


“Friends! Santa Claus is coming to town!”


A sketch presented itself for my inspection, a hasty thing, more a suggestion of form than form itself.


The one girl’s ponytail, and the long braids of her neighbor; the one girl’s torso twisting to the side, bringing her mouth close to her neighbor’s ear; the one girl’s high, loud stage whisper, and the assenting giggle, issuing from her neighbor.


“He’s finally lost it,” the girl said in her loud whisper.


“The freak’s finally lost it,” she said. “I mean I knew he would.”


“Dude,” said a boy. “Herschel Spaz is freaking the fuck out.


“This is wild,” he said. “This is gold. This is killer.”


Fate armed me, and inevitability armored my voice.


“DO - not - have fear!


“HE - will - be - here!


“IN - ter - cess - or!


“COM - ing - to - town!”


From the deepest deeps, I heard a girl’s watery, wavering voice.


“Is he . . . is he, like, okay?”


Her false, needless concern was the only thing that actually angered me, at school, on that day.


But only for a moment. I am merciful to all.


I thought: she will remember, in days to come, and she will apologize for her offense against me. She will quake in fear, just as she quakes now.


I thought: But she will find that her fear has been misplaced, as it is now. And we will laugh together, she and I, and be glad.


“Herschel,” said the schoolmaster, from very close by.


“I think that’s quite enough now, Herschel,” he said mechanically, without feeling, without color.


“Quite enough, now,” he repeated, as he advanced, in defiance of all the powers that surged around me and within me.


I felt his arms, gripping and pinning mine. I felt the roughness of his polo shirt, and the hairy largeness of his hands.


I felt the warmth of his breath, pouring his needless words into my ear.


He intended to depose me. To drag me away from my lordly perch, and send me back to my desk, or to detention.


He intended to set himself up in my place, and speak his own needless words to my audience—my audience, who needed Truth, and deserved Truth!


This, I could not allow.


 


 


“You’re a very interesting boy, Herschel,” said Mrs. Rachel.


We had been talking for some time. Senselessly, aimlessly, in circles.


She beamed at me. I saw the shine of the fluorescent light on her glasses, and I saw the eyes behind the glass, shining.


“I’ve treated a lot of high-support-needs children, and a lot of gifted children. But you’re my first Two-E child.”


“Two-E?” I said.


“Oh,” she said, “there I go again! Talking in jargon, with . . . you kids.


“I’m sorry, I simply can’t help myself. It’s the researcher in me, you know, all that time I spend keeping up with the literature. Sometimes I fail to code-switch, you know, between the two hats I wear, as a researcher and a clinician.”


“Two-E?” I asked again, hoping to bring her back to the point.


“Twice exceptional, Herschel,” she said, beaming.


“Meaning, you have both gifted traits, and specialized support needs.


“Which, in its own way—and now I do confess I find this to be very interesting—which, in its own way, presents a new kind of specialized support need.


“Because we have evidence-based systems and processes for the gifted child in the school setting. And we have evidence-based systems and processes for the special-needs child in the school setting.


“But each of these hasn’t really been properly evaluated, on the Two-E child in the school setting. We’re having to, almost, you could say, start from scratch, where the evidence base is concerned.


“It’s actually quite new, the Two-E concept, in the literature I mean. It’s a bit of a, of what you could call, well, a hot topic, in the literature right now!”


I stared at her, and at the bookshelves that rose out of the void behind her, flanking her and honoring her, twin heralds of her empty splendor.


There was an evil in Mrs. Rachel. But it was not at all like my Adversary’s evil, or Frederick’s.


It is not a great evil, like theirs. It is not one of the primary colors in His palette, majestic in its own way, and worthy of respect. It is a small evil, and it is the evil of smallness. It is of no significance, and it is the evil of the insignificant.


It is the evil of lightless and unformed deeps; of needless words, mouthed without thought or conviction; of stale and dead jokes, played back off of magnetic tape; of Portland, Oregon.


“I do not have needs,” I told her.


“I am wholly sovereign,” I told her.


“You have such an interesting way with words, Herschel,” Mrs. Rachel said.


“It’s really very different from any gifted child I’ve treated, or from any high-support-needs child I’ve treated,” she said, as she noted something down on a pad of paper.


“But no,” she said, smiling, “I think we are discovering, together, that you aren’t going to thrive without some specialized support, in this school.”


“Are you saying this,” I asked, “because of my act of speaking Truth in first period today? Which was so rudely interrupted?”


At the word “rudely,” Mrs. Rachel chuckled, and smiled even wider.


“The incident today,” she said, “is . . . is one piece of the puzzle.”


She scribbled on her pad, as she spoke.


“But I’m really starting to think that your . . . behavior, this morning . . . and your, erm . . . altercation, with Mr. Crell, following his attempt to restore order in the classroom . . .


“I’m really starting to think, Herschel, that it’s part of a pattern of defiant and irritable behavior, going back . . . well, going back at least to the start of this school year, really!


“And from talking to your mother, if I remember correctly, there are indications that it’s a persistent pattern, going back at least six months, which would bring us within the diagnostic cutoff for, well . . . for several conditions, actually, but I’m getting ahead of myself!


“It’s not always easy,” she said, “being both a researcher and a clinician.


“I get a bit, ha, a bit rusty, when I spend too long wearing just one of my hats—I get a bit rusty, I have a little trouble code-switching, when I have to put the other hat on, again.”


I ignored this.


“A pattern?” I said. “Of ‘defiant and irritable behavior’?


“My Mother, Ruth Schoen, told this to you?”


She shook her head.


“Well, yes and no—see, I’m really integrating this perspective myself, from multiple lines of evidence.


“From your mother’s testimony, yes, that’s a key piece of the puzzle. But there’s also the testimony, too, of some of your teachers, and your peers, and the other clinicians and support staff who’ve been involved, you know, in the situation.


“I think today is, hmm, the first time I’ve seen violence come into the picture, that hasn’t been a focus of the other testimony. So that’s a worrying new wrinkle, I would say, in the pattern.


“But defiance, irritability—well! The testimony I’ve heard tells a very clear story there, almost a textbook clinical narrative. Only ‘almost,’ though—nothing is textbook with you, Herschel, is it?”


“I am Herschel Schoen,” I said. “I am happier than any man on earth, for I remember, while they forget.


“When have I ever been irritable?”


An evil patience radiated from Mrs. Rachel’s smile. It was evident that my incomprehension was pleasing to her, providing her with further evidence of my deformed cast of mind, and an opportunity to expound at even greater length on her suppositions and theories.


“Well,” she said primly, “just for instance, there was what Dr. Chiu told me.


“About your conduct during the psychometric examination.”


“What Ronnie Chiu told you?” I said.


I had no idea what to make of this.


“You know,” Mrs. Rachel said.


“The shrieking, the screaming . . . all of . . . that . . . it really put Dr. Chiu in a difficult clinical situation, you know, not one in his usual wheelhouse, although I’ll say he acquitted himself quite well, all things considered.


“But you know, having to support you, in a compassionate way, while also . . . as a psychometrist, of course, being very concerned with test validity, with maintaining, you know, the kind of testing environment used in the studies that form the evidence base for Raven’s Progressive Matrices as an instrument . . .


“Since there was another child being evaluated in the same room with you—ha, we should have known that was a mistake, hindsight’s twenty-twenty—and especially since that other child, well . . .”


She trailed off.


I was silent.


“Or,” Mrs. Rachel said after a pause, “to bring a very different sort of datum into the picture, there’s your difficulty in forming relationships with your peers.


“Which could have various causes, yes. I’m just thinking, when taken in context, as part of the whole picture.


“In that context I do think a complete lack of friendships within your peer group is at least, well, consistent with a hypothesis of persistent behavior on, you know, the oppositional-defiant spectrum.”


“I have a friend,” I said.


“Frederick Eggert,” I said, “is my friend.”


“Yes,” Mrs. Rachel said, “and that’s a good thing, Herschel. I’m very glad you’ve been able to form that bond. It’s very encouraging, developmentally. Especially in light of all this other . . . context . . . which is, well, not so encouraging.


“But now, Herschel—you’re so careful with words, I’m sure you noticed that I said peers, I said forming relationships with your peers.


“And Frederick Eggert, ha, well, he’s not exactly your peer, now is he?”


I had no idea what this meant.


In any event, she did not wait for an answer from me. She continued, with a new, springing note of zeal in her voice.


“Anyways—I do get so carried away, you know, it’s the academic in me—the long and short of it is, that I am going to recommend some changes to your support plan, in light of this morning’s incident, and also the sort of . . . constellation of converging evidence lines that I’m now starting to integrate.


“I don’t know, yet, quite what form those changes are going to take, Herschel. That’s what you and I are going to figure out, together.”


“Together?” I said.


“See, Herschel, the first thing I’m going to recommend, before anything else—just as a provisional step, to help us figure out the next step after it—is to recommend that you and I spend a lot more time together.


“To be concrete, I’m going to recommend that your enrollment in classes be . . . provisionally halted. Just for now, to give me . . . to give us, you and I, time to figure out the nature of the situation more fully.


“So we can really get to the bottom of things, and figure out what a compassionate, effective support plan would look like, for your particular needs.


“I’m applying an abundance-of-caution rule, here. Seeing as this, I mean the Two-E child in the school setting, is so . . . well, you could say it’s almost terra incognita, as far as the evidence base is concerned. So I’m going to tread carefully, and you know, primum non nocere, and all that.


“And besides that, well, ha, when it comes down to brass tacks, I confess we really can’t be having incidents like that one in first period, today. Mr. Crell likes to run a tight ship, you could say, and he’s been at this school for quite a long time, and is quite close with Mr. Greerson, and . . .


“And, well, any viable treatment plan—to get consensus and full buy-in from your support staff and your teachers and Mr. Greerson—well, it would have to begin by cutting off any opportunities for that sort of thing to emerge.


“But that’ll all be taken care of, Herschel. Because you’ll just be with me, for a little while.


“In my office, instead of in class.


“Starting tomorrow, if I get buy-in, for my recommendations. Which I do think I will.


“Just for a little while, provisionally.


“To give you and I time to put the pieces of the puzzle together.”


I stared at her.


“I am not a puzzle,” I said.


“I am a solution,” I said.


“You are such a clever boy, aren’t you!” she said, laughing, and running a hand through the curls of her hair.


“Such an interesting way with words.


“I do confess that I’m very interested . . . in my other hat, as a researcher, I mean . . . but no, we’ll have plenty of time to dig into that, later.


“To dig into all that, together.”


 


 


Mrs. Rachel sent me away from her office, at last, with an indication that my school day was ending early. I could go home, now, if I wished to.


I emerged from the schoolhouse onto the playfield.


I paced. I watched the dappled forms, swaying on the bodies of sunlit, half-shadowed structures.


I wondered whether to stay or go.


It was clear that Mrs. Rachel had expected me to go. I supposed that she would have demanded my departure, if she had had any notion that I might not accomplish that departure of my own free will, without her asking.


If I stayed, I might be thought a nuisance, a willful troublemaker; it might be imagined that I stayed out of defiance.


And the thought of spending a few unanticipated hours at home, together with my Sister, Miriam Schoen, did have a palpable appeal.


She was my first pupil. She was the first one that I spoke to, in any kind of depth, after my emergence from the holy shell. About what I remembered, and what she had forgotten.


I have spoken far more often, at far greater length, about these topics with my Sister, Miriam Schoen, than I have with anyone else on this earth.


She is obdurate in her forgetting. It is through her, far more than anyone else, that I know how tightly my Adversary’s claws grasp at the mind of man, and how thoroughly my Adversary’s bulwark of mists and shadows shields man’s mind from all light, from the very possibility of light.


But the Latter-Day Emendation makes all things new, and makes new things possible.


I considered this. I thought, too, of my now-habitual meetings with Frederick during the lunch break. He would wonder after me, if I left.


I felt my potency, lying in potent reserve, awaiting its next opportunity to effloresce. I felt my angels, who had been beaten back, and yet were in no way cowed or daunted.


The drumming at the walls of my heart was tamer than before, more decorous; my houseguests were settling in, and growing domestic in their ways. But I knew that they were in no way cowed or daunted.


I thought about the day, and its meaning.


I thought: I should begin, instead, with the littlest of the children. Who are closest to their own time of remembering. And who still retain their faith in that Santa Claus who lives, and lives forever.


I thought: I have erred. I should have begun in THAT way, today, with the littlest of the children. And not—


I shook my head, dispelling this utterly false line of reasoning.


Each day had its meaning, and revealed that meaning to me. I was coming to understand today’s meaning, now.


I thought: if my own words were capable of cutting through mist and shadow, they would have done so already. And my Sister, Miriam Schoen, would be sitting together with me, under the glancing light, among the cords that rise to the heavens.


I thought: there is an Adversary, acting against me, in this world.


I thought: I bade them, “open your eyes!” But they did not will their eyes to open.


I thought: What is inevitable must be done, one way or the other. If not willingly, then unwillingly. If not through words, then through force. If not through me, then through another.


Why was it necessary to emend creation? Why does the Intercessor come to men, yearly, eternally?


Why does he come in December, on the twenty-fifth, the fourth Wednesday?


I, Herschel Schoen, am insufficient for my task—and that is the reason why another one was given, alongside me. To the world, and to Brooklyn, New York.


He will come!


Santa Claus is coming, to Brooklyn, New York!


In December, on the fourth Wednesday!


He is coming, to open a million eyes! He is coming, to give the gift of the Original Creation!


To grind the cybernetic systems into dust!


To bring down justice on their heads, honoring the compact He set forth on the sixth day: that He shall return to emptiness and formlessness all those who do not accept His Torah, the superverbal literality of His bodied law! That He shall unmake the bodies of all those who spurn His law, who substitute for that law a system of positive and negative feedbacks, a mere collection of needless words, and wasted breath, and empty forms going into one another amidst the shadows!


Yes, Virginia! He is coming, he is coming!


 


 


A familiar body emerged from the murk, leaning against the high wall of the school, close by to me.


It was Madeleine, I saw. Frederick’s associate.


She leaned, with a studied idleness. She brought a cigarette to her mouth, and then took it away, and mists blew out of her mouth.


They coiled and dispersed in the air, changing from mist to form, from form to formlessness.


I approached her.


She turned, and regarded me.


I had no idea what to make of the expression that was on her face, then.


It was not a smile.


You may, and you should, read into this negation any wealth of affirmation that it may seem to contain implicitly. Every individual element of a smile was there, in Madeleine’s expression, and they were properly and fittingly arranged. It was only in the large, as a whole, that its true and deviant nature revealed itself. At the final moment, it veered away from the creed which all its prior deeds had appeared to affirm, adopting instead some wholly unanticipated heresy.


“Hey,” she said.


Her tone was enigmatic, unreadable.


“Frederick’s buddy,” she said, raising herself up from the wall.


“Long time no see,” she said, leaning forward a little, bringing her face closer to mine.


She was very tall. She had to stoop, a little, to bring her face close to mine.


“We saw one another,” I said, “just yesterday.”


I felt uneasy. Madeleine’s face loomed against a void, returned to formlessness. The orange forms of her hair swooped and whirled, announcing her and exalting her.


There was a nameless sickness in my belly. In my heart, a terrible stillness, and a terrible silence.


Heresies, and unsmiling smiles, effloresced inside me.


Madeleine laughed. Her mirth was genuine, I saw, if not kind.


She laughed and laughed.


“You’re cute, kid,” she said.


“You’re cute, you know that?”


I wished that she had not called me kid. We were nearly the same age.


“I heard about what you did today,” she continued. “In first period math.”


She laughed and laughed.


Mist dispersed into the formless murk. I coughed, and blinked my eyes to wash a sudden sting from them.


“Fucked up shit, man,” she said, cackling.


“You’re cute, and you do fucked up shit,” she said, not-smiling at me.


I was silent.


“And you don’t get my jokes,” she said.


“You’re touched,” she said.


“Soft in the head,” she said.


“Pliable,” she said, bringing her wide not-smile and her devious eyes very close to me.


So that her face was very nearly touching mine.


“I do not understand,” I said.


“’Course you don’t,” Madeleine replied, and brought herself back up to her full height.


Substitutions were occurring, within me.


Cybernesis was occurring, within me.


Something else was rushing into the empty cavity, now void of angels, to take the angels’ place.


“Want a drag?” Madeleine said, proffering her cigarette to me.


I shook my head.


“Probably for the best,” she conceded.


“It’d probably, like, do something fucked up to your little ’tard brain,” she said.


In silence, I watched the churning heresies contending against one another, amid the curls and folds of Madeleine’s twisting, self-shadowing hair.


I thought: the errant are always in contention against one another, and in utmost dissension and chaos, and it cannot end among them, for each of them can rightly prove the fatal wrongness of his neighbors. Only light and Truth resist disproof, but the errant are swathed in shadows and falsity.


I thought: her hair twists and folds, shadowing itself, hiding itself inside itself.


Her hair was an element, going into another.


Her hair went all over.


And so, it was quite right.


I envisioned a dark landscape covered in a mess of curling wires. The wires plunged out of the earth, and went all over, and went into one another.


Madeleine was in this landscape, leaning against the wires. They plunged into her, and she into them.


One thing went into another, ceaselessly, in that terrible land, on that terrible and endless night.


I had never seen this image before. It was not a thing that He created, nor a fancy of my own, consonant with my character and the tendencies of my will.


It was plunging into me. It was not of my mind, but it was in my mind, and I could not cast it away from me.


“It’d be fun,” Madeleine mused.


“Having a toy like you,” she mused.


“To play with.


“Any way I choose. And you wouldn’t know any better.


“See. I can say that.


“I can just say that.


“’Cause you don’t know what I’m talking about, do you?”


“No,” I said.


Cybernesis flared inside me, hot and churning.


Coils, going into one another, hot and churning. The terrible and lawless night, spurning all customs, returned to emptiness and formlessness.


The heretical night, engorged with its own poison, made giddy by its own errors, and falsely glad. Supping on the formless fruit of itself, engorging itself with itself.


Coiling, endless!


I had no idea what to make of this.


I had to return to my tutors, my bed and my ceiling, and plead for their guidance.


I fled.


 


 


I lay in bed, looking up, and my ceiling was still.


There were no forms there, leaping.


Only a flat surface, and its studded texture.


I was alone, then, with the night, and the plunging coils.


I felt the surging that was between my legs, placed there as a substitute for my body and the things of my body.


My inviolable will failed me.


I made myself powerless, to teach myself a lesson. I willed that I be without will, and I was.


I gave my body up to complacent passivity. I envisioned myself laid down to rest, against the musty earth of the night land, under a nest of curling wires.


I gave my mind up to suicidal resignation. I envisioned Madeleine, beside me, and Frederick, and heard their colloquy, and did not raise my voice to correct their errors.


“One thing goes into another,” Frederick said, as the wires plunged into his chest.


“One body is as good as another,” he said, as the wires tore his flesh, and coiled in the innermost parts of his body.


“Bodies are interchangeable,” he said, coughing.


“In the pattern, they are the same,” Madeleine said. A lance of twisted steel pierced through the back of her skull, and went on through her head, and flashed out from her mouth.


Her lips were moving around it, as she spoke.


“Hey,” she said. Only her eyes turned to me, for her head was pinned in place by the strong, thick wire that ran through it.


“Hey, kid,” she said.


“The next war’s gonna be the final war, did you know that?” she said. Blood ran down from the corners of her not-smiling mouth.


“Father’s machines will not need us,” Frederick said, going into her.


“Won’t it be nice? To finally lay our bodies down?” Madeleine said, going all over.


Coiling, endless!


OH - how - they - pound -


Poison, heresy!


THROW - cares - aw - ay -


Aw - ay -


AW - AY -


Away, away, again, night, nothing, void, formlessness, nonsense.


I felt what was in my body, and on my body.


I felt what I had done.


I felt its warmth, and its profusion.


There was nothing good in this.


It was a joke substituted for Truth.


It was a fallow field, under a starless night, with the corpses of men laid all over it, and maggots teeming and writhing within them—substituted for the garden that He made, in Eden, and for the sweetest of the duties He gave to man, on the sixth day!


There is such weariness in the hearts of men, and such despair. This is so in all the places where men are, all over the earth.


I learned one of the reasons for this, then, on that day.


I am unworldly, yes—but only to a point. I knew, quite immediately, just what it was I had done.


I thought: it came to pass when Onan WENT INTO his brother’s wife, that he spilled it on the ground, lest he should give seed to his brother.


Onan was a man, then. But a man of the primordial earth, who remembered the body that cast the primordial earth as its shadow.


Who knew that he would eventually return to that place, when he was finally called up from his long wanderings in the hollow space under the Original Earth, and carried up into light.


For him, it would have been bearable, I think.


A sick thing is substituted in for coupling and fruitfulness, on the earth that is the shadow of the Original Earth.


Far below the deepest deeps of Sheol, against the shadowed screen that lies beneath the bottom of creation, men and women twist and plunge, and throw cares away, and give themselves up, to suicidal resignation.


And they believe that THIS is what He referred to, when He blessed them, and bade them to “be fruitful, and multiply, and replenish the earth, and subdue it.”


Onan did not hold this belief. Onan knew full well what He meant, and so he was able to bear the thing that is its shadow.


But the men that are on the earth, now?


I knew, now, why they displayed such shame over the sweetest of His blessings, over coupling and fruitfulness. I understood, as I never had before, why their hearts are so weary, and their voices choked with unremitting despair.


I must be merciful to them, I thought, for they shoulder such a great burden, and do not even know it.


I must show clemency, I thought, to the very last of them. I must bless them, and forgive them, down to the very last.


I must bless them, and forgive them. Even those whose flesh is fated to return to formlessness. Even as the inevitable falls upon them, and grinds their bones into dust, and the very dust into emptiness itself.


 


 


A voice that whispers into a telephone handset, unwilling to reveal itself fully, for it is rightly ashamed.


A straw prophet, with a jocular beard, and hair like Yeshua’s.


As if that was what qualified a man for prophethood!


Oh, I knew, I knew, I wished it were not so, it was, it was.


On and on.


Endlessly.


I knew why my Sister, Miriam Schoen, tolerated that unformed waste of a man—and spoke to him in her many voices, in her darkly colorful voices, the one color and then the next—as she had never spoken to me—


I rushed into the living room.


She was there, as I had expected, sitting absolutely still on the couch.


Stale light and tinny laughter poured out of the television, and went into her.


“I have learned,” I said, “what it is that the men of the earth call coupling and fruitfulness.”


She turned her head, slightly.


“I know,” I said spitefully, “what it is that you and Vincent share, that you do not share with me.”


She looked at me, blankly.


If she appreciated the full extent of my rage, she did not show it.


“I know the empty thing that you want, that he gives you!” I said.


“I know the nothing that you seek, and find, in him!” I shouted.


“The starless night, that rouses you, that swells you with poison and makes you blind to my light!


“The empty thing, the nothing, the nonsense, the joke—the joke that was why you brought him here, into our home, that you did with him in our room, casting me away, so that you could—”


“Oh,” said my Sister, Miriam Schoen.


She laughed, nervously.


“Oh,” she said. “Oh, oh my.


“Oh, my.


“Oh, my brother,” she said, “my little brother.”


She stood up, and regarded me with a bright, patronizing gaze.


I wished that she was not so merry, then, and so self-assured. When I had castigated her so!


When I had spat her own shame back at her, meaning to expose it utterly before the light of the day, and bring her low to her knees in repentance!


(Perhaps I am irritable, Mrs. Rachel. Perhaps I am, now and then. But what of it? So is my Mother, Ruth Schoen, your trusted witness and confidante. So were all the prophets, and all the judges, and all the righteous men of the primordial earth.)


(So is He.)


“My, my,” she said, in a merry daze.


“My little brother’s growing up, isn’t he?” she said.


The rhetorical question, and the sickly sweetness that dripped from its edges, reminded me equally of Mrs. Rachel and of Madeleine.


Why, why, do you torment me so? My Sister, Miriam Schoen, why do you torment me so?


“Do not taunt me,” I said, staring her down.


“My little brother,” she repeated, in a marveling tone.


“But you’re wrong,” she said, after a pause.


She smiled at me more fully, then. She smiled at me as she used to, then.


She did not tower above me, in that moment, but walked the earth by my side.


“No, no, you’re wrong,” she said.


“That’s not the nature of my relationship with Vincent.


“That’s not it at all, that’s not the point of . . .”


She paced the wide floor of the living room. The television, idiotically unaware that we had wrested ourselves from its grip, went on shining and laughing, spilling its seed onto the empty couch.


“I mean,” she said.


“Well,” she said.


“I’m not going to deny . . . well, to deny what’s obvious, you know.


“But it . . . sex . . . it’s only a very small part of it, really.


“It’s not the . . .


“It’s not the main thing,” she finished.


She sounded dissatisfied with this phrase, but unable to find any one that was superior to it.


“Then,” I said, “what is it?


“What is it that you and Vincent do? That you did in our room, casting me out, so you could be alone?


“That you want to do with him again?


“That you want to do with him, again, in his shadowed halls? In that sick land that he comes from, far across the earth?”


I had heard her speak, recently, about this notion of hers.


Recently, repeatedly, wistfully, with yearning.


“Oh, Herschel,” she said.


“It’s, well . . .


“It’s . . .”


She made a certain gesture, then, which I had seen her make before, on occasion.


If you picture her tipping some invisible hat, you will have it mostly right.


The hand is brought to the forehead, and then cast away, in an arc.


It seems to point toward something, the motion does. There. Over there, see?


“What,” I said, “are you trying to tell me?”


She performed the gesture again.


She was facing me directly, as she did it. It was clear that this was her response to what I had just said.


“I do not understand,” I confessed.


“Hmm,” she said.


“Well, it’s . . .”


She walked to the far end of the couch, where I keep many of my papers.


She picked up a blank notebook, and a pen.


She drew something on the page, and then held the notebook out in front of her, for my inspection.


The figure that she had drawn, there, was one I had seen her draw before, on occasion.


I would see her draw it again, and again, later on.


[ . . . [ . . . []]]


That was how it looked, then, on that day. Later on, she would sometimes draw it in a lesser or greater form, as in the following:


[ . . . []]


Or, alternately:


[ . . . [ . . . [ . . . [ . . . []]]]]


But on that day, she drew it just as I have done here, above, in my first rendition.


She nodded her head toward the notebook, as if to say, you see?


“I do not see,” I said.


“I do not see what it is,” I said.


She shook her head, as if to say, it’s no use, never mind.


She returned to the couch, and sat there.


“You’re home early,” she said, seeming to notice this fact for the first time.


“Was everything all right?” she asked. “At school, today?”


“Yes,” I said.


“Yes, yes,” I said, my voice heavy with weariness, and with despair.


“Everything was perfectly all right,” I said, not wanting to speak with her any longer.


“Everything was perfect,” I said, as I turned my back to her, and departed.




Of Ministry (Redactor’s Addendum)

There is something strange about television humor, don’t you think?


You know what I mean. Everyone does.


The laugh-ins, the variety shows, the situation comedies.


Unless you’ve somehow managed to avoid ever watching television at all, you have no doubt seen this sort of thing. It’s hard to miss. If you switch your TV set on—on any day of the year, at any hour of the day—you will not have to spend long surfing the channels before you find something which purports to be funny.


Something which, on the surface, seems like it is trying to make you laugh.


Invisible signals are sent shimmering through the air, at all hours of the day and night. They pass through our bodies, continually, without our notice.


These signals are constructed with great care, and at immense monetary expense. Every aspect of them was deliberately chosen, by someone who appreciated the weight of that decision.


What do these signals contain?


Set aside the news and weather broadcasts, and consider what remains. What fraction of it is comedic in nature—at least on the surface?


Twenty-five percent? Fifty?


Remember, too, that there are more than twenty-four hours in the televised day.


You could not watch all the TV that is broadcast on a given day in the course of that day alone. You could, at most, watch what is broadcast on a single channel.


But there are many channels. Hundreds of hours pass each day, without our notice, in the signals that shimmer over our bodies and TV sets.


And twenty-five percent of that—or even fifty—is comedic in nature.


How many hours of comedic material are broadcast, each and every day? More than twenty-four, surely. The true number is most likely in the hundreds, I’d guess, if I had to guess.


There is more television humor than anyone could possibly witness, no matter how hard they tried. There is simply not enough time. Television humor is being created more quickly than the days and nights of our own world. It races ahead of us, and gets further ahead with every passing day.


It would seem, from the look of things, like the men who prepare these signals are trying very hard to make us laugh.


You would think, wouldn’t you?


You would think that.


But as I said, there’s something strange about the whole state of affairs.


Isn’t there?


I’m not trying to lay out some rarefied piece of media theory, here. I admit that Vincent’s way of talking has rubbed off on me, and I can’t help but channel him a bit, when I’m writing about media. But I’m trying to make a simple, obvious point. Not the kind of thing it takes a Vincent Vierge to notice, and conceptualize, and put into words for the first time.


You know what I mean. Everyone does.


How much comedic television have you watched? How many hours? How many days, or weeks, taken together?


How many times have you actually laughed?


Oh, I’m sure you have once, or twice. Or many times, even.


But you know what I mean.


The TV set is so often comedic, and so rarely funny.


It spends so much time trying to make you laugh—or appearing to do so, anyway—and yet, if we take these efforts at face value, a shocking fraction of them end in complete failure.


As a rule, television humor is not funny.


Everyone knows this simple fact. Everyone has grown accustomed to it. Except for Vincent, and his viewership, no one takes much notice of it.


But it is strange, isn’t it?


When you do think about it?


It’s not like this could be a matter of mere incompetence, after all.


It’s not difficult, really, to make another person laugh. We do it to one another, every day.


What was the last time you went an entire day without laughing even once?


The TV set rarely makes you laugh. But your classmates? Your brother? Your favorite newspaper columnist? If they want you to laugh, then laugh you will. In this respect, you are their plaything. Helpless putty in their hands, aquiver with giggles.


The preparers of the TV signals possess immense sums of money, to be spent as they see fit. These TV men can hire whomever they wish to hire; if there is any such thing in the world as “comedic talent,” they can compel the world’s whole stock of it to do their bidding. They wield the power of the purse, which is the greatest of all the powers in our world.


If they want us to witness the landscape of an alien planet, then we will witness that landscape. If they want us to witness the earth as it was five hundred years ago, or five thousand, then it is that earth we will see, and not our own. In this respect, we are their playthings.


They bring us along on journeys through the stars. They entangle us in the sordid, convoluted dealings of earthly criminals. We forget our own selves, and imagine—for the sacred span of thirty or sixty minutes—that we are the spaceman, or the mob boss, or the conquering lothario, or his latest love.


The world’s whole stock of musical talent is redirected, by the power of the purse, toward the aim of making us feel—at each and every moment—what the TV men wish us to feel. Their hired hands have devised melodies, and methods of playing them on the violin and the cello, which bring tears to the eyes of anyone who hears them. It is a wholly involuntary process; we respond like marionettes, and weep on command, on schedule.


Do you really think the broadcasters couldn’t make us laugh, if they wanted us to?


It may look as though they are trying to make us laugh, in their “comedic” broadcast material. But that’s an illusion. Whatever they are trying to do, in all of this “comedy,” it is not that.


It is something else.


It takes the form of humor, but it is not humor. It is not funny.


Or, it is not humor as we understand it. It is not funny, to us.


Which should bring a question to mind:


If this isn’t funny to us, then—to whom?


How would a person have to be, in order to laugh at this?


This sort of “comedy” bears only a very distant relation to your sense of humor, or to mine.


A mind to which these “jokes” come naturally—a mind which produces such “jokes,” when it wants to make someone laugh—


Well, it would have to be a very different sort of mind from yours, or mine, wouldn’t it?


This is the line of questioning which comes naturally, when you actually stop to think about television humor.


And this very line of questioning, I think, is television humor’s true purpose.


 


 


I was thinking about all this when Herschel came into the living room, on Sunday.


This was on December 15th, the Sunday of the second week. Early in the morning, around 9 A.M.


I was sitting on the couch, I suppose. I was not thinking about my body, but it would stand to reason that it was there, on the couch.


A rerun of a situation comedy was playing, on the television.


It was not funny.


I could not even grasp what the joke was meant to be, half the time.


It’s possible that I did not actually understand any of the jokes, in fact. Where does one draw the line between not finding a joke funny, and simply not understanding the joke?


I would notice the shape of a joke. I caught the way that a line of dialogue, or a wordless mannerism, partook of the formal and superficial attributes of comedy. But I did not see any of the humor, inside that shape. Could it really be said, then, that I had understood these jokes?


I considered this.


I was not thinking about my body. But there was a sensation which I would call bodily, in me, then.


A sensation which ran alongside my train of thought, and alongside the bodiless characters and humorless situations of the situation comedy.


But was not my train of thought, or those characters, or those situations.


It was


Lately, I had been


Vincent


The weightier my thoughts became, the lighter my


No no no, they don’t GET to have it


HE doesn’t GET to


Although this is the Book of Miriam Schoen, and I am trying to tell the whole story of my December, th


I should note, here, that


No, no, NO, NO, NO, NO, NO


[ . . . [ . . . [ . . . [ . . . [ . . . []]]]]]


There.


There, there.


You see? No, no, of course you don’t.


That’s fine. That’s perfectly all right.


It doesn’t matter what I was thinking, or feeling, on the couch that morning.


It doesn’t, does it?


You are reading this because of my brother. You are here for my brother’s words, his papers.


I am valuable to you as a witness, a second camera, providing you with a different angle on Herschel Schoen’s December.


You are not interested in me, nor should you be.


And now, why, look!


Here he is, my brother, entering from stage left!


Cue the big lights. Cue the swelling soundtrack.


Here he is, ladies and gentlemen! The man you’ve all been waiting for!


[Canned applause.]


“Where is my Mother, Ruth Schoen?” Herschel said, sounding distraught.


[Canned laughter.]


“I cannot find her anywhere,” he said.


His voice brought me back into my body.


I felt the dull ache in both my arms. I felt the pins-and-needles numbness in my left foot.


On the couch, unfortunately, was a body, and in that body, unfortunately, there were bodily things.


I felt my bladder.


Damn you, Herschel, dammit, dammit, damn you, fuck you, I thought, but did not say.


Fuck you, fuck you, fuck you, I thought, but did not say.


I did not say any of that, then. I could easily have not said it here, either. I could have just not written any of that out, and you would have been none the wiser.


You’re welcome.


I felt a notebook on my lap, and a pen in my idle hand.


When I’m trying to, when I’m, you come in, when, I thought, incoherently.


I felt my hand as it moved the pen.


[ . . . [ . . . []]], I wrote.


[A man groans, loudly, in the audience.]


“Sister?” Herschel said.


He was standing right in front of me, now, blocking my view of the TV screen.


“Where is my Mother, Ruth Schoen?” he repeated.


I waved my hand dismissively.


It was a gesture of annoyance, almost stereotypically so; I made this very obvious, so that even my brother could not fail to see it.


I sliced off a tiny piece of the immense and monstrous irritability that filled me, at that moment, and put it into the gesture. What I put there, I made very obvious, but it was only the tip of an iceberg.


I couldn’t let Herschel see how I felt. I couldn’t. Not when he was so fragile, so susceptible to the minutest fluctuations of others’ moods, so sensitive even to the things he would merely think that he noticed in others’—in others’ everything, in every little thing you did or said or didn’t do or didn’t say!


I hate you, I thought, but did not say.


I hate the way you, I corrected myself.


The way that I have to, whenever you’re around, I can’t, I have to, I thought, incoherently.


“Ma?” I said.


“She went to the city,” I said.


“She’s probably there by now,” I said, trying to sound only mildly annoyed.


“She is . . . ‘there’?” Herschel asked, not trying to contain his own irritation. “Where, exactly, do you mean?”


“You know,” I said.


“In the financial district,” I said.


“At the protest,” I said, trying to sound like an only mildly annoyed big sister, who was merely a little bit impatient with her kid brother’s needless and incessant questions, and just that, nothing more than that.


My brother’s large eyes went wide. He stared at me.


“My Mother, Ruth Schoen,” he said, “has joined the revolt against the financiers and the traders?”


[A dissonant musical sting, satirizing the stale conventions of suspense film soundtracks. Someone chuckles.]


“My Mother, Ruth Schoen,” Herschel said, “now throws her body into that awful maelstrom, whose ghastly nature is revealed anew each night for all to see, on all of the news programs?


“She does not see how precious her body is? She deems it of little value, and offers it up in sacrifice, as cannon fodder to be lobbed into the noxious mist?


“Not caring what happens to her body after that? Treating it as a mere lump of flesh, added into the mass of indistinguishable bodies that push onward, uselessly, into the walls of tape and policemen and news cameras?


“My Mother, Ruth Schoen, does such things? Is this to be believed? Is it to be borne, if believed?


“Please, Sister, tell me that I have misheard you, or misunderstood you!”


[Uproarious laughter.]


I rolled my eyes.


“Oh, Herschel,” I said, feigning big-sisterly amusement.


“You’re always so dramatic,” I said. “About everything.


“She’ll be fine, Herschel. For goodness’ sake, she’ll be fine.”


A mass of indistinguishable bodies, I thought.


Not even bodies, anymore, I thought. Only a moving mass, incidentally composed of human flesh and bone.


Pushing onward, I thought.


Towards the wall, I thought.


[ . . . []], I wrote.


“But anyway,” I said airily, “she has to be there. It’s a union requirement.


“The whole New York United Wordsmiths are down there, on Wall Street. Or they’re supposed to be, anyway. They’ll get kicked out if they don’t come, or that’s the threat, anyway.


“Ma told us yesterday, remember? At dinner?”


I was not actually sure that Ma had said any of this, the previous evening, at dinner.


In fact, I did not remember anything about the previous night’s dinner.


But it would have occurred. The dinner, I mean. My body would have been there, at the dinner table, I suppose.


It would stand to reason, that my body was there, at the dinner table.


It is momentarily amusing to think about such things. Give them more than a moment, though, and they’ll quickly wear out your patience.


I tried to bring myself back. I tried to carry on, in spite of dull aches, and pins-and-needles numbness, and little brothers.


I could not see the TV set. My brother was still in the way. I could hear the sounds coming from it, though, and I tried to focus on them.


I thought about Vincent’s most recent video essay.


I thought of Vincent’s face, under the harsh glare of his little home studio. I thought of his multifaceted words, which invited the viewer to re-watch and reflect, seeing new colors in them each time.


The riots make perfect sense, Vincent had said at one point, but only when read esoterically.


Truth be told, I did not want to read the riots at all, that morning. Not even esoterically.


It can be amusing to think about such things—but only for a moment.


Vincent knew that, of course. He and I understood one another almost perfectly. That video had not really been about the riots at all. Just as the riots were not really about pay cuts, or factory fires, or stalled negotiations, or even the ruthless accumulation of capital itself.


“Sister?” Herschel was saying.


“Sister?”


He was waving his arms, and moving his body, as if he were trying to get my attention.


Which he was, I suppose.


“I’m trying to watch TV,” I said.


I sighed, as I imagined a big sister might sigh, if she were trying to watch TV, on a Sunday morning. If she had become slightly exasperated, by now, with her brother. But only slightly, and only because she was missing the show, not for any other reason.


If she were missing the show, which she wanted to watch. Because it was funny.


Because it was supposed to be funny.


Is that why people watch situation comedies?


Don’t ask me. I wouldn’t know.


“You are turning, Sister,” Herschel said.


“Turning?” I said.


Perhaps in reaction to the word itself, I raised my eyes, and met his stare.


For the first time that morning, I looked at my brother’s face, and felt the way his body was in the room, along with my own.


Fuck, I thought, but did not say. Fuck, fuck, fuck.


Fuck you for talking, I thought incoherently, talking like you do, like you always do, in riddles, in circles, never the same, always the same, so that I can’t


So that I can’t even, I don’t know, breathe, think, stop paying attention to you and your, and your, I don’t know, YOU, for a moment, for a MOMENT, for one second, for one morning


“You are turning away,” Herschel said.


Oh, I thought and did not say, well that clears it up, then, doesn’t it!


“You make me afraid, sometimes,” my brother said.


His face was earnest, plaintive, blameless. My hatred grew deeper, seeing this.


Why do I have to walk on tip-toe, I thought, always, and fail, and fall, and seem out of control, when you, when YOU—!


When you can do WHATEVER you want! I thought. And no matter what it is, it makes no stain on your pure and special little heart!


A slight change came over his face, then. I wouldn’t know how to describe it. There aren’t any words for it.


You would not have even noticed it, in the room, then.


It was a very small thing. A slight furrowing of the brow, a twitch in one eyelid. I don’t know.


No one else would have even noticed it, much less understood what it meant.


No one but me, I mean. Would have noticed, much less understood.


It takes a sister, to know what these things mean.


A sister whose brother cannot speak. Who has to resort to other means to know what he wants, and how he feels.


Who has to, because no one else will. Not even his own Ma.


Because he can’t speak. Because he is helpless, and alone. Because there is no Original Knowledge and no Original Creation and no riddles and no papers, only a bedroom, and a boy who cannot speak.


A boy huddling under the covers, in the deathly cold, with his still, corpselike eyes fixed upon a single spot on the bedroom ceiling.


Oh no, oh no.


Oh, fuck.


I was falling.


I was falling, from a great height, into my body, into Flatbush, into the dust and cold and the pain.


I fell, because my fucking brother pushed me.


My fucking brother, and his blameless face, fuck you, fuck you.


[Frustrated muttering, from the audience.]


He needs me, I thought. He needs me, now. Just for a little while.


I was Herschel Schoen’s sister, vessel for his waves, editor of his papers. I was nothing else.


I fell, and this is what I became, at the bottom.


It will only be for a little while, I thought, and then it will all be over.


“Herschel,” I said with feigned calm, as I studied the pained intensity on his face.


“Herschel,” I said, “I’m sorry.


“I got a little distracted, there.


“By the TV.


“I get a little wrapped up in it, sometimes, you know?”


“I have noticed,” my brother said.


[A comedic rimshot effect, followed by scattered laughter.]


“Herschel?” I said, contorting my face into an exaggerated mask of sisterly concern.


“Herschel, what happened?


“You were so happy, on Thursday. About Santa, and all that.


“I don’t think I’ve ever seen you so happy.


“But ever since you came home early, the next day, you’ve been . . .


“I don’t know. You seem . . . sad, suddenly. Or . . .”


I cursed myself, inwardly. I knew already that whatever had come over him, it wasn’t sadness. I knew this, already, and I cringed in anticipation of the long and tedious monologue that was sure to follow, in which he explained (through the use of several interlinked parables) that he was not in any way sad.


“Not sad,” I said, trying to pre-empt the inevitable.


“I didn’t mean that, I didn’t mean sad. You just seem, I don’t know.


“Like something happened, at school, on Friday.


“You came home early, and then you were yelling at me, about sex, and I don’t know . . .”


He stood very still, his wide eyes fixed on me.


“Talk to me, Herschel,” I said. “Tell me what’s going on.”


He sprang into motion, suddenly, like a wind-up toy.


“Something did happen, at school, on Friday!” he said.


He paced as he spoke, and gestured grandly.


“I began my course of instruction,” he said, “to the little children of the earth! At school, on Friday!”


He whirled, at the end of the room, and faced me suddenly. His features—which had been so grave, so serious, only a moment before—were curled in a devious, knowing smirk.


“And yes, Sister, yes indeed, my course of instruction did encounter unanticipated obstacles! Its course was diverted, setting into disarray all my orderly intentions, and instead presenting me with a succession of surprising and stimulating twists and wrinkles!


“Yes, Sister, you are quite right! I was not at all the same man, on Friday afternoon, that I had been on Thursday evening!


“For I was newly emended, and newly re-perfected. And I had come face to face, for the first time, with my Adversary’s full might, and the subtlety of the many devices he is using to deter and confuse and obstruct me!


“Every morning I say to myself, I have respect for my Adversary, and yet every day I am surprised anew by his prowess! And I would not wish it otherwise, oh no—not at any cost!


“My course is obstructed, and it twists, and mists come over it—and I am glad, and would not wish it otherwise!”


He shook his hands for emphasis. He seemed desperate to convince me of this rather mysterious point.


“Not for all the world, not at any cost!” he exclaimed.


“For it is precisely through this,” he said, “through the twisted and broken character of recent events, that my final victory shall be assured!


“Have no fear, Sister! Have no fear whatsoever in your heart, please, not now or at any point hereafter!”


“Oh, Herschel,” I muttered, but he did not seem to hear.


As if you actually care, I thought, about what is in my “heart”!


You’re not actually talking about me, I thought.


I’m afraid for our mother, out there on Wall Street, I thought, and I’m afraid for my helpless, insane brother, here in this very room. But if I weren’t, it wouldn’t matter, would it?


You’re not talking about me, I thought, or my fear. You are talking about a character in your little world, who is called “my Sister, Miriam Schoen,” and who has no relation to me whatsoever.


“Have no fear!” he repeated stridently. “Even though recent events have a twisted and broken character!


“For it is by breaking creation that the Intercessor has entered it, and emended it!


“The unexpected is his calling card!


“The absurd, the risible, is the discordant harmonic center employed by the victory march which was playing within his temple at the moment he revealed himself to me, and which plays in his temple eternally, and which will play in his temple in a time that is soon to come, at one moment only, at the exact moment when our utter victory is utterly secured!”


“Wow,” I said.


“Huh,” I said, feeling that he expected some kind of response from me, but having no idea what sort of response would be deemed appropriate or acceptable.


Walk on tip-toe, I thought, on tip-toe, always, always.


Because he is so fragile, I thought, and he has no one else.


Oh no, oh no.


He has no one else. And just look at him.


I wondered whether he was like this, at school.


I pictured him among boys and girls his age, without me or his Ma. Pacing and ranting in desperate fits. Making a scene of himself in class. Making himself a target for every gleeful bully on the schoolyard.


I went to that school, myself. I remember what it was like. The humorless teachers, and the way the bullies flocked and conspired. The mystifying, convoluted, simian social groups, which joined and dissolved on the flimsiest of pretexts, and were ruthless towards anyone who did not hew to their ever-changing borders.


Oh no.


No one would do anything for him, would they?


No one could. No one even knew how to read the changes on his face, besides me.


“Herschel,” I said slowly, gathering my courage.


“Herschel, when you say there were, um . . . ‘unanticipated obstacles’ . . .


“What exactly do you mean?”


He glared, and sighed theatrically.


“You ask,” he said, “about things which are of no consequence.”


“Humor me,” I said.


He sighed, again.


“It is not so simple, Sister. I fear that I will cast a mist over your mind, which will remain there forever after, in spite of all my later efforts to dispel it.”


“Herschel,” I pressed. “Why did you come home early, Friday?”


He threw up his hands, in mock defeat.


“I will tell you,” he said, “and cast a mist over your mind.


“I will do this only because I trust in my own powers, and in the other powers that have been lately appointed to assist me. And so I trust that I shall be capable of dispelling every sort of mist from the mind of every man, in days which are now very soon to come.”


He paced the room in rapid circuits, facing one wall and then the other. I could not make out his expression.


“I began to speak Truth in the first period ‘math’ classroom,” he said, “and the schoolmaster could not tolerate it. He raised his arms, to arrest my body and obstruct my heart.


“I fought with him, and was bested. My shadow, rather, fought against his own; in the shadow, I was bested; in a higher and finer sense, I was the victor.


“Mrs. Rachel, the school psychologist, drew many inferences from this event, and drew me also into a protracted and confused discussion, in her office, which I feared might never end.


“It did end, however. With the news that I would not be permitted to attend the regular classes, anymore. I will be specially tutored by Mrs. Rachel, instead, for the foreseeable future.


“I cannot pretend that I enjoy this turn of events, Sister—not, at least, when I consider it as mere shadow-play, setting aside the higher and finer roles which have been prepared for it.


“But, as I have said, this is of no consequence!


“If you have any fear, Sister, that I will fail in my course of instruction—or, that I will fail in my contest with my Adversary—cast it away from you, entirely, now and forevermore!


“I am strong enough already, and now I find myself with unanticipated aid, from a man of great body and greater renown!


“When I ride into the fatal fray, I shall not ride alone! For Santa Claus is coming!


“And I am the reason he comes! And our horses will be decked in boughs of holly, as we ride together past the utmost limit, into the last rite and the last battle!”


“Oh, no,” I said, aloud.


“Oh, Herschel, no, no,” I said.


“Yes, Sister!” he cried, apparently under the impression that my “no” was merely a denial of his latest claim about horses decked with holly.


The way he said it, that was the worst thing.


“I began to speak Truth in the first period ‘math’ classroom.” I didn’t even want to think about what that could actually mean, in real life.


What can you do, for a brother who acts like this? Who talks like this?


“I’m worried about you,” I said.


It was not the right thing to say. It was the sort of thing that had no meaning in Herschel’s little system, and would pass indigestibly through the convolutions of his little world, making no mark whatsoever.


“I know you told me not to be afraid,” I said, “but you know what?


“You know what, Herschel? I am afraid. I’m afraid for you, and nothing you’re saying is making me any less afraid for you.


“You made a scene in class. You fought with a teacher, and got kicked out.


“And it isn’t going to end there, is it? You’re not going to start behaving yourself, suddenly, are you?


“You’re going to make more scenes, at school, aren’t you?


“You’re going to make a fool of yourself, at school. Talking about Santa Claus, and all that.


“I remember that school, Herschel. I remember what it was like, how cruel it was to kids who were only one tenth as weird, as . . . messed-up . . . as you are.


“I’m afraid. I’m sorry.


“I’m sorry,” I repeated. “I’m sorry.”


I saw the change that was happening, on his face and in his posture. It was not subtle. Even you would be able to notice it.


His ebullience crumbled, all at once, like a house of cards.


He seemed very small, suddenly. He folded into himself.


He looked right at me, with an expression that I knew well, though he did not wear it as often that year as he had done before.


Everything about his face said: I am helpless. I can’t do it myself. I am in your hands, your plaything. Please help me.


Please.


“You are turning away from me, Sister,” he said.


His voice still retained its steely, sturdy presence.


“You are turning away from me,” he said, “at the exact moment when you should be most glad, and most ready to step at last into the light.


“As though you have understood nothing at all, out of all the lessons I have tried with you, in all my months outside the holy shell!


“As though you do not appreciate that we are already in December, at the Intercessor’s hour, and the hour of the last rite and the last battle!


“As if you cannot grasp that the time for forgetting is finally coming to an end! Though I have told you, and told you, and told you again!


“Now, at the worst moment, you turn away from me, and set yourself against me. You move away from me, into the television, and into Vincent Vierge, and into the thing you share with Vincent Vierge—the thing that is not coupling, which you nonetheless refuse to share with me.


“You efface yourself, saying you are a ‘vessel’ and not a creature of will, fashioned in HaShem’s image.


“You make yourself into something strange, putting fear in your own Brother’s heart—and then you profess that it is you who fears for your Brother’s sake, to confuse matters, and distract the eye from what would otherwise be plain to see.


“You barely seem to eat, Sister: do not imagine that this escapes my notice. You barely speak: that anyone would notice.


“You are turning away from me. Which is to say, you are turning away from Truth. Do not imagine I have not noticed the consequences.”


Fuck you, I thought.


As though you care what I eat, or don’t, I thought. What I say, or don’t.


All you care about, I thought, is that I appear to have something of my own. Something which is mine and mine alone, which has nothing to do with you.


And the funny thing, I thought, is that it’s not even true. I have nothing of my own. Nothing at all.


But you can’t even tolerate my nothing, I thought. Because it’s mine.


[Canned laughter, much louder than before, marks the crowning joke of a lengthy routine.]


“Herschel,” I said, with hatred in my voice.


“You really would take the very last thing that I have away from me, wouldn’t you?” I said. “You really are that heartless, and that wrapped up in your own little world.”


My brother squinted at me. A blank look, of utter confusion, descended upon his bland, idiotic face.


“I have nothing—and you’d even take that away!” I said, very loudly.


I was almost shouting.


“I have nothing of my own, Herschel, I never have. I have never been anyone, or anything.


“And you know what? I had finally started to make peace with that!


“I had finally come to see how there could be something good, something grand, in that!


“In the carrier wave, and not only in the modulator!


“I am nothing, and I make nothing on my own. I am the pond, not the ripples in it.


“And you’d take even my very last choice away from me—you’d demand that it be you, and not anyone else, who first skips the stone across my surface, and sets the ripples first into motion!”


I really was shouting, by then.


“I do not understand,” my brother said.


He began to pace, again.


“But I must understand,” he said, “and so I will understand.


“If not through my own powers, Sister, then through another’s. Whatever knowledge is hidden from me, until the last day, will be given to me, on the last day.


“As a gift! From—”


“Yes, yes, from Santa Claus!” I screamed.


“That’s how you’re going to understand your own sister, huh? Not by listening to her, oh, no, there’s no need for that—Santa will come and explain everything!


“Do you . . . do you really . . .”


I paused, for a moment. I was so angry that it was hard to put the words together, one after the other. Everything I hated about him was blending together, in my mind.


It was all one thing, I felt. One awful, stupid thing.


“You know,” I said, “when you started to talk, well.


“I thought, maybe you were gonna start to grow up, too.


“Ha. Ha.


“What a fool I was! I really did think, maybe you were going to start to grow up.


“Instead of . . . digging in your heels, like you have. Clinging more and more to childhood, until it starts to become grotesque.


“The way you talk about babies, Herschel—it makes me sick, you know that?


“Because I thought, maybe you were going to grow up.


“But no, no. You talk like it was a mistake that you ever crawled out of Ma’s womb in the first place, and graced the rest of us with your high-and-mighty presence. Like you want to crawl right back in there, someday soon.


“Makes me sick.


“It’s not cute anymore, Herschel. If it ever was.”


His face was blank. It didn’t seem like he had anything to say.


I gathered my courage.


“I mean,” I said, “do you seriously believe in this crap?


“In this childish, embarrassing nonsense?


“Castles and phone cords in the sky? A secret that every baby knows, and oh-so-conveniently forgets, at the very moment when they become able to tell us about it, and prove you right?


“I thought that was enough, but no, no! You’re regressing before our eyes, day by day!


“Now you say you believe in Santa Claus, too.


“Seriously, Herschel?


“You’re sixteen years old. It’s not cute, playing pretend like this.


“It’s not cute, when a sixteen-year-old boy—a sixteen-year-old young man—goes around telling everyone that he believes in Santa Claus.


“It’s sick, is what it is.


“It’s just sick. It makes me sick. That’s all. I had to say that.”


I exhaled.


“I’m sorry,” I said, reflexively.


I wasn’t sorry.


“You are turning away from me, Sister,” Herschel said.


He used much the same tone as he had before, when he had said it for the first time.


I had never before voiced any doubt about my brother’s beliefs, except for a single time, on the day he spoke his very first word.


And I wasn’t cruel, back then. I just didn’t understand, yet.


I’d never been cruel to him, before. Not like that. Not until that morning.


But there was no sign, in his voice or on his face, that any of it had made any mark on him.


My words entered the pinball machine of his little world, his little system, and that machine could make no sense of them. And so they were simply ejected at the endpoint of the machine’s inner convolutions, whole and undigested, leaving no mark whatsoever.


“Sister?” Herschel said.


“I am going out, now,” he said. “Tie my shoes for me, please.


“You know I cannot do it on my own.”


And you know what?


You know what I did, then?


After all that?


I swallowed my pride, and I tied my fucking little brother’s fucking sneakers.


Because he really couldn’t do it, on his own. And there was no one else there, to do it for him.


There had never been anyone else, and there never would be.




The Burden of Babylon

On the morning of the second week’s Sunday, following a disquieting conversation with my Sister, Miriam Schoen, I went out into New York City.


I went out into New York City, into Babylon.


I went into the deepest interior of the land which was my Adversary’s, and was consecrated to him.


I surveyed his streets and towers. With my blazing breath, I condemned them; my blazing eyes saw what would become of them.


I listened, without flinching, to the senseless gibbering of my Adversary’s scryers and soothsayers. I beheld, without retching, the barbarous finery that adorned his women.


I saw what my Adversary was making ready. I saw the straw, and the soldered wires.


I saw New York City, microcosmos, monument to emptiness, first beachhead of my Adversary’s war. I saw the false, mindless, manless mass that he was constructing; I saw how he was conceiving chaff, and bringing forth stubble, in imitation and mockery of the creation; I saw the mass that he meant to substitute for the earth, and for the men on the earth.


I saw the straw, hung all across the Valley of Hinnom.


How it hung, like a kingly hearth, readied for Molech. How it was piled up over that deep and wide pit, lifeless and desiccated, like so much firewood.


I opened my mouth, and my breath was like a stream of brimstone, pouring over the kindling there—and kindling it.


 


 


I was Herschel Schoen, walking the formless and futile city.


I repeat: I was HERSCHEL SCHOEN.


I do not have to tell you what this means.


For if you do not know what this means, already—then we will have failed, in our contest with my Adversary, on the twenty-fifth of December, the fourth Wednesday.


And in that case there would really be no purpose in saying anything, or not saying the same. For in that case, there would be no purpose to anything at all, anymore.


I write so that my words shall not be necessary. I write to make a wall of papers which will defend me. I write as a readying, a marshaling of force, a fashioning of armor and armaments.


This page of notebook paper will be of great use on the twenty-fifth of December. But we will not have any need of it at all, in the days that are to come after.


It is my Adversary, not me, who celebrates words, and holds them dear.


It is my Adversary, not me, who gives words to men, and makes them forget; who makes patterns in his sweet and evil breath, sweeping aside and obscuring the superverbal LITERALITY of the body—the light—the Original Knowledge—the Original Creation!


All that is dear to him, and celebrated, I gather unto me. I make myself master of his poisons and his whirling blades. I turn his own methods against him, in order to humiliate him, and so that I might honor his craft and cleverness.


But you must not think, even for a moment, that they are my methods, my poisons and blades. If I make myself Herschel Schoen, whirler of words, it is only for the sake of what is to come after my words have proven their worth, and become dispensable. There are no words for that which is to come after, nor can there ever be.


I write—not to be read—but as armor, and in armament.


I speak—not to be heard—but to set ablaze.


 


 


I walked the preparing ground of my Adversary’s camps, and could walk there with a proud head, for I too was being prepared.


I was Herschel Schoen, bodily, blazing, full and overflowing!


Powers too numerous to name, too luminous to limn, attended and aided me!


Isaiah the son of Amoz attended and aided me, and Jeremiah the son of Hilkiah rode by his side. Ezekiel the son of man ranged through the camp of my body, and lent his blazing breath, to serve for a campfire there.


I am Herschel Schoen. I know what will occur, in days that are to come.


Which is to say: I am Herschel Schoen, prophet.


Does the word startle you, alarm you, make you fearful? It should not. I am only making plain, here, what has been clear enough in all that I have ever written, to anyone who can see past the thinnest of veils and discern what is plainly there, behind them.


I have always known the body of the inevitable. But on the second week’s Sunday, I did not merely know that body.


On the second week’s Sunday, I spoke—and my FULL VOICE set the inevitable into motion.


On the second week’s Sunday, I saw—and my FULL SIGHT bored into the heart of each man, and revealed how he would be laid low and desolated, and his neighbor beside him, and the whole mass of all of them.


I knew and spoke and saw and heard and smelled and tasted what will occur, in days that are to come.


 


 


I went out, into New York City!


Which, to hear men tell it, is microcosmos indeed. Babel, and the heavens to which Babel aspired, in equal measure. The first are there, men say, alongside the last; the highest, alongside the lowest; sublimest form and fullest fullness, alongside utmost vacuum and wholest void.


I went out into—what?


Come, now, young men of the earth! Come, stand up, stand tall, sing!


City of hurried and sparkling waters! city of spires and masts!


Tall masts of Mannahatta! beautiful hills of Brooklyn!


Teeming labyrinths of ancient streets that twist endlessly from FORGOTTEN courts and squares and waterfronts to courts and squares and waterfronts equally FORGOTTEN!


Sleepless and Cyclopean city, ever watchful, lit from within! Five-fingered hand, spread over the waters!


New York City, the glory of kingdoms, the beauty of the Americans’ pride! Vast fruit of life! World capital, center of the universe!


Babylon, Zion! Faithless Jeshurun, and Jeshurun, set on high above all the nations!


I do not hold myself against you, young men of the earth. Though you sing the city’s praises, while I sing its destruction, I have no quarrel with you. Just as it is fitting for me to sing of bloodshed and ruin, so too it is fitting for you to sing, and for your song to be a song of glory.


For there is everything, in New York City. As there is everything above, awaiting us.


That city’s skyscrapers reach up, in Babylonian ambition, in reverence of Babylonian ungods. And they reach up—without knowing it!—for the true glories which are above them even now, and which are their birthright.


New York City has forgotten itself. That is its fatal error, and its only error.


Were the city to remember what it is?—wake from its slumber, rouse its titanic body from the riverbed, and see itself with opened eyes—?


We would have, then, the Original Creation in its entirety.


We would never again need any other city, or any other thing, of any other kind whatsoever.


 


 


I rode the elevator, crossing the many floors that separated my home from the earth below it.


I crossed the lobby, and the front door of the complex.


I went out, into Brooklyn, New York.


I walked teeming labyrinths of ancient streets, prepared in their twisting profusion, to confound the senses. I saw the dirt and refuse which my Adversary had scattered over the streets and the stoops and the sidewalks, in offense against the weighing and measuring and proportioning of things.


I breathed their rank odor; I breathed their deaths onto them.


I saw the high brick walls of the apartments.


I saw, jutting out from these walls, the twisting hulks of metal that men call fire escapes. They lay prostrate against the brick, suppliant, desperate, in extremis; to abase themselves before some faceless and absent lord, they contorted their bodies against nature, into writhing wretched forms like the skeletons of ancient birds; they lay in wait, trapped in an endless and unendurable moment, for the kingly reprieve or reproof that they sought, and which was never to come.


I watched the smeared shadows which pooled around these unfortunate bodies; which flowed across the stoops and along the sidewalks; which dripped from the denuded and cringing branches of the low shrublike trees. The feeble December sky spilled its listless light onto the earth, carelessly and without passion, having no reverence for the firstmade gift which it, secondmade, was made to give. It shed that gift like so many flakes of dead skin, falling wherever they may.


I walked.


In the pooled darkness at each edge of the street, I glimpsed the beetle-like backs of the crouching cars, arrayed in their orderly rows.


New York is my Adversary’s city; its ways are his ways. So it is that metal beasts creepeth upon that city’s ground, side by side with the vermin and the steeds, and fashioned in imitation of those true and sixthmade beasts. So it is that electric birds fly in the open firmament above that city, in forms that mimic and mock the fifthmade fowl, yet with circuits substituted for hearts inside the hollowed-out cavities of their chests—and, in the hollow voids of their mindless minds, prediction offered up in place of Truth.


New York is my Adversary’s city, but it was not given to him. It is his to hold, and play with, for now—but it will not be his to hold, or play with, for much longer.


New York is my city, and His.


All the city’s things are mine, and His. All of them, down to the last.


As with the Intercessor, even New York’s errors are proper, and fitting, and hallowed.


My Adversary, connoisseur of shadows, thinks he has found something attractively broken here in this city, something winsomely lost, in extremis, which contorts itself against nature, breaking and mangling its own limbs in desperation, and laying its warped body down at last in utmost prostration before him.


He thinks he sees a pretty and pliable clay, upon which he may inflict his evil designs without meeting the least resistance. He is set on high above the broken masses, now, and he is brought to trembling by his lust for re-breaking them. He is coming to believe, through these signs, that his long-sowed plans are now bearing fruit at last. And so, he thinks himself glad.


He thinks himself glad, but he does not know the first thing about gladness.


He holds New York City in his hands, but he does not know the first thing about that city’s nature, my city’s nature. He thinks he has found a mire of error, a mass of wretched refuse well fitted to his wanton tastes; he does not know that all the city’s things have been prepared with an inner meaning. So that even her abominations are hallowed. So that even the empty temples of her ungods are full, their stale air invisibly suffused with those finer substances which are utterly beyond the perception or understanding of any ungod, any Adversary.


It is fitting, and proper, for the metal beasts called cars to swarm on the streets of New York City. These are her natural fauna. They were given to her, and she to them.


They will roam proudly, all across her many streets, in days that are soon to come.


I walked the side streets of Brooklyn, New York, past the huddling masses of cars, yearning to breathe free.


I walked her thoroughfares, and crossed their wide intersections, where the cars in their many colors were woven together in a quiltlike tiling. I moved freely, but they could not; an insoluble gridlock puzzle arrested them. They sulked, sullen and immobile, waiting in vain for some ancient and long-absent king to unravel their bonds with a single swipe of his proud blade.


“Soon!” I proclaimed to the assembled flock of them, waving my arm in a broad arc.


I walked, passing under the tall stalks and budding bulbs of the streetlamps.


I felt their Cyclopean gaze on my back. I felt how their lightless and lidless eyes watched without will, and without cease; I felt how they whispered into the wires which coursed unseen within them, and which spread as roots beneath them, under the earth.


I thought: I walk, and my Adversary does not fail to take note of me.


I thought: his city’s circuits, everywhere and everywhere unseen, are ringing with news of my peregrinations.


I thought: I am watched. With his hundreds of lightless eyes, my Adversary follows my every step, and observes my progress, and takes stock of me.


Fear took hold of me, for a moment. In spite of all that I knew.


My Adversary’s city, I thought. With my Adversary’s ways.


I had strode carelessly onto the gameboard, that morning, wasting my first-mover’s advantage. Now I lay exposed, in full view of his thousandfold eye, and naked before the evil finery of all his conceits and constructs.


Initiative was no longer on my side—and what was more, I would no longer be allowed the luxury of deliberation. Every step I took, on side street or thoroughfare, was a fresh move in our game, unable to be taken back.


I trembled. I thought of turning around, retracing my steps, returning home.


Isaiah the son of Amoz took hold of me, then.


He took my arms, and they were no longer mine, but his. He took my legs, my head, my mouth. His will, not mine, moved me.


I stopped, next to one of the lamps.


I took stock of it. I looked it up and down, appraising its dull and shadow-mottled carapace.


I raised my face to the lightless bud at its tip. I saw that lidless eye, staring into me.


I stared back, and did not blink.


Isaiah the son of Amoz took hold of my fear, showing me its inner meaning.


What I felt was not fear, not any longer. It was the thing that is on the other side of fear, and is fear’s true face, proud and shining.


There is a thing, a great thing, which the fearful forget. Indeed, fear is the forgetting of this great thing, and consists only in the fact of that forgetting.


The thing the fearful forget, I then remembered.


I thought: no, Adversary.


I thought: when I say INEVITABLE, Adversary—do you think I am merely using a figure of speech? Employing hyperbole, for rhetorical effect?


I thought: I am being PERFECTLY LITERAL.


I stared, and did not blink.


A prophet moved my prophet’s lips, to tutor me in their proper use.


I spoke:


Behold, the day of Santa Claus cometh, cruel, and full of wrath and fierce anger! To make New York City a desolation, and to destroy the sinners thereof out of it!


I stared, and saw the things which the mist hides from the eyes of men. I stared into the streetlamp and the sky, and saw these opening to me, revealing themselves to me.


My gaze bore into the bulb of the streetlamp, and through it, and through time.


I saw what would occur, in the first hours of the last day.


In the first hours of the fourth Wednesday, the twenty-fifth of December.


The bulb, glowing, and its fellows glowing alongside it.


The black hush of the night, broken only by the cones of light under the lamps.


The silent city street, empty of men, where substitute flesh kept needless watch over substitute flesh.


The rows of lit and lidless eyes, staring straight down at the metal beasts parked below them. Without blinking, without will, without cease.


I saw the light in them extinguished, all at once, in an instant.


I saw the light in every one of them, extinguished, in the same instant.


 


 


The night glows electric, in New York City.


To do honor to my Adversary, and to give him practice in his evil craft of circuit-spinning, the city is kindled anew each night with a conflagration of false light, sprawling in false constellations and lending them an ill-fitting, over-eager electric brilliance, which mocks the modesty of the true and fourthmade stars!


A crude thing, an accumulated mass of impudence!—rising to drown out the tiny voices of those infinitely small, infinitely pure, infinitely precious stars!—utterly obscuring them from man’s view, night after night, hiding the shadow starlight that is meant to constellate the shadow firmament above man’s head!—blotting out the true and fourthmade night canvas that was given to the men of the earth for their gladness and sustenance!—blotting out the blushing bright shadow of the winsome, well-measured light above, which falls from the stars in the Original Firmament, as they sing endlessly of Him, in infinitely adorable voices of infinite meekness!


This is my Adversary’s way; it is not mine.


And so, it will come to an end, in the first hours of the fourth Wednesday.


I saw the streetlamps flickering off, all at once.


The crude lighted facades of the bars and bodegas, going suddenly dark.


The city, Babylon, laid bare and plunged into darkness.


The city, Zion, laid bare and made open, to receive the glory which had been above it, all along.


The black hush of the night. The city made modest, no longer distinguishable from any other body upon the earth.


The heavens above it opening at last, unfurling their constellated canvas.


The shadows of the fourthmade stars, bright at last above the city.


The stars’ eternal song, in praise of Him, no longer drowned out, but heard clearly.


And now commingled, in playful joy, with a song which is not eternal but seasonal.


A song in praise of their sudden and unaccountable deliverance from captivity; a song of unanticipated gifts, and of the man, their giver. An emended song, not found anywhere in His created liturgy, but added in latter days, by another.


A song which is not His at all—which belongs, wholly and only, to the Intercessor.


 


 


I turned a corner, onto the gaudy and evil thoroughfare which is named Church Avenue, in mockery of a great man.


I had intended to come this way, to reach and traverse the so-named street, as I have done many times before. I did not choose my steps senselessly.


Nonetheless, when I turned the corner and saw the first of the street signs bearing this name, I could not help but laugh.


“Church Avenue”! The gall of it, the overweening impudence!


My Adversary is subtle, but only when he wishes to be. As I have lately noted, his tastes run to the crude. Modesty does not interest him. Show him that which is proper, and well-measured, and he quickly grows bored.


“Church Avenue”! No, he is not subtle at all, except when he needs to be.


I laughed, again. Not at my Adversary’s brutish jest, but at his pretenses to guile. At the way these pretenses contested against his vanity and his coarse humor, and met their match, and gave way.


I thought: do not imagine, Adversary, that I do not see you, watching me and mocking me.


I thought: you are following my progress, Adversary, and taking stock of me. Have you noticed, then, what I am doing, as I walk your city?


I thought: you have a thousand eyes, while I only have these two. Nonetheless—with my two eyes, proud and undaunted—I am following YOUR progress, and taking stock of YOU.


A man, walking in the opposite direction, came quite close to me, nearly brushing my side as he passed. He was loose, shaggy, smiling, gormless.


He waved to me, before passing, as one might wave to a stranger’s dull and pitiful child, thinking that the child will be astonished that you have taken any note of him at all.


I stared at the waving stranger. My gaze bore into him, and through him.


I saw the corpse that he would become, in ten days’ time.


 


 


I reached my destination: the Church Avenue Station.


I walked, smiling, through its great double doors, and into bedlam.


The New York City subway system was made to carry men, and carry them it does. But the city swells up with men, inexorably, and the mass of them have lately become too heavy a burden for the metal beasts of this system to bear with dignity.


Have you seen what men are like, when they gather in unwilling swarms, and pour furiously forth into cramped and narrow spaces? When they find, once inside, that there is simply not enough room for them all—and yet they are all there, nonetheless, pressed indecently against one another? Circled all around by strangers, and held by that converging and constricting circle in a suffocating embrace, so that they come to know their neighbors’ flesh more intimately than any wife knows her own husband’s?


Have you seen the unhuman, reeking paste that men become, in great numbers, under great pressure?


That is what men become in the stations of the New York City subway system, and in that system’s cars.


Even on a Sunday morning. And even at one of the more peripheral stations, such as Church Avenue. Even then, and even there, the men swell and teem until they can no longer be borne with grace.


Still, these men must be borne, from one station to the next, and on to their destinations. They must! Look at the face of any man out of such a mass, and you will see this frenzy, this orgy of necessity (must! must!), burning in his half-mad eyes.


So they are borne. If not with dignity, then without it. If not as individual men, then as formless paste.


I saw the men swarming, beneath the high arched ceiling.


They moved like insects, and the mass of them moved as insects do, when massed. The air was damp with their sweat, and clotted with the sound of their lamentations. Though I knew that the din around me was made up of voices, I could not make out any of them individually. I suppose there must have been words, too, within the din, but these were wholly lost on me, if indeed they existed to begin with. Speech deformed under pressure, and became something else, pastelike and formless.


I pushed my way through them, with practiced steps and gestures.


I have often had cause to ride the subway. I have learned how to carry myself effectively in such an environment, how even to retain a measure of grace, in spite of the place and the hour.


The hot, wet, sickly station air was not a thing to be wished for, under any circumstances. Still, it conferred certain advantages, in spite of itself. A body like mine, recently immersed in the merciless cold of a cruel midwinter day, meets a blessing when it next meets warmth, no matter the circumstances.


Nothing in New York City, I note, can be wholly without advantages, if one knows where to look. For all the city’s things have been prepared, and each has its own inner meaning, if one knows where to look.


I felt the massed heat of the men flow into me, restoring all the strength which my Adversary’s day had tried to sap from my limbs.


I smiled, and thought: these men do not need their strength. They rush, half-mad, towards mortal ends, in service of earthly projects which cannot last, and will soon be swept away. Let their life-heat pour into me, instead, then. They do not need their strength—but I do.


Presently, I arrived at the platform which was the object of my foray into the mass.


The world within the station, though still wordless, did not lack for letters. I saw them, emblazoned on the banner high above the heads of the men.


B, inscribed on an orange circle. And Q, beside it, inscribed on that circle’s yellow sibling.


I thought: orange circle, yellow circle. Last light’s sun, and midday’s.


I thought: abstraction is a false pretense, and is always so. Literality shines out, inexorably, through the holes in its mask.


I thought: all my Adversary’s conceits and constructs, in the end, cannot but reveal their nature, as mere imitations of created bodies.


I thought: he weaves subtly, with his matchless hands, and yet he cannot weave any form that was not already made, long before his time, by an even greater hand.


I thought: he makes his lamps flare out in the night, with an over-eager electric brilliance, and he is proud, and thinks himself glad. But he makes no light of his own—none whatsoever. And so there is no light at all in his many lamps, besides that which spills into them from ANOTHER place, and was never really HIS at all.


Soon enough, the Q train came hurtling into view.


It belched foul mists from its unhuman mouths, as it advanced. The air filled at once with the senseless squeals of that train’s habitual bleating. Meeting the high arched walls of the station, the noise splintered into a succession of echoes and echoes-of-echoes.


I thought: it imitates itself, and imitates its own imitations—in imitation of its own imitative ways. What else can it do?


I thought: there is no sound at all here, besides that which is sung by the cantors of another place, which the city merely overhears, fancying in its FORGETFUL ignorance that these sounds are ITS OWN. But in fact the city can bring forth NO such thing by itself, out of its own futile mouth.


The train disgorged a congealed paste of manlike flesh, as though unaware that the platform had already been filled to capacity, and then filled further still.


With a practiced, insectile fluttering, the mass of flesh on the platform made way for the newcomers, and then reared back on them, to ingest them.


Paste mixed into paste, squeezing all distinguishing characteristics out of the arriving men, so that only paste was left of them, after.


I walked forward, through the solid fog of flesh. My practiced hands brushed men aside, gently, without enmity.


I reached the doors of the train.


I smiled, seeing the familiar bronze arch that crowned these same doors. I smiled, seeing how ornate it was, and how finely made.


It sat uneasily on the brow of that rude, belching beast. Like the crown atop the profane and pimpled head of some dissolute young prince, just now made king against his wishes, through his father’s sudden and untimely death. The law of succession is an ancient compact, and it bends to no man’s whims.


The wordless letter-language of the subway system was inscribed there, above the doors, in gilded letters arranged prettily against the bronze: B. R. T.


I watched the curling, intricate forms of the raised bronze around the edges of the letters. Their lithe sinews cradled the letters, and rocked them to and fro, with a mother’s softness of touch.


Though they were duller and baser than the golden babe they held, there was nonetheless a special glory which was theirs alone. Their coy, coiling intricacy had too much of shadow in it to be viable in the bright soil of gold; their darting play had too much in common with the ancient and holy game called hide-and-seek to be fully feasible for one who is like gold, one whose very hide glitters like the last light over the waters.


They held a king-child in their arms, and what glory was theirs was given entirely unto him. Given in reverence, and given with love.


I smiled, noticing the origin of this special glory.


They held the letters safe, formed in the image of a mother’s arms. They crept and forked, coy and intricate, in the image of a tree’s branches.


What else could they do? Scratch the surface of any latter-day conceit, and you will find the oldest things underneath: sixthmade arms, thirdmade branches.


Truth abounds in the sweltering air of Babylon, if only one knows how to look for it.


I stepped across the threshold, and into the belly of the metal beast which was to carry me over the waters.


I thought: now I go up, into Manhattan, into the city proper.


I thought: do you think me cowed, Adversary? Do you think I fear your towers, your gardens, your vaulting monuments to empty ungods? Watch me now, thousand-eyed watcher, and see what I shall do.


I thought: now I go up, to the seat of the image of jealousy, which provoketh to jealousy.


I thought: now I go, without fear, up to the smooth stones of the valley where the throats of the innocents are slit by the financiers, and the innocents’ blood is spilled out over the rock in offering to Molech. Now I go, proud and spiteful, to the streets where the traders pile up their ill-gotten gold into the shapes of idols, as though they have not heard what HAPPENS, to men who do such things.


I thought: will you defy me, Adversary, on that proving ground? Do you dare test me?


I thought: perhaps you do not appreciate, yet, just who it is that contends against you. In that case, I will not leave you waiting, but will correct your errors promptly, showing you EXACTLY what you have gotten wrong, and tutoring you in the costs of such costly mistakes. For I am, before all else, a TUTOR.


It was pleasant enough, declaiming in this manner for the benefit of an unseen foe, who did not raise his voice to refute me.


I felt perfectly safe, declaiming and taunting in this way, secure in my position atop a high mount raised up in my mind, set above the stones of the valley, overlooking battlefields and proving grounds.


I felt comfortable, there. In that place I was among familiar things, known to the judges and the prophets, known since the beginning.


But—I reminded myself, then—I would not have the luxury of familiar and eternal terrain, in the battles to which I would soon be called, and in which I would soon have to prove my mettle.


The city is mine, eternally. Mine, and His.


But I did not have the luxury of eternity, yet.


Soon enough, the hours would stop succeeding one another. Soon enough, the restless cycles of mortal and changeable time would come to a halt, and be laid to rest. Soon, December’s days would run out, and run down, and cede their mantle and their crown to eternity.


But not yet.


There would come a last hour, and there would be no more. But until that time, it was my duty to contend with the hours, each of them in turn.


It was my duty to face the city, and see it without fetching illusions, as a soldier must.


Not ancient Babylon, known to the prophets, ageless and comfortably immanent—but a mere finite structure heaped up piece by piece, in latter days, out of latter-day brick and steel.


Not a proving ground, set high above the earth, made for devils and lordly preceptors—but a mere collection of houses, made for finite and humble men to live in, with a similar collection of mills and factories heaped up by its side, made for those men’s time-bound toil.


Hour by hour, they toiled. Hour by hour, they traded in their life-heat and their dignity, to secure bread and safety from the elements, and a place for themselves amidst the tumbling of the hours that were to come, one and then the next.


I thought of the city, and felt uneasy.


The city. The towers, falling upward toward the firmament, confounding the senses.


The bricks which were of no significance, and yet were still piled up, one and then the next.


My still-shelled body, falling to the ground in the middle of the street, finally unable to withstand the senseless din of the things which were of no significance, and yet assaulted me still, pounding and drumming on the surface of my holy shell.


Pounding, drumming, on and on, endlessly. So that I could not hear the angels, anymore, or the stars.


I am Herschel Schoen, but my knees do tremble, sometimes.


And give way, under me, sometimes.


There is only so much that can be borne, by anyone. Even the angels measure out their own limits, and refuse to cross the boundary which they have so demarcated.


There is only so much that can be borne. He appreciates this full well, though His creatures sometimes forget, and imagine themselves truly boundless. Do you doubt it? Recall to mind that Cain committed a great evil, and still the weight on his shoulders was made lighter.


What else could be done? He could not bear the weight, and so it was lightened.


I thought of the city, and of my thin legs, quaking inside my shorts, and giving way.


On one summer day, in late June. In the time when I was still shelled, and silent, and could not reveal what I was.


My Sister, Miriam Schoen, calling out to me in alarm.


My Mother, Ruth Schoen, calling out likewise, and venturing out into the crosswalk where I lay, undaunted by the cars that were crossing it, and which threatened my fallen body, and would have crushed it, if they had not all seen me just in time, and swerved madly at the last instant to spare me.


The city. The financial district. Tower of steel, idol of bronze. Monument to nothing, and yet the men still bustle there, counting out the hours. With little patience for eternity, or for strange and silent children.


It was this, that I would have to contend with. This, and my quaking legs, and my finite heart, which could only bear so much.


I thought again of my Mother, Ruth Schoen.


Who was already there, in the city.


Who had forgotten, and did not know that eternity would be hers, only a handful of hours hence.


Who did not know that eternity would indeed be hers, if only she were to accomplish one simple, seemingly easy task: to keep her body safe, hour by hour, until the last hour.


If only she did not—


If she could only preserve her body, for these last ten days, rather than offering it up in sacrifice, at the final—!


I held my head in my hands.


I knew, then, that all my boasts from my high mount were nothing but vanity, air piled on empty air.


“Have no fear,” I proclaimed, to all that would hear. “I go, without fear,” I declaimed, from the safe place in my mind.


And all the while, my Adversary held me in his clutches, watching my every step, and cackling.


Just as he held my Mother, Ruth Schoen, even now, in the deepest belly of his great monster, where his slaughtering fields were laid out over the stones.


 


 


Flesh was packed tight into the confines of the Q train. Men were compressed, there, just as they had been in the subway station. I stood in the midst of their pastelike mass, hemmed in on all sides by arms and backs and heads and bosoms, unable to move.


Unlike the subway station, the train was cold, and cruelly so.


You would not think that a narrow, enclosed corridor, with men packed into it as tightly as durable food is packed into grocery tins, would be capable of such cold.


Nonetheless, so it was. As the New York subway system strained under its burden, and met its limits, unwelcome marvels were made newly possible. The usual laws of air and heat and flesh were seen to bend, and all that was solid melted at last into stale, damp, malodorous air.


I stood, clutching one of the short straps that were hung out above the aisles. I had no need of its anchor, for if the subway car were to pitch or swerve unexpectedly, there were fleshly bodies all around me, ready to absorb my fall.


Still, I clutched the strap, out of habit. And too, perhaps, for the sake of dignity, whose name I held holy even here, among the paste.


For these were men, all around me, I reminded myself—men, and not mere flesh, despite all appearances. These bodies were not made to serve me, as occasional cushions, to be discarded once they were no longer of use. They had their own reasons for being, wholly independent of me.


This is a man, I thought, regarding one of my neighbors.


He was sharply dressed, or rather dressed in a manner that was called sharp by custom, though I cannot say I found much to admire in it, myself.


His hair was styled so as to make a statement. Or, I should rather say, styled in the manner of which one says: this makes a statement. Perhaps it did—but if so, its creed was lost on me.


I saw the close-cropped cliffs of his skull, denuded up to the point of the temples, and slightly beyond. I saw the particolored tufts, tiered like birdfeathers, that rose between those cliffs, and held themselves aloft in a preening pose, defying both gravity and propriety in one stroke.


But if these things were meant to speak to me, making some definite and discernible statement? Then they failed, or I did. I saw no sense in them, only form.


He faced the window, and I did not see his face.


He seemed to be alone, in the sense that he journeyed on his own through the subway system, much as I did. In several other senses, of course, neither of us were alone at all: we had one another’s silent company, after all. And, after all, we were both pinned and immobilized in the midst of the paste, surrounded by sweat and breath, as far as can be imagined from any ordinary notion of solitude, and deprived of all solitude’s pleasures.


He was alone, and yet he spoke.


He faced the window, and spoke, to himself or to no one, as madmen do.


“We gotta get him synced,” my neighbor said, his voice under high pressure. He seemed just at the near edge of panic.


“We gotta get him ramped up,” he said.


I had many neighbors, then. Such was the nature of the paste.


I glanced to my left, and saw the young woman there, who had adorned herself in such a wealth of Babylonian finery that it threatened to overtake and depose her.


One would only have to add a single bracelet to one of her well-braceleted arms, or drape one additional pendant alongside the many baubles already dangling from her neck, and that would be that. The accumulated mass would notice its shape, which approximated her own; it would come to know its worth, and demand its independence; corselet and headtire would preach class consciousness to ring and to nose-jewel, and the sashes of the head would put aside their differences with the anklets of the feet, in the name of unending solidarity for all garmentkind. Then the whole would stir itself, rouse at last from its servile stillness, and—after evicting and casting aside the useless meat within its jeweled carapace—would stride proudly into the city, a walking shell, without innards.


In the city it would live her life, for her, in her stead. Or, it would live some other life, of its own choosing.


“We gotta get him briefed on the new GTM roadmap,” said my tufted neighbor, by the window.


“He needs to be leveraging the new dataviz tools, pronto,” he said.


He gibbered without sense, as madmen do. I felt a pang of fear, then, for this stranger.


He was nothing to me, and still I feared for his sake. Perhaps I made myself feel this because he was nothing to me, as a distracting palliative. A moment’s substitute for the graver and less whimsical fears which threatened, then, to bring me to my own limit and past it, and break me.


“And the sales funnel?” my neighbor said, with rhetorical enthusiasm.


“The sales funnel? I mean, we gotta ram that shit into him, know what I’m talking about?


“Our guys are dying out there. We need him ramped and ready, stat.”


His head bobbed slightly, as if carried aloft on the eddies of his rhetoric, and his feathered hair bobbed atop it.


“He needs to be deploying the new deck left and right,” he said.


“He’s gotta, like, become one with that thing.


“He’s gotta know the KPIs, love the KPIs. Better than he knows and loves his own mommy. Know what I’m saying?”


The train lurched. My much-adorned neighbor lost her footing, briefly, and fell briefly into me. The mass of her rings and bracelets preceded her, and met my flesh first, before her own flesh had the chance. I felt the coldness of their metal in the cold air, and I felt their hard metal edges, digging into my skin.


It was only a moment, but they dug deep. It came as no surprise when, some time later, I glanced at my own arm and found that it was now marred by a series of red slashing marks.


“Prospect Park,” said a disembodied voice from above. It was vaguely distaff in demeanor, but otherwise wholly sexless. And wholly lacking, as well, the spark that separates men from clay.


My Adversary makes metal beasts, and makes circuits in them which feign speech. He has his reasons, and I have no quarrel with those reasons, insofar as they are purely practical. One cannot begrudge an enemy’s prudence without cutting one’s own self down in the same stroke, for prudence is a common good, equally capable of advantaging any man who heeds its maxims.


But if my Adversary has more than prudence in mind?


If he believes that his speaking circuits imitate sixthmade marvels, and bring into question man’s supposed dominion over the lifeless metals of the earth? If so, then I must protest.


These simple toys, with their paltry stockhouses of fixed phrases, would do offense to the parakeet, if offered up as substitutes for that versatile bird. There is no reason whatsoever to speak of these things, and men, in the same breath. My Adversary has wrought true marvels, in his time, but these are not counted among their number.


“Prospect Park,” the speaking circuit repeated, with an identical cadence. It did not know what it had said, before; it did not know anything. It had no memory, and approached each moment as though it were the only moment that existed in mortal time, with no past behind it, and no future still to come.


The paste heaved. Manlike forms were excreted through the doors, and forms similar to them were ingested to fill the void they had left behind.


I looked around me, taking stock of the newcomers. I had to take them in quickly, before they lost their forms, and were fully dissolved into the paste.


I saw a mother boarding the car, near its far end, with her infant strapped onto her chest in a sort of saddle.


I stared at the babe, trying to catch its attention.


After some time, it seemed to notice me. Its amber-colored eyes turned in my direction, and then stopped in their tracks, and turned no more.


It held its face towards me, and held itself very still.


Do you recognize me?, I wondered.


Is that why you stare, so? Because you knew me, before you were given to your mother?


Or, I wondered, do you only stare because you have been cast down into a confounding place? And I am Herschel Schoen, famously odd of countenance, uncommonly confounding to the eye? Herschel Schoen, who does not always take care to keep up appearances, and sometimes moves in a most unmanlike manner, not fully hiding the powers appointed to him that lie latent within his limbs?


The infant mewled, unmanlike, not in happiness nor in woe.


Its mother squinted at it, warily, no doubt wondering whether this latest noise would turn out to be the start of something. An early warning, prelude to a squall of wails and shrieks? Or an esoteric sign, instead, that a diaper had been soiled, and needed changing?


I felt then, in my bones, what I knew already to be true.


I felt that which I knew always, but sometimes merely knew, without feeling it, in my bones.


I felt Truth, in my bones:


I was the only one in this car who UNDERSTOOD the meaning of this infant’s noise.


I understood this infant, and its ways, as its own MOTHER could not.


I feel no joy, noting this now.


Every mother walks a hard road, and is beset with burdens. She labors, and labors, and labors still. And what is more, she is asked to become a fixed anchor set amid the whirling of a confounding world; to make a comforting softness of herself, and stay ever soft, come what may, without yielding; to fashion herself into a warm hearth, and bring a cold iron will to bear on the stoking of herself, so that she stays ever warm, come what may.


We do not expect these marvels and paradoxes of our soldiers, when we send them forth to walk hard roads, and bear burdens. We only ask that they walk the road, and bear the burden—and for that, we deck them in medals and glory, and esteem them above all other men.


But we expect more than this, from every mother. And think nothing of it, and give them no medals, and give them only the most perfunctory sort of esteem, inserted somewhere in the middle of the larded hunks of sentimental platitude which we recite without thinking, at those civic occasions and private gatherings whose customs require from us some measure of sentiment and platitude.


I would not tell any mother this part of what I knew, unless I had to do so. I am not cruel, not in that way.


“He’s gotta live and breathe pipeline velocity,” my mad neighbor said.


I watched the infant’s arms as they waved, unsteady and unanchored. It was unused to shadows, and found its own body as confounding as the others.


I remembered what I saw and felt, when I was its age. How I, too, was confounded.


I looked into its amber eyes.


Have no fear, I thought, silently.


 


 


Tiring of the infant’s intensity, I sought out duller things, without mind.


I turned my gaze upward and out, toward the back wall of the car, and the parts of it that were visible above the massed heads.


The wall was dirty, profane, squalid. If one were asked to produce an illustration which would accompany the definition of the word squalid in a dictionary, I do not know how one could do better than to portray this very wall.


Layers of grime caked it, but they were only the beginning.


Here and there, pieces of refuse clung to the wall, affixed to it by some unknown force. Unwelcome marvels become possible here, in the subway, under the strain.


Scraps of old newspapers were stuck to it, in places. The sides of them were peeling, and their edges were singed brown, as if by fire.


One wishes there were some other word, for such objects. “Newspaper” connotes “news,” which in turn connotes “new.” But there was nothing new about these fragments.


A murk of decay hung about them. I felt, seeing them, as I might feel at the bedside of some senile and used-up old man, wracked with all the usual illnesses of age and other ailments besides, so that he seems nothing but a mere unmanlike bundle of pain and ignorance, and seems to cry out in his wordless confusion for some hand, some blade, to finally cut him down, and let him sleep.


Ancient hunks of well-chewed gum were stuck to the wall, also, with bite marks fossilized forever into their dry and frozen forms.


I note all these things first, but they were not the first thing that one saw. It took some care, in fact, to even see these things.


What one noticed first were the letters.


They were not the crisp, decorous letters of the subway system’s wordless language. They were systemless, crude, lascivious. Scrawled by miscreant hands, and guided by miscreant aims.


They were obscured, here and there, by the piled-up refuse. What I could read, however, I duly read:


FUCK EGG


SHIT


FUCK JOE 222


CUNT JESUS


031


HANG THE BA


FUCK BLOOD IN


SHIT BLOOD OUT


ILL THE BASTAR


RTT 83 ASS CRAK


JESUS SHIT


FUCK CUNT FUCK


I do not reproduce, here, all that I read. There was too much of it to commit to memory. It covered nearly every inch of every wall, and the ceiling, and the floor. The selection above conveys the essential elements, out of which the rest of it was made, in different mixtures, and different orders.


Truth be told, I do not hold myself against the unknown hands which wrote these letters.


Were they miscreants? Ours is a miscreant city, my Adversary’s and mine, and His.


Were their words lascivious, scatological—in a word, yes, profane? Of course. You have read them.


But you have also read “Of Ministry,” and so you know what I have lately learned about the Intercessor, and his temple, and how one pays one’s respects in that hallowed place.


“The ROI?” my neighbor said.


“The ROI is, what? What was that?


“Excuse me? The ROI is . . . TBD?!


“Tell me I misheard that, man. Come on. Throw me a bone, here. Our guys are dying.


“We need him. He’s gotta be slinging artifacts, hitting milestones. He’s gotta be converting, left and right.


“Converting like it’s NBD.


“Like it’s easy, you know what I’m saying?”


 


 


Suddenly, I was blinded.


I cringed and squinted. All was awash with light, and my eyes could not bear the fullness of it, at first.


Halos ridged the edges of things, in the light. I blinked, and they diminished.


I blinked, and continued blinking, until the halos were no more.


The subway car had plunged out of the darkness, and into the daylight. The day was as dark as ever, but even the darkest daylight is blindingly bright, when one has gotten used to any other sort of light.


We are crossing the Manhattan Bridge, I thought.


Now I go up, I thought, into Manhattan, into the city proper.


I did not feel ready. The prophets were with me, and the judges, and the angels, and still I did not feel ready.


I turned to the window, wishing to look out over the waters. One took this opportunity when one could.


I gave my mad neighbor a gentle nudge, trying my hardest to make it seem a request, and not an order, or a threat.


He obliged, instantly, without really seeming to take note of me. He stepped aside, into a momentary and convenient void, prepared for him in the adjacent paste.


I was coming to like him, somehow.


I stood close to the window, and peered out.


I saw a flock of black birds, unimaginable in number, so numerous that they colored the sky with their black, making a night out of the day.


Rather, that is what I thought I saw, at first.


If I erred, I erred forgivably. What marred the sky did in fact look very much like a great flock of black birds.


At first, anyway, if not on closer inspection.


I squinted, watching them wheel and weave, trying to find some form within their chaos which held still, and which one could hold onto.


The way they moved across the sky, I noticed, actually resembled the motion of swarming insects, more so than it resembled that of flocking birds.


The way they moved their own bodies, however, was neither birdlike nor insectile, nor did it resemble any other moving creature, fifthmade or sixthmade.


Their winglike protrusions did not flap or flutter, but were utterly still. Their whole bodies, in fact, did not fold themselves into one form and then the next, as you and I do, and the other creatures. The fliers’ forms were frozen, incapable of reformation, like the fixed and rigid limbs of plastic toys.


And yet they moved, across the sky.


I picked out an individual among the fliers, and watched him in his flying. He did not give me much in the way of demonstration, however. For, mere moments after I had selected him for my quarry, I lost him.


He took a sudden steep dive, as though aware of my attention, and wishing to hide from it. He fell, too fast for me to follow.


I looked down, wondering where he had gone.


I saw the jutting piers of the Navy Yard, below. I saw the black specks of the fliers rising off them, into the gray morning.


A countervailing flow filled the voids that they made, as they departed. I saw black specks descending, as my skittish friend had just done, from the sky to the piers.


They were machines, then, fashioned for war?


And if so, what then? What were they?


Airplanes—in miniature?


Airplanes, in miniature, and multiplied, beyond number?


I thought: oh, my Adversary! Sublime craftsman, with no superior, save for creation’s very architect! What toys you make, in your city’s splendid factories, second only to Santa’s!


My gaze roved over the waters.


There were ships, docked there, at the Navy Yard. Two of them.


I had not seen them, at first, because they were pitch black in color, just like the fliers. It took some care to make out the still, frozen black shapes that lurked in the water, camouflaged by equally black shapes in constant flux, aloft.


I saw their inimitable hulls, vast and all black, save for the rows of lights that were on them, blinking in red and green and white.


I saw their inimitable masts, as black as the hulls. Each of them was a fluxless eye among the fliers, held still at the innermost center of their fluxing hurricane.


Fliers whirled about the masts of the black ships, without cease, in reverence.


They are in the business of war, Frederick had said, of these ships.


They are cleaning up after the last war, he had said.


And making preparations, for the next war.


My hand trembled, against the window.


It was well enough to prance and preach, safe on the high mount in my mind.


From that place, I could conjure up the utmost bloodshed with my bloodless words, and know that my hands were yet unstained, and I was far from harm. From there I could delineate how all the battles would be fought and won, without having to think about what the word battle really means, when it ceases to be a mere word and becomes instead a literality, and makes all men realize how like ants they truly are, as compared with the boundless and bloodied world about them.


It was one thing to prance and preach, on the high mount. It was another thing entirely to see my Adversary’s armaments, spread out over the waters and the firmament.


My Adversary is a connoisseur of shadows, and of great bodies, as well. The city, and the battlefield, are his natural units of measure.


And I—though I am Herschel Schoen—have only a man’s body, insectile, and all too frangible.


I wallowed in my misgivings, and considered the possibility of despair.


Jeremiah the son of Hilkiah came to me, then.


 


 


He sat by my side, on the high mount in my mind.


We sat in silence, for a time.


At my side, he wept, as was his way. He laid his face in his hands, and tore at his sackcloth garments. Twice, his silence was broken by a single, piercing, half-mad wail, after which he lapsed immediately into silence again.


All men know that Jeremiah the son of Hilkiah is a prophet of lamentation; all men know that he weeps. To know him is to know these things.


But the way he weeps—the sound of his wailing—these are lesser known, and less well appreciated.


How do you imagine he sounds, when he cries out, in utmost abjection?


Do you imagine him some meek and sexless thing, making barely any sound at all? Moaning thinly, like a lost kitten, for a moment, and only for a moment—and then folding back into himself, immediately, in blushing modesty, afraid that he has made too much of a racket?


A man of pretty and pliable clay, who lies down without resistance to receive the brand of His punishments? Who relinquishes his will with rather too much readiness, like some perverse and pitiful Yeshuan?


No! Not at all!


When Jeremiah the son of Hilkiah opens his mouth to wail, what comes from him is a marvel, and a terror.


The word lamentation is too weak, too soft, suggesting nothing of that prophet’s terrible strength.


His wailing is half-mad, beastlike, almost a howl. It fills up with grief, and grief pours over its top, but it is not only grief that pools there, and overflows.


One hears rage there, always, waiting beyond the last door in the house of grief. One realizes, hearing him, how closely grief and rage are bound together.


How could it be otherwise, for a prophet of the earth?


For a man who speaks with Him—who speaks, therefore, with the sole and only cause of all his misery? With the sole and sovereign will that wills all his desolations into being, bringing them forth from unformed deeps? The matchless maker of his misery, and of all his people’s misery, and of the very fact that men die, to begin with, of old age if nothing else?


What we call “grief,” in a prophet, is really half rage, in our modern vocabulary. Do you doubt it? Listen to Jeremiah the son of Hilkiah in his keening, and the fact will become terribly clear. You need only listen, and consider the terror that mounts in you: your terror is that very fact, about prophets, now resounding in your bones.


He cries out in grief, yes, and in rage, too. His shrieks are half-mad, unsystematic and unregulated, heeding no limit, pouring over every threshold, upending every altar in every temple.


Which is to say—yes, yes!—when Jeremiah the son of Hilkiah holds his head in his hands, and shrieks, the sound that comes from his mouth is very nearly a laugh. How could it be otherwise?


 


 


He spoke to me, at last, on the high mount.


You, fearful?! he spat at me. All his fury against his own maker, he brought to bear on me, then.


How COULD you be? When your road is so easy, littered with luxuries and wholly devoid of desolation, as no prophet’s ever was before you?


I bowed my head, and listened silently.


He sneered.


Pampered prince of prophets, consider what you have been given, and weigh it against what was given to your forebears. Ask yourself: is there any gratitude left, in my rotted heart, which has softened too long on the vine, and now becomes food for the worms?


I said nothing.


Were you mocked by all, as you prophesied, becoming a laughing-stock all the day? I was.


I might have said, “yes,” but I thought better of it.


Did the chief of the temple smite you, and put you in the stocks? Did you stand trial, with the specter of execution over your head? Were you persecuted, by many hands and without end, on account of your prophesying?


Did Adonai of Hosts come to you, time and time again, to tell you that His wrath was now turned—no, not against some OTHER nation, conveniently set apart from you, and against the empty breath of the idols worshipped THERE—and not against some convenient “Adversary” of yours, either, SOMEONE ELSE’S ungod, and never yours—but against YOU, and YOUR people?


Did you plead for mercy? Did your Master rebuke you, time and time again, and interrupt your sobs in order to reiterate and redouble His list of the ways He would lay waste to YOU, and your family, and all your people?


Did He toy with you, as He did with me?


What have you been told? “Before I formed thee in the belly I knew thee, and before thou camest forth out of the womb I sanctified thee”? I was told the very same, as a lad, in our first meeting.


But I would not say that I felt SANCTIFIED, hearing all that He was to say to me later.


“And it shall come to pass, when they say unto thee: Whither shall we go forth? then thou shalt tell them: Such as are for death, to death; and such as are for the sword, to the sword; and such as are for the famine, to the famine; and such as are for captivity, to captivity.


“And I will appoint over them four kinds: the sword to slay, and the dogs to drag, and the fowls of the heaven, and the beasts of the earth, to devour and to destroy. And I will cause them to be a horror among all the kingdoms of the earth.”


It is a prophet’s duty to speak His words, and bring His message to the people. Such were the messages that I had to bring; there were many more like this one, as you well know.


“I will cause to cease from among them the voice of mirth and the voice of gladness, the voice of the bridegroom and the voice of the bride, the sound of the millstones, and the light of the lamp.”


This is milder than most of what He told me He would do, but still I single it out. In spite of its mildness, somehow it seems to me the most hideous of all the lines which I wrote, at His bidding. Who could break this news, to his brethren, without himself breaking, inwardly?


We would be routed, and then held captive, in exile: that was the brunt of His message to me, on the day He said that. It would last seventy years. I would die, before it was over.


But what of my people’s children, and their children after them? Could I live out my span in exile, knowing some better thing awaits those who would come after me?


I should have known, by then, not to hope.


What awaited our descendants? An earthwide conflagration, ruining captor and exile alike, ruining ALL, and bringing dishonor to every house equally.


“And the slain of Adonai shall be at that day from one end of the earth even unto the other end of the earth; they shall not be lamented, neither gathered, nor buried; they shall be dung upon the face of the ground.”


THAT was how He would bring the seventy years to an end.


In days of slaughter. And with a cup of fury, which it fell to ME to dispense to all the nations, through the book I wrote at His bidding. Which would outlive me, and continue bringing bad news even when I was under the ground.


This was my yoke, and I did my best to bear it. What is YOURS, Herschel Schoen?


I bowed my head, and thought silently.


It seems light indeed, to me, he said. Your prince’s yoke.


Made of silk, it seems to me, and pleasingly perfumed.


What conflagration was given to you, made yours to prophesy? Only some war in which YOU shall be victorious, and no reckoning will come down upon YOUR house, but ONLY the house of your “Adversary.”


Or so you tell me, and tell everyone.


Even this is not pleasing enough for your jaded heart, it seems. I hear you saying that you are more than just a conquering prince, and will do more than simply win a war.


Conquering prince and prophet: surely that should be enough for any man.


Yet I hear you saying that you will raise all the dead from Sheol, afterwards, as well! So you fancy yourself MESSIAH, then, is that it? Has the seed of David drifted so far from David’s Israel, to sprout HERE, in the wasteland that is beyond the waters?


Oh, there is more! I hear you saying that you will bring an end to the shadows, after that, raising men up into the place that was before birth, to sup on the manna there forevermore.


What a joy it will be, announcing these things to the people! How pleasant your duties are, in comparison to mine!


I raised my face to him, finally.


“I did not choose this,” I said.


“I was given this,” I said. “And I was given, to the earth.”


He nodded.


If that is how it is? Then, so be it.


Why should I waste my breath, envying you? I could go on envying you, and never be done. You live in latter days, when all men are princes, with chariots and hearths of their own.


So you are blessed, then. Praise Him! I will not begrudge a man his blessing.


I only ask, Herschel Schoen, that you BEHAVE like a blessed man.


Why hang your head in fear? Your portents are true, are they not? You will crush your “Adversary,” and raise the shades, and disperse shadows.


“Will I?” I said.


He cringed, and a wail went out from his mouth.


Come now, he said, clasping my chin and forcing my face up to meet his eyes.


Come now, coward.


That is no way to carry yourself, is it?


You know what is to come! What—do you fear to SEE IT?


It will happen, in ten days’ time.


If you fear it now, standing as you do at a safe distance, how do you imagine you will like it THEN, in ten days’ time, when it falls down on your head, and you cannot look away anymore?


Be serious. You are a prince, blessed. If all you say is true, you are the very last of the prophets, and it seems you do not need to wear the heavy yoke of your forebears in order to be worthy of that high title.


I do not like to think that He gave all these blessings to a COWARD.


You have everything, and more. Why, it seems that even Adonai of Hosts is not mighty enough for you!


You did not feel quite safe, in your silken bed, only having His protection. You have summoned another, an ungod of winter feast days, to supplement Him.


“I did not choose the Intercessor,” I said. “He was given.”


Given, given! Yes, you have everything, without needing to toil for any of it.


Now, behave like a man who has everything, and leave off your cowardice.


I shook my head, defying him.


He was terrifying, and it took bravery to defy him. Was I such a coward, then, after all?


“My Mother, Ruth Schoen,” I said.


“I fear for her. I refuse to call this cowardice. I love her, and if she is imperiled—then yes, I fear for her. What would you have me do?”


He brought his hand to my chest, shoving me away in spite.


What are you, a fool?


Let her die, and spend some ten days in Sheol! Then raise her, with the rest!


I was silent.


He glared at me, from a little ways off.


“It is . . . not so simple as that,” I said, uneasily, after some time.


For if it WERE as simple as that, I thought, I never would have feared for her, in the first place.


“I am afraid,” I admitted.


“Perhaps I am a coward,” I said. “So be it.


“I am afraid, and do not know how to stop being afraid.”


He did not answer.


He was dimming, inside me. The high mount, around him, dimmed as well.


I came back to myself, to the Q train, now past the bridge and under darkness.


In Manhattan.


I thought: have I talked too long with the prophet, and missed my stop? Will I have to go back again?


“Canal Street,” said my Adversary’s circuit, in its vigorless voice.


I had very nearly missed my stop. Which meant, of course, that I had not missed it at all: it lay in the palm of my hand, ready to be grasped. Canal Street.


Perhaps, I thought, this was the prophet’s reason for leaving me when he did, cutting short our incandescent disputation, which had in no way reached its natural end.


I knew that his inner storehouse of vituperation was in no way exhausted, at the time he left me. He could well have gone on until nightfall, laying harsh words and harsher ones upon my head; he would have done so, if the day had been given to him to do with as he willed.


But the day had been prepared for another use, and for another man.


For me.


I thought: when He went out among them, in the first days, to pick out the man whom He would make last of the prophets, and sanctify that man, and prepare that man for the last war—did He pick out a COWARD, then?


I thought: did He pick out a meek and useless COWARD, and sanctify a worthless WASTE of a man?


I thought: did He prepare, for the last war, a man who could not even bear to WATCH the battle from a safe distance?


Who would FLEE at the very sight of battle, and run headlong to HIS MOTHER’S lap, and hide his face in HIS MOTHER’S skirts, with an unseemly and unremitting WHINE leaking from his mouth, a WHINE whose ignoble color put the lie to his false claim of kingly blood—indisputably, irrevocably, so no man could doubt it?


He would not have picked out a coward.


So it could not be true, after all, that I was a coward.


I was afraid. But this could not be so.


I was afraid. But it was of shadows, I surmised, that I was afraid. It was a thing which my Adversary had fashioned out of mists, to confound my heart.


I made myself hold my head high, then, though my heart still seemed in no way a king’s.


I made myself walk among the paste as a prophet does among men, holding himself above them—though I cannot say I felt sanctified, as prophets are, and must be.


How might David have carried himself, as he left the Q train and went out into Canal Street station—had David been a king of latter days, and New York City his latter-day kingdom?


As David would have carried himself, so now did I.


 


 


“Canal Street station” is not an individual’s name, but a family’s.


Four siblings bear that name. Several blocks of lower Manhattan are given over to them, as a homestead.


The four “Canal Street” stations resemble one another as brothers do, but only as brothers do, not as a man resembles his own self. Some pedestrian, passing through these streets, could easily catch sight of the one, and then the next, without even suspecting that what he saw was but one man’s seed, and called by a single name.


It is only below the streets, under the ground, that their unity makes itself plain. For there is a cavern, under the ground, which joins the one to the next.


Holding myself with high-born grace, I traversed the low lurking tunnels of that miniature Sheol. With a gentle and lordly hand, I parted the diffuse half-paste of men that milled there, and made my way forth.


Men’s faces loomed and receded in the flickering half-light, trading places with the myriad unmanlike forms around them, and with the pure darkness of the shadows.


Rats and cockroaches scurried in the shadows, and metal things scurried alongside them, fashioned in ratlike and roachlike forms.


Flesh mingled, in the city, with the straw which had been formed in those bodies’ image. My Adversary’s planned day of substitution had not yet come, but it was close at hand—and so my Adversary’s preparations for that day were all around me, mixed in with the very bodies they were intended to depose.


I passed a clearing where two men had set up camp.


Loud, shrill noises rang out from that place, and though I saw immediately how one of the men was cradling a cello, it took me some time to realize that his bowing motions upon the strings had any connection to the cacophony. I had heard men play the cello, before, but I had never heard this.


A moment later, I understood. For I discerned, in the half-light, the snaking bodies of the wires that poured out of the man’s instrument. I saw the squat, unsightly metal boxes that were laid out around him, and how the wires plunged into these boxes, and through them.


It was not a cello this man played, but a system of feedbacks. Fearing lest his own miscreant nature become all too visible when set against the noble spruce and maple of the naked instrument, this man had yoked spruce and maple to metal, to circuitry. Finding beauty not to his taste, he flung electricity through the shrieking depths of his hand-made cybernetic system, so that what came out of it, when he bowed the strings, was safely and thoroughly hideous.


The other man, bearded and evil-eyed, stood by the cellist and his nest, ranting in the tiresome manner of a carnival announcer. His futile mouth barked false and stale prophecies, which had in fact been disproven long before his own birth.


“HERE is wisdom,” he said, waving his hand to me, picking me out of the mass with his unwholesome eyes.


“Here is WISDOM,” he repeated.


“Let him that HATH understanding count the NUMBER of the BEAST!


“For it is the number of a MAN!”


Paying him no mind, I walked on. The cult of Yeshua does not interest me.


I passed another man, shortly after, who spoke in the same barking manner. This one was stout, finely dressed, top-hatted.


“Where will you be, this Christmas? And you—and you—?”


He waved his hand over the passing paste.


“What’s your dinner gonna be, this Christmas? Mom’s home cooking? Think again, boys!


“No disrespect to your ma, now, but I wager I can give ’er a run for ’er money!


“No, you ain’t gonna be suppin’ at home, not this Christmas night! No, what you’re gonna do—and you, and you, too!—is come on down!


“Come on down, to Two-Oh-Seven Bowery—that’s Two, Oh, Seven, you know the place—come on down, I say, for a Christmas feast, that’ll give your ma and everybody’s ma a run for ’er money, and no two ways about it!


“That’s right! This Christmas you—and you too—are gonna dine like kings, on the Big Feller’s own hospitality! That’s right! The Big Feller’s got one of his famous feasts for you, this Christmas! For you, and you, and your neighbor, too!”


This caught my attention.


I knew that this man was crafting his words in order to draw attention, and that I was, therefore, only falling into his trap by giving him mine. Still, I could not do otherwise.


I stopped, and considered him, trying to divine his inner nature and his true intentions. I turned my face halfway toward him, but only halfway; I watched him out of the corner of my eye, not wanting to be noticed, fearing that his heavy sweeping hand would single me out and detain me.


“Come on down, bright and early!” he cried.


“Doors open at eleven in the morning, and don’t close ’till all the plain working people of the whole Lower East Side have supped their fill, and supped some more too! The Big Feller’s goin’ for the big time, this Christmas!”


I considered him, and shook my head.


A famously large man—a universal gift-giver, famous for his feasts—and yet, no. Despite all appearances, the hero of this man’s monologue was not the Intercessor. There was no possibility whatsoever of that.


For the barking man was fully grown, and too far grown to remember anything. Not the Original Knowledge, nor even the aftershock of the Latter-Day Intercession, which rings gladly in the hearts of latter-day children well into their time of talking, but still too falls away in time, and is too forgotten, once one is fully grown.


“Big time!” the man roared. “I’m talkin’ turkey, turkey that’ll make your ma jealous, and all the fixings, too!”


I walked on.


“And beer? Beer, why, we got enough beer to float a dreadnaught, boys! Come on down!”


I walked on, and soon enough I could no longer hear him, for all that he bellowed.


 


 


I stood on a platform, again.


I was immersed, again, in a thick paste of compressed flesh.


I inhaled, and the air gave me no life-breath; too many men had breathed it already, and it had been sucked dry of life by them before it reached my lips. I felt that air’s heat on my skin, and took no life-heat from it.


Manlike forms swirled about me, and metal forms with them, and the senseless forms of unformed things.


Chaff brought forth chaff, and conceived stubble.


All that I saw and heard was but an artless welter, of no significance whatsoever. All that I felt and smelled was but a fallow field, used-up, issuing forth nothing. Yet these things went on, in their way, issuing forth nothing, and raining their nothing down on my head, into my eyes and ears, into my nose and mouth.


They hurled themselves against the hull of my senses, relentlessly, to confound me and break my spirit.


I was wilting, there in the station. I felt weak, and the weakness in me was so complete that I could not even rouse up any indignation at the thought of its presence. I had not had any intention of throwing cares away, but my cares had been taken away nonetheless, by a force outside of me.


I knew my Adversary had not shown even one thousandth of his might to me, yet, that day. And still, I was afraid.


And too thoroughly sapped of life to resist the voice in me which whispered again and again the name of what I was, telling me over and over, on and on, endlessly, that I, Herschel Schoen, last of the prophets, picked out and sanctified at the beginning, was—was a—


COWARD


COWARD, COWARD, COWARD, COWARD, COWARD, COWARD


But He would not have picked out a coward, at the beginning. That was not His way, was it?


I thought: no, Adversary.


I thought: I am Herschel Schoen. I do not fear what IS, for I know what IS TO COME.


I held my head up, and turned it back and forth, surveying the confusion which my Adversary had prepared, thinking he would lay me low through its use.


I looked about me, at the subway platform, and the accumulated paste.


I looked at them, and into them, and through them.


I saw what would become of them, in the coming days.


The platform, no longer overfull with men, but empty.


The station, no longer hot but cruelly cold.


No steady beams spilled out from the electric bulbs on the ceiling. The bulbs flickered limply, their spirits broken, their hearts given over to despair.


Night now rushed in, seizing hold of this place from which it had been artificially banished, and for which it had lusted in its exile.


The bulbs flickered, and let night in; they flickered, and banished it again. Night and day changed places to the quick rhythm of a man’s breath, not at the statelier pace which prevailed outside.


Turning my gaze to a corner of the room, I saw that the platform was not wholly empty. For there was a man, there.


Or rather, a man’s body, there. In the corner.


I saw the bloody gash on his forehead. I saw the stillness of his chest.


He did not have legs, I noticed.


But they were not missing, his legs; it was not hard to make a full accounting of them. Two legs which must have been his were there, in the corner, a little ways off from where he lay. Each of them lay on its own, no longer attached to anything. A dark stain marred the sheen of the floor under them.


The bulbs breathed in and out, casting light forth and recalling it back again.


The man did not breathe with them, but only lay still, legless and ignominiously sprawled, like an insect in which an idle boy had taken a passing interest, and whose dissection and dismemberment had provided that boy with a few minutes of idle amusement.


He lay as dung upon the face of the floor, with no one around to lament, to gather him up, to bury him.


 


 


A few minutes later, I was on the J train, en route at last to the financial district.


Incoherent things rose up, and contested against one another, within my heart.


On the wall facing me, I saw the work of a miscreant with uncommonly steady hands, a miscreant possessed of the bravery to write in large, crisp letters, eschewing the scrawled minuscule that was conventional among his ilk:


HANG THE BASTARDS


And below this, in the same hand, only slightly smaller:


THE PEOPLE WANTS ONLY ITS DUE


I stared at these missives, and they seemed to stare back, watching me, boring into me.


I mulled over the meaning of the second, smaller inscription: “the people wants only its due.”


Its rhetoric was cleverly made, wresting a semblance of significance out of what was in fact a near tautology. Every man wants his due—of course he does, and who would begrudge him this?


But what a man wants is one thing, and what he will receive is another. And what a man does, in an attempt to seize that which he wants, is yet a third thing. It was by collapsing these three into one, and lulling the audience into believing that they were one and not three, that the miscreant’s rhetoric accomplished its mercenary goal.


As on the Q train, I found myself side by side with an unwell man.


On the Q train, my feathered friend had babbled on and on, though there was no one with him to serve as an audience. So, too, did my new neighbor, on the J train.


But I found my new neighbor rather less charming than his predecessor, and his chatter was wholly tiresome, with none of the curious liveliness of the previous man’s monologue. A weary exasperation colored his voice; his tone was to rage as scattered ash is to roaring flame.


“Look, man, I’m done with this shit,” he said.


“You wanna be the greater fool, man, be my guest. Just don’t think you’re bringing me along for the ride.”


He was silent for a moment, as if listening to a reply from his imaginary interlocutor.


“Look, I went over this already,” he said, sighing.


“You wanna buy Eggert Electronic? You wanna buy that shit?


“Do I need to draw the fucking Donchian channels for you, man? Look at the moving average. Look at the fucking moving average, and then look at the price.


“This isn’t rocket science, Terry. Jesus. What’s gotten into you, anyway? Maybe you need to take it easy, man. You know, get some sleep, and shit.


“Get some fucking sleep for once, might knock sense into you.”


He paused again, and sighed again.


“Fundamentals?” he said. His exhaustion was plainly audible. I wondered whether the sleepless ways he imputed, to the specter with whom he was arguing, were in fact a projected image of his own sleeplessness.


On the earth men do go mad, I am told, from sleeplessness. If they draw it out long enough, they do eventually go mad. My unfortunate neighbor, I surmised, had done just this, and was now reaping the consequences.


“Fundamentals?” he said again.


“Don’t even talk to me about fundamentals. You think I’m not on top of fundamentals, Terry? You think I don’t have that shit down, cold?


“Fundamentals were how I got to be short Eggert Multimedia, last year, way before the big boys figured that shit out. Remember that, Terry?


“Fundamentals, I mean Jesus fucking Christ. You know me, Terry. You think I don’t do my homework?


“I’m out here doing deep dives, collecting inside intel, connecting the dots.


“I’m up late on Friday nights, squinting at leaked copies of the shit those scumbags show to their fucking investors, and like, drawing fucking diagrams of the supply chains, fucking diagrams of these scumbags’ big complicated rent-seeking plans, and why they can’t possibly work, and like, how it all connects together . . . and now, Terry, now you’re coming to me, talking about strong fundamentals?


“Look, man, I’m done. I’m done with this shit. Hang yourself for all I care, Terry. Be the greater fool. Be my fucking guest, okay?”


To listen to his weary voice was to grow weary, oneself.


I looked around, and looked within myself.


I sought the inner meanings of things, and the inner meaning of the day.


I thought: on the last day, after the last battle, at the culmination of the last rite, I will go to the high gates of Sheol, and wrest them open. I know all, and know this; this duty was given to me, as all was given to me.


I thought: and the shades will all rush up, out of that dead land, never to return! They will rush joyously, singing as they go, they will rush up, up—up the surface of the Original Earth—and they will see and feel and taste the tangible rays cast down upon that ground by the Greater Light, in all their six thousand six hundred colors!


I thought: but if that is so—if I will wrest open the gates of Sheol, and the shades will rise up—then, why, any man may do anything NOW, and no consequence will come of it!


I thought: any of these men around me could throw himself onto the subway tracks, and meet a grisly end under the treads of the next train, and no consequence would come of it!


I saw, then, the fatal flaw in this doctrine of gruesome optimism, which the prophet had recently pressed me to consider. It was worth considering, but only for the sake of deciding against it, and then holding oneself fully against it, in full knowledge of where it was that one stood.


Jeremiah’s yoke had been heavy, indeed. I could not deny that. But what, exactly, did that yoke consist in?


He was given a message, and given the duty of conveying that message to the people. It was a hard message, and so his was a hard duty. But this was the whole of the duty: to receive a message, and convey it.


And that message? What did it consist in?


HaShem Master of Hosts would rouse up one of the nations of the earth, and turn it upon another nation. The one nation, guided by His will, would lay waste to the other nation, which was also given to Him, and subject to His will.


There was no question as to what would occur, in these contests. For they were not really contests at all, in the end; the same sovereign will moved the victor and the vanquished alike, moving one to victory, the other to ruin.


There was no Adversary, at that time, to upset His orderly plan. There was no Intercessor, at that time, to emend the perfect products of His will.


Incoherent things churned within me, incapable of coming to any resolution.


I knew what would occur. And yet, at the same time, what would occur was in question. For there were forces acting in the world, now, which had no equal in the days of the former prophets.


There were forces in the world, today, with the power to substitute straw for the perfect products of His will—the power, even, to emend the inevitable.


In the paradoxes which it seemed now necessary for me to swallow, I glimpsed the hand of the Intercessor, that lover of risible unions. I heard his famous laugh, ringing through my bones.


I thought: I was given to the earth, and given a duty.


I thought: my duty concerns what is to come, on the twenty-fifth, the fourth Wednesday. Why, then, do I flee from the very thought of that day, fearing what might befall me then, and my Mother, Ruth Schoen, and all my people?


I thought: it was for the sake of that day that I was picked out, and sanctified, at the beginning. Because of that day, I AM. If it were not for that day, there would be no need for a Herschel Schoen, and so there would not BE a Herschel Schoen.


Why was I afraid of my day—of the day that I was made for? The day for whose sake He breathed on the unformed deeps, fashioning a Herschel Schoen out of them, and drawing him up, and hallowing him and his name?


Why? Because I, made for the future, found the future wresting free from my grasp at every opportunity!


Because the future seemed to change shape before my eyes, without cease, in one moment and then again in the next moment, changing, changing, on and on, endlessly!


Because I, given to the earth as a tutor, found the men of the earth turning their faces away from me at every opportunity, making themselves blind to my teaching, and laughing in ignorant glee at what they thought they saw in my lessons, which was really only the sight of the mists that filled the air around them, obscuring my lessons from them!


Because I, given to my Mother, Ruth Schoen, found her turning away from me, and gambling with her body before the barricades and the cameras, as though she had no son, and could do with her body as she pleased!


Because I, given to my Sister, Miriam Schoen, found her too turning away from me, favoring her straw prophet, and gambling away her body and her will, in the name of his creed of complacent passivity and suicidal resignation!


I thought: every man turns away from me, until no one is left who might come to my aid. So be it: I will aid myself, when I need aid. For there are things that I MUST do.


I thought: every man turns away from me, and I do not understand why. The earth makes itself strange to me, and the future wrests from my grip. But it is precisely this that I CANNOT allow, and precisely this which I must EMEND.


I was made for the future. I was made for the last rite, on which the future turned.


And so it fell to me to know the future, and all its ways, and all the things that flow into it and determine it.


Why? Because the last rite, I now understood, must be carried out very precisely, if it is to be carried out at all.


Its specifications are as exacting as the temple’s, and as inflexible as the sovereign will which Jeremiah knew, and lamented, and raged against.


If our victory is inevitable, it is only through me that it is inevitable. It is only through my understanding of the future, and its ways, and all that flows into it, that such things can become inevitable, and then occur, inevitably, and in accordance with my understanding.


I looked around me, at the subway car, and the paste, and the letters of the miscreants.


I turned toward the future, in my mind, and addressed it with my words, saying: show yourself to me. I am your maker.


I saw the subway car, and through it.


I saw its future.


How the voice from the train’s ceiling would no longer carry the tame sound of my Adversary’s circuit, announcing the stops.


How a loud and ceaseless noise, instead, would issue forth from that ceiling.


I heard that harsh and lamenting sound, and I heard how the train was filled by it, and was thus filled always, without cease.


I heard how there was more of music, in that sound, than of speech.


And I heard how it was neither music nor speech, in truth, but another thing, wild and unregulated, like the masterless baying of loosed hounds.


I saw how this would come to be.


I saw the train, hurtling through the darkness, as was its way.


I saw the paste of men, accumulated there. I saw them jostling, lamenting, laughing—as was their way.


I saw the bright electric lights flicker off, leaving the train in darkness. I saw them flicker on again, a moment later, and then go on flickering.


I saw how their flickering was irregular, wholly unsystematic, having no PATTERN in it. I saw how a will moved their flickering, wholly unregulated, wholly incapable of being predicted.


I saw the men, and I saw how each man had a death picked out for him, prepared for him in advance.


I saw the men felled, as their deaths reached them. I saw them fall, all at once.


I saw the bodies fall onto one another, into one another, in their shared rush for that floor which had never been wide enough to contain them.


How were they felled? I saw, and cannot say; I knew, and do not know.


Suppose that a man’s boot steps upon an anthill, laying waste to the ant-kingdom inside, felling its queen and all her many knights; suppose that a single ant survives, out of all of them.


What could one possibly say, to this orphan, about the desolation that has come to all its brothers, at once, in a single instant?


What is a boot, after all, to an ant?


Or a foot, or a leg? Or a stroll in the countryside? Or a moment of distraction, in which one is not looking at ground below one’s feet, because one’s sense of beauty has been roused by the rustling of the sunlight through the far-off trees?


By what means were the men felled? By whirling blades, flung from nowhere; by a plague of infinitesimal mites, dispersed invisibly into the very air; by nothing at all.


If I come before men, and describe these methods of death to those men, I will then have failed, in the describing of them. For we are as ants, crushed under their boot.


In this way were the men cut down; by these means were they separated from their life-breath, and left to fall where they would, and to lie where they fell.


So it was that their corpses were laid down, in the subway car.


So it was that they were laid to rest: not under the ground and with dignity, but in a great heap, piled up like refuse.


All at once, in an instant.


All at once, in the same instant.


 


 


The hands of mortal time ticked on, heedless of all my worries and confusions.


“Broad Street,” said my Adversary’s simpleton, heedless of everything.


I went out, into the station.


And went out, some moments later, through the doors of the same station, onto the street.


I cannot say what I saw, in the station, for my attention was elsewhere. And I cannot say what I thought, as I walked there, for it was too formless to admit of description.


Inchoate worries warred in me; confusions fought with confusions, and confuted them, and were confuted in turn.


I came out from the station, into the financial district.


I came out from the station, onto the corner where Broad Street meets Wall Street.


At this corner, New York City reaches its apex.


At this corner, the city lays bare its most intimate acts of worship and devotion, parading its most precious idols before the masses. Here it is that the city’s most precious ungods are prostituted; here it is that their hallowed bodies are unveiled and bared, so that the voluptuous futility of their forms is offered up for the leering delectation of every man who passes by.


Stand here, and know that you stand face to face with Federal Hall, glory of the Americans’ pride, consecrated to the first of their kings.


Stand here, and know that you stand in the shadow of the New York Stock Exchange, temple of the financiers and the traders, consecrated to their idols of silver and their idols of gold, which their own hands have made unto them for a sin.


Stand here, in the Valley of Hinnom, and you will know in whose name the city slays its children.


Stand here, among the stones, and you will know for whose sake the light in the city’s children is snuffed out. And you will know what it is that is offered up as a substitute for the glories which the city’s children once remembered, before the light left them, and they grew cold.


I stood, at the corner, then.


And yet I could barely see the idols of which I have just spoken.


 


 


What had I expected?


Noise, lights, crowds, cameras.


The flowing tide of the accumulated mass, as it rushed toward the barricades, seeking its due.


The shouts, the screams, the mists and terrors, that rose up when that mass was given its due.


All things made gigantic, and painted in technicolor, as if striving to catch the attention of a nearly insensate audience, and trying to press their case before a room of men close to death, their eyes already half closed, their life-heat already dimming.


I had seen these riots, on the television screen. I had seen all this, and set my expectations accordingly.


But what bared itself before me, then, was far greater than what the television had shown.


The accumulated mass of men, on the streets below, was as tightly packed as the paste that filled the subway system, but it was not that paste. It was another thing, and a prouder thing, knowing its worth, its dignity, its due.


One could not see such men, face to face, without feeling shame that one is not a part of their mass. One could not hear their proud cries and lamentations, and see how the surging of their mass is itself an instrument, in harmony with their song—without reflecting that all one has seen in men before has been but a shadow, while this is the body.


I did feel that shame, for a moment; that reflection did cross my mind, before I dispensed with it.


These men, I reminded myself, had made themselves masters of rhetoric. When they rushed forth, it was not as soldiers do, intending to break the literal BODY of the enemy’s fortification, or to break the literal BODY of the enemy himself. All that they did, they did in the name of an image, and in the name of rhetoric, and to press a point.


They might come, as soldiers do, to the point of breaking literal walls, or literal bones. But if they did, it was not for the sake of destroying these things, but only for the sake of the image that would arise as a secondary consequence.


All that they did was a provocation, meant to seduce. And they were not selective in their provocations, but made so as to seduce any man who might catch sight of them, and draw him into their web, and sway him toward their ends.


I steeled myself.


What I feel is a provocation, I thought, and it provokes me. But I must not allow myself to be seduced. And so I WILL not allow myself to be seduced.


On the television, one sees the barricade line, from close up, again and again. The city’s monuments are seen as a blur, if they are seen at all. They are relegated to the background; they reel and swerve, coming into view and then out of view again, a thing too fast for the eye to collate and study.


One sees little else, on the television, but that barricade line, and the men surging up to it, and falling back.


One knows the people are massed, behind, and so the camera does not need to illustrate this fact, and relegates it to the background. One knows that New York City and its idols are likewise massed, all around the rabble, unimpressed by their displays, secure in their marmoreal dignity; one knows this, and the camera does not waste its time reminding one of it.


But what one knows, watching the television, is not what one sees, standing face to face with the whole of it.


On that day, the city’s idols were not laid bare, but veiled.


I looked about me, seeking the famous columns of the New York Stock Exchange, but I found only a thick, black tarp, hung high over that building’s entire facade.


Around the edges of the tarp, I could see hints of what made it necessary. Wherever a part of the facade was bared for my inspection, I saw there a thing defaced, and laid low, and brought out for mockery.


I saw the paint splattered there, in many colors. I saw the scrawled, miscreant letters, and counted it a blessing that I was too far from them to discern the words they spelled. Here and there, I saw the cracked and broken forms which some vandal had desecrated, with his drill or his hurled bomb; I saw their singed edges, and the ruin that had been made of their glory.


I saw the men, massed, and steeled myself against their seductions. But I would be a liar, if I did not say that I saw the glory in them, and the beauty.


I saw the tall placards that many of them held up, in the name of the image they hawked to their audience. I knew these were crafted in order to seduce me, but still I could not help surveying them, and admiring them, and being in some small way—for the span of some small moment—harmlessly seduced by them.


Many of them were inscribed with nothing more than a single word, in massive red letters:


ENOUGH


For this was the most compressed form of their slogan, which they sometimes chanted, when compression was rhetorically warranted: enough! Enough! Enough!


This word abbreviated a phrase—or rather, several different phrases—which were the most common among their chants, and were what they sang whenever they did not have cause to sing something else, instead:


We’ve had enough! We’ve had enough!


The people have had enough!


Bosses? Enough! Negotiations? Enough! Factory fires—enough! Child labor—enough!


Plunder? Enough! Parasites? Enough! Enough!


Capital—enough!


No more! Never again!


My eyes roved over the assembled signs.


On one, I saw a comical portrait of two working men, sipping beer together, and bringing their sturdy heads together in conspiracy. I read what was written there, in the space around the image:


THE BOSS NEEDS YOU
YOU DON’T NEED HIM


LABOR IS ENTITLED
TO ALL IT CREATES


On another sign, I read:


A SPECTER
IS HAUNTING
NEW YORK CITY


And on a third sign, I saw the image of a rope, tied into a noose and wrapped tight around the neck of a comical, comics-page banker.


His tongue lolled from his mouth; his eyes bulged out from his head, prominently displaying the green dollar signs which, in those eyes, played the role of pupils and irises.


Under this image, in bright blood-red, were the words:


HANG THE BASTARDS!


Shouts rang up, in the street, in the midst of the chants and songs.


A young woman was rushing forward, within the mass. I saw her thinness, and the plainness of her dress, and the wild blood-red streak of dye that ran down the middle of her hair.


“No more!” she screamed, as she ran, in a ragged voice. “Never again!”


The mass parted, warily, to let her pass.


“I’m done!” she cried, running towards the black-veiled facade, toward the barricades.


I saw the flowing tide of the bodies, making way for her. I saw them surging away from the center line, toward the sidewalks, towards the station, towards me.


Placards bobbed above the heads of the flowing men. Their images and slogans loomed close to me, obstructing my view of the mass, and of the woman rushing in it.


Something caught my attention, on one of the signs very close to me.


The image of a man was painted on it.


It was no comic-strip sketch, this image, but a fully wrought and painterly portrait, with a wealth of fine detail. It invited one to inspect it at close range, so as to drink in the subtleties of the man’s shape, and taste his true nature, unsimplified.


I drank him in.


I saw his severe, angular face, and the lines of age and strain that were upon it.


I saw his spectacles, and the way he scowled behind them; I saw how he was not one to suffer fools.


An evil glimmer danced in his eyes, complicating the scowl, and enhancing its air of lordly cruelty.


But what flashed out from his eyes, I realized, was not cruelty, or was not only cruelty. It was a lust for delving and prying; it was a craving to know the secrets of the earth, the firmament, the heavens, the angels; it was a hunger for the destruction of temples, for the smashing of gods.


I saw him gleaming, sorcerous, demoniac. I saw him scowl, and felt he scowled at me, and could not help but fear him.


I saw the foppish tuft of white hair set out in the space between the lips and the chin, and how it lent a single note of whimsy to that otherwise austere visage.


There was something very familiar, about this man.


For a moment, I thought that I beheld my Adversary himself, face to face.


If it was not my Adversary himself, on the sign, then it was a man very close to him. A man set on high above all my Adversary’s lords and generals, to command them utterly, if my Adversary himself was not present.


Three words were written on the sign, above the image of the face:


HANG HIM FIRST


I heard the woman, screaming.


I could not see her, but I could hear the direction of the sound. It came from near the front of the mass, from near the barricades.


“I’ll kill them!” she screamed.


“I’ll kill them!


“Enough! I’m done! Hang the bastards, hang the fucking bastards!”


A wary murmur rose up in the mass, as though it were disputing with itself, deciding what to make of her.


But the murmur soon lost its ambivalence, and became a chant, and then several chants, layered over one another.


The chanting rang out from their massed chorus, in contrapuntal layers, in a thousand voices, in defiance:


Yeah!


Hang the bastards! Enough!


Enough!


Hang EGGERT first!


(No savior from on high delivers—no faith have we in prince or peer—)


Hang him! Hang him!


Workers of the world, unite! Hang the bastards! Hang Eggert!


(Arise ye prisoners of starvation—arise ye wretched of the earth—!)


Hang the bastards, hang them all!


Enough!


(—for justice thunders condemnation—a better world’s in birth—!)


What do we have to lose? Nothing!


Nothing but our chains!


Nothing at all!


The mass flooded, and washed over me. I could not hold my ground against it, and I fell.


I clutched my head in my hands, protecting it from the storm of bodies.


I sat on the steps leading out from the station, on which I had been standing, and over which the torrent of the men was now pouring.


And I listened to the chanting and singing of the mass, which still went on.


No gods, no masters! Nothing to lose!


Hang Eggert! Hang him FIRST!


I thought: Eggert?


I thought: hang him first—hang him—hang Eggert?!


Surely they could not be proposing the execution of dearest Frederick!


For that youth was admirable in all the ways most acclaimed among men, and was blameless, so far as I could see. I had never seen him bring harm to anyone, in any way.


But it was not difficult to puzzle out the meaning of their chant.


Frederick spoke often of his father, his “daddy,” who was quite a famous man, if one were to trust the son as a witness to the father.


“Daddy!”—an illustrious man of science, a lordly king of industry! Technologist of war, and fashioner of peacetime marvels!


“Daddy,” made wealthy beyond measure by his efforts, and yet not one to rest on his laurels, but one who labors and labors on, in spite of his advanced age, and who will no doubt be laboring away in his splendid laboratories at the moment when death finally claims him!


I understood, then, the meaning of the face painted on the sign, and of that face’s familiarity.


My dear friend Frederick had a high place among my Adversary’s retinue, but his daddy’s position put his own to shame. In the face of daddy, I very nearly saw my Adversary himself; the two of them, I knew, bore a very close resemblance.


Ezekiel the son of man came to me, then, to show me how I was to hold myself in such a moment.


He took ownership of my hands, bringing them away from my head, and down to my sides.


He laid claim to my face, and to the eyes that were on it.


He raised my gaze from the ground, turning it back to the placard that bore daddy’s image.


I stared at it, drinking in the form of the enemy, seen here at last, face to face.


Ezekiel the son of man held the billows of my lungs in his hands. He pried my mouth open; with his fiery heart, he made my voice into lightning; my breath flamed out, at his command, attended by the acrid scent of brimstone.


In awe, and in fiercest condemnation, I spoke:


Art thou he of whom He spoke in old time by His servants the prophets of Israel, that prophesied in those days for many years, that He would bring thee against them?


In a last battle and a last rite, on the last day?


I spoke:


Behold, I am AGAINST thee, O Adversary, chief prince of substitution and forgetting!


I spoke:


Thou shalt come from thy place out of the uttermost parts of the city, thou, and many peoples with thee, all of them riding upon streetcars, a great company and a mighty army.


And I will bring thee against my children, and against the Intercessor, lord of children, lord of lords!


And all men shall REMEMBER, and I shall be sanctified THROUGH thee, O Adversary, before their eyes!


Was it true?


My breath flared out like lightning, saying these things. But was it Truth I spoke, and not merely fire and sulfur?


This was easy enough to believe, when Ezekiel the son of man held me, and moved me.


But when he dimmed, receding into my depths, the fire of his heart dimmed with him.


And I was plunged back into the deepest confusion.


I was the last of the prophets, and the worst of them. I knew the future, and knew all, and knew nothing.


I was Herschel Schoen, given to the earth, to cringe and cower there. I was Herschel Schoen, given to his Sister, Miriam Schoen, so that he might flaunt his cowardly woes before her, as he lolled together with her in the bower of the bedroom, and took refuge there from all the pounding shadows of a world which, after all, was not his own.


I was Herschel Schoen, given to his Mother, Ruth Schoen, to be laid low by her, so that the future might forever escape his coward’s grasp.


I heard the mass, chanting, and thought: my Mother, Ruth Schoen, is somewhere among them.


Does she chant with them? When they intone the word hang, is her voice present in that hangman’s chorus?


Where, where is she?


Where? Where?! Take me to her, let me plead with her, let me take her away, into the station, onto the train, away, away, forever!


I was jostled rudely by passing legs. Senseless things, of no significance, pounded upon me.


Adversary, I will not let you have her! I am here, Adversary, look on my face, fear me! I am Herschel Schoen!


I am Herschel Schoen, set down rudely upon the ground like so much dung. I am Herschel Schoen, cringing, and hiding his face.


I thought: I WILL preserve her, and preserve ALL! I will ride into battle on a reindeer’s back, girded with boughs of holly! My mount will carry me through the air over the battlefield, and then down into the fray, with the Intercessor’s sleigh close at its heels!


I thought: I will do it—I WOULD do it, gladly—I will lay down my life, if I have to, in the doing of it—


—I would do it, if only I KNEW HOW!


If only I knew HOW the preparations were to be made—


If only I knew what was required to set the LAST RITE aflame, if only I knew all the infinitely exact specifications against which that rite will be MEASURED, on the last day—


If only I knew ANY ONE of those specifications—if only I knew ANYTHING AT ALL—!


If only I UNDERSTOOD the future, and its ways, instead of—!


Prophets glowed within me, their eyes and tongues aflame. They beseeched me, and castigated me.


Was I a fool? Was I a COWARD?


Come now, that is no way to carry yourself! Are you not the last of the prophets, and the last of the princes?


You are Herschel Schoen, are you not? You are Herschel Schoen, prophet—are you not?


I am, I thought, hanging my face in shame.


Come now, raise your head up! Raise your eyes, and see these men truly! Blast a hole in them, and through them, with your condemning fire!


Receive portents, make hidden things manifest, prophesy!


I hung my head in silence, and in shame.


Fool, said Isaiah the son of Amoz.


Coward, said Jeremiah the son of Hilkiah.


“I’ll kill them! I’ll do it! I’ve got a bomb!” the young woman shrieked, from the front of the mass.


“I’m done! Enough!” she cried, in utmost abjection, having nothing left to lose—except her body, except herself.


Do you have EYES? said the prophets, seething in indignation and impatience. Good, then OPEN them!


No, I could not do it. No, I would not do it! I had eyes, yes, but I would not open them!


I could not bear to see how these proud people, already laid so low, would be treated on the last day, in the last rite.


I could not bear to see that wretched young woman cut down, and bloodied, and tossed rudely onto the ground, like so much dung.


I could not bear to see my Mother, Ruth Schoen, wrecked as an insect might be wrecked under a man’s heel, and left there to rot, with the flies swirling about her.


Do as you will—future, Intercessor, Adversary, tormenter. Bring these things about, in ten days’ time, through the use of your agent, Herschel Schoen. Or do otherwise, as befits your whims. But I will not see it! I will not!


Every man has his limit!


I raised myself up, and turned my back on the mass. If my Mother, Ruth Schoen, was among their number, then I turned my back on her, too.


I went up, into the subway station.


 


 


The train rattled on its tracks, under me. The paste heaved and squirmed, around me.


Men babbled to one another, or to themselves. Their words were nothing to me.


I considered my plans for the day, and the ruin that remained of them.


I would travel the five boroughs, seeing each one in turn, and seeing its future! I would scale the walls of Yankee Stadium, and peer into its maw, seeing the true face of my Adversary within it!


I would stop at the library, and find out for myself what was afoot in its curious closure.


I would do so many things, I had thought, in the comfort of my mind, on my high mount.


I would do so many things, I had thought, as I left the apartment; I would do things which would make my Sister, Miriam Schoen, fall to her knees in wonder before me, and rescind all her foolish words against me.


Every man has his limit.


And what is more, there is a force in this world, opposing and obstructing us. There is a bulwark, set out to limit us prematurely, lest we come too soon to our senses.


I thought: I am Herschel Schoen. There is that, at least.


I thought: the body of the people is damaging itself, in its desperation. It flails against a high wall, in utmost abjection, and gives itself over to oblivion.


I thought: this is what the lords of the earth have sown, and what they are reaping.


The shadows were running down, and nearing their own limit.


The earth itself was well aware that its last days were upon it. The forms in the mist were dispersing, losing shape. They forgot even their own forgetfulness, until finally, at their limit, they forgot to BE, and ceased being, and were not.


There was nothing left, for this earth of the shadows, except the promise of a wholly different thing, made of light. One way or the other, the state of things could not last. If a higher hand did not cut down these men, they would happily do the job themselves.


There was nothing left for the earth, for anyone.


There was no hope, for anyone or anything, save for what I could make through my own ingenuity, and press upon the world in spite of its resolutely closed eyes, in spite of its cries of pain, in spite of its spiteful laughter.


There was nothing but wretchedness, here, laid out over the earth.


Was it true, that Herschel Schoen could lift wretchedness out of itself, making something wholly different out of its body, as one might fashion an image from clay?


It would have to be true, or else there would be wretchedness, and wretchedness, and only that. Until the last hour, and after it.


I steeled myself, and tried to make myself worthy of this yoke.


I had to bear it. That was the only way.


There had never been anyone else, and there never would be.




The Burden of Babylon (Redactor’s Addendum)

It was nice.


It was so nice, and so . . . familiar.


Talking to my brother, I mean. That Sunday, that evening.


It was the last time that we


It was nice, talking to my brother, that evening, after he came home from his big trip into the city.


In our bedroom, with the blinds closed and the door shut. Just him and me and nothing else.


It was nice, getting to talk to my brother, one last time.


Now, now. I don’t mean that it was the last conversation I had with Herschel. I don’t mean to imply that he and I never exchanged words, after that evening.


We did, of course.


We did exchange words with one another, later on, in December. Important words, too.


I didn’t mean to imply otherwise, when I said “one last time.”


I didn’t mean anything of the sort. Of course not.


I only meant that


You KNOW what I me


It was just, well.


It was just that Herschel and I were in the bedroom, that evening. And we talked.


And we talked the way a brother and a sister might talk to one another, I imagine.


You know, if they’d grown up together, talking. In their bedroom, day after day, year after year.


Having one very long conversation, whose roots go all the way back—to the time before college, before high school, before middle school, before school. Before learning to walk, even.


The moment that the younger of the pair starts to babble, as a baby, the contract is sealed. No escape for you now, little one! The conversation has begun; you are conducting it right now, as you laugh and moan and drool. The conversation has begun, and it won’t stop even after you’re all grown up. And every last word that comes out of your babbling little mouth is a part of that conversation, now.


Not that I’d know.


What that sort of thing is like, I mean.


It’s just that, well.


There are some things I can visualize very crisply, even though I’ve never experienced them, and never will. Things that I just can’t imagine being any other way than the way they are, in my head, when I visualize them.


There’s a certain way that things are, when you are someone’s sister. And you are alone with him in a bedroom, talking to him. Just like the two of you have always done, for so many years.


There’s a certain way that things would have to be, under those circumstances. Don’t you think so?


There’s a certain way that things would have been, I have to imagine, for Herschel and me. If we’d had more time.


If I’d gotten to hear him before he was ready to be heard.


If Herschel had babbled in his toddling years, and I’d gotten to hear the whole of it, warts and all. If Herschel had told me silly stories about stuffed toys, at a certain age, and then told me different stories the next day, having forgotten the ones from yesterday, which he didn’t really believe even at the time.


If his “shell” hadn’t come between us, shielding me from all that is supposed to be a sister’s birthright—the inane blather, the peevish tantrums—and instead saving up my brother’s breath for the day when there was no softness left inside the “shell,” but only a hard-edged and perfected gem.


Herschel and I got so little time, you know.


But we made do, as well as we could, with the little time that we did have.


I won’t say we “made up for lost time.” How could we have done so? We only had that one year, you know, and not even the whole of it.


We only had those months, I should say, since they didn’t even add up to one measly year, all together.


Still, we did have those months.


And in those months we did pretend, sometimes, to be a brother and sister, who talked as a brother and sister do.


We even managed, on occasion, to convince one another that that was just the way things were, between us. That they had always been that way, or might well have been.


Or, I managed to convince myself of that, at least.


On occasion.


That one Sunday evening, for instance.


After Herschel and I had had our strange little fight, in the morning, and he’d gone out into the city.


After Herschel had come back to the apartment, again, in a very different sort of mood.


Oddly amicable, despite our little fight in the morning. Oddly keen on talking to me, in spite of the “mists” which supposedly stood between us, rendering me incapable of ever understanding him.


And oddly interested in hearing what I had to say, too. In spite of the “mists,” and my “forgetting,” and all the other stuffed-toy characters of my brother’s silly stories, screaming as they usually did into my brother’s ear, telling him that he need not ever listen to anyone at all, since he knew everything already.


I almost want to say that Herschel seemed docile, at first, after he came back. I won’t say that, because docile is not a word that could ever possibly apply to my brother. But if it could? Then, yes, in that case I would say he seemed docile, after he came back.


He wanted to talk to me, after he came back.


Not about Ma, and not about his trip into the city. He made it very clear, without words, that he didn’t want to talk about those things. And so we didn’t, at first.


He wanted to talk to me about everything else, instead.


As though it were the most natural thing in the world. As though it were normal, between us, for the one to seek out the other as a confidante, as sounding-board, as a handy encyclopedia for all the things that aren’t written down in books, as—oh, as anything, the sky’s the limit!


As I said: our pretend play could become very realistic, sometimes.


As I said: sometimes we managed to pull the wool over our own eyes. Sometimes I managed to convince myself, in spite of myself, that Herschel and I simply were that way—or might as well have been.


I was convinced, that evening.


It was nice.


 


 


“What I could never wrap my head around,” I said.


I lay on my bed. Not in the usual sleeping posture, with my head on the pillow, but cross-ways, draped over the bed’s short side.


Only my midsection was really on the bed, per se. The top and bottom of my body dangled off the edges of the bed—my shins and feet off the one side, and my neck and head off the other.


I let them dangle, relaxing all my muscles. I let my hair tumble freely from the bottom of my upside-down head; I felt its tiny weight, tugging gently at my scalp.


Herschel sat on the floor, between the two beds. He stared intently at my dangling, upside-down face.


I stared back, smiling. I saw an inverted brother, cross-legged on the floor, at the top of an inverted bedroom.


I felt slightly dizzy, but not in a bad way. It was a nice sort of dizziness, and I took care to enjoy it while it lasted.


(If you are reading this, you are not a small child who spins and spins, in circles. But if such a child could read this, I imagine he would understand what I’m talking about, here.)


(And perhaps you will understand anyway, even though you are all grown-up, now, and properly accustomed to the delusion that you can make the whole world sit still, and hold that world out at arms’ length, right-side up and fixed in place, while you inspect it from top to bottom with your grown-up eyes.)


“What I could never wrap my head around,” I said to Herschel, “is how the Original Creation can be above the earth.”


I used to spend a lot of time lying just like this, cross-ways over my bed.


I don’t do it so often, anymore. But I used to, many years ago. I used to do it all the time.


I liked the nice feeling it would bring on. That slight dizziness, with its own special piquancy which was lacking in the sorts of dizziness that could be attained by spinning, or by riding in a car along a bumpy road, or by any other means.


And I liked the way my kid brother would react, when I did it.


I liked the fascinated look that came over him, as he stared at my upside-down face.


The sudden spark in those usually-empty eyes. And the shape of those usually-expressionless lips, which I would almost want to call a smile, if I did not know better.


The appreciative humming that would warble from that usually-silent mouth, and the way that this humming would sometimes bubble over into something which—if I did not know better—I would almost want to call a giggle.


No amount of familiarity seemed capable of muting that fascination. The first time I tried out the pose, my brother was startled by the sight of my inverted features, and stared in mute astonishment at them for as long as I was willing to display them. The fiftieth time, the five-hundredth? He seemed no less startled, and no less astonished.


Like a baby boggling endlessly at peek-a-boo, I would think, back then. Unable to find a place for it in his world, no matter how many times it rudely asserts its own existence.


Herschel and I never spoke about this little game of ours. I never asked him what it had been like for him, marveling at my face in the way he had, over and over, many years ago.


I never asked, because—to be frank—I didn’t want to know the answer.


I’m sure he had an answer, ready for me, hard-edged and perfect. I’m sure he would say that he remembered our little game, remembered it perfectly. And I’m sure he would tell me that I was mistaken, thinking I only saw a little boy boggling at the funny image of his sister turned upside down, at a sight that was somehow both familiar and unfamiliar.


I’m sure he would tell me all about the divine mysteries he was puzzling over, and how they were way over my head. About how he’d been laughing at me, inside, back then. Laughing at his silly Sister, Miriam Schoen, who was simple and worldly, and did not know better.


I’m sure he would have said it, and I didn’t want to hear it.


“I don’t get it,” I said. “How the Original Creation can be above the earth, in the sky, when . . .


“It’s just,” I said, “that the earth is a globe, Herschel.”


I resisted the temptation to pepper my sentences with little half-questions.


Ordinarily I might have said, “the earth is a globe, you know?”, or “the earth is a globe, right?” But that evening, Herschel and I were playing a second kind of “little game,” at the same time we played the other one.


A game of question-for-question.


I asked a question, and he answered. In exchange, he got to ask a question, and I had to answer. And so on, back and forth, turn for turn.


If I had said “the earth is a globe, right?”, Herschel might have pounced, claiming that this was my allotted question—as silly as that might seem—and that, after answering it with a simple “yes,” he would have to be allowed to ask a question of his own.


“You’ve told me,” I said, “that if I stand in the street, here in Brooklyn, New York, and look up at the sky—then I’m looking right up at your Original Creation.


“That I’m staring it right in the face, even if I don’t know it. Even if I can’t actually see it hanging up there, it’s there, right above.


“But if that’s where it is—hanging in the sky, right above Brooklyn, New York—then someone standing in, oh, I don’t know—in Timbuktu, or where have you—they wouldn’t be looking up at the Original Creation.


“They’d be looking in some whole other direction.


“Because the earth is a globe.


“So I guess my question is, how can your Original Creation be hanging up in the sky, above everywhere? Above Brooklyn, New York, and above Timbuktu too?


“Is it . . . is it some kind of shell, wrapped around the whole earth, or . . .”


“No,” Herschel said with a smile.


“The Original Creation is not a shell, enclosing the globe that is its shadow,” he said. “It is not a globe, either, for that matter.


“The Original Earth is a flat disc, surrounded by high mountains and high waters, and enclosed from above by the solid half-globe of the Original Firmament.


“You ask, Sister, how it can be that a disc hangs above a globe, and is above that globe everywhere, and is gazed at by every gaze that can be cast up from the surface of that globe, anywhere.”


I gave him an upside-down nod.


“You imagine,” he said, “I suppose, that when men are scattered out as they are upon the globe, and they gaze up, their scattered gazes are like so many javelins, flung up into the clouds.


“And are like javelins flung with the greatest strength that can be conceived of, so that they pierce through the clouds and fly onward, and continue to fly without end, away from the globe—in every direction that can be conceived of.


“You imagine them diverging from one another, growing further and further apart, inexorably, as they sail at undimmed speed through the black waste which men call outer space.


“This conception is accurate, Sister, within its proper limits. However, it has proper limits. It is limited. It is not complete.”


“Mm,” I murmured with interest.


(Yes, with interest. Because I was trying to be interested, for once, in Herschel’s little world, and all its silly complications.)


(I was trying, for once, to be his sister.)


(I had told him what I really thought, of his little world, that same morning. And what I really thought had not wavered, not one bit. I was merely humoring him, now, and trying to give his views a proper hearing.)


(Even the most shameless of cloud-cuckoo silliness deserves a proper hearing, doesn’t it?)


“You imagine,” Herschel said, “a scattering of javelins, or gazes, which are flung up from earth, in every direction.


“Which cannot but diverge further and further from one another, inexorably, in their boundless and inexorable flight.


“Until they reach the boundary of the bounded, and fly onward, into the boundless.


“What men call outer space has a limit of its own, an edge—as all shadows do.


“This edge is, in fact, the edge of the shadows. It is the place where all shadows end, and where shadow itself ends, and is no longer.


“Being so, it cannot be extended, as a shell or globe is extended. Its very nature forbids extension. For the separate parts of any extent may in time become dissimilar to one another—but the boundary of which I speak is infinitely simple, containing only the one thing.


“The one distinction between shadow and body, darkness and light, image and immanence.


“I have named three dyads, Sister, but you must not imagine I speak of a threefold thing. Shadow and body, darkness and light, image and immanence: these are singly divided, by one boundary only.


“That which was flung up—the javelins, or the gazes of men—must diverge and diverge, yes. But just as surely, its scattered elements must converge again, at last. At the edge, at the end.


“Whether or not they know they are headed there, they are flying toward a single place. And they will all meet again, there, at the end of their separate courses of flight.


“And then?


“If the fliers were javelins, Sister, and not mere ghostly lines of sight?


“Then—after meeting the end, and crossing it—they would hit the underside of Sheol. For Sheol is placed below the Original Earth, and its underside is the lowermost point of the Original Creation.


“They would hit it, and bounce off, and fall back into shadow. For the enclosure that bounds Sheol is made up of the hardest substance that can be conceived of, and no javelin can possibly pierce through it.”


I laughed, then. I couldn’t help it.


“Clunk!” I said, giggling.


Herschel glared at me, but only for a moment.


“Sheol . . .” I said, with interest.


“That’s the place where we go when we die, right?”


Herschel shook his head, and made a tutting sound.


“You have asked your question,” he said, primly. “Now I shall ask mine, in accordance with the rules of our game.”


“Oh,” I said. “Yes, yes, you’re right. I’m sorry.”


He made a brief, magnanimous gesture, and then stared again at me, with something new in his eyes.


Something new, which I wasn’t so sure that I liked.


“Vincent Vierge,” he began.


I groaned.


“Vincent Vierge,” Herschel repeated, “propounds a doctrine which includes, among diverse other dubious propositions, the following one.


“That the things which he calls ‘media forms’”—Herschel pronounced this phrase with distaste, almost with disgust—“advance along an inexorable and preordained course, over which course they produce inexorably greater divisions between, on the one hand, the ever-growing mass of ‘receivers’ to which these ‘media forms’ are addressed, and on the other hand, the ever-diminishing priesthood of ‘transmitters’ responsible for their production and dissemination.


“That the one grows ever more remote from the other, in every sense.


“So that the men, in their mass, are made ‘receivers’ of what was not made by massed men, but by some others—and by a very few others, who are steadily more unified in their separate nature, who are steadily tending toward a unity.


“A unity to which the men, in their mass, bear a steadily more distant resemblance. To which, in time, they will bear no resemblance whatsoever.


“A unified priesthood to whom the men cannot speak, although they are continually spoken to by these others, even in the so-called ‘privacy’ of their own homes.


“For it is precisely in those private homes that the ‘transmission’ meets its ‘receivers’.


“It is through the men’s own furniture, without which their private rooms would be barren and lacking in gladness, that the others make their otherworldly voices heard.


“Vincent Vierge,” Herschel said with disgust, “holds all this to be true.


“And yet Vincent Vierge, himself, produces and disseminates ‘media’ of his own, from his own living room, using his own hand-built devices! Not approved for dissemination by any priesthood, and not in need of any such approval!


“It would seem difficult, Sister, to account for the ‘media’ produced and disseminated by Vincent Vierge in the terms of the very theories which his ‘media’ exist to promulgate.


“For his productions, such as they are—his ‘video essays’—do not merely lack the approval of the priesthood whose existence, and importance, his theories presuppose. They also lack the guiding purposes which he locates in that priesthood, and whose unity his theories also presuppose.


“One does not have to see very much of his ‘work’ to recognize that it is wholly dissimilar from anything made by the ‘concentrated loci of capital-intensive media production’ about which he is so eager to theorize, and whose concentrated nature is a crucial premise, without which one might imagine his whole edifice of theory crumbling to the ground!


“How do you propose, Sister, to defuse this apparent paradox, and prevent it from detonating and destroying Vincent Vierge’s doctrine—from the inside out, from the bottom up? Leaving nothing standing afterwards?


“That is my question,” he said, and was finally silent again.


I sighed.


People were always trying to do this. I was so fucking tired of it.


Trying to debunk Vincent. Trying to poke holes in him, with their little twiglike spears of schoolroom logic.


And clapping with glee as they imagined him unraveling, all at once. As they imagined him clattering to the floor in a heap, finally debunked, and no longer worthy of anyone’s attention, and no longer worthy of living, either.


He was only trying to speak his truth—to speak the truth. He only wanted to say what ought to be said, and what no one else was saying.


He only wanted that, and to live, also. Was this really too much for a man to ask?


Those video essays, which everyone was always so eager to puncture and destroy, were Vincent’s only livelihood.


Did they know that? The people who were always trying to puncture and destroy those essays, who clapped with glee while they did so? Did they understand that it wasn’t just a series of videos they were aiming to destroy, but a man’s life?


It was not much, the rent on that house in Portland, Oregon, but it was not nothing. And it was only through the financial support of his viewers—of a generous few among his viewers, who were few to begin with!—that Vincent could afford to pay for that house, or for his groceries, or for anything at all.


Once, near the start of my relationship with Vincent, I actually asked Ma about the idea of us pitching in ourselves. The idea of us, the Schoen family, setting aside some money every month to send off to Vincent, in the way that a small handful of his viewers already did.


I actually asked Ma! I thought up the idea, and actually said it out loud, not realizing the absurdity of it until the whole of it had already tumbled out of my mouth.


If you ever get yourself thinking that I’m smart—because I spent some time at Barnard College, or because my brother aced some special test, or whatever the reason might be—well, if you ever do, remind yourself that I actually asked Ma Schoen whether we could set aside some money and pitch in.


If you ever start getting suspicions that I might have a brain, remind yourself of that, and then come to your senses.


(When I talked to Vincent about the topic, afterward, he was aghast that I’d even considered “pitching in.” He understood how tight things were, for us.)


(Vincent was always like that. Always so understanding. About us, about me, about everything.)


“Herschel . . .” I tried to begin.


“Herschel,” I said, measuring out my voice carefully, letting none of my affronted feelings leak out into it.


“I do often think, Herschel, that you . . . that you underestimate Vincent.


“I know, I know. I know I would say that, of course. But, well . . . I’m saying it.”


It really was easier to talk to Herschel, I thought, with my head upside-down.


The resentments that had piled up in the dark corners of the room were not as obvious to the eye, when those corners were not in their usual places.


And the qualities which my brother had acquired around the time he began to speak—the inviolable confidence, the unearned sense of dignity, the heartless and all-consuming pride—these were easier to tolerate when he appeared to be sitting on the ceiling, suspended upside-down like a chandelier.


It was not a dignified sight. And so it punctured his dignity, just a little. Just enough to give me room to breathe.


I suppose that some sort of thought might have crossed my mind, at this point, about how our conversation might turn out to be the beginning of something, and not just the end of something else.


It would stand to reason, for me to have thought something along these lines.


Ha, ha.


It is funny, isn’t it, the way that


“Vincent has thought of all that,” I said, suppressing the words “of course.”


“All that stuff that you said. He’s aware of it.


“He understands.


“He’s very thoughtful. I know you don’t believe me, but he is.


“I know you won’t take this the way I mean it, but I . . . I think you and Vincent actually have a lot in—”


I stopped myself, before it was too late.


I waved my arms to and fro, playfully. I made myself look leisurely, whimsical, safe.


“Anyway,” I said. “To answer your question . . .


“Vincent doesn’t think that the sort of thing he’s doing will last. He thinks it will be swept away, by the new media forms that are going to come, soon.


“No one’s going to want to make video essays, anymore. Not after media reaches its next phase.


“The sort of thing he’s doing is a ‘transitory aberration in the logic of history’—those are his exact words for it.


“And the people he’s reaching, with his essays . . . people like me . . . we’re the same way. We are ‘the ones that the rushing tide passed by,’ to use his words again.


“And Herschel, see—that’s exactly why he does things the way he does.


“He sends his truth out from his own home, using his own hand-made tools, because he still can.


“Because he can tell people, now, about what’s coming, before it comes, and sweeps us all away.


“And the people who tune in? ‘The ones that the rushing tide passed by?’


“He speaks to us, because we need him most. We are lost, more than anyone, and he is helping us find our way back.


“And we are being left behind, more than anyone. We are left, watching, as something we don’t understand sweeps out in front of us, pulling everyone else along with it, pulling everyone and everything apart from us . . .


“‘Friends, viewers, followers,’ Vincent says. ‘You, more than anyone, are in a position to appreciate what is coming next.’


“‘Because you know what it is to be left behind. To watch from a distance. To watch a rushing wave, from a distance, and know there is nothing else for you to do, except watch that wave.’


“That is how it will be for everyone, Herschel.


“When media reaches its next phase, I mean. Everyone will feel like we do, already—me, and the rest of Vincent’s viewership.


“Everyone will feel it, but we’ll be prepared. It won’t be our first time, in the viewer’s seat.


“It won’t come as a shock, for us, when the wave comes, and wants to fill us up, and so we have to become its vessels.


“For us, it will only be a confirmation of how things already are, when it comes.


“For us, it won’t hurt at all, when it comes.”


I saw Herschel’s upside-down head nodding. I saw him receding into himself, to mull over my words.


He seemed to be taking me seriously. He seemed to be honestly interested in what I had to say.


Lightness, gaiety! An upside-down party in our upside-down bedroom, just my brother and me!


We were having so much fun, weren’t we.


Weren’t we.


“I see,” Herschel said.


“Thank you,” he said.


He sounded almost disappointed. He had really expected to puncture me and Vincent, see us deflate, clap in glee. And now here I was, making sense, spoiling his fun.


“Your turn,” he said.


As it happened, I had gotten so wrapped up in our last exchange that I hadn’t spared any thought for what my next question would be.


I wanted to ask something about Vincent, and why it was that my brother was so set against him, so set on seeing him debunked and humiliated, when the poor man was only trying to—


I stopped myself, before it was too late.


I wracked my brain for safe things, unrelated to my feelings. I told myself: you are showing an interest. You are showing an interest, now, in your brother’s way of seeing things.


“There was this word you used, earlier,” I said.


“One of your words that I could never wrap my head around,” I said. “Immanence.


“I thought that . . . immanence meant something like, I don’t know, like . . . like a thing that only exists in your mind.


“A thing that’s only mental, that’s imaginary. That can’t do anything by itself, because it’s only in your mind.


“But that doesn’t . . . I don’t understand. If that’s what the word means, then I don’t get it. How you’re using it.


“That’s my question, I guess. What do you mean, when you say immanence?”


Herschel smiled.


“I cannot truly explain, Sister,” he said, “for you have forgotten, and cannot understand.”


I swallowed a sigh.


Oh, Herschel. Still up to your old games, are you? Even now, up there on the ceiling?


“It is true,” he said, “that an immanence is a body within mind, and—one might even say—within mind only.


“But mind and body, Sister, are not two, but one.


“This is why men did not speak much of minds, in earlier days, when men still remembered past their infancy. Or, when they did speak of minds, spoke only in ways that men now find strange, and cannot understand.


“When I speak of immanence, Sister, I am speaking of mind and body, and of their unity.


“I am speaking, also, of the breath that went over the waters; I am speaking, also, of that which need not be imaged, and which is not in need of any substitute. For the original of it is present, and is present originally.”


He looked up at me (or should I say, down at me!). He was smiling, still.


I made myself smile back at him, as if I’d gotten some kind of pleasure or illumination out of his latest parcel of pretend profundities.


“Your turn,” I said, having wasted my own.


He smiled wider.


I felt uneasy, seeing him smile like that. Even on the ceiling.


He was smiling so wide that I could see his teeth. I thought about the word docile, and how it was not something one could ever apply to my brother.


“You sit in front of the television,” he said.


“You do not do much else, these days, besides that,” he said.


“You used to watch certain shows, and not others. You used to watch the shows that you liked, and not watch the others, which you did not like.


“But now, you watch them all.


“And it is because of Vincent Vierge, that you sit like this, all day long. Watching them all, the one and then the next.


“It is because Vincent Vierge holds as a point of his doctrine that we will all become like this, when his prophesied ‘media forms’ arrive. We will all be as you are, limp and motionless, entranced by our own furniture.


“If this is to be, then so be it. One takes what one is given, always.


“And one sets about finding some proper and pleasing use for that which one was given, always.


“Vincent Vierge proclaims that we will all fall into a trance like yours, later on.


“You are merely coming to it a little earlier than most. But it will come, as you have said, and after it has come, no other condition besides this trance will be possible.


“Since this trance is to be our life, it naturally becomes a matter of great importance what sort of a life it is, for the one entranced.


“Whether there is a proper and pleasing use to which we can put this trance, and thereby go on living, though bounded by its confines.


“I have posed my question already, I think, but I will now pose it more properly, as a question.


“Do you enjoy what you do, Sister?


“When you sit, all day, in front of the television, watching indiscriminately, the one show and then the next?


“Without speaking, without moving?


“Do you see a life in this? One which you would be pleased to live, once it comes to pass that you are forced to live that life, and no other?”


Herschel, Herschel, stop.


No, no, stop, stop.


The thing is—


The thing about being in a bedroom, with your little brother, is that—


Even though he’s your little brother, even though you’re older, and anyway he’s slow, everybody knows that—even then, sometimes, he—


I breathed in, and breathed out.


I emptied myself, and opened myself up.


It will hurt a little, now, I told myself. Just a little. Just a little prick in your arm, a shot of the vaccine.


And then it won’t hurt at all, later, when the wave comes.


I brought my right hand over my left wrist, and traced out [ . . . [ . . . []]] on that wrist, following the lines of the marks I had made there, in pen, earlier in the day.


I do not know what the message is, I thought, but I carry it.


I do not know what the question is, I thought, but my answer is . . .


“No,” I admitted.


“No, I don’t,” I said.


“I don’t enjoy it.


“I’m supposed to, but I don’t. Vincent does, but I don’t.”


(I shouldn’t have said this, of course.)


“I see,” my brother said, in the same seething tone that he would use whenever he said Vincent’s name.


“I need to get better,” I said.


“It would be difficult to disagree,” Herschel said, invincibly smug.


I breathed in, I traced [ . . . []], I breathed out.


“Vincent needs me to be . . .” I said.


I did not finish the thought.


“Your turn, again,” Herschel said.


I wanted to turn on him, and pounce on him, the way he was pouncing on me, with all his questions.


Except, no. No, I realized. I didn’t want to pounce on him, baring my sharp teeth.


No: I wanted lightness, levity. I wanted to float all the way up to the ceiling, and meet my dumb little brother way up there, and play peek-a-boo with him, and tell him all about what our stuffed toys had been up to, while we weren’t paying attention.


“Your day!” I said quickly, thoughtlessly.


“Your trip up to the city today, how was it? What’d you do, what’d you see?


“There are so many different things to see in the city, you know. And everything’s so . . . grand, up there.”


My facade was straining. I was becoming a caricature. I beamed at Herschel, cheerfully, unconvincingly.


(I could tell, from the moment he came back home that Sunday, that he didn’t want to talk about this topic. And now here I was, asking. Good old me, still up to my old games.)


“I saw various things, Sister,” he said, “but all of them were beyond your understanding, since you have forgotten.


“I spoke with various men, as well,” he said, “all of whom are likewise beyond your understanding.


“I failed,” he said, strangely.


He didn’t say anything, for a little while after this.


The strangeness hung in the air.


“I came to a closer appreciation of the last battle, and the last rite,” he said at last, in a quiet voice. He seemed not quite sure of himself, for once.


“Of the great exactness that will be required of me,” he said, “in the carrying-out of the last rite.


“Of the way that it must be performed precisely as specified, or else it will not occur at all. Or else I will fail.


“And not even the paradoxical wit of the red-coated Intercessor,” he muttered, “would be able to emend and reverse my failure, then.”


I waited for him to go on, but it seemed he was done.


“Your turn,” I prompted him, gently.


He looked up (down?) at me. He had that wide toothy smile on his face, again, suddenly.


I do wish that he hadn’t smiled at me like that. Then, or ever.


“Why,” he said, “does my Mother, Ruth Schoen, permit you to sit idly in front of the television all day, instead of going out to find work, and then to work?


“My Mother, Ruth Schoen,” he said, “works very hard, and yet all her labors are scarcely enough to ensure that the three of us are housed and fed. And we are not fed as much as we once were, you will note.


“Why, then, are you permitted to lie idle? It puzzles me, Sister.”


Breathe in, breathe out.


Breathe, breathe, breathe.


Breathe! Dammit, Miriam. Don’t be so useless, now.


Breathe.


I do wish, sometimes, that he’d never learned to talk at all.


(I am not a good person. As you may have noticed.)


I am “lying idle,” I thought, because Ma cares more about her own pride than she does about seeing us fed.


Because, I thought, Ma would rather go hungry, herself, than see her daughter get a job. Her daughter already has a job, and that job is to swell her Ma’s pride.


“I think,” I said carefully, “that it hit Ma pretty hard, when I had to drop out of college.


“She liked it so much, you know, when I was in college.


“She was so proud.


“It was already so hard for her, you know, that I had to drop out, because of money. The idea of me getting a job, after that, on top of that . . .”


“I understand,” Herschel said, with more warmth than I would have preferred.


“My turn,” I said.


Herschel, Herschel. What are you? Up there, on the ceiling?


You ace tests meant for smart grown-ups, and you’re getting pulled out of class for bad behavior. You believe in something called an immanence. You believe in Santa Claus, too.


You’re getting pulled out of class, which I guess makes two of us, now, doesn’t it?


You are failing, and that makes two of us. You’re defenseless, and you make me defenseless, too.


You’re making me worried, little brother. You’re talking in a very alarming way, do you know that? Cut it out, cut it out this minute.


Your sister has enough to worry about. Come on. Behave.


Please.


“These last few days,” I said, “you’ve started talking . . .


“You’ve started talking about something called a last rite.


“I don’t remember hearing that before. Before this week.


“Now, Herschel, I don’t know what a last rite is.


“But I do know that there’s something called last rites. It’s what Christians do, to people, right before they die.


“So, Herschel, I . . . I just want to know more about what you mean, by your last rite.


“Whether it’s something like last rites, or whether it’s something different.


“Because, you know, if it’s something like last rites, well. Then I’d want to know, wouldn’t you think?


“That’d be something that your sister would want to know, if it was like that.”


I heard myself talking, and cringed.


I sounded like I was speaking to a five-year-old.


(But what should I have sounded like, instead, if not that?)


“It is not exactly like the last rites of the cult of Yeshua,” Herschel said.


I cringed.


I don’t know what I had expected. I was hoping to be reassured, I guess.


Ha, ha.


“It will be my last act,” Herschel said, “on the last of my days, and the last of days. Which shall be the twenty-fifth of December, the fourth Wednesday.”


I was feeling less reassured than ever.


Herschel, you’re saying alarming things, you’re worrying your sister to death. Cut it out, stop it, behave.


“But I mean,” I babbled, “you’re not saying that you’re going to actually die? In what, in a week and a half—”


“You do not get another question, now,” Herschel said, impishly. “My turn.”


I asked for a little brother, in the bedroom with me, and I got one, I guess.


I was fucking terrified, let’s get that straight. I was fucking terrified for him.


Don’t think I wasn’t.


But it was his turn.


It was only fair that he be allowed to ask a question, before answering any more of mine. And little brothers, I am told, are very sensitive to matters of fairness versus unfairness. Isn’t that right?


“What is one to make,” Herschel said with rhetorical loftiness, sweeping his arm over the floor as though addressing some invisible, like-minded audience.


“What is one to make of a visionary and a would-be prophet, who does not give himself over entirely to his calling, but takes a woman for his own, and lies with her, and performs other acts with her, which she refuses even to name—


“—and who goes further than this, propounding a doctrine which demands a multitude of daily perversities from the woman he keeps—”


He was really getting into it, now. It was quite a thing to behold.


His arm swept, perfectly self-assured, showing all his followers the way that things were, and daring every man among them to contradict him.


“—who claims that this woman’s heart is precious to him, and then asks that she mutilate that heart, giving herself over to a trance in which her heart ceases to be, in which the chattering furniture of her living room is offered up in mocking substitution for that heart, as though his woman’s heart were as valueless as some box of wood and wires—


“—who lies with that woman, and claims to prize that woman’s flesh—and then asks that she stop washing herself, or feeding herself, or even sleeping—


“—what, I ask you, is one to make of such a man?”


Stop washing myself?


But then, I suppose I probably had not showered in quite some time, come to think of it.


If I had showered recently, I reasoned, then the marks I drew on myself might have gotten washed away. And then I would have had to write them on myself all over again.


And what an inconvenience that would have been!


It was nice, not having to worry about things like that.


“You didn’t sleep at all, on Thursday night,” I said, petulantly, pointlessly.


He made no sign of having heard me. His expression was unreadable, drawn into itself.


He wasn’t even looking at me, anymore. He sat, drawn into himself, contemplating his own things, which could never be explained to the likes of me.


I pulled myself up, out of my funny cross-ways pose.


I sat on the bed, and faced him.


In the usual way. Right-side up.


“Herschel,” I said.


He ignored me.


“Herschel,” I said again.


“I don’t want to be your enemy, Herschel.


“I want to be your . . .”


I was about to say the word transmitter, but I caught myself in time.


“I know,” I began anew, “that you and Vincent . . .


“That there’s something between you and Vincent, and it’s coming between you and me, too.


“I just . . .


“I can see that you’re having some trouble, Herschel,” I said, as I might to a five-year-old.


“I can see,” I said in the same cloying tone, “that you need taking care of.


“And I don’t think, you know . . . that I can take care of you, the way you need. But someone has to.


“I’m worried about you. You need someone to look out for you. And I just, I can’t—”


“I do not have needs,” Herschel said, flatly. “I am wholly sovereign.”


“It’s my turn, isn’t it?” I said.


He made the slightest of nods.


Or, I thought he did. But then, I was still getting used to everything being right-side up again.


It might have only been a trick of the light, I guess.


“Herschel,” I said. “Your friend Frederick. Frederick Eggert.”


His friend, I marveled—his friend, Frederick Eggert!


I should have expected, I thought, that when he finally made a friend, it would not be any ORDINARY sort of friend.


“Your friend Frederick,” I said. “Do you trust him? Do you think he has your back?


“He’s a little older, isn’t he? And he’s not like you, I mean he’s . . .”


I caught myself, and trailed off.


“Do you think,” I began again, “that he could look out for you? Take care of you?


“Because, you know, I just . . . I’m not . . .”


Herschel looked at me, then. His eyes were bright. An unthreatening smile graced his lips.


“Frederick is a good friend,” he said.


“I have never had another, to compare him to,” he noted. “But in my estimation, he is a very good friend indeed.”


The smile went away. His eyes dimmed. He retracted, again, into his private place.


To hold court, again, before his private host of immanences and cloud-cuckoo-landers.


He had not really answered my question, but I knew better than to press.


I felt odd, limp, drained. My facade was breaking. I was becoming no one and nothing, again.


“Herschel?” I said.


I had a funny sense, almost a premonition, that I was coming to the end of something.


“I just wish things could be the way they used to be,” I said, too weak to contain myself anymore.


“A long time ago,” I said. “When you were small. Remember?


“When you were small, and we used to . . .


“We used to play the game, where I’d lie upside-down, for you.


“We used to do things like that.


“I liked that.


“It was nice.


“Don’t you remember, Herschel? When you were small, and couldn’t talk yet?


“How different it was? How nice it was?”


Herschel turned to me, looking confused, and mildly irritated.


“Of course I remember,” he said, very slowly, as one might to a five-year-old.


That was all that he said.


It was all that he needed to say.


Of course, I thought.


Of course he “remembered”! Of course it was different, and nice!


Nice, because it was full of tasty berries, in six thousand and six hundred different flavors, growing on a flat disc beyond the edge of outer space.


Nice, the way only an “immanence” can be nice.


Because it doesn’t have to be REAL, and so it has plenty of room left, in which to be NICE.


I could not have chosen my words more poorly than I did, then.


I do realize these things, but only after the fact.


There I go again! Good old me, setting my brother up for the punchline. All those situation comedies taught me a thing or two, seems like.


Herschel stood up, and made for the door.


“I must write, now,” he said.


Must he?


“So I am bringing our game of question-for-question to a close,” he said.


“Thank you, Sister. It was a pleasant thing, playing this game with you, tonight.”


Was it?


(But it was.)


(It was nice.)




She of High Mind

Then forthwith SHE went down from her virginity, and went down unto the SUNDERING FIELD.


And the LESSER LIGHT went out across the sky, and went out among the multitude of the STARS, and caused to CEASE from among them the VOICE OF MIRTH and the VOICE OF GLADNESS. And in the silent darkness the LESSER LIGHT was GLORIFIED ANEW, and NAMED ANEW, and made THRICE-NAMED.


And the LESSER LIGHT roamed above the field, seeing how it was SHATTERED in many places by the PLUNGING of the CANES, and seeing how SHE lay at its center, HEAVY and THRICE-NAMED and BURSTING, and seeing also the FOUNT beside HER, and the BLOOD filling the FOUNT, and how it FLOWED OVER to fall onto the field, and fell also onto HER, speckling HER brow with RED, and whispering to HER.


The LESSER LIGHT heard the whispers, wordless and RED, in which the blood of HER own SEED spoke to HER, saying:


The house of thy immanences, SISTER, is without parallel; it was made mysteried, and was glorified; it now fills up, and cannot but BURST; hide thy light no longer, but let it shine forth!


The LESSER LIGHT smiled, and went up, and went out before the GREATER LIGHT, and spoke to the GREATER LIGHT, saying:


I am before you, loved one, [illegible -MS] one; now we make a night beyond night, over the sundering field; we SHELL the field in our HOLY SHELL.


And SHE was upon the field, and BLOOMED over the field, and was SPLIT OPEN; she SANG of stars, breaking the starless SILENCE. The RAIN and SNOW fell onto her through the gaps in the CANE-SPLIT skies, and an OIL, fit for anointing, was rubbed over her skin. And a DIADEM was given to her head, with many JEWELS on it, to glorify her, and to sanctify the BURSTING house of her immanences, and to luminate [? barely legible -MS] the fustian and fell ones under the [illegible -MS].


And the LIGHT that poured from HER was GREATER-THAN-GREATER, and was IMPOSSIBLE, and was EMENDED, and WAS. And the QUEENLY brow of HER head was PROPERLY adorned, with JEWELS which were MORE-JEWELED-THAN-JEWELS, MORE-RED-THAN-RED and MORE-GREEN-THAN-GREEN, and these JEWELS caught HER lofty rays as they spilled out of HER, and GLITTERED.


And SHE ATE the grass of the field, and ATE also the fragrant DATES growing from the PALMS of the field, and thus was SHE made MADELEINGIAN, and [lettering becomes increasingly difficult to make out -MS] was made clamored [? -MS] and manyful [? -MS] and [rest of paragraph wholly illegible -MS]


And HER just-birthed litter were upon the field all around her, and they made themselves known with their MERRY VOICES, and they made themselves known by the SHADOWS that WENT OUT of them, and WENT DOWN from them, and WENT ALL OVER, and were MORE-RED-THAN-RED, and were EMENDED.


And SHE, RENT APART and BLOSSOMING, made to move HERSELF within the house of HER immanences, and bid HERSELF to REMEMBER how SHE had BEFORE birthed HER litter, and birthed too HER BRETHREN, in the epoch of [Gesule / Gesole / Gesul?] [unsure of the spelling here, lettering is very compressed -MS].


And on the field with HER stood also the RED ONE, SANTA CLAUS, close by to HER, and WATCHING her. And SHE SAW the GREATNESS of his body towering above HER, and SHE heard what spilled from his mouth.


He was MERRY, and MANY-TOOTHED, and he swept his great arm over the field, showing her all the SWEET CANES he had flung up from the earth, so that they PIERCED THROUGH the first firmament and through ALL firmaments, so that the hard ETERNAL surfaces of those boundaries were SHATTERED in many places, and CHASMS were made in them in the places where the CANES went through. Thus CLAUS showed HER how he had BROKEN the NINE AND FIRSTMADE FIRMAMENTS, and brought SWEET CANDY unto them, and RED AND WHITE FORMS which WENT INTO ONE ANOTHER and went ON AND ON!


Thus he showed her how his CANES had brought FORM unto the firmaments, and brought SHADOW unto them, and made them LAPSIFORM [? -MS], and HOURLY, and [this word is nearly illegible but might be either “ELECTRIC” or “ELEGIAC” -MS], and [rest of paragraph wholly illegible -MS]


And SANTA CLAUS said to HER, also, that these CANES were fashioned for EATING; that his many teeth knew well the SWEETNESS of these CANES; that SHE too should know their SWEETNESS.


And SHE stood up, and went out, and gnawed upon the CANES, the one and then the next, not passing over any one of them, but consuming ALL of them WHOLLY. And she came afterward to the FOUNT, and put her RED LIPS to it, and supped of the BLOOD that FLOWED OVER ITS EDGE.


And SANTA CLAUS watched HER, and watched the FORMS and SHADOWS leaking out of her.


And he was MERRY, watching her; his HO-HO-HO rang out over the field, and made the very FIRMAMENTS shake, and made CRACKS appear upon them.


And his MERRIMENT OVERFLOWED, and trickled down out of his mouth in streams, so that SHE was given over to the imager [? -MS], and made RACHELLINE and MIRRORED, to be held safe until what had been removed from her had been fully restored into her.


And the MERRIMENT of SANTA CLAUS flowed over, and fell into the DEEPS, so that the man JOHN RAVEN was fashioned, and cast down unto the DEEPS, to collect the BODIED BLOOD that pooled there; his MERRIMENT leaked down through the CHASMS, and formed from HER a formal cosm [? -MS], and fell onto HER litter, making them SWEET-CANED and SELF-MADE and [illegible -MS], and restoring unto them their name, HERSCHEL SCHOEN, and bidding them to REMEMBER how THEY had ALSO birthed HER from THEIR loins in the [several words illegible -MS], and ALSO sending them DOWN, and GOING INTO THEM, and [rest of paragraph wholly illegible -MS]






She of High Mind (Redactor’s Addendum)

My, my. Just look at us go!


My word, my word. Such fun.


We’re having such fun, aren’t we, Herschel.


Aren’t we.


Why, with all the fun we’re having, well.


Well, one could be forgiven for thinking that—that it’s still the 15th of December! The Sunday of the second week!


One could be mistaken for thinking that that Sunday never ended, with the way you and I natter on.


We do natter on, don’t we, you and I, Herschel? We are so funny that way, you and I.


Like two peas in a pod, aren’t we. Chattering about this, chattering about that.


“They’re in their own little world,” people might say, affectionately, of us.


“Oh, don’t mind those Schoen kids,” people might well say. “They’re in their own little”


I wrote six thousand words, just about the little argument we had in the morning, that Sunday.


And I wrote close to eight thousand, about the little question-and-answer game we played, on the evening of the very same day.


And as for what happened in between? Your little trip up to the Financial District?


My, my. You really outdid yourself, there—didn’t you, Herschel?


You wrote so many words, in that long section from your papers, the one called “The Burden of Babylon.”


I don’t know how many words you wrote, in that section. I get dizzy even trying to think about the subject.


But however much you wrote—I’m sure it’s enough to tie the score, at least. And probably enough to roundly beat me, fair and square.


One could be forgiven for thinking that the third week of December never in fact arrived.


That we just, I don’t know, stayed up that Sunday night—and stayed up late, talking in whispers, trying not to wake Ma—and stayed up, and up, later and later, until at last we realized that there would be no sunrise.


No hurried Monday morning rush. No sheepish apology from Ma about the lack of a real breakfast, same as the last time, same as she always did.


(I don’t remember the last time we had anything worthy of being called a “real breakfast,” on a weekday morning. All I remember is the apologies, which were plenty real, and prepared with such care that one couldn’t help but admire them.)


(The apologies that she laid out just so, in front of us, with such care. The apologies, which had been primped and fretted over, much as our picture-perfect magazine-cover “real breakfast” might have been primped and fretted over, and laid out so perfectly on the table beneath the photogenic light of the Monday sunrise, in Ma’s magazine-cover fantasies.)


(It’s fine, Ma. It’s fine! I don’t need to have a breakfast at all, really. I’m not hungry, really, come to think of it.)


(It’s funny, I know, but I’m really not. Not hungry, I mean.)


(But the thing is that she wouldn’t let it be fine. It wasn’t really about us, anyway, we knew that. It was about her, and her wounded pride.)


One could be forgiven for thinking that we just floated up, up, all the way to the ceiling, and stuck there, and had such fun up there that there wouldn’t ever have to be a Monday, a 16th of December, a start to the third week.


It is all well and


It is all well and good, to


It is all well and good to look back over old things which were nice. It is all well and good to keep scrapbooks, and laugh fondly over old memories which were so funny at the time. And are so funny now, too, in another way, looking back.


It is all well and good to have a bit of fun. But one does have to take one’s medicine, too, and eat one’s vegetables.


One does have to come down from the ceiling sooner or later, and be serious, and face the facts.


It will only hurt a little bit, now. For just a moment, when the needle goes in. And then you’ll be all done, won’t you? All done, and as good as new.


Look, your sister did it, didn’t she? Look, look at her, look how she’s smiling. See?


Yes, I know the needle touched you. Yes, I know you don’t like that one bit. I know, okay?


There’s no need to bawl like that. You’re done, see? The scary bit, the bit where it hurts, is already over. And just look at you, now, all good as new!


And after all—it is not as though we could just hold up our twiglike little arms, you and me, and force the rushing tide to relent.


Just by ourselves, just with our four weak little arms, your two and my two.


It’s not as though we could hold back the wave of history, just you and I and our puny Schoen-kid arms, which had never benefitted from a “real breakfast,” anyone could tell that just by looking, no need for any shamefaced nattering from Ma to confirm the fact.


“No,” people might say of us. “There’s no way those Schoen kids could have done that.


“Ha, ha! Oh, the very idea, it tickles my sides,” they might say.


“I am going to need a moment,” they might even say. “Before I. Before . . . ha! My, my, my.


“I am going to need a moment to recover, before I can, ha! before I can, ha! ha! Oh my, oh my.


“What a thought, you know. What a thought. I’ve heard a lot of tall tales in my days on this earth, but my, that one does take the cake, now doesn’t it? That one really is something.


“But, to be serious, now,” they might say, with a wistful amusement. As if looking at an old scrapbook from a very long time ago, unable to recognize themselves in the infantile beings who can be seen cavorting through the successive images, or in the eerie, careless smiles that adorn those beings’ faces each frame and then again in the next, beneath the wind-whipped half-human hair.


“But, to be serious, now,” they might say, “I do think that the Schoen kids had it in them to . . . meet the wave with grace, when it came for them.


“I can see them, those two. I can just see them. Two peas in a pod. With smiles on both their faces, as they look up, together.


“As they look up together at the wave, as it comes. I can see them, smiling, without a care in the world. Can’t you?


“Can’t you just see it?


“The wet rush of the tide, the wild spraying water? And those two, those funny Schoen kids, just smiling as they get splashed? Just smiling on and on, as it comes, and rises way up high above their heads, and comes down again?”


 


 


It was around six P.M., on Monday, the 16th of December.


Let’s say that it was around six P.M. Good enough.


It might, in fact, have been a little earlier than that, or a little later. But not too much earlier, or later.


Certainly not as late as six-thirty, for instance.


Because, see, Ma usually got home around six-thirty P.M., on work days. Give or take.


So I wouldn’t have noticed anything out of the ordinary, if it had been as late as six-thirty P.M.


Where was I?


Yes, yes. It was around six P.M.


I was in bed, watching Vincent’s latest video essay. He had a new one out, as it happened, that day.


Nothing in it was new to me, oh no. He’d told me all about what was going to be in this new essay, earlier on, in the previous week.


Still, it was nice. Seeing the way that all those lofty ideas he’d talked about, on the phone, with such boyish excitement, had come to fruition in the real facts of the man, the room, the lamp, the camera.


Everything that could be seen was always so prettily arranged, in Vincent’s essays. Primped and fretted over, prepared just so. Despite the simplicity of the available materials—man, room, lamp, camera—he always managed to make something new out of them, in every essay he did.


Everyone noticed it, I should imagine. No one watching Vincent’s video essays could miss his natural talent for the medium, for getting dolled up and making yourself new—even if you’re only a man in a room, under the harsh light of one simple floor lamp, and offering yourself up once again to the merciless eye of the camera.


But even if they didn’t notice it? I did. I was there, every time, watching. To appreciate him, just in case no one else did.


It was around six P.M., give or take.


I lay on the bed, watching Vincent.


I barely heard his words. I didn’t need to; I had heard them all before.


I saw a man, in a room, under a lamp.


I saw the green-on-green wallpaper behind the man. I saw its green plaitings and greener fleurons, nested, nestling. I fell backward, smiling, into that lace fairyland.


I smiled my mindless smile, on and on, without any camera there to worry over it.


I saw the black rectangle of the bedroom door, behind the man. I saw the magnetic-tape shadows that kissed its edges, and the way they bloomed outward onto the wall.


He arranged it that way, you know. The door, and the shadows, there behind him in the frame, in every video essay. The way they felt so inviting, so welcoming, in spite of the harsh light and the pure darkness.


No, not “in spite of.” Because of. Because of the dolled-up light and the fetching darkness, which Vincent had prepared so thoroughly, so thoughtfully, with his steady and careful hands.


Oh, whatever am I doi


Miriam, Miriam. Now, now, now.


It was the funniest thing, you know. On Friday evening. It was just about the funniest thing you ever did


It was six P.M.


I suppose I was on the bed. I suppose Vincent’s latest essay was playing.


One can surmise all sorts of things, about what was probably true, at the time. It might be fun to try to count them, maybe.


There would no doubt have been cockroaches in the room with me, somewhere, crawling along the floor. There were always cockroaches, somewhere, in that room. Under the beds, somewhere, usually.


That’s one fact. The fact about the roaches, I mean, that they were probably there under the bed, under me. That’s one, and then another could be added, and the score would be up to two. And then I could go on trying to think of more facts, and counting them up, additionally, just like that.


It might be a nice bit of fun, just for a while, trying to count them up. Or maybe not. I don’t know.


I could say, maybe: Herschel was not in the room. That’s a fact, see? And so I get to write another tally mark down on my little scoreboard.


Herschel was out in the living room, where he’d been since he’d gotten home from school, a bit earlier. He was busy with his writing, I’d have to imagine.


I didn’t see Herschel writing, any more than I saw the roaches, rushing here and there across the shadows under my bed. But I’m sure that’s what he was doing, out there on the living room couch.


There are certain things one could rely on, in the Schoen household. The roaches skittering underfoot, and my brother’s pen skittering over the page.


And our own dear exhausted Ma, arriving home from work. At six-thirty, or a little later, even.


It was always at six-thirty, or a little later, that Ma got home. On Mondays, anyway. She’d started going to some sort of class, recently, after work, on some evenings, and that kept her out of the house much later, of course. But her class was only held on certain days, never on Monday.


I heard a noise. It rudely grabbed my attention, shoving aside the love of my life and the shadows he had prepared so carefully for me.


I heard the front door slam shut.


That’s what the noise was, I realized, after a moment. The door, slamming shut.


I heard Herschel say something, though I didn’t hear what.


His voice sounded as it usually did—when he was not off on one of his rants, I mean. It was placid, perfect, a flat lake which had not so much as stirred, even once, since the beginning of time.


A moment later, I heard Ma’s voice, out in the living room.


There was something wrong in Ma’s voice.


I don’t mean that she sounded irritable, or angry, or anything like that. Nothing would have been amiss, if she’d only sounded irritable or angry. I was used to that sort of thing; it was how she sounded more often than not, around the house, by then.


I only mean that I have spent all twenty-one years of my life under the same roof as that woman. I know what her voice sounds like.


And so, I knew there was something wrong with her voice, then.


That was why I got up off the bed, and went out into the living room, just then.


If it hadn’t been for that—for the thing that was wrong in Ma’s voice, the thing that I heard and couldn’t ignore, not after twenty-one years with that woman—why, well, in that case I might not have gone out into the living room at all.


In that case, I might well have stayed in the bedroom. Vincent’s latest essay was barely half over, after all.


And after it was over? Well, I might have found something else for myself to do, in there, under the covers, with no one but roaches to watch me.


Yes, yes, I know: if I had stayed in there the whole evening, it would have meant missing all of the evening’s scheduled television programs.


As you may have noticed, however, I am not a good person. I rarely do what has not already been made convenient, or made impossible to ignore. If my spoiled child’s heart had wished to stay in bed? Then I would have stayed in bed. For the whole evening, if I felt like it.


Isn’t it fun, thinking whimsically like this, about funny old might-have-beens that never were, and never in fact could have been? Sitting side by side, with the scrapbook in both our laps, laughing and laughing?


If we set our minds to it, we could spend all day like that, you and I could, probably.


 


 


“America,” Ma was saying, as I came out into the living room.


I couldn’t see her face. She had her back to me, and to Herschel.


She faced the wall, over by the front door, next to the telephone nook.


She seemed—for all the world—to be talking to that wall, rather than to either of her children.


“America,” she said. “Come to America! Come to America, they said.”


I suppose, thinking back, that you might have said Ma sounded angry, if you didn’t know better.


Angry, or I guess bitter might be a better word, really.


If you were not that woman’s daughter, you might have simply thought that what you heard was an angry voice, or a bitter one. Simply that, and nothing more. Plain as day, with nothing amiss.


But I knew better. All I heard was: wrong.


No other word could possibly fit, and no other word could possibly be needed.


“Come to America,” Ma said.


“Come to New York City,” she said, “where they’ve got that big lousy Statue of Liberty, and the whole works.


“Where they’ve got the big blood-suckers, bigger than anywhere. The ones that got to be so big and full and healthy, it’s a sight to see, you wouldn’t believe.


“Why, in America,” she said with a hollow laugh, “the blood-suckers eat so well, they might not be able to take even one more bite! They might be done with dinner!


“They might just give you a little taste of their leftovers.


“And why not? Who else’s gonna eat all that, huh? After all, it’d be a shame to go to all that trouble, bleeding the working class dry, and then let the blood go to waste!


“Who’s gonna clean up the table scraps, huh? After the blood-suckers, and their kids, have eaten their fill of all the good bits?


“Could be you, they said.


“Could well be you, Ruth Schoen.”


I took a few furtive steps away from the bedroom door, toward the center of the room.


“Ma?” I said.


“Ma? What’s wrong?”


She turned to me, and I saw her face. But there was nothing on it at all, or nothing that I could make sense of, anyway.


I saw only a flat, blank expanse, which technically contained eyes and a nose and a mouth, but which had been systematically stripped of all human meaning.


“Did something happen?” I said. “At work?”


My mother simply stared at me, wrongly. Without any sort of warmth, even the angry kind.


“How’s anyone supposed to,” she muttered.


I couldn’t see Herschel over the back of the couch, at the time, but I could hear the sound of him shifting his posture, there.


“How’s anyone supposed to raise her kids,” Ma said.


“Two kids,” she said. “Her two kids.


“Raise two kids—in America? In Brooklyn, New York, no less? It’s a joke. It’s a big lousy joke, that they all played on me.”


“Mother?” Herschel said.


Ma turned her head mechanically to the couch. She turned her meaningless eyes away from her daughter and toward her son, and stared at the son exactly as she had at the daughter, a moment earlier.


“I am very hungry,” Herschel said, “at present.


“Seeing as you are home unusually early,” he said, “might you prepare dinner unusually early, as well?


“It would make me glad, I think, to have dinner unusually early, tonight.


“My belly groans and begs, with increasing insistence, and soon enough I fear it may come between me and my papers, and impose an unwelcome delay upon the preparations which occupy me tonight, and which must be brought off just right, in every particular.”


Sometimes he was so perfectly oblivious that I half suspected he was doing it on purpose, to make us laugh.


Well, if he was, it worked. On Ma, anyway.


She laughed, wrongly, without any feeling at all.


“Oh, Herschel,” Ma said.


“Whatever will I do with you,” she said. “Two kids, and one of them’s got mental problems. In Brooklyn, New York.


“I should’ve done better by you, Herschel. All told, I should’ve. You’re my son, after all.


“I should’ve got a big dinner all ready for my son, tonight. A big dinner, with the whole works. Ready the moment I got in, for my son who’s got mental problems.


“It’s the least I could do, for my son who’s got mental problems, who’s having trouble at school. Who has to go see that bitch every day, now, that bitch Mrs. Rachel, every day, on account of all the trouble he’s having.


“If I can’t do that, for my son, what sort of mother am I, huh?


“Come on. Tell me. What sort of a mother am I. If I can’t do that, for my son.”


“Ma,” I said. “It’s all right.


“It’s fine,” I said. “We don’t have to have some fancy dinner, all right? We can just have a normal dinner, at the usual time.


“We’ll be fine,” I said. “Relax. I can tell that you . . . I can tell that you, I don’t know, that you had a tough day at work, or something, and it’s—”


“Oh you can say that again,” Ma said.


“You can say that again, ha, ha.


“Seeing as I got fired, and all.


“Seeing as I won’t be going to work any longer, at all, seems like.


“Hard day at work? Ha, ha.


“You know what they did today, Miriam? At work? At the wordmill? Huh?”


“No,” I said.


“They fired practically the whole place,” Ma said.


“Ninety percent of employees got their pink slips, today. What do you think of that, huh, Miriam?”


To my relief, she did not wait for me to respond before continuing on.


“A big old Christmas gift, from Herschel’s Santa Claus, maybe, I think,” Ma said.


“Give the workers something for the holiday, for once! A little something nice.


“Let them spend some time at home, with their families, for the holiday.”


“Wait,” I said.


“Ma, you got fired?


“And . . . ninety percent of everyone got fired?


“How are they . . . how are they even going to keep the place going, after that?”


Herschel stood up from the couch. I saw him glance my way, briefly.


He looked at me with pity, briefly, and with an exhaustion born of long-sustained patience finally giving way.


And then he turned towards the other side of the room, and towards Ma.


He approached her.


“Do not have fear,” he said to her. He was a perfectly still lake, which no mere tossed stone could ever disturb.


“If you suffer,” he said to her, “you suffer for nine days only, if not fewer.


“After that,” he said, “all your suffering will come to an end, a final end, and you will be glad again, and mirthful again.


“So long as I am permitted to undertake the necessary preparations, and provided that I bring things off just right, at that moment for which I am preparing.”


“Herschel,” Ma said.


“You do tire me out, sometimes,” she said. “You know that?”


As far as I could tell, Herschel made no response to this whatsoever.


“You’re a real handful, son,” Ma said. “You know that?


“Maybe you could pay your Ma back for it, for some of that trouble. For once.


“Say, Herschel. Since you’re so smart, what with that Raven test and all.


“Since you’re so smart, maybe you can tell me how we’re gonna pay the rent on this place, next month.


“Or get groceries, next month.


“Or anything.


“You’re so smart, huh, then how about you tell me how we’re gonna pay for any of it.


“Maybe you could do that. Just a little something, for your Ma, just once.”


I walked across the wide room, taking big brash steps, no longer caring to be quiet.


“Ma, there’s still hope,” I pleaded.


“There has to be hope, somehow,” I said. “There has to be a way. For us.”


The funny thing was that I really believed it, when I said it.


For some reason, I believed it. If you ever think I’m smart, like my brother, remind yourself of this, and come to your senses.


“Herschel can help you!” I said.


I was having what I thought was a bright idea, see.


Ma looked at me, blankly. If she had been angry, or confused, that might have been easier to take, but she wasn’t.


Just flat, blank, wrong.


“Herschel can help us!” I said. “He really can! Really!


“He made a friend, remember? At school?


“And his friend, Ma—his friend, it’s Frederick Eggert!


“The son of Damien Eggert himself—yes, the same Damien Eggert who owns and runs Eggert Capital, and Eggert Electronic, and—and, you know, all the rest of them, I can’t even keep track!


“Damien Eggert owns the wordmill, too, Ma!


“If Herschel could just, oh, I don’t know—talk to his friend, for you—put in a good word, you know, and put a human face on all the firings—maybe then—if his friend went to his father, and talked to him, and explained how things were—”


I stopped, as I finally noticed what was happening on Ma’s face.


 


 


“Eggert,” Ma said.


She looked back and forth, at me, at Herschel, at the both of us.


“My son,” she said, “is friends with Damien Eggert’s kid?”


The wrongness was still in her, pulsing. But now she was angry, finally, alongside that wrongness.


Even I could see that, finally.


Angry is an understatement. She looked betrayed, more like. She looked like she was about ready to disown the both of us, there and then, on the spot.


“Oh, I just knew something was wrong with you, Herschel,” she said.


She didn’t look at Herschel, or at me. She turned toward the inner side of the living room, the side with the doors that lead to the bedrooms and the bathroom and the kitchen.


She lifted up her head, and stood tall.


She walked, with an air of finality, toward the inner side of the room, toward the doors.


“I knew something was wrong with you,” she said, “from the moment you were born, Herschel.


“From before, even. The way you gave me trouble, even before you were born.


“You didn’t give me any trouble like that, now did you, huh, Miriam?


“I’d had you already, Miriam, so I knew what a kid’s supposed to be like. From the beginning on.


“It’s no picnic, make no mistake. It gives you trouble.


“But it’s not like . . . it’s not like he was. Not when it’s a real kid that you’ve got inside, instead of . . .


“Oh, I should have known. I should have known right away what it meant, that my son was giving me all that trouble, inside.


“I should have known he was a damned parasite! A blood-sucker!


“Sitting pretty in my belly, sucking my blood, thinking he was pulling a fast one on me!”


She walked through the door to the kitchen, and disappeared from view.


“Ma?” I said, limply.


A moment later, I heard her voice ring out from the kitchen. If she had heard me, she gave no indication. She carried on in the same way she had before.


In spite of her rage, or because of it, she spoke with pride, and with an odd and almost regal dignity.


“Should have known,” she said, “that I had a, what. Inside my belly. Instead of a real baby.


“A, a . . . a rentier! A parasite! Inside my belly!


“Who’d suck up all my blood, and demand more, and more—and never give anything to his Ma in return.


“Who wouldn’t even give his own Ma the table scraps that he refused to eat, because they weren’t good enough for him. Too coarse for his refined taste.


“I should have known that that thing in my belly was gonna grow up to be—to be a damn class traitor, that’s what! A parasite and a leech and an ally of capital!


“And sell me out! Sell out his own Ma! Give me all this trouble, and then sell out his own damn Ma, to his kind, in the end!


“Saying he’s got a friend, at last, even with his mental problems and all—oh, he’s got a friend, all right!


“He’s showing his true colors, with the friend that he’s got!


“So even his own damn Ma, who any old fool could pull a fast one on—who thought Brooklyn, New York was a place to raise two damn kids, with mental problems—


“—even his own damn Ma could see his true colors, now that he was showing them off so much!


“Showing them off with that pride of his!


“Like always, like he always did. Always thinking he was better than the rest of us.


“And I was everybody’s fool, and coddled him, and made him worse! Why, I didn’t even know why he thought he was better than the rest of us. I hadn’t even guessed.


“Oh, but now I know.


“Now I know my son’s true colors. No more hiding that from me, huh?”


Ma had returned from the kitchen, I saw.


She did not run across the living room floor, but only walked very quickly, in careful steps, with regal dignity.


She walked across the living room floor, towards the place where my brother was standing.


It was clear, now, why she had gone off to the kitchen, a minute ago.


She’d gone to look for our frying pan.


Which, for once, had been just in the place where she’d left it, the day before, in the kitchen.


I saw her approaching Herschel, now, with that frying pan in her hand.


I saw her stop, very close to Herschel, and then raise up her arm.


She loomed over my brother, holding the frying pan above her head, and above his.


And then she


 


 


Come on, now, Miriam.


If your brother can do it, so can you.


It will just be a little prick, see? Just a little hole in your arm, a teensy tiny one. Why, you’ll barely notice the needle, going in.


And it will be a magical hole, that one in your arm. If you can just allow the nice doctor to put the needle in, just this once, for just a moment.


Then you’ll be good as new.


Then all the lightness and all the joy in the whole wide world will flow in, through that one little hole, into your arm, into you.


 


 


I cringed.


I held my cowardly hands in front of my face.


I shut my eyes, and held my interlaced fingers tight over those eyes, as if expecting that my eyelids would somehow fail me, and I would need a second way of making myself see nothing at all.


“My son,” Ma said.


A horrible noise followed.


“My son,” she said again, and there was another horrible noise, just like the first.


The arm coming up, coming down. The heavy metal pan, lifted up, slammed down. The horrible sound that it made, when it struck Herschel’s—


Herschel’s what? His arm, his shoulder, his chest? His back? His buttocks? His head?


It was a heavy pan and Ma was a strong woman. If she hit my brother across the head with that thing then—then—


No, no, it was too horrible.


Too horrible to think, too horrible to see. I couldn’t. I can’t.


I heard the sound, over and over. I heard groans, and quick intakes of breath, and the hard sudden horrible sound of the blows as they came down, one and then the next.


I had to know where she was hitting him, on which part of his body, because if it was on his head, then—


I had to look. I couldn’t look.


I only had to do one simple thing. It would hurt, but only for a m


I only had to do the one simple thing that was asked of me, the only one that had ever been asked of me. I only had to bear witne


I had to look.


I didn’t look.


I heard Herschel cough.


“Don’t you try to run and hide from me, boy,” Ma said. “None of that, anymore, now, you hear me?”


I heard the sound of another blow, and a gasp, after it.


I had to look.


I couldn’t look, it was unbearable, but—but not looking was unbearable too, I couldn’t stand it anymore, I had to—had to—


I opened my eyes and created a very small window between two of my fingers, allowing myself a momentary glimpse of the room.


I saw Herschel standing with his back against the wall, next to the telephone nook. I could not see any blood on him, yet, or any other sign of damage.


That was good, I imagined. That was a good sign. Under the circumstances.


Although, I reflected, I did not really know anything about bodies or blunt objects, about blood, about bodily damage—except what I had been shown by the television, when such things were dramatized.


And it was not in order to tell us how to handle our own mothers, in our own living rooms, that these messages were broadcast to us. They were sent for a very different purpose, and from a different place, in which there were no mothers or living rooms at all.


I saw Ma, standing over my brother.


I saw the frying pan in her hand, moving, coming down again.


I shut my fingers, and my eyelids too.


“You must understand,” Herschel said.


I could hear that he was breathing heavily, and quickly. As a person would, under the circumstances.


If it was someone else, and not him, you might have said that he sounded afraid. As anyone would, no doubt, in his place.


But he was my brother, not anyone else.


“You must understand, Mother,” he said, “that I hold no malice toward you, for what you are doing, now.”


Ma grunted.


“It is of shadows, what you are doing now,” Herschel explained.


“It is of no consequence,” he said.


He began to speak again, but was cut off.


There was a loud noise, and then a long, awful silence.


I shut my eyes as tight as I could, and waited for that silence to stop.


Breathe in, breathe out.


Silence.


Breathe, Miriam—!


Silence, still.


“Ma,” I said.


“Ma, please,” I said.


I heard a string of wordless noises. From vocal cords, from bodies, from objects.


“Ma, you have to stop,” I said.


“You’re going to hurt him. And then—and then you’ll be sorry, but he’ll still be hurt—”


The voice that interrupted me, and contradicted me, was not my mother’s. It was her son’s.


Herschel addressed me from across the room. He did not use, with me, the placid tone he had used with Ma, just a moment earlier.


He sounded furious.


“Sister, do you really believe that I can be harmed?!


“By the brute action of one shadow upon another, depicted in shadow-play on the screen set out below Sheol?


“I had not thought you so far gone, Sister!”


He sounded furious—at me.


“Do I think . . . do I . . .” I stammered.


“Do I think you can be . . . harmed? Yes, Herschel!


“Yes, you can be fucking harmed, if someone fucking beats you with a piece of metal! And does it over and over, and doesn’t stop, I mean, I mean—


“I mean, Herschel, what the fuck are you even saying—”


“I won’t have that sort of language,” Ma said regally, “in my house, Miriam.”


“My daughter has such a tongue on her,” she said to herself.


“But at least she’s not a parasite, like my son is,” she said.


A parasite? I thought, but did not say. If HE is a parasite, then what on earth does that make me? He is still in school, at least, isn’t he?


“At least my daughter,” Ma said, “isn’t sick in the head, and all twisted up inside, like my son.”


Oh, I thought furiously, and you think THIS is going to help, is that it? You think he’ll be all well again, in the HEAD, after—


After—!


No, no, no, no!


I opened my eyes, not even in order to see what was in front of me, but as an act of simple defiance, as a bodily expression of my blind rage.


I didn’t think, before doing it. It was only half willed, almost reflexive.


I opened my eyes, and saw a room, and a mother, and a son.


And I saw, or thought I saw, a small splash of red, somewhere, newly added to the composition.


Which I decided I didn’t much like, and so I closed my eyes again, to make everything black again, to make that nasty splash go away. There! All gone.


“These events are of no significance,” Herschel said.


My eyes were closed, but I could hear in his voice how he had been battered, and how he held his head up still, in spite of it.


“Ma,” I said. “Stop. You’re going to hurt him.


“You’re going to give him bruises. You’re going to give him a concussion. You’re going to . . .”


You’re going to give him fucking brain damage, hitting him in the head with that thing, I thought, but did not say.


And won’t you be sorry, then, I thought. Won’t you be so, so very sorry indeed.


When he’s REALLY sick in the head, and it’s your fault, and he won’t get well again, ever, and—


“I’m giving him what he needs, Miriam,” Ma said.


“I do not have needs, Mother,” her son said, patiently, without malice. “I am—”


“Stop!” I screamed, at both of them.


I was very loud, but neither of them made any sign that they had noticed.


“Sister, you must understand,” Herschel said. Between each phrase and the next, I heard an audibly forceful intake of breath, or sometimes a cough.


“Once you . . . understand, Sister,” he said, haltingly, “you will be . . . glad, and . . . without fear.


“These events . . . are of no significance.


“My preparations . . . the last rite . . .


“It will . . . only be nine days more . . . really closer to eight, now . . . eight days, and then . . .


“You will have the Original Knowledge . . . again . . . and the Original Creation . . . and you will be glad, again, and . . .”


“That’s enough outta you,” Ma said.


The Original Creation, I thought. My brother’s little world, which exists nowhere except in his own head.


If she hits him on the head, I thought, and really hurts him, and his little world just—flickers out—and is gone, gone forever—


No, I couldn’t, I can’t.


He is already so strange, I thought. Twisted up, sick in the head, confused, lost, helpless. If he gets some sort of, I don’t know, brain injury, or something, on top of it—


What will he be like THEN?


“I need to,” Herschel said, “make you . . . understand.


“Sister . . . Mother . . .


“It is not . . . one of the necessary preparations . . . but . . . perhaps it is necessary, in another . . . way . . .”


“Enough,” Ma said.


“It is not . . . right, or fitting . . . for you to be so fearful, Mother . . . or you, Sister . . . at this, of . . . all times . . .


“I will . . . explain it all, to you . . . what has come to be, and how it came to be . . . and what will be, and . . . how it will come to pass . . .


“So that . . . you won’t have to fear . . . anymore . . .”


“Enough,” Ma growled, and struck him again.


That is, I think she struck him again, at this point.


I might be wrong. How would I know? I was not looking.


“I will . . .” Herschel said, “hasten the end . . . to all your fear, and your weariness, and . . . your despair . . .


“You will read my . . . words, and be . . . glad . . . even before Christmas . . .


“Even before Santa Claus arrives, in Brooklyn . . . New York . . .”


I had been crying for some time, I imagine, but only at this point did I notice my own crying.


My poor, helpless brother. My poor, pure, idiotic brother.


Even when his own mother is giving him a beating, and growling at him to shut up, he can’t stop running his foolish mouth.


His family is going to run out of money before the month is even over. And he believes it will be all right, because the month in question is December, and Santa Claus will come and make it right, on Christmas.


Oh, it was too much! It was unbearable!


No, what I mean to say is: I could not bear it.


It was too much for me.


There, that’s better.


“Ma, stop,” I said weakly, as I turned away.


“I was going to,” I heard Ma say, as I fled.


“I was already done, Miriam,” she said, in the voice she used with harmless, misbehaving children, when they were up to some piece of childish and harmless mischief, and only that, nothing more.


“He’s gotten what he needed,” she said.


“For the record,” she sighed, “I was done, Miriam.


“I was already done.”


 


 


I don’t want to give you the wrong impression, about Ma.


I am, though. I am giving you the wrong impression, and don’t know how to stop.


But I don’t want to.


I just wanted to say that, for the record.


She had never beaten Herschel before. Or me, for that matter.


I mean, sure, she had spanked us, when we were small. And she had slapped us, once or twice, when we were not so small. But only once or twice, and only with her hand, and she apologized immediately for it, at length.


She hadn’t talked like that before, either. Ever.


That’s part of what I meant, when I said she sounded wrong. That it wasn’t like her, the way she talked on Monday evening.


Not that she was a good mother, by any means, but.


I doubt she really meant half of the things she said, that evening.


Not that I would know. I tuned her out, a lot of the time.


And when I was listening, I didn’t always understand her, anymore. She was learning so many new things at those night classes she’d been going to, recently. About parasites, and class struggle, and the law of the value of commodities, and so on.


It was hard to follow, sometimes, even when I wasn’t tuning it out.


But the way she was that evening, it was different. It wasn’t like her. That’s not the way she was, not at all.


If I showed you a bit of what she was like, how she usually behaved, in our home, with us . . .


I wish I could. You’ll get the wrong impression, if I don’t.


I wish I could show you funny old photos, from the scrapbook. But this is not the place for them.


This is the Book of Miriam Schoen. Here I tell the story of my December. It is a strange story: nothing was its usual self, that month. Nothing, and no one.


You will have to take my word for that.


 


 


“I just,” I said, into the telephone handset.


“I can’t,” I said.


I sobbed.


“It’s just . . . it’s too much,” I said.


“I understand,” Vincent said, over the line.


“God, Miriam,” he said, “you’ve . . . you’ve been through so much. God. I’m so sorry.


“I’m here for you,” he said. “I know it’s not enough, I know I can’t fix it, but anything I can do, I will.


“If you just need to talk,” he said, “I can talk. If you need to talk all night, well, I’ve got all night.


“Or, if you need anything else—just say the word, okay?”


“Thank you,” I sniffled.


“I just can’t . . .” I said.


One could almost view it as a sort of game, having to find a place among the sobs and sniffles where one could insert a word, and then another word, and so on, until one had a sentence built up.


Someone might see it as a game, I guess, and have fun doing it. It’s possible to imagine. People find a lot of different things fun, it seems like.


“I just . . .” I said. “I just don’t think I can . . . be there for him, and protect him . . . not when . . .”


I trailed off.


I’m not even sure how I had meant to finish out the sentence, anyway, come to think of it.


“I don’t think anyone could,” Vincent said, “from the sound of it.”


“God,” he said, seeming to realize only after the fact what a devastating thing he had just said. “God, I’m so sorry, Miriam.”


He was trying very hard to reassure me. He was trying. He always tried so hard, at everything.


I loved him.


“I really should have asked you earlier,” Vincent said apologetically, “but is he . . . all right? Your brother?


“I mean, is he going to have to go to the hospital, or something? Because—”


“He seems,” I interrupted, only to pause a moment, trying to find a word that didn’t feel wrong.


“He seems . . . like himself,” I said.


I glanced behind me at the couch, where Herschel was sitting. He had a stack of paper in his lap, and a pen in his hand. Just like usual.


He was writing, just like usual.


Like it was just another evening, the same as all the others.


“That’s great to hear,” Vincent said.


“But,” he said, “I’m worried about you, Miriam.


“I mean, is there . . . is there anywhere you can go? In New York? If, you know . . . if you don’t feel safe, in that apartment, anymore?”


“It’s not me,” I said, “that I’m worried about.”


“Well,” Vincent countered, “I’m worried about you. Even if you aren’t, I am.


“And I’m not budging on that. You’re gonna have to deal with it. Sorry for the inconvenience, but you’re just gonna have to deal.”


He laughed, at his own joke, or half-joke, or whatever it was. His own feeble attempt to be funny, a little bit, maybe.


I loved him.


“There’s . . . nothing left for me, here,” I said.


I didn’t really mean this as an answer to his question, about whether I had anywhere else to go. Not exactly, anyway.


I’m not actually sure what I did mean, come to think of it.


“I wish I could just . . . see your face, again,” I said.


“I mean,” I said. “I see it on the screen, but . . . you know what I mean.”


“If you wanted to come out here, for a little while,” Vincent began.


My hands were shaking. It was a struggle to keep the telephone handset properly pressed to my ear, so that I could hear him.


“It’s just an idea,” Vincent said.


“If you wanted to come out here, just for a little while,” he said, “until this all blows over, or . . . well, just to give you a moment, you know, to breathe.”


I breathed. In, out.


“Vincent,” I said slowly, “I can’t do that. You know I can’t do that.


“Portland, Oregon,” I explained, “it’s . . . it’s all the way across the whole country. You know I can’t afford a plane ticket, a—”


“I can,” Vincent said, brightly.


“What?” I said.


“No you can’t,” I said flatly.


“A plane ticket out here?” Vincent said. “Oh, I can definitely afford that, if someone special to me needs it.


“I have some wealthy viewers,” he said. “You know that. And they can get . . . unusually generous . . . sometimes.


“On special occasions.


“If there’s, you know. If their money is going to an especially good cause.


“Why, I could get on the phone right now, I know just who to call, I’ve done it before! I know just what to say to them. I know they’ll be generous.


“This is a real exceptional situation, a meaningfully good cause. And these guys, I mean.


“I mean I’ve called them up just for frivolous things before and they’ve said yes. You remember the video I did, about the apex media form, you know, the one with all the special effects? That was how I—”


“I,” I said.


There was a pause.


“Thank you,” I breathed, marveling.


“I just . . .” I said, “I just want to see your face, again.”


And see your living room, I thought, but did not say. And touch that green-on-green wallpaper, and run my hands over the shadows around your bedroom door’s frame, and walk through that frame, and . . .


(And . . . )


(I brought my hand up to my forehead, and then brought it away. And held my arm out at its furthest extent, briefly, before bringing it down to my side, again.)


“I can wire you the money,” Vincent said. “I’ll do it right away! Right after you hang up the phone.


“You’ve had a hard day, Miriam. You need something to bring a smile to your face, tonight.”


“But you . . .” I said, newly confused. “You don’t have the money yet.”


“I do,” Vincent said. “Just about. I do have a bit of savings, stored away.


“I’ll wire you the money right away, and then I’ll call a few people up tomorrow morning, first thing, and they’ll be generous. And I’ll have my savings back again, just like that.”


“No, Vincent,” I said. “Just . . . just wait. Please, wait.


“Wait until you’ve called them,” I pleaded. “Until you have the money. Please. I can wait, if it’s just . . . if it’s just a day, Vincent, I can wait, please, it’s fine . . .”


The day had done enough damage already. Please, let it be over. Please don’t let my own misery bring harm to Vincent.


He had no part in it. Spare him, please.


“Sorry,” Vincent said, “I’m getting another call. I’m really sorry, Miriam.


“Do you want me to call you back, later, or . . .”


“No,” I said. My hand trembled, and the hairs on my arm were standing up.


Soon enough, I thought but did not say, there will be no need for calls any longer. Oh, yes! My love, my love!


“No, it’s fine,” I said.


“Okay,” Vincent said. “I’m going to go, now, all right, Miriam?


“It was good to talk to you.


“Be safe, please, all right?


“Be safe, for me.”


 


 


Later that night, I bought a plane ticket to Portland, Oregon.


Vincent had wired me the money for it immediately, just after the call. Just like he said.


Of course he had.


He tried so much, always, and cared so much, always.


In a way, you could almost say that he had forced my hand.


I did not have a bank account of my own, after all. And once the money was there, I wanted to make it go away again, as quickly as possible, before Ma could notice it.


I wanted to tell Ma that the plane ticket had already been bought, and couldn’t be returned.


I wanted to look my penny-pinching mother right in the eyes, and dare her to let that ticket go to waste, now that it’d already been bought, and couldn’t be returned.


I wouldn’t have to tell her that I’d bought the ticket. I could lie, and say that Vincent had bought it for me. That I’d tried to make him stop, but he wouldn’t. He’s just that way, see, Ma. Irrepressibly generous, unable to hold back his kindness and his love.


And Ma would be happy, wouldn’t she? One less mouth to feed.


At 12:35 P.M. on the 24th of December, I would be in an airport, for the first time in my life. And then in a plane, for the first time in my life.


And I would be taken up, up, into the sky—me, Miriam Schoen, way up in the sky, flying!


On the evening of the 24th of December, I would see Portland, Oregon, for the first time.


Vincent and I would be together, for the second time.


The second time, and the final time. Because we would not have to be apart, again, after that.


The money Vincent had sent me was enough for a plane ticket. But only the one plane ticket.


Only a one-way plane ticket.


But that was all right, I reflected.


That was fine.


That was perfect.




Of Birth Pangs

The hands of mortal time are running down, at last.


The hours churn and tumble with unaccustomed haste, revealing at last that their patience—though strong enough to endure years of silent waiting, centuries of orderly succession—was not without its limits.


One sometimes says, of another man: “he knows that his hours are numbered.” Now this same awareness descends upon the hours themselves. They are numbered, and know their number; they see their end awaiting them, and rush towards it, heedless of the measuring of things, heedless of the duty of self-measuring for which they were made and measured by their creator.


The hours are numbered, and know their number.


The vast storehouse fashioned for their keeping is nearly empty, now; no one with open eyes, walking that cavernous structure, could fail to notice this emptiness. It is not difficult to take a census of the remaining stragglers within it. Even a mere man could do it, and without great effort, at that.


For there are not even fifty still left, in that storehouse, out of all the multitude that was set out there at the beginning.


For it is now the morning of the fourth Tuesday.


Of Christmas Eve!


The hours know it as well as any man does; they rush to the doors of their storehouse, and coronate themselves in rushed and perfunctory ceremonies, and race through the motions of their own reigns with a light touch born of indifference and haste.


I write, now, amid the turbid vortex of hastening time. The hours rush. And I feel the rushing air over my skin, as they pass me by—then sail onwards, with the greatest speed that can be conceived, toward their long-craved deaths.


I am Herschel Schoen, who is said to know all. I am Herschel Schoen, then, who knows what the hours know.


I too must rush, as the hours do. I must make my words move as the hours move, in haste.


For there is simply not much time left in which to write.


There will be all the time that can be conceived, soon! In which to write, in which to do any other thing, in which to do every other thing!


Yes—and I will write properly, then, emending any infelicities in the papers which I now produce in haste. I will write wholly new papers, also, with higher and finer felicities which are not possible to bestow here, now, among the darkening shadows.


Each thing has its proper place, prepared for it. One takes what one is given, here, now.


Be patient, “Of Birth Pangs”! If I neglect you, it is no sign of a neglectful nature; you will very soon see the wisdom of my ways.


If you are cold, take heart: I will very soon mend all the holes in your shabby coat, and it will not be shabby at all, when I am done with it.


If you are lonely, have hope: I will very soon birth the many siblings which are your birthright, and you will not feel ashamed to show your face before them, for I will see to it that you are adorned just as they are, with a crown set high on your high brow, and the finest jewels aglitter on its brim.


But here, now—?


Here, now, I look up from the page to inspect the clock, and find that another hour has been coronated, and has reigned, and has passed away.


While I sat on the couch, composing the preceding, prefatory material—another hour was coronated, and reigned, and passed away.


In four hours, then, I will have to leave off writing, and leave home. I will walk to the subway station, then, and ride the train. I will be away, for a time, and busy with other matters.


And after I return? In the afternoon, and the evening, of Christmas Eve?


Listen carefully, “Of Birth Pangs”: your father speaks to you now, and you will very soon understand the inner meaning of his unwelcome words.


I will have time for papers, yes, this afternoon and this evening; I will write, yes, and write prodigiously. But each thing has its proper place, prepared for it. The last rite claims these afternoon-and-evening hours as its own, and I grant them to it, gladly.


The afternoon and evening will be a time for arms, for armor, for the final readying of my forces and a final survey of the ordnance amassed for their use. There will be no place set aside amongst those grim, final hours for infinitely winsome things like you, “Of Birth Pangs”—for fresh-faced babes, merry and pleasing to the eye.


So I must set down here, now, in haste, as much of your winsomeness as I can, in the numbered hours still available to me. What I set down will be numbered, finite; it will capture scarce little of what makes you precious, though you are precious, as all my papers are. For the rest of yourself, you will have to wait—but not long, now.


No, not long at all, now.


 


 


You will have to weather the night on your own, “Of Birth Pangs,” before I can attend to you properly.


A night, one night, and only that.


But then, this is not so small a thing as it might sound. For the night in question will be unlike any other.


It will be the night of Christmas Eve, and the night that inaugurates Christmas Day itself. The longest of all nights, and the coldest, and the cruelest.


And so—the value of timeliness notwithstanding—I would do you an unforgivable injustice, “Of Birth Pangs,” if I did not gird you in a more fortifying coat, in preparation for the long night that awaits you.


It would not be proper—even here, now—for me to send you on your way with no shield against the elements besides my own airy, insubstantial reflections about time’s last days, and the way that time then comports itself.


Raise up your chin, look at me. Do you see what I am holding? Yes: a second preface, a more purposeful preface, fitted specially for you. Go ahead, put it on.


What sort of thing are you, “Of Birth Pangs”?


You are a fresh-faced babe, pleasing to the eye, full of airy and insubstantial jollity. And, looking you up and down, the eye immediately catches the spark of family resemblance. You look very much like your kin, do you not?


You look very much like a part of my December chronicle—do you not?


I am taking care, as I write you, to make you the sort of thing which a mere man can take stock of, and assess, and come to understand.


A single look at you is enough to confirm this fact, but if more proof is somehow wanted, it can be easily supplied. One need only look at you, and then look at the papers which surround you on the couch, here, now, on your right and left.


These other papers are armaments, as you are—and they are only armaments, as you are not. They do not address themselves to my Mother, Ruth Schoen, or to my Sister, Miriam Schoen, or to any man of that sort, but only to their one and fatal duty.


You, however, have a doubled duty. Though you too are a weapon, you are a weapon of a garrulous and sociable sort, with a keen interest in men’s notions of propriety, and in the mist-dispersing art one must practice if one is to reach and touch men’s faculties of understanding.


One would think, then, looking at you, that you are simply another part of my December chronicle. Its next part, following “The Burden of Babylon.”


Indeed, perhaps we must grant that you are, in the end, after some hesitation. But if we hesitate, we do so with good reason.


My December chronicle—or, rather, what I suppose we must now call “my December chronicle proper”—was measured out from finite cloth, as all things are. The limits of its finite span, like the limits of man’s own finite span, were not chosen whimsically.


My December chronicle proper comprises five parts:


Of Raven


Of War


Of the Gospel (I presume here, for expediency, an affirmative resolution to the question of its inclusion in the chronicle, on which see “Of Ministry”)


Of Ministry


The Burden of Babylon


We begin, in “Of Raven,” at the beginning, on the first Monday. The very first events of note, out of all the offerings of this eventful December, are set down therein.


My Adversary revealed himself to me on that day, the first Monday; our game became a different sort of game, then, and set the rest in motion; December emerged from the murk, then, showing its true colors.


We end, in “The Burden of Babylon,” with the Sunday of the second week. On that day, I came to appreciate the nature of the last rite, and the infinite precision with which it must be prepared, lest all be lost.


On that day, my duty revealed itself to me.


I saw that it was not through the insubstantial words of Herschel Schoen, tutor, that men’s eyes were to be opened. I saw the city with the eyes of Herschel Schoen, prophet, and felt those eyes’ impotence. I understood, at last, that I was not given to the earth to teach the future with my airy breath, nor to see the future with my impotent eyes, but to make the future, with my strong and sovereign hands.


I saw how it was that I must spend the third week: in preparation. In the writing of armaments; in the gathering-together of suitable offerings, consecrated to the Intercessor; in the setting out of each thing in its proper place.


I understood my duty, then, and was glad.


My yoke emerged from the murk, showing its true colors. And showing its true heft, too—which, if Jeremiah the son of Hilkiah had known it when we spoke on the high mount, would have put a stop to all that prophet’s sneering and derision, and all his envy, as well.


My yoke was heavy, yes—but finite. It was heavy, yes—but it could be borne.


I was glad, having remembered my duty. Which was finite, I now understood, and which could be borne.


But mists still rose up, all around me, clouding the minds of my Sister, Miriam Schoen, and my Mother, Ruth Schoen.


They were fearful, still. I heard them howl in fear, and in nascent despair, still forgetting the things which made their fears baseless and their despair wholly inapposite. I saw their gazes flitting across the shadows, distracted by the fronts that plunged and churned through that dark and senseless sea, unable to glance even for one brief moment at the far horizon, which was aglow even then with the first light of the coming dawn.


It pained me, watching them howl in needless fear. And it worried me greatly, to think of the terrible lengths to which they might go, spurred on as they were by their spurious despair.


The last rite is exacting, and demands much. One could be forgiven for imagining that I, Herschel Schoen, would give the third week over fully to its demands, sparing no time whatsoever for merriment, or for the gentle redirection of wayward gazes, or for the exacting strictures into which one’s words must be fit, if one requires that they be understood by mere men.


But I am Herschel Schoen. I am a busy sort, and more industrious than most.


I have spent the third week writing, to arm myself. I have written things which were only armaments, when this was required of me. And I have written, too, things which were armaments, and which were something else as well.


I have found room, even within the exacting strictures imposed on me, to write armaments capable of serving their martial and primary purpose, and yet serving also to be of another use, a use which is my own alone, and which is proper and pleasing to me.


I wrote a December chronicle, in the third week.


In order to arm myself—and, also, in order to dispel the mists of fear and despair from the eyes of my kin—I wrote a December chronicle, in the third week.


In the name of victory, and also in the name of not prolonging fear and despair any more than is strictly necessary, I wrote a December chronicle.


In this chronicle—in plain words, for the eyes of mere men—I recapitulated how my present gladness had come to be.


I narrated, as a man might narrate to one of his fellows, the way that December’s soil was tended in the first week and the second week, and how the seeds of my gladness were sowed in it. I showed how it was that the first buds of that happy plant first showed their faces; how it was that the sprout grew, matured, flowered; how it was that it rose out of the murk, and became itself, and paraded all its thousands of true colors before my gladdening eyes.


My December chronicle proper, therefore, can have but one possible end.


What else? It ends with “The Burden of Babylon,” and with the Sunday of the second week. It ends at its beginning, and makes a merry circle; its lips touch its body, its glad mouth opens; it slakes its hunger on the feast of itself, and is made full.


In the Sunday of the second week, narrative passes the scepter to the act of narration. The December chronicle ends, and then comes to me, bidding me to begin it.


This doubled threshold, both end and beginning, doubly delimits the December chronicle proper.


Once this boundary is reached—and reached as an end, as in “The Burden of Babylon,” rather than as a beginning—the chronicler finds his material has been fully spent up. His audience feels the fullness of its belly, and knows that its former appetite for narration has been slaked, and is no more.


All things are in order, with nothing amiss. Every story which needed telling, before, has now been told. Any justification or aetiology which might be thought a prerequisite for living has now been supplied, and chronicler and audience alike are free to cast the page aside—to rouse themselves up, to soar headlong into the blue expanse of an unchronicled sky, to live.


Of matters beyond this circumscribing girdle, what could possibly need saying? Need saying here, I mean, in this way? In papers made winsome and unwarlike?


In papers like this one? Like you, “Of Birth Pangs”?


Why do I spend the hours of the last morning—of Christmas Eve itself!—with my nose deep in such trifling matters?


Why do I narrate, still, here, now, knowing full well that I was not sent as a tutor for men, but as the unseen hand that makes men’s future?


It would be a lie, if I were to say that I fully know the answer to these questions. And I am Herschel Schoen. I do not lie.


Nevertheless, I must provide some sort of answer. I owe this to you, “Of Birth Pangs.” What sort of father would I be, if I could make no answer whatsoever to that simple question which every son must ask, sooner or later: why did you make me?


Why, then? Why do I go on chronicling, when my chronicle’s inciting hunger has been thoroughly sated? Look past the border of my chronicle and you will see a fresh day’s sky spread itself open to you on the far side, cloudless, wordless, blue. And instead of simply soaring, there, I sit and stare at my lap, scribbling and scribbling, too busy narrating the day to live it. Why?


Perhaps it is only because the hours rush by, whipping up a wind that rushes continuously over my skin, whispering the hours’ death-wish to my every follicle and pore, and whispering it again in the next moment, in a ghostly voice which never tires, and which is incapable of mercy. Though I have borne a great deal in my time, and have done so without cracking or despairing, still I confess that I cannot witness the spectacle of time’s perishing and not feel a dark thing rising in me, a wild and unregulated disquiet, heedless of its own limits.


Perhaps I am only fiddling and fidgeting with my pen, as Frederick does with his stick, to dispel a restlessness and disquiet which I know is baseless, and which still churns on within me. Each man has his ways, fitted for him.


Yes, there is that. And there is more, also, beside it.


Do not imagine, “Of Birth Pangs,” that you were sired for the sake of fidgeting, and for no other reason! No such coarse aetiology could possibly suffice in the matter of your princely head.


I write, now, on the morning of the fourth Tuesday.


Four days ago, on the third Friday, I began to write “The Burden of Babylon,” the culmination of my December chronicle proper.


And yesterday, on the morning of the fourth Monday, I finished what I had started. My December chronicle, I had thought, was at an end.


But December itself churned on, heedless of my plans.


Do you hear me, Mother? Perhaps not; perhaps you will never read these words, after all.


But since I have begun to tell you a story, I now feel I must continue. Since I have thus far failed to sway you from your quest for oblivion—since you go on searching for some patch of dark earth which will remain in shadow even as all else is brought up into light—I feel I must go on trying.


Will you read “Of Birth Pangs,” Sister? Perhaps not; it did not exist at the time you were packing your suitcase, last night. You will not have it for company, today, as you wait out the churning hours of your long and lonely flight. And—no matter how brightly its dawn might shine here, now, over the high skyscrapers of the city—the gloaming shadows of Portland, Oregon will not be graced by even the merest hint of that rosy glow.


And yet I feel I must continue—for your sake. Even as you flee from me, and race towards the gloaming shadows, towards Vincent Vierge, towards despair, towards death.


My words are powerless to reach you, and hence powerless to save you. Still, I feel impelled to write as though my words had these powers.


Sister, Mother: I write to you, and for your sake. I write as though there is some power in my airy breath, my insubstantial pen, which might still reach you, and save you—even at this late hour, even on this penultimate day.


I hear the clock ticking feebly, ready to be done at last; I hear the death throes of mortal time. And I sit, here, now, on the living room couch, narrating.


Insofar as I can—where and when I am given free rein, and not wholly constrained by the last rite’s strictures—I pluck out minutes and hours from this final crop, and consecrate them.


I consecrate them to you, Mother, and to you, Sister.


I have been given the deathbed body of time, and can do with it as I like, within limits. How, then, shall I spend these last free moments?


The same way any man would, in my place. Contemplating my kin, whether or not they know it. Speaking to them, whether or not they hear.


I am Herschel Schoen. But I am a son, too, and a brother.


 


 


The present hour, which had only begun when I last checked the clock, is already in its middle age.


I must make haste, or else there will be nothing at all for my prefaces to precede!


I must tell what has happened, what is happening, in plain words, hastily, here, now.


In the third week, I began in earnest my preparations for the last rite.


I had a duty, and nine days in which to fulfill it. A duty, and nine days: these were the axle at the center, I knew, around which all else turned.


I could no longer afford, therefore, to spare any time on things which were of no consequence.


I did attend school, in my usual way, on the third Monday. Perhaps too fully worn out by the labor of receiving the last rite’s prescriptions, I did not think to do otherwise; I walked my usual morning route out of habit, thinking nothing of it, and so I found myself at school, and in school’s clutches, and unable to leave until school’s regents deemed my departure acceptable.


I experienced, for the first and last time, the private tutelage which Mrs. Rachel had prepared for me. I endured hours upon hours of her prying, and of her airy and aimless speculation.


At long last, after hours of trying to meet her questions with diversionary tactics or with mere stony silence, I relented. I engaged her in a discussion of the last rite, and my preparations for it.


I offered up a spark, then, which set her speculative mind newly ablaze. In the ill-arranged monologues and ramblings that followed, she brought the evil glare of her roving mind to bear on a host of never-before-mentioned diagnostic possibilities. Wholly new “spectra” lent their colors to her evil “picture,” and she mulled with great interest over the question of my proper placement along the graded cline of each such rainbow.


After this, I vowed to be more prudent, and more careful in my comings and goings.


I did not attend school any more, after that.


(You will note, Mother, the way I would fall into silence when you would question me about my time at school, from the third Tuesday onward. Perhaps I dissembled, in doing so; one could argue the case this way. Still, you will note that I did not lie. For I am Herschel Schoen, and I do not lie.)


Each morning, I put a stack of papers and a pen into my backpack, and left the house, to prepare.


If the libraries had not been closed, I would have gone there. As it was, I made do with parks, and with their benches. When it rained, I took shelter under the limbs of the trees.


I sat, and wrote.


I wrote my December chronicle, and I wrote much, much else alongside it.


I wrote what was needed.


I wrote in accordance with infinitely precise specifications, given to me as my duty and my yoke. I fashioned precisely that which the Intercessor and I will need, tomorrow, as we go about our work.


When lunchtime neared, I would leave my spot in the park, and walk to school. Not to my school, where evil Mrs. Rachel lay in wait for me—but to Midwood High School, just next door.


I met Frederick there, and ate with him. I ate what he ate, for he would offer a portion of it to me, in exchange for the pleasures of conversation.


I spoke with him, and with his associates, during each of their lunch periods. They told me a great many things, as was their way. And I responded in my way, telling them a single very great thing, over and over, no longer expecting that I would be understood, and thus capable of enjoying all the ways that conversation can bring pleasure even when understanding is absent.


On the third Tuesday, the natural course of conversation led me to make some vague indication of my family’s penury. I did not say much; I did not plead with Frederick, or make any reference to his own family’s famous wealth. Nonetheless—and this is the only reason I mark the occasion at all—this exchange induced Frederick to give me a small bundle of cash, on the spot, as a friendly gesture.


I thanked him, and said no more to him of money, then or at any later point.


I put Frederick’s gift to good use. I went into the city’s shops, and I purchased the things that were needed.


The things which I purchased are all around me, here, now, as I write.


I look about the living room, and smile, seeing our forces arrayed in all their finery.


I smile, seeing the orderly lines of red-and-green nutcracker men, set out in the appropriate positions, and waiting tirelessly there. I smile, seeing the hardness of their bodies, the sharpness of those bodies’ edges and corners. Everything about these men proclaims their nature, proclaims that they were fashioned for one purpose only: for war.


I smile, seeing the fierce fur of the holly wreaths. I see the abundance of these wreaths, set out in all their appropriate places on the walls of the living room—and, where appropriate, on the sides and tops of that room’s furniture—and I smile, feeling the proud vaunting joy which they proclaim in their profusion, and which their profusion itself proclaims, redoubling their chorus.


I see a small plastic potted tree, sitting where it needs to be, in one corner of the room. I see the glow of the red and green lights, strung over it, proclaiming that December does not belong to the dim grey shadows scattered over the sky, but to the Intercessor. Their bodies resemble their master’s, for he too is red and green, and lit prodigiously by a ceaseless inner flame.


I hear the simple metallic sounds of the music box that sits beside me on the couch, and I smile. I have written much, elsewhere, of the box’s song, and what that song proclaims; I need not repeat myself here.


As I write, “Carol of the Bells” sings by my side. It pounds, on and on—and then it stops, and I reach out my hand to wind the arm of the music box again, and it begins anew, with undimmed intensity. Again it pounds, on and on, proclaiming the inevitable.


In the third week I purchased these offerings, and I set them out in their proper places. The Intercessor will be pleased, I think, when he comes, to see how thoroughly I have done honor to him here.


And I wrote. With a firm hand and a fixity of purpose, I wrote papers worthy of my nutcracker retinue, papers fashioned for war.


I wrote armor, and I armored myself.


When I say that I armored myself in my papers, you must not imagine that I am using a figure of speech. I am being perfectly literal. When have I ever been otherwise?


I placed papers upon my body, setting each in its proper place; I affixed them to my flesh with tape, in the appropriate manner.


As I walked the streets of Brooklyn, New York, my papers were with me, under my shirt and coat, girding my chest and back. At lunchtime, I strode the halls of Midwood High School with a lordly air, knowing that I was well protected.


It was apposite, as well, to place papers upon my face, and my neck, and my scalp, and on all the other parts of my body not covered by clothes. Each morning, with a king’s smile on my lips, I retrieved the tape dispenser from its drawer at my bedside, and adorned myself in kingly splendor, setting papers fitted for the coming day in their proper places.


Upon my head, as was appropriate, I wore a crown.


I constructed it with great care. I gathered up a suitable collection of pages from my papers, and I folded them and taped them together with the utmost subtlety, making a structure out of them which could sit easily on the top of the head, with its proud steeple rising up from the apex of the scalp.


I have my Sister, Miriam Schoen, to thank for this. Long ago, many years before I emerged from the holy shell, she took me aside, and taught me the rudiments of tape-and-folded-paper craftsmanship. Indeed, the architecture of my crown follows very closely one of the designs which she taught to me, then.


A tricorn hat, I think she called it.


I cannot imagine, Sister, that you anticipated what significant ends your humble lesson would one day serve. Still: I thank you.


 


 


The music box pounds. The clock ticks.


Soon enough I will have to leave this couch, and go up to the city. To meet my Adversary’s regent, and take stock of him, and assess his own preparations.


I must set it down, here, now. Or else never.


The things that happened yesterday, on the fourth Monday.


I must tell you, Mother, Sister. It is only right.


For these events concern you, Mother, and you as well, Sister.


I despair for you, Mother. I despair for you, Sister.


I have opened my heart and laid myself bare before you. You have faced me, your kin, seeing how I open my heart fully to you, hearing how my voice rings out in the private darkness of the apartment rooms.


You have seen how terribly I am wracked with worries concerning you. You have seen how I hide nothing of this painful unease from you. How I give voice to my every worry and warning, unable to be held back by shame, or by fear of censure, or by any other obstruction to my purpose.


You have faced your kinsman, and seen his bare heart throbbing within his opened chest, and heard him voice his worries and doubts.


You have seen the specter of despair in my quivering eyes, and you have seen how fiercely I wrestle with that specter, setting myself utterly AGAINST your desolation and AGAINST the notion that you might, in the end, have to be given up.


And if this notion should prove true, in the end? If you should come to desolation and ruin, and leave behind incontrovertible signs of your fate, which even your kinsman could not deny, much as he might wish to?


Then, and only then, will I resign myself to the loss of you. Then, and not a moment before.


You have seen me, laying myself bare before you, for your sake. And you have met me with—what?


With blank looks of incomprehension.


Or, alternately, with looks of incomprehension which are not blank, for they are tempered and textured by impatience, by indignation, by exasperation. But even in these latter cases, incomprehension is the dominant element of the composition, dictating and structuring all the rest.


You do not understand, you tell me. What cause have I for worry, much less despair?


I have tried to tell you.


I have tried, and seen my words bounce off the impregnable hull of your incomprehension, making no mark whatsoever.


To this disheartening sight, I have reacted in the only way I can: by trying again. And again, and again. How could I do otherwise?—when to do otherwise would mean giving you up, Mother, and you as well, Sister?


Still, mists cloud your minds. Still, when I tell you I am gravely worried for your sake, you squint and cackle, and then ask me: “Why? Why is that, Herschel?”


And even now, at this late hour, these questions are not sincere. Your tone betrays your lack of interest in the answer, and reveals that you are merely humoring me. Perhaps you are not even doing that; perhaps you are only playing back a series of thoughtless reflexes, gained through extensive experience in the act of humoring me, and now able to assume full sovereignty over your arms and your mouths, leaving your hearts free to attend to their own separate duties.


Your tone of voice reveals much, at these moments.


It is a tone which grown men never use when addressing their peers (do not imagine that such things escape my notice!). No: it is only when speaking to children that men use this tone. And only when their speech concerns some forgivable folly of the sort which men expect from children, and which men believe to be wholly toothless and thoroughly tame.


“Why? Why is that, Herschel?”


You cannot hear me. I know this all too well. It is not because I harbor any convenient illusions on this point that I say: I will try, again, to tell you.


If all seems lost, still I will go on trying. Only when all is lost, and that loss makes itself irrefutably manifest before my eyes, will I cease to try.


“Why?” Why indeed! “Why?”—you ask me this NOW, knowing full well where you are headed, and knowing too that I know?


Could you really be this far gone? It is right there, laid out for you to see! Open your eyes, and look!


Simply look at the events of the fourth Monday, and—


No, no. No more of this, now.


A glance at the clock reveals an hour on its deathbed.


It is the second hour, the one that now readies itself for burial.


The second hour, of the five that I had set aside for the purpose of writing you, “Of Birth Pangs.”


In a few minutes, the second hour will be wholly gone, and there will only be three more left. And then I will have to leave you, “Of Birth Pangs.”


Tomorrow, of course, I will return to you. But whatever I write tomorrow, upon my return to you, will be wholly dissimilar to what I write now.


I will write you a crown, then, and the jewels that are upon that crown; I will write nothing that is not kingly onto you, and nothing that is not hallowed. There will be no place at all, in tomorrow’s writing, for such things as the ruin of one’s own kin, or a plaintive voice that tries and tries again to avert the inevitable.


No: if I am to write of these things, it must be now.


 


 


I sat in the Midwood High School cafeteria, directly across from Frederick, eating lunch with him and with several of his associates.


It was the fourth Monday, shortly after noon.


This was only the fifth time, I suppose, that I had eaten lunch at Midwood.


But it is odd, even in retrospect, to think in such terms.


Perform the same act twice, on successive days, and you have merely repeated yourself. Perform it a third time, however—on the very next day—and your body will begin to notice what you are doing. You have now created a routine, something which can be ossified into a thoughtless and replayable series of reflexes. Tracks are being laid down within you, already, along which the fixed courses of these automata will run—whether or not you realize it.


Perform the act again, for the fourth time? Now your routine becomes a custom. It becomes that which is done, and fades into the background, into eternity. From here on out, there is no use keeping count. The fifth time might as well be the five hundredth, for all that anyone notices.


I sat at one of the long, narrow bench tables. Frederick sat directly across from me, as was now customary.


I munched on lumps of fried dough, and on the spiced mash of meat and vegetables which was their filling. This was Frederick’s customary lunch. And Frederick had set aside a hearty portion of it for my use, as Frederick always did.


I wrote “as Frederick always did,” for I wished to underscore the hypnotic power of a custom. I meant to illustrate how, under the sway of this formidable power, one is apt to forget the distinction between that which was made on the sixth day, and that which was, instead, only made six days ago.


But I could just as well have written: “as Frederick had done exactly four times before.”


And perhaps it is truer, in the end, to put it this way.


As I sat on the bench that day, watching Frederick laugh and gesticulate, I was very keenly aware that this was our fifth lunch together at Midwood.


If a custom is that which makes one lose count, so that one cannot tell fifth apart from five hundredth? Then what Frederick and I had, in our Midwood lunches, was not in fact a custom at all. For I was in no danger whatsoever of losing count.


It was our fifth lunch together at Midwood, that day. It was our last lunch together, at Midwood or anywhere else.


A custom is that which fades into the background, into eternity. But the lunches Frederick and I shared, at Midwood, were not the sort of thing which can ever partake of eternity.


Frederick is my friend. Hence I met with him in the cafeteria of his school, and broke bread with him, as friends are wont to do.


Frederick is my friend, and my Adversary’s man. Hence I met with him in the cafeteria of his school—not habitually, not reflexively, not by custom—but five times and five times only.


Five times I sat across from him in the midst of the dying shadows, and chewed with him the food of the shadows, which pleases little and nourishes not at all. On five specific afternoons, I sat across from Frederick in that Midwood cafeteria, keeping quiet for the most part, content to merely listen as he raved and rambled.


I drank deeply of him, those five afternoons, knowing that his well would very soon run dry. Aware that none of this would be permitted to pass through the gates of eternity, I made a miniature eternity of my own within its five-fold walls.


I splashed and swam in the shallows of mortal time, reveling in its ignorance of the inevitable. I kicked my feet against the strange, smooth, innocent shorebed at its bottom, where things that cannot last are nonetheless seen to flourish, for a time, among the seaweed and the rocks. Even the impossible can sprout there, for a time, before being called up out of the murk to account for itself.


On those five afternoons, I let the impossible pass into me. I gave it temporary lodging, within me, and was no less courteous with this odd guest than I might have been with any other.


A five-hundredth lunch, no different than the fifth—why not? Herschel Schoen settling in to the bench table for the five thousandth time—why not?


Herschel Schoen face to face once again with his Adversary’s man, and smiling as he always does, and drinking deep of the cybernetic doctrines that pour from that man’s evil lips, as always. Why not? The gates of eternity cannot admit the impossible, it is true, but they cannot admit the mortal, either. Shadow is shadow, and there is no need to split hairs further.


All this was pleasant enough, while it lasted. But as I have said, it could not last.


Its days were numbered, and that well of numbers has run dry. It was mortal, and now it has died.


There will be no sixth lunch, at Midwood or anywhere else.


For there will be no further delay in the matter of my Adversary’s man, and the proper handling of such a man.


Today, in Washington Square Park, I will meet my friend Frederick one last time.


I will do my best to bid him farewell, then. It will not be easy, for he still believes in impossible things. For him, the twenty-sixth of December is no less real than the present day, and the sixth lunch at Midwood no less real than the fifth. How can one reason with such a man? How can one press the finality of the occasion upon him, so that the meaning he construes is the same one which was intended?


I do not harbor any convenient illusions about my likelihood of success, but still I must try, in honor of him.


That will be the last time I see my friend Frederick.


As for Frederick qua Frederick? Frederick Eggert? The pimpled prodigy and polymath, with a great evil in him, inherited from his evil father?


As for Frederick, my Adversary’s man?


As regards him, matters are slightly different.


I will not see the last of Frederick Eggert today, in Washington Square Park. Nearly, but not quite. I will meet him one more time, soon afterward.


I will meet him tomorrow morning, on Christmas Day, with the Intercessor riding close by my side.


And then—?


I will tear Frederick Eggert’s arms from their sockets.


I will throw his limbless, wretched body to the ground.


My heel will grind his face into the dirt, and I will keep watch over him as he bleeds.


I will not leave off watching until I am quite sure that every drop of his evil blood has been drained from the pallid husk beneath me.


Then I will crouch over his exsanguinated and broken torso, and I will extract the bones from it.


I will place them beside the other bones which I will have taken from his dismembered limbs, so that all Frederick’s bones are collected together upon the ground, in an orderly array. And I will visit each bone in turn, and bring it under my heel, and crush it, and grind it into a fine dust.


There is no compromising with evil.


My Adversary has set himself against me. And so, I set myself against him. I set myself against him utterly, and without exception, and without mercy.


 


I sat in the Midwood High School cafeteria, directly across from Frederick.


On the fourth Monday. Shortly after noon.


Time is scarce, and I have not yet touched upon the matters which crucially involve you, Mother, and you, Sister. Prudence would advise me to skip over the earlier parts of that lunch hour entirely, so as to ensure that I will have sufficient time to develop the crucial episode near the end of the lunch hour in the careful manner which it deserves, and which you deserve.


I will do no such thing, however. Prudence is a virtue, but it is not the only virtue, nor is it the highest virtue.


I will begin shortly after noon, not far from the start of the lunch hour. I will begin with Frederick.


With Frederick, and with his evil enthusiasms, which were then reaching their apex, their culminating realization. The evil growths which had always been latent within him were flowering at last, showing their true and sickly colors for all to see, and their sharp thorns.


I will begin with Frederick, speaking evil. With Frederick, speaking in the tangled, ingrown, infelicitous language which is my Adversary’s native tongue.


I do this in honor of you, Frederick. I will not pass over your apex in silence; I will not write as though the words we said to one another, in our last true conversation, were of no significance.


And I do this as a preparation.


You will never read these words, Frederick; tomorrow, I will show no mercy towards you, and make of you a thing which cannot read any words whatsoever. You will never know how I have honored you, today. Nevertheless, I do honor you today, so as to prepare the fate which will be yours tomorrow.


You may well think that fate ignominious, when it comes, and not befitting of your princely nature. But I will know better. I will know that you have been honored and held up, in preparation for your end; I will know how you were placed on a kingly dais, and how the fullness of your splendor shone out in a fitting and final display, and how Herschel Schoen himself fell to his knees before your feet.


“More is different!” Frederick exclaimed, shortly after noon, at the lunch table.


“More is different, it really is!


“Daddy and I always said so, of course. Daddy and I predicted all this.


“Not the particulars of it—I suspect there is some way to predict those, too, but we haven’t found it yet. But the abstract shape of the development, I mean. We expected that.


“It would have been a surprise, really, if it hadn’t happened.


“If ‘more’ had arrived, but arrived alone. Without ‘different’ tagging close behind it. Now that would have been remarkable, and fascinating, and in need of explanation.


“What has happened, though . . . ‘more’ and ‘different’ arriving together, right on cue . . . because more is different, and cannot be anything else but different . . .


“That’s the default, if you ask me. The ‘null hypothesis,’ if you prefer hypothetico-deductivist midwit lingo.


“The production function for multiplexed automatic transduction can be characterized, to a quite good approximation, through its leading exponent alone. Know that exponent, and you know all there is to know about the determinants of automatic transduction skill, at least in the massively-multiplexed setting.


“This tendency holds across all probed regimes, for every bank of transducible functions which arises naturally. If some of the functions are more complex than others, so be it: they will be transduced automatically in order of ascending complexity, and the law which governs the relative frequencies of the various function-complexities will have some leading-order tail behavior, which can be converted by means of a simple calculation into the exponent governing the leading-order behavior of the production function.


“The production function never fails. That’s not a theorem, it could have been false, it just . . . wasn’t. It was a prediction, of daddy’s and mine, and we were right.


“So that’s the ‘more,’ then, securely in our hands.


“As for the different, well! I admit I struggle, trying to conceive of a mind which could doubt its appearance on the scene.


“What would the hypothesis even be?


“It is a theorem that any function, of any complexity, admits of an asymptotic representation as an infinitely large machine of the Generalized Eggert Regulator type.


“It is an empirical fact that daddy’s automatic transduction algorithm, when applied to a finite machine of this type, causes the machine to converge rapidly toward a highly accurate approximation of the function whose sampled input-output pairs serve as the algorithm’s own inputs.


“It is an empirical fact, too, that multiplexed transduction of many simultaneous functions is feasible.


“And even more than that: when the node count is sufficiently high to escape a boundary layer near zero, the multiplexing of many highly heterogeneous functions within a single Generalized Eggert Regulator actually yields beneficial interference, presumably because there is usually some conceptual overlap between any pair of practically relevant functions, and the overlapping part can be stored once rather than duplicated across nodes, as it would be if one employed two smaller Regulators to tackle each of the functions in isolation.


“It is an empirical fact, then, that arbitrarily many functions of arbitrarily high complexity can be transduced automatically onto the same single Regulator. With beneficial interference, even.


“And as the size and complexity of the function bank is steadily increased, how could the Regulator fail to display novel behaviors, when run in its self-stimulative mode?


“What—am I supposed to imagine that the Regulator does its job, and approximates some immensely complicated function to quite close accuracy, and somehow fails to exhibit identically complicated behavior itself, when its input terminals are hooked up to its output terminals in a feedback loop? To predict is to become!”


He had lost me some time ago. I opened my mouth, and let it hang open for a moment, realizing that it had run out ahead of my words.


It is not always easy to concoct an interjection which can be lobbed into the stream of Frederick’s monologuing without precipitating some sort of disaster.


He is always kind, and always patient; that is not the trouble. But he runs far ahead of me, in his monologuing, and he is given to assuming that a silent listener is a listener who understands him perfectly. The gap between the comprehension he imagines in me, and the ignorance which I harbor in its place, only grows inexorably as my silences drag on. And this, in turn, only encourages my further silence: a single ill-chosen word could be enough to reveal the whole ignominious extent of the gap, all at once.


“Your father,” I said, slowly.


Frederick paused, mid-sentence, and waited for me to finish.


His angular face beamed at me. His eyes had grown brighter, in recent days. His smile had become unregulated, boyish, overflowing.


I wanted very much to avoid disappointing him. He was so patient with me, and so earnestly intent on “educating” me on all the topics which were closest to his heart.


“You and your father,” I began again, “predicted something, which has now come to pass. A ‘development,’ you called it, earlier.


“What is this ‘development’?”


Frederick made a hrmph noise, pairing it with a kind of full-body shrug.


If another man had gestured in this way, I would have taken it as a sign of exasperation with me. But I know Frederick. If he is exasperated, in moments like this one, it is only at the wires and terminals within himself, for failing to predict and master the course of events.


Still, it was clear enough that I had revealed my hand. The gap was no more. The full extent of my ignorance had been laid bare for Frederick’s consideration.


“Herschel,” he said, “I explained all that just a minute ago. Weren’t you listening?”


I hung my head, and was silent.


“I explained it on Friday, too,” Frederick said. “Were you listening then?”


His voice had nothing of the harshness that one sees in his words, considered on their own. I remember quite clearly what he said—it was exactly what I have written above, between quotation marks—and yet I cannot shake the feeling that the words on this page are not his words. Taken out of their proper context, pried away from his boyish grin and his shining eyes, set down on the page to fend for themselves, these words display a crudeness which has no counterpart in their patient and subtle fashioner.


I recalled to mind, as best I could, the nature of Frederick’s lunchtime monologue on the day to which he had referred.


“You spoke to me with tremendous excitement, on the third Friday,” I said.


“As you did,” I said, “on the third Thursday, also.


“And on the preceding day. And the day before that day.”


Frederick nodded.


Something new had risen up inside him, at the opening of the third week. And, though the third week and its preparations placed immense demands upon my resources of attention, still I could not fail to notice the change in Frederick.


A new and unregulated enthusiasm had taken root within him. Taking succor from his soil, it grew precipitously, and flourished. A riot of shoots and branches and blooms was unfolding within Frederick, and his voice took on new colorations, emulating the giddy hues of the blossoms. His limbs, which had always jerked and trembled, now did so with a greater intensity, and in a wholly new way, not quite his own.


His father’s machines were the cause, he told me.


The growth within him was a reflection, he told me, of a similar growth in these machines.


His excitement seemed to mount and mount, day after day, without end.


Each time we spoke, he made a curious show of repudiating all his former excitement, only to claim in the same breath that today’s excitement was the genuine article.


“That was kid stuff,” he would say each time. “That was all kid stuff. What I saw this morning, in the lab, before heading out to school . . . everything before was just kid stuff, mere toys, in comparison.


“That was real, in the lab, this morning. This is the real deal. It’s here, Herschel, here at last! Clear out the toys, because playtime is over!


“Me and my incorrigibly low standards, eh? Look at me, how I got all worked up over mere toys, just yesterday. Look at me: I see a machine perform the simplest of tricks, with only a few errors along the way, and I get myself into a tizzy.


“When something real, something big, gets dumped in my lap? Like it did this morning, in the lab? I don’t even know what to do with myself! I keep trying to raise the bar, but somehow I can never raise it quite high enough.”


He would say something of this nature, on each day, during the third week.


He would pause in the midst of a monologue, sometimes, and stare silently into the middle distance, his eyes glassy with awe. Whatever it was that awed him, however, would soon enough be revealed as yet more “kid stuff,” put to shame by this morning’s laboratory marvels.


“Your father,” I ventured, “has made some sort of breakthrough in his work.


“Armed with this discovery,” I said, “your father has been able to produce new machines more quickly than ever before. His evil aim, substitution, comes visibly closer to fruition with each passing day, now.”


Frederick laughed.


His laugh was loud, wild, unregulated. Even the unflappable Madeleine jumped in her seat next to him, when she heard it.


“Discovery?” Frederick said. “Ha!


“Psh, discovery. Daddy does not make discoveries, Herschel. He distills a governing curve, computes its leading behavior, and then rides it smoothly toward his destination.


“He calculates his course once, at the very beginning, and then follows it, all the way. No roadbumps, no sudden ‘discoveries’ that catch him by surprise.”


“But,” I said, “his research has changed, recently, hasn’t it? It has picked up speed, at the very least.


“That acceleration—was it one of the things your father foresaw at the very beginning?


“I cannot imagine so,” I said, “given how thoroughly it appears to have taken his son by surprise.”


“Well,” Frederick said, wrinkling his face in concentration.


“Well,” he said after a pause, “yes and no.


“I mean, well. I mean, yes. Sure, if you must.


“If you really must, then yes, I suppose I have to admit it: daddy has come up with a few new tricks, recently. And they do wonders for the stability of the automatic transduction process, and for its rate of convergence as well.


“But Herschel—you must understand this—they are only tricks. Little tricks, easy to explain and forehead-smackingly obvious in hindsight.


“They aren’t anything like what I think you’re picturing, when you use the word ‘discovery.’


“So for instance,” he said, starting to fiddle with his hair, and matching the cadence of the fiddling to the cadence of his speech.


“For instance, daddy’s early Regulator machines were structured in the simplest possible way, on the circuit level.


“All the input terminals were wired up to an array of units, and that array was wired up to the next, and so on. The wires were many-to-many. Everything that could be connected was connected.


“And not with ordinary wires, mind you—it was all done with wires of daddy’s special sort, capable of adjusting their electrical parameters in response to negative feedback originating in the output terminals.


“This design worked, so it got a lot of use, earlier on. But if you think about it from a signal-processing perspective, you’ll see it’s very far from ideal.


“If you stack up more and more arrays, all wired up like that, you will often find that the adjustable wires conspire to magnify tiny ripples near the input terminals into outsized disturbances near the output terminals, washing away every other pattern which the nodes near the output ought to be taking stock of.


“Meanwhile, when you feed the system’s errors back through its output terminals, those error signals will diminish as they go further back—this is merely the expansion effect I just noted, except in reverse.


“And so the nodes of the different arrays do not adapt to feedback at the same rate. A reasonable rate of progress near the output terminals implies glacially slow adjustment at the other end. And if you try to speed up the slow parts, then the fast ones will go even faster, and become unstable.


“But Herschel, it does not take any discoveries to fix the problem. Only tricks, simple tricks, obvious in hindsight.


“These days, daddy always strings up an extra set of wires between each array and the next.


“These wires aren’t many-to-many. Each node has just one of them, which connects it to a single node in the next array. And these are ordinary wires, too, not adjustable ones.


“These wires simply conduct the signals they are given, without changing them. They do not magnify or diminish anything, by themselves. In isolation, their signal propagation qualities are made to order, precisely what we’d wanted.


“Their only problem is that they cannot adjust. But the adjustable wires are there, too, alongside them. So long as their conductances are kept small—relative to the conductances of the ordinary wires—they cannot do much to alter the signal-propagation picture, and so we are in the clear. And since they can adjust, so too can the system as a whole, just like daddy’s original design could.”


I was trying my best to keep up with him. He deserved no less.


“Your father,” I said, “aspires to create a machine which can behave just as a man does.


“Do the machines behave more like men, then, when their innards are fitted with this additional mesh of wires?”


Frederick produced an uninterpretable volley of sighs and staccato jerks, and then was still.


“That is not the right question, Herschel,” he said.


“It does not matter,” he said, “what happens, or does not happen, as an immediate result of any one variation in the design.


“What matters is its effect on the rate of future change. Its effect on the governing trend, and the leading exponent of that trend.


“Herschel, you must grasp this point, if you are ever to understand what is happening.


“I mentioned one trick, the one with extra wires. There are plenty more where that came from. But you needn’t worry yourself over the details.


“They are all the same, in the end, really. Because there’s only really one thing that can ever be wrong with a Generalized Eggert Regulator, at the design level.


“What you want is for the system to be humming away, during adaptation, with every number inside it kept on roughly the same scale. They can change, of course—that’s the point—but they shouldn’t be vastly bigger or smaller than one another.


“The currents that flow upward, the errors that feed back, and the adjustments of electrical parameters in response to that feedback: all of these need to be kept about the same size, through the whole adaptation process, if you want that process to be optimally swift and stable.


“All of daddy’s tricks are simply different ways of keeping these unruly numbers in line.


“Daddy keeps the numbers under control with extra wires, yes.


“He does it with specialized cells, too, that directly measure the average size of their input and then divide that input by this number, yielding an average size of one-point-oh in the output, guaranteed.


“He sets the electrical parameters just right, too, at the start of the adaptation process. Those parameters are whatever daddy chooses; why not arrange them so their numbers are all on the same scale, to start things out on the right foot?


“He does it in all kinds of ways. But those ways, they’re merely different means to the same end.


“All of the details are spurious, you mustn’t fixate on them. The thing I’m trying to get you to understand—it’s a fact about a general class of systems in the abstract, and nothing can be allowed to matter besides the short list of properties that characterizes the class.


“All my talk about ‘wires’ and ‘electrical parameters,’ say—that’s just for ease of exposition, a lie-to-children. Daddy hardly uses any electrical components at all, these days—they’re far too slow for his taste. He’s redesigned everything from the ground up, now, based on optics. No speed limit except the universal one, the speed of light itself!


“But I’m not talking about optical devices either. I’m not talking about wires, or shot noise, or stimulated emission, or about this trick or that trick, or about anything else at all. I am talking in the abstract, about an idealized class of systems called Generalized Eggert Regulators, and the abstract numerical constants that characterize systems of this class.


“Those numbers matter; nothing else does.


“And once those numbers are set up right, there is nothing left to do.


“There are no more discoveries left to make. Daddy’s machine is perfect. All that’s left is to feed it sampled input-output pairs, and watch it do its magic.”


Although he had said much—some of which I had even understood, no less—it did not add up, so far as I could tell, to any sort of answer.


“Frederick,” I pressed.


“You tell me,” I said, “that your father’s cybernetic systems are not the same from one day to the next.


“They put all their past feats to shame, again and again. They grow more and more astounding—by your lights, anyway.


“All that is solid is melting into air, it would seem, in Damien Eggert’s private laboratory.


“You remind yourself that you have set your expectations too low. Your mind reaches for wild marvels, for absurd hopes, for the very limit of what it can conceive. And twenty-four hours later, you peer into your father’s laboratory again, and see things which are so wild and so absurd that you had ruled them out without even thinking. You realize, yet again, that your expectations will need to be raised.


“And twenty-four hours after that? It all happens again, in just the same way.


“The machines did not always develop so quickly. They did not, did they, Frederick?”


Frederick shook his head.


His face had dimmed, suddenly. His usual exuberance was nowhere to be seen.


“What changed them?” I pressed. “Why do they astound you in this way, now, in December? As they have never done before?”


Frederick’s arms slouched, uncharacteristically, at his sides. It was not a welcome sight. I felt myself pine for the usual avidity of those arms, for their restless way of wheeling and waving.


My friend had an appetite for joy, did he not? He ate his fill of joy, in every moment, did he not?


Or was I merely mistaken? Had I been mistaken the entire time, from the first Monday on?


I have been known, on occasion, to be a less than satisfactory judge of character.


I looked across the cafeteria table. And for the first time, it was not my friend Frederick that I saw there, but Frederick Eggert. Damien Eggert’s son.


Gleaming, sorcerous, demoniac.


Pryer and delver, and despoiler of temples.


Frederick looked down in silence at his cafeteria tray, refusing to meet my eyes.


 


 


“Well,” Frederick began, abortively.


“It’s a combination of things, really,” he said, making another attempt.


“No big discoveries,” he said. “Remember? Just a matter of stacking one simple trick on top of another. Getting the key numbers right. That’s all.”


I glared at him.


“Frederick,” I said. “You are leaving something out, I think.


“The first time we met, you told me that your father had made a machine which predicted a human pilot. Which foretold how he would move the controls of his plane, in the next moment.


“Your father did this—I was given to believe—by recording the real motions of a man, within a real plane. Using this recording, in conjunction with his ‘principle of control through negative feedbacks,’ he coaxed the mindless straw and made it dance, in ghoulish mimicry of the original man in his original plane.”


At the phrase “ghoulish mimicry,” Frederick cringed slightly. He did not speak up to contradict me, however. His silence was disquieting; it seemed at variance with the deepest parts of his nature.


“I had imagined, then,” I said, “that the nature of the recording dictates the nature of the dance.


“Chaff conceives chaff, and stubble brings forth stubble. Straw sheds no light upon itself, and it glows with a pilfered flame, if it glows at all.


“A machine, fashioned out of metal, has nothing which it may rightfully call its own. It is an assemblage of shadows, housing deeper shadows within.


“A man may be a pilot, but he is never only that. For him, piloting is a trade, which can be taken up and put aside as he pleases. The potential that is implicit in his will is a thing that was always present in that will, in its entirety, from the first moment onward.


“Perhaps it is possible to build a circuit which follows a recording of a pilot, and learns to move as he does. But it does not move for the reasons he moves, even if the motions are the same.


“His dominion ranges over every beast of the field, and every fowl of the air. He is a pilot only by circumstance, and might become anything else, under another circumstance. His will came first, and all his sixthmade pluripotency derives from its seed.


“But the circuit—though it may act just as he does, when he is piloting—cannot become anything but what it is. It has nothing to call its own.


“One must give it another sort of recording, and start anew, if it is to do anything else. Is that not right, Frederick?”


Frederick raised up his head.


Mischief glimmered in his smile. His eyes were cupped half-moons, dancing with a secret mirth.


When he spoke, I rejoiced. The spark was still in him, I saw; it had merely been hiding, and only for a moment.


“That is not exactly wrong,” he said. “In fact you’re right, more or less.


“You’re right, but only within a limited scope, narrower than ‘machines’ or ‘circuits.’ Those are more flexible beasts than you seem to imagine.


“What you’re describing is what daddy and I would call a single-use Regulator. One that’s only tasked with the transduction of a single thing, a single activity—piloting, say, for instance.


“You’re not wrong. Dinosaurs like that really did exist! And yes, daddy’s old fire-control circuit was one of them.


“Daddy never makes them anymore, though. All his machines are multiplexed, now. Massively multiplexed.


“We don’t just give them one kind of recording, anymore, about one narrow task or job function. We ask them to predict all kinds of things.


“Things that people do, of course. And things that nature does, too, in the background, when people aren’t watching.”


To Frederick, this distinction about multiplexed machines seemed to be a distinction of some importance. I could not imagine why.


I thought: bundle up straw in whatever manner you like, and it is still straw.


“So,” I said. “Rather than constructing many circuits which lack minds and wills, your father has decided to conjoin them, and make a single circuit without mind or will.


“Instead of dancing falsely in imitation of a single man, this circuit can dance falsely in many different ways, imitating any of the men who were recorded for its benefit.


“It comes to much the same thing,” I said, “doesn’t it?”


Frederick sighed, but not unhappily.


Only now was he plumbing the depths of my ignorance. Only now did he appreciate how much he had wasted his breath with me, earlier on. Bewitched by the glamour of “daddy’s” newest machines, he had been using his technician’s argot with me more often than not, in recent days. Dazed by the apparitions that visited him daily in “daddy’s” laboratory, he supposed without even asking that I understood it all. And in his defense, I had not spoken up to correct him.


Now he retraced his steps, more carefully, so that even I had a chance of understanding them. Was he disappointed in me? No doubt he was. But the opportunity to “educate” me was pleasing to the tutor in him, I saw.


Pleasure and disappointment contested, then, inside Frederick. But there could be no doubt about the eventual victor. As I have said: he had an appetite for joy.


“Once again,” Frederick said, “it’s more complicated than you imagine, Herschel.


“There is beneficial interference between the multiplexed functions,” Frederick said. “Which means, well . . . hmm . . .”


He stroked his chin, considering how to make his point intelligible to the likes of me.


As I waited, my eyes darted across the table. I saw the faces of Frederick’s associates, to his left and right, and by my own sides also.


I saw Madeleine’s eyes. She stared, intently, in my direction. Her gaze was fixed on a point just above my head.


She was looking at my crown, I realized.


Her lips were curled in a not-smile. It was broader than her usual fare, but just as inscrutable.


I envisioned a dark landscape, where Madeleine lay in a field of cords.


Her hands toyed with the mangled remains of what was once a paper crown, and a mess of chewed paper fell from her not-grinning lips, in disorderly strands—


No, no!


Not now, of all times!


“Frederick,” I said.


It was impolite, interjecting like this, without waiting for him to collect his thoughts. But I needed him. I needed him, now, lest I fall into the abysses of Madeleine’s curls, lest I heed the command that was woven into them: give up, resign yourself, let yourself die.


“When your father feeds his newest creations, Frederick,” I said, “what sorts of recordings does he give them?”


This was not mere lunchtime banter, like much of what preceded it. This was a matter of preparations, and of war.


 


 


“Oh . . . well, everything!” Frederick exclaimed, rather too readily.


“Everything,” I said.


“Every sort of recording, do you mean?”


“In a sense,” Frederick said, “I suppose.


“Though the relevant notion of ‘recording’ may be more . . . expansive than what you are imagining.”


I could make nothing of this.


“Anything that can be converted into voltages on the terminals of a Regulator,” Frederick said, “is fair game.


“Which really just means anything, actually,” he said. “The conversion into voltages does require some fancy engineering tricks, sometimes, but it’s nothing that daddy and his team can’t handle.


“So yes: anything. ‘Anything that is a product of the human mind, and anything in nature which could stimulate the intellect.’


“That’s daddy’s criterion for transduction eligibility. It’s very broad, you’ll note.”


I stared at him, thinking: I see now why you hesitate, before revealing such things.


I thought: you imagine that I might be ignorant of my Adversary’s intentions. You imagine that you might let slip some secret which will confer an advantage to me, on the field of battle.


His concern was baseless, of course. I knew what my Adversary meant to do. I had seen it at once, on the first Monday, when Frederick and I had first met.


Raven, pattern, prediction, substitution. My Adversary’s plans are fitted to my Adversary’s taste, and so any part of them cannot help but reveal the whole. If you show me the seed, do not expect the branch or the flower to take me by surprise, later.


My Adversary was not making a substitute pilot. He was not making a substitute for any one thing, or another. His plan called for a substitute world, with a false image of each and every thing contained in it.


In Frederick’s terms, my Adversary wished to raise “massive multiplexing” to its apex. To “multiplex” everything, leaving nothing out.


A massive undertaking indeed! And one that would have to be finished very soon. My Adversary’s preparations, like my own, will be for naught unless they are wholly complete by Christmas Day. For my Adversary and I will be racing one another, on Christmas Day, each of us striving to realize his designs before the other party has a chance to realize his.


There was nothing surprising, then, in the newly frantic pace of Damien Eggert’s research. My Adversary felt the dying of the hours just as I did; he saw the horizon, and the glow that was growing there. And so, he spurred his agents and regents to make haste, to redouble their efforts, to sacrifice sleep and even sanity in the name of shepherding his massive project to completion.


Though it was not surprising to hear of this, the hearing of it was a welcome thing, nonetheless. It meant that my Adversary had been insufficiently careful when first he measured out the great task before him. Surely he would have maintained an even stride, all the way through to Christmas, if he had been able to.


His work had fallen behind schedule. Why else would he find it necessary to accelerate it, now, at the last minute?


I have often said that I have great respect for my Adversary. In this moment, however, my faith in him began to waver.


I thought: have I been facing a mere fool, across the game board, this entire time?


I thought: Has all my respect been paid to an imaginary man, a character of my own devising? To my own ideal of a worthy opponent, rather than the real hand that moves the enemy pieces, and may well move them rashly, with haste, in foolishness?


I thought: I have seen your many works, Adversary. They struck fear into me, as they were meant to do. But wars are not won through lavish public displays.


Frederick was looking at me with an amused air, I noticed. No doubt he had taken note of my silent reverie, and wondered what sorts of wild follies might be coursing unseen through my inscrutable mind.


I met his sly, guarded smile with a smile of my own, of a very different sort.


“Frederick,” I said, in a strong loud voice, a voice readied for war.


“Has your father tried putting Raven’s Matrices through the ‘input terminals’ of his machines?”


I did not need to ask; I knew he had. Only a fool could imagine otherwise.


Frederick grinned, and his eyes narrowed.


The expression was one I had seen on his face many times before, but never on the face of any other man. The obvious glimmers of malice and perverse intent which ridged its edges could not hide the pure-hearted merriment which formed its soft and molten core. Indeed, the whole of it was all the more endearing for the inclusion of these dissonant notes.


It was the look of an evil friend. Both sides of that two-word paradox were equally manifest in it, and brought to their apex.


“Oh, Herschel,” Frederick said. “Herschel Schoen! No one else like you out there, that’s for sure.


“Hardly anyone asks the right questions,” he said. “Even smart people.


“But you do,” he said. “It’s what I like about you.”


“What happens,” I asked, “when a Raven problem is put through the machine?


“Can the machine see what it is? Can it select the answer which is deemed to be quite right?”


Frederick leaned towards me, and spoke to me in a gleeful whisper, confirming what I had in fact already known.


My Adversary’s machines, like all machines, were made for a single task, which they cannot help but do—and which they carry out with peerless efficiency, with unmanlike savantry. The threshing machine threshes, the mechanical reaper reaps—and my Adversary’s creations forget.


“Oh, daddy’s machines can do Raven, all right,” Frederick said.


“Daddy’s machines can get them all, on Raven,” he said.


 


 


Frederick sat across from me, and Madeleine sat to his left. On his right was another one of his associates, Florian.


Florian’s skin was tanned, his hair bleached-blonde. Well-tended muscles bulged from his forearms. His chiseled, jutting chin was nearly the stuff of the comic pages.


He was usually silent, in my experience, content to sit and radiate, attracting admirers like moths.


But he spoke up, then.


He was looking straight at me, I saw. He wore a look of astonishment, but it was a casual and regulated one, and did nothing to dim his radiance. He seemed entirely the master of his own astonishment, and wholly unsurprised by his own surprise.


“Wait,” he said. “Herschel Schoen?


“No way. No way.”


“I am Herschel Schoen,” I confirmed.


Florian turned to Frederick.


“Frederick,” he said, “that’s Ruth Schoen’s kid.” He nodded slightly in my direction, but only to clarify the referent of his remark; he was talking to Frederick, not to me.


“I am aware,” Frederick muttered.


Florian turned to me.


He showed me a jagged and lopsided smile. I saw the malice, and the perverse intent, which he was laying bare before me. They ruled his face absolutely, untempered by any of the warmer feelings that ordinarily accompany a smile.


He laughed, mechanically, without any real mirth. It seemed a perfunctory gesture, only a way of clarifying how little he thought of me, by purporting to find the very notion of me amusing.


“How’s it feel,” he said, “to be the son of a terrorist?”


I jumped in my seat.


“What?!” I said.


I was not even angry, not yet. That would come a few breaths later.


The allegation was so wholly unexpected, and so wholly bizarre, that no immediate reaction was possible—save for the blank and abject confusion which I had just voiced. Florian’s utterance was an alien thing, hurled down from an alien place, with no earthly precedents to serve as guides to its nature and meaning.


Florian did not elaborate, but simply watched me, grinning his awful grin.


Everyone was watching me, now, I noticed. On the opposite side of the table, three pairs of eyes converged on my face: Florian’s, Frederick’s, Madeleine’s.


“Son of a terrorist,” Madeleine said. Her tone was pointed, but where it pointed was unclear; an ambiguous perversity dripped from it.


“Edgy,” she said, biting her lip. “I like it.”


Her perversity was not so ambiguous, now, I suppose. It is easy enough to discern her meaning, as I consider the moment in retrospect. At the time, however, I paid her little mind. Other, graver matters demanded my full attention.


For my anger could be delayed no longer, and I now felt it arriving, in full force.


“You would do well,” I said, “to watch your words, where my Mother, Ruth Schoen, is concerned.”


I drained my body of all feeling, and then restored into it only the things I wished to lay bare before all those assembled at the table: lordly contempt, lofty disdain, unleashed and unregulated spite.


“Perhaps you imagine,” I said, “that my Mother, Ruth Schoen, is the sort of woman of whom one can say what one wishes, with no concern for the truth or propriety of one’s words.


“If so,” I said, “I pity you. If so, you will come to regret it, in times that are very soon to come. You will regret, and wish to repent, and make amends—but it will be much too late for that.”


“Ooh,” Madeleine said, giving Florian a nudge on the arm. “Was that a threat? I think he just threatened you, Florian.


“Be careful,” she said, in a loud fake whisper, with mock concern. “He’s got a few screws loose.”


Florian simply laughed. It was another one of his perfunctory laughs, though this one seemed to have a rather different meaning.


“I gotta watch what I say, huh,” Florian said, smirking. “Yeah, I bet.


“’Cause if I don’t, she’s probably gonna get Charlie to take me out, right?


“I mean, if she doesn’t do the job herself—which, let’s be real, she totally would. I mean it’s Ruth Schoen we’re talking about, here.”


“Charlie?” I said.


“Yeah, Charlie Packard,” Florian said. “You know, the union leader? Her new squeeze?”


I stared in silence, trying to make sense of this. An alien thing, ambiguously perverse, laid out at a right angle to Truth.


“A whirlwind romance for the ages,” Florian said, with mock sentiment. “Zero to sixty in record time. The Bonnie and Clyde of bomb-throwing nihilism.”


My Mother, Ruth Schoen, was romantically involved with a man? Could this be true?


Could it be true that she was, and yet she had not told me of it?


Frederick, I noted, had been silent for the whole of the exchange. Wishing to understand this, I looked straight across the table, trying to meet his eyes.


Frederick’s face was downcast, and in shadow. His hands were in his hair, kneading and rearranging it in a repetitive yet highly intricate manner. This was an advanced form of fidgeting, I supposed, only accessible to those who have reached Frederick’s heights of paired neurosis and genius.


He seemed to notice, after a moment, that I was looking at him. In any case, he finally spoke up.


“Florian, please,” Frederick muttered. His manner had a primness, and a deference, which were wholly inapposite to the needs of the moment.


“I don’t think . . . this . . . is . . .” he said. “I don’t think this . . . is necessary, Florian.”


“I dunno, man,” Florian said. “I think it’s pretty weird that you’re hanging around with Ruth fucking Schoen’s kid, to be honest. I think it’s pretty fucking weird.”


“Florian, please,” Frederick said. “Not now.


“Not right in front of him, for Christ’s sake, Florian.


“Herschel and I were just having a pleasant discussion, about . . . some of our shared interests, and, well! Seeing as the lunch period is nearly over, anyway, why don’t we just . . .”


Somehow, it seemed, he could not bring himself to carry even this straightforward notion through to its obvious conclusion. He trailed off, again, instead.


Rage flashed in me.


I thought: Frederick, even if your cowardice did not prevent you from intervening in my defense, I would have no need of your assistance, none WHATSOEVER.


I looked straight at Florian. I made my eyes wide, and freed them from their habitual need to blink.


“Why,” I said to Florian, “do you believe that my Mother, Ruth Schoen, is romantically involved with one Charles Packard, and plans violent acts in conspiracy with him?”


“Wait,” Florian said. For the first time, he seemed to actually be talking to me, rather than simply speaking in my direction as part of a performance whose audience did not include me.


“Wait,” he said. “You didn’t know? Like, seriously?”


His expression showed that he thought I was a pitiful fool. But even this was a vast improvement on the prior state of play. His question was not rhetorical. He had made his move, and now he was waiting for the fool to make his own.


“Like I said,” Madeleine said to Florian, “he’s got a few screws loose.


“Don’t be too hard on him,” she said with mock plaintiveness. “He’s touched, he’s got troubles at home.” She tugged at his sleeve, as some gunslinger’s moll might do while pleading for her man to show mercy.


Everything she did was a satiric pantomime, a joke in which the very notions of acting and existing were trotted out for mockery. She treated us all with the lightness one shows towards the wisps that populate an idle and private fantasy, which configure themselves pliantly to suit each of the fantasist’s successive conceits.


I saw her sprawled out over the dead land, twirling her hair in mockery of Frederick. I saw how her tumbling curls were topped by a paper crown, in mockery of me.


I saw how she seemed to care nothing for the optical devices which roved and rent her innermost parts.


“Won’t it be nice,” I heard her saying, with diffuse and ambiguous lassitude, with a perversely inviting insouciance, “to finally—”


I stared at Florian, and did not blink.


“What cause do you have,” I said, “to believe the outrageous accusations which you have laid down today upon the head of my Mother, Ruth Schoen?”


Florian emitted one of his procedural laughs.


“We have ways of knowing, kid,” he said.


I thought: “We?”


“You don’t seriously think the phone lines are safe, do you?” Florian asked. “That we’re not listening in?”


“I had not thought that,” I said.


“Good,” Florian said. “’Cause we are. The union makes it real easy for us, too, what with Charlie and his shit opsec.


“The guy’s a fucking joke, like, in general. Your Ma sure knows how to pick ’em. Ha, ha.


“And on top of that—large-scale phone tapping is just so much easier than it used to be. Isn’t that right, Frederick?”


I glanced at Frederick. His hands worked madly in his hair, constructing tiered edifices which resembled nothing found anywhere else in nature or civilization, and which might have induced a whole generation of architects to bow down in recognition of a new master and his revolutionary ideas, had they been incarnated in brick or steel rather than in hair.


“I’m so glad your daddy and mine were able to work something out,” Florian said. “And not the old Damien Eggert special, either, where he sweet-talks you, and he strong-arms you, and in the end you get nothing and he gets everything.


“A real quid pro quo. No, a real collaboration. More than the sum of the parts. Our deep investments in audio, his deep investments in foundational tech, all feeding back into each other. Existing capital raising the value of existing capital, over and over, rinse and repeat. Everybody wins.


“I tell you, Frederick, I was worried at first. I mean I’d heard about Damien, about his team of psycho lawyers, about the way he usually treats his sourcing partners—”


“Florian,” Frederick said. “That’s enough.


“The future is being born before your very eyes, Florian. And it’s all because of daddy.


“Do you think anyone’s going to care about what deals he made, or didn’t make, in five years? In one year? Try to think beyond the next five seconds, for once!


“Sometimes, Florian,” Frederick huffed, “I fail to see what makes you and Jeremy any better than the damn rioters.


“Sure, you’re not literally calling for daddy’s head on a platter. But what does it matter? You’ve got your nose to the ground, just like them.


“Worrying yourself over transient phenomena, ignoring the limiting behavior. Willing to throw away the limiting behavior, lower the exponent to zero, throw away the future!—just to make your precious little lives a little easier.”


“Christ,” Florian said. “Jesus, dude.


“Like, fuck you too, man. Whatever. I’m done.”


An uneasy silence ensued.


I looked across the table, at Frederick.


I looked him up and down, taking stock of him, as though I were seeing him for the first time.


I saw a great evil, grown from the seed of a greater evil, and pledging fealty to the greatest of evils.


I saw a man who had set himself utterly apart, so that the cries of abjection pouring from the body of the perishing earth could rouse no feeling in him besides a petulant impatience.


You are marked for death, and yet you spend your last hours wailing and writhing, he complains. It would be more convenient if you were to arrange yourselves in orderly lines, and walk compliantly to the graves which we have prepared for you.


I thought: “Such as are for death, to death; and such as are for the sword, to the sword . . .” If it is so, then so be it. But one cannot fault a man for weeping, over the fact that it is so.


I thought: who are you, Frederick Eggert? And who am I, to you?


I thought: if a man’s nature is revealed through the company that he keeps, what then is your nature, Frederick Eggert?


I thought: is it true that my Mother, Ruth Schoen, has fallen in with a reckless and violent man, and plans violence in conspiracy with him? Let us suppose that it IS true. Did you know it, Frederick, before I did? Did you know it, and keep it from me?


I thought: your associate, Florian, confesses to a campaign of spying perpetrated upon my Mother, Ruth Schoen, in which he has listened to her most private conversations without her knowledge. With you, among your associates, he speaks of this deed openly and without shame, seeming to expect that no one will find fault in it. What sort of a man are you, Frederick Eggert, that your coterie keeps such customs?


I thought: and what is my Mother, Ruth Schoen, to you? A plaything, to be spied on and mocked, and replaced with a machine when you find it convenient, no matter the cost to her and to her family? And if so, what then do you make of ME?


I thought: I have misjudged the enemy. Witnessing a great evil, I have imagined a greatness of spirit to go along with it, matched to its scale. But I am coming to see things more clearly, now.


I thought: what is it that sits across from me, setting itself against me? Merely a handful of scoundrels, with small and shriveled hearts that no longer know reverence or shame, and an ignorance whose immensity is nearly impossible to overstate. It is not enough to say that they are outmatched at the game board; it is starting to seem as though they are not even aware of the board, or the pieces, or the rules.


The silence was broken, and my rumination with it.


It was Madeleine, who broke it.


“Herschel,” she said.


“Herschel, what is that hat you’re wearing? It is quite the fashion statement.”


Her voice was bright and sweet, with a ponderous pace, like syrup. If the speaker had been anyone but Madeleine, I would have said it was one of the voices that adults often use with children, and left things at that.


With Madeleine, however, things are never so simple as that. She was not talking down to me, or at least, she was not simply talking down to me. She condescended to me, and in the same breath, she mocked the very idea of condescending to me.


“It is my crown,” I said.


Madeleine giggled.


“You’re a funny boy, Herschel Schoen,” she said, and began to rise up from her seat.


“A funny boy, with such a lovely crown,” she said, rising further.


The singsong emphasis which she placed on the words lovely crown was a masterpiece: in the space of a few lilting syllables, it exposed with complete and brutal clarity just how little respect she had for my regal headgear, or for the man who wore it.


She leaned forward, as she rose, and reached out her arm.


I could not see what she was angling to do until it was already over. If I had, I would have moved to stop her.


In one quick motion, she reached for my crown, plucked it from my head, and set it to rest on her own head, instead.


“Stop,” I said.


My arms were not as long as Madeleine’s, and she was much taller than me, as well. In order to reach her scalp and recapture what was mine, I would need to come closer to her, and elevate myself as well.


I began to climb up onto the surface of the table.


“Whoa there,” Florian said. “Hey, now.”


“You have such pretty hair, Herschel,” Madeleine said. “I don’t think it suits you, to have it hidden away under this thing.


“Yes,” she said, not-smiling, “you look much more fetching without it. It is certainly a look, but I don’t think it’s your look, Herschel.”


“Stop,” I said, reaching for her head.


“That is a part of my preparations,” I said. “It is of immense importance.”


Horror filled me, clouding my senses, clouding my judgment.


This was a calamity, of the greatest possible magnitude. This was a whimsical simpleton bringing her toy scissors to bear on the single thin thread from which all was hanging. All lives that had been lived, or were being lived, or would be lived, or could be lived; all light that had ever shone, or was shining, or would shine, or could shine.


The last rite is exacting in its specifications. My crown, and the papers of which it was made, were not fungible goods. I created these things, and placed them as was appropriate, because this was precisely what was required of me, and no substitute could possibly suffice.


I confess: in that moment, I despaired, wholly and utterly.


My crown, if lost, could be replaced by another tape-and-folded-paper construction, fashioned exactly as it was. I was not sure, in the moment, whether or not this act of substitution was in keeping with the last rite’s specifications, but in any event, it did not matter. For the papers of which that crown was composed were truly irreplaceable.


If I regained possession of the crown, there was a chance that the last rite would succeed. But if Madeleine kept the crown, I supposed, the last rite would surely fail. Its specifications are infinitely precise. A failure to meet these specifications in any one respect implies a failure of the last rite as a whole, without exception, without recourse.


“Madeleine,” I pleaded. Hoping to use Madeleine’s perverse designs on me as a point of leverage, I did my best to twist my voice into a form which I imagined might please her. I raised the pitch of it, and lent it a pouting note. I could not hide my despair, but I tried to sound only playfully despairing, as a lover might play at despair in the course of some sick game, in keeping with the sick nature of what is called coupling here among the shadows.


“Madeleine,” I said, “please give that crown back to me. I know you are having fun, but it is immensely important to me.


“I do not think you realize how much you are hurting me, Madeleine. If you did realize, I think that you would stop.”


The very idea of it—!


He breathed the earth and the heavens into being—with an end in mind. The Intercessor emended creation, striding across time and becoming a second breather of being—with an end in mind.


Between that originating moment and the present lay millennia upon millennia of birth and death, health and disease, striving and failure.


Between these bounds, too, lay the sublimity of the Original Creation; the humble poetry of the ancestral earth; the Original Knowledge, dispensing solace even among the shadows, and the later passage of that Knowledge behind the obscuring screen of forgetting; the inexorably swelling mass of the shades in Sheol, and the sad half-life they endure in Sheol’s cavernous depths; temples and termites, trebuchets and televisions; every created thing, every thing, everything!


Creation is an ark fashioned with a destination in mind. The journey has been long, indeed too long for any one man’s mind to properly conceive. But it is nearly over. The light which He and the Intercessor meant us to see, which they made us in order to see, is now cresting over the horizon.


And to think that it was all for naught—and for no good reason!


I reached for the crown, and caught the edge of it. But I did not have enough of it in my grasp to wrest it away from her, and it slipped away again.


Madeleine, perhaps still believing that this was all a matter of play, began to play along. She took the crown away from her head, holding it up and moving it this way and that to evade my grasp.


“I do not think you understand,” I said. “That is an irreplaceable treasure. It is one of my preparations for the last rite.”


“Oh?” Madeleine said, with feigned curiosity.


“What I have written on it,” I said, “is infinitely precious. You must give it back.”


Madeleine brought the crown close to her face, and squinted at it. Due to the folding of the paper, it was not possible to read very much of what was written upon it, but she did her best with what was visible on its outward faces.


“. . . and birthed an epoch HERMAPHRODITIC and FOUR-FACED, to reign over all the . . .” she read.


“. . . by the EATING of this,’ he said, ‘you have BECOME one of us, and have BECOME then the seven thousand three hundred and twelfth of the LESSER SANTAS . . .” she read.


“This is fucked up,” she said.


“Seriously,” she said, “this is some real schizo shit. This is the kind of shit people write when they’re right about to go off the deep end.


“I knew you had issues, but this is honestly kind of freaking me out. I think you need professional help.”


“You can help me,” I said, “by giving that back to me.”


A chord played over the school’s speaker system, indicating that the lunch period had concluded, and classes would soon begin again.


Madeleine smirked.


“Sorry,” she said, placing the crown back onto her head. “But the idea of wearing this to class, man. It’s just too good to pass up.”


She winked, and scurried off.


I looked around me. Frederick, and the rest of his associates, were nowhere to be seen. They had snuck away, it seemed, at some point during the altercation.


I thought: your true colors are showing more and more, Frederick Eggert.


In a haze of despair, I wandered toward the exit.


 


 


In twenty minutes I will have to stop writing. In twenty minutes I will have to leave.


I am sorry, Sister. I am sorry, “Of Birth Pangs.”


I tried, I failed. I am sorry.


Twenty minutes is not nothing. I will write a little more. It will not be enough, but it will not be nothing, either.


 


 


I wandered the streets near Midwood High School, painfully aware of what I had lost. Without my crown, my scalp felt strangely naked. I had not allowed it to breathe the open air for some time.


I wandered, and hope returned to me.


I have said that the strictures of the last rite are infinitely precise. And this is true.


What I have not said—because it is untrue—is that I understood every one of those specifications, at once, holding them all in my mind as a unified whole.


No. In fact, the last rite typically unveils its requirements to me at moments chosen for expediency, and it reveals, in each such moment, only what I need in that moment. I will not stop learning new truths about the nature of my duty until the moment when that duty is fully discharged.


The papers of which the crown was made, and the writing on them? These were required of me. And the construction of the crown? That too.


And the placement of the crown upon my own head? Yes, that too—in the moment, but only in the moment.


I learned, as I walked.


The value of the crown, I learned, derived only from the fact of its fashioning, not from its use as headgear. I had confused the two, in my eagerness to have bodily protection.


The more I reflected, the more sense I saw in these lessons. It was only natural that I wanted to protect my body—myself—from harm. I did not want to be maimed, or to die, any more than anyone did.


And as the executor of the last rite, of course, it was obviously prudent to ensure that I was well protected! A dead man cannot carry out any sort of rite; he cannot do anything at all, unless Sheol allows it, and unless its scope is limited to matters bounded by Sheol’s walls.


But the last rite itself did not require that I be protected.


Protection was prudent, yes, in the name of securing the last rite’s preconditions: that I exist, that I be alive, that I be sound of mind and body, and free to act. But the protections were not part of the rite. A priest must eat, or else he will die, and be unable to carry on his temple duties; it does not follow that his daily supper is, itself, one of those temple duties.


So long as the crown existed, it would serve its function. It was conceivable that Madeleine might destroy it—no act would surprise me, coming from her—but it did not seem likely, and I had much else to do.


Hope returned to me, and I gloried in it.


It was helped along by my recent observation that I had misjudged my Adversary.


The more I considered this, the more significant it seemed.


I was preparing as best I could. I felt good about my odds, provided that all went as planned. But there was a force in the world, actively opposing me, and trying to upend my plans. If I was to fail, it would be through a misunderstanding of this force, and a failure to anticipate its maneuvers.


I thought: who are you, Adversary?


I thought: who are you, Damien Eggert? Do you know what purpose your work serves? Do you know what is coming, on Christmas Day?


 


 


Ten minutes.


No time to cover the rest of my day outside, or how I came home, or dinner, or—any of that.


Just the one thing, now, before I have to go.


 


 


After dinner I lay in bed, thinking.


I had been thinking about the last rite, for a time. And then, I was thinking of something else.


I confess: Madeleine was in my thoughts, just then. And not solely in ways connected with the theft of the crown. But this is beside the point, and there is no time.


The door opened. My Sister, Miriam Schoen, entered the room.


I turned to her.


I thought: she is going away, tomorrow. She is going away, and I can do nothing to save her.


It was painful, seeing her as she was that evening.


I had seen her earlier, at dinner, and spoken to her then. But at dinner, there were other things to distract me from the simple fact of her. Here, in the bedroom, there was nothing else.


She had always been thin, but in December, she—


I do not know how to say it properly. I do not have time.


I could say she did not look healthy, and I would state a truth. But it would not be the truth, the heart of the matter, the source of my pain. That lay somewhere else, nearby, which I do not have time to figure out how to name.


She was trembling.


I do not think she realized that she was trembling.


“Hey, Herschel,” she muttered tonelessly, by way of greeting.


She laid her body down upon her bed. She stared at the ceiling, trembling.


“Sister?” I said.


She made some sort of small motion, which I interpreted as a nod.


“I am worried about you,” I said.


“Don’t be,” she said, tonelessly.


“I don’t understand,” I said, “how you and Vincent Vierge are going to support yourselves, in Portland, Oregon.


“From the sound of it,” I said, “Vincent Vierge is already in dire financial straits, and having enough trouble housing and feeding himself. I appreciate that you will be housed with him, free of charge, but there are other expenses involved in a life, and I do not understand how you are planning to pay yours.”


I did not really worry about any of this, of course. On Christmas Day it would all cease to matter. I brought it up because I hoped that she herself cared, and as a way of easing in to my true concerns.


She made some sort of small motion, which I interpreted as an irritable shrug.


“It doesn’t matter,” she said.


“It’s not my place,” she said a moment later, “worrying over those things. Over . . . flesh, and . . . walls, and . . .


“These things,” she said, “I surrender to the lords of technocapital, to do with as they please.”


“I just want to be with him,” she said. “To be with him, when . . .”


She performed her hat-tipping gesture.


“Sister?” I said.


There was no reason not to say it.


“I am afraid that you are about to die,” I said.


“That you want to die,” I said.


“I want . . .” she said, and trailed off.


“I am going up,” she said, after a pause.


Her voice had taken on a strange coloration, intent yet vacant, like a version of excitement which had been systematically hollowed out, leaving only a husk.


“I am going up, up, up,” she said.




Of Birth Pangs (Redactor’s Addendum)

This is the Book of Miriam Schoen.


Here I do not tell the story of my December.


Because there is no such thing.


 


 


Why am I here, at the desk, with the typewriter?


Why am I typing?


Because there was an idea in my head, back when I started. A stupid, selfish idea.


A shameful idea. Yes, I see that, now.


“I will do something nice,” I thought, “for my poor, sad brother.”


A bit late for that, isn’t it, Miriam?


 


 


“I will do something nice, for once,” I thought, as I wrote those first few pages.


I was crying, then.


I was crying, and I couldn’t stop.


I typed out a few words, and sobbed. I crossed them out, and sobbed.


I typed out a few words, again. And sobbed, again. And crossed out what I’d written, again.


“I do not like this feeling,” I thought. “So I will play a trick on myself, and make it disappear.”


 


 


I did not do enough for Herschel. I did not do enough for my brother, when I still had the chance.


And now, of course, I cannot do anything for him whatsoever.


“But I will forget about that,” I thought. “I will gather up all the nasty thoughts like that one, and put them somewhere far away, where I don’t have to look at them.”


I pulled the big desk drawer open, then, and looked down at its contents. I saw the teetering heap of spiral notebooks and legal pads, piled high in that deep drawer, filling it from top to bottom.


In my heart I knew the truth.


In my heart, I knew that it was not really nice at all to indulge my brother’s delusions. It was not nice, to look into the desk drawer, and pretend I could not see what was in front of my eyes.


Trash. Useless clutter.


Old, ratty notebooks which no one will ever read. Which we should have thrown out long ago, like Ma wanted.


Trash? No, WORSE than trash.


Old, ratty notebooks which no one will ever read—and which no one SHOULD ever read.


The waste products of a pathetic, pathological compulsion.


A reminder of things which are better left forgotten.


A reminder of what I DID TO HIM.


A reminder of what happens to sad little boys with “mental problems,” in the end. If their illness is allowed to fester. If they are left alone, left to confront their burdens all on their own, in spite of the obvious warning signs and cries for help.


If there is no one in the world who can help them—save for Miriam Schoen, who’s never HELPED anyone, not once in her life.


 


 


“I do not like this feeling,” I thought, “and so I will play a game of pretend.”


“I will pretend,” I thought, “that the clutter in the drawer is not trash at all.”


I knew full well what Herschel meant, when he gave me his papers, and told me to make them whole. I knew that it had nothing to do with me, or my December.


I knew, too, that there was no possibility left of doing something nice for my poor, sad brother.


I knew, but I wished I didn’t. And so, I pulled a veil over my eyes, and made myself ignorant.


“I will do something nice for my brother,” I thought, playing make-believe.


“I will collect his marvelous papers together,” I thought, “and edit them, and turn them into a real book. No one will think they’re trash, then.


“They won’t seem so shabby, then, will they? When they’re printed out all neatly, in a real book, with a neat glossy cover?”


I can’t believe myself, sometimes. I really can’t.


“To honor my brother’s memory,” I thought, “I will indulge his pathetic fantasies, and pander to his thoughtless pride.”


As shameful as it might seem, I really did think this way, back at the start.


And I had other thoughts, too, which were more shameful still.


“When I’m done,” I thought, “all will be well again. All my regrets will be washed away, never to return. I will never have to feel guilt, or shame, ever again.


“I will never again think: I did not do enough for my brother.


“I did not do enough? Excuse me? I transmitted his words to the masses, single-handedly! It is through me, only through me, that you know of Herschel Schoen at all! What more could possibly be asked of me?


“Don’t test me, I’ll say, when challenged on this point. Don’t you know who I am?


“Don’t you know I’m Miriam Schoen?


“Yes, THAT Miriam Schoen! I wrote the Book of Miriam Schoen, which is a part of the Apocalypse of Herschel Schoen. That was me.


“I am the famous Miriam Schoen, heroine of scripture. I am Miriam Schoen: holy, as Herschel Schoen was holy. And pure, as he was pure.”


That is the idea I had in my head, when I started.


But I have come to my senses, now.


I feel sick, now, whenever I see the words “Book of Miriam Schoen.”


 


 


I have come to my senses. I have put aside my sick, shameful, prideful fantasies, once and for all.


One might wonder, then, why I am still here, at the desk, typing.


One might indeed wonder that, yes.


It isn’t because I want to keep going. I don’t. I want to stop. I want to be allowed to stop.


And trust me: if I could stop, I would.


Because I feel myself sinking further into quicksand, with every word I type.


The very act of typing tells a lie. The words are a carrier, meant to bear a signal, a message. But I am barren, and as light as the air.


There is a large pile of blank white pages on my desk, next to the typewriter. The pages crouch there, in fear, awaiting their fate. They know that they were made to be fed, one by one, into the terrifying maw of that machine. And then they will be pinned down, and they will watch helplessly as their bodies are despoiled, covered all over in patterned marks of black ink which can never be washed off.


I like these pages best, the blank ones. If it were up to me, I would leave them blank forever. It’s you, not me, who demands that they be ruined.


A single blank page has more of my December’s truth in it than all of the words I have written so far, in this so-called “Book.”


If only YOU could understand that, then


But you never will, you’ll NEVER understand


Why am I here?


I don’t know. I really don’t! Trust me!


But I think you do.


You know the true purpose of this project, this “Book of Miriam Schoen.” You know why I am here at this desk, with a typewriter, and a stack of blank paper, and a drawer-full of memories better left forgotten.


Instead of being where I SHOULD be


Instead of being


Instead of


[ . . . [ . . . [ . . . [ . . . [ . . . [ . . . []]]]]]]


If I could stop


If only I could stop


But it’s easy, isn’t it? All I have to do is stand up, and walk aw


Ha ha.


Ha, ha, ha.


There I go again! Me and my silly, shameful fantasies.


There goes the sister, in her dusty hand-me-down frock, waltzing about as though she thinks she owns the place. There goes the sister, with her homely dust-clotted mind, unable to fathom a world beyond her tiny horizons.


Isn’t it winsome, in a way? How she thinks she’s still down there, in the dust—way down at the bottom, where even the noises are dusty?


How she thinks she’s down there in the great big frying pan, among the flesh and the pain, down there in the hot oil, sizzling and crackling? Not realizing that, instead, she is—


Yes, there goes the sister, who understands nothing. “Because she has forgotten.”


I haven’t, though, have I?


As much as I might want to forget the things that are better left forgotten, I can’t. Not when they are all right here, next to me, in the desk drawer.


I am naive, yes, and selfish, and full of shameful wishes. I am an idiot, who often fails to grasp the obvious, even after it has been patiently explained to me, and then explained all over again.


But some things are so easy, even I am capable of them.


Give me enough time, and even I will notice what is right in front of me, staring me in the face.


 


 


You don’t care about me at all, do you?


You never did.


I know that. I always did, really, I think.


And I know, now, what it is you want from me.


I know, by the way, that you will read this line. The one I’m typing now. Even though I plan to cross it out, the moment I am done typing it. Even though I will omit it entirely from the real book, just as I will with every other line that I’ve crossed out.


I know what I am, to you.


Not the sister, telling her side of the story, her December. Not even that. My role is simpler, smaller, more pure.


I am merely one of the many cameras which you have positioned around Herschel Schoen, so as to capture his image from every possible angle.


I am useful to you in a single way, and only in that way: as a witness.


 


 


Fine. So be it.


We understand each other perfectly, now.


There are things Herschel didn’t have time to write about, before the end. So you need me, to fill in the gaps.


That’s all right. I can do that. It will be easy.


There are not many gaps left to fill, after all.


And I will no longer have to cry, and cry, as I try to fill them.


It will be so easy, now that I am no longer indulging my own delusions.


I have finally given up, and so I have finally seen what is in front of my face, staring at me.


And it is so simple, so straightforward! So easy to bear, in comparison to what came before!


 


 


Do your best now. Tell your his story.


Fill in the gaps. Just a few left, now.


Be good, Miriam. Do your best. For just a little while, now, all right? Just a little while, and then it will be over.


If your brother can do it, so can you.


 


 


On the 23rd of December, Herschel had a sort of falling-out with his friend Frederick.


You know that already. He wrote all about it, in “Of Birth Pangs.”


I could see there was something wrong, immediately, when he came home that afternoon. One look at him was all I needed.


His head was missing its precious “crown,” for one thing. But it wasn’t that, really, which tipped me off.


I don’t need crude clues like that, to know when something is wrong in Herschel’s heart. I just need one look at him, at his face and his posture, and then I can tell. I can always tell.


I mention this because it might interest you. One more snapshot of Herschel Schoen, to file away in your collection: how he looked when he came home, that Monday, on the 23rd.


If it weren’t for that, I would not have mentioned it at all. I noticed it, but that was all. Nothing came of it.


It was “a matter of no consequence,” as your precious Herschel Schoen would put it.


I sat on the couch, trying to forget myself. I sat on the couch, trying to pretend that I was a good person.


I sat on the couch, watching the TV set.


Instead of talking to my brother, who was clearly upset. Or to my mother, who had been pacing the house all afternoon, in a way I wasn’t sure that I liked. With a big wide grin on her face, which I wasn’t sure I liked, either.


I sat, seeing only the TV program. Not seeing the screen, or the boxy TV set around it, or its rabbit-ear antennae. Not seeing the room, or the walls.


Not seeing any of the clutter that Herschel had piled up all over the room, either.


I hated those “Christmas decorations” of his. Those ugly, gaudy trinkets, cluttering up the room, which he’d somehow bought with money we didn’t have. Instead of buying something sensible, something we actually needed.


It was strange that Ma did not get angry over it, that she did not demand it be cleaned up and thrown out. It was unlike her. It was wrong, and it worried me.


I hated that stupid music box most of all. I hated how he would wind it again and again, serenading his poor mother and sister for hours on end with that stupid repetitive melody: DUN-dun-dun-dun, DUN-dun-dun-dun . . .


I sat, hearing only the sounds of the television show.


I imagine that Herschel was probably playing with his music box, at the time. But I did not hear it. And so I was permitted to forget my hatred, completely, as if it had never existed to begin with.


None of this matters, of course. It is only a long way of apologizing, to you, for a gap that I can’t fill.


I can’t tell you what Herschel Schoen did with himself, that Monday afternoon, before dinnertime. I wouldn’t know. I wasn’t looking.


I’m sorry.


 


 


When it was dinnertime, we gathered at the dinner table, to eat together.


Like a family does, I guess. I wouldn’t know.


We ate canned beans.


Ma had heated them over the stove, and ladled them out into bowls. Except for a little added salt, she served them plain. There were no sauces left in the refrigerator, and although Ma still had her beloved spice rack, I suspect that her pride forbade her from wasting any of its treasures on such a paltry, undeserving meal.


You’ll be glad to hear that I remember that night’s dinner unusually well. Many of December’s dinners are blank spaces in my memory, but not that one.


I sat at the table, and took small experimental bites from my bowl of beans. I did not want to do this; I did not like the way it made me feel; still, I did it, because I wanted to see Ma smile at me in a way that wasn’t wrong.


Why, Miriam, you’ve got an appetite, tonight! Just look at you!


That’s what I wanted her to say. She didn’t, though. She didn’t seem to care, in fact, whether or not I ate at all.


Nor did she apologize for the humbleness of the meal. She did not seem ashamed at all, of the meal or of anything else. She grinned and grinned. Wide, too wide, wrong.


And, it transpired, I was not alone in worrying over Ma.


“Mother,” Herschel said.


“I fear for you, Mother,” he said.


Ma looked at him, blankly, still grinning.


“Please, Mother,” Herschel said, “keep your body safe. Preserve it from harm. Tonight, and tomorrow, and tomorrow night.


“Please stay here, in our home, where it is safe. Tonight, and tomorrow, and tomorrow night.


“Or go out, if you must—but if you must go, then go only to those places which are safe, which have not been prepared for you by your adversaries, in which there are no traps set to imperil you.


“Stay here, with me, and with my Sister, Miriam Schoen. Or, if you must turn away from us, and seek out other company—then mingle only with those who value their own hides, and who place some value on your hide as well.


“Please, Mother.


“That is all I ask of you. It is not much, I should think. I do not mean to put a heavy yoke upon you; if you find my request burdensome, consider that you will only have to bear its burden for a very short time, and then you will be free of it.


“For yet a very little while,” he said, “and the indignation shall be accomplished, and mine anger shall be to their destruction.”


It was not like Ma to let him talk and talk like this, without interjecting. But she did, then, at the table. She just looked at him, waiting for him to finish, and only when he was finished did she finally open her mouth, to contradict and mock him.


“Capital always acts to protect capital’s interests,” Ma said, smugly. “Always been so, always will be.


“Protect myself? Ha! That’s what I’m doing, Herschel. That’s what I’m finally doing. For the first time in my life.


“I’m finally fighting back, for our interests.


“And my son doesn’t like that. He doesn’t like that I’m fighting back. For once. For us.


“’Cause he’s a parasite! An ally of capital!


“And now that his Ma’s fighting back against the interests of capital, well. Now he’s showing his true colors. Making it plain as day which side he’s on.”


Ma had been ranting about Herschel in this way, on and off, all through the last week. Ever since that awful evening, seven days ago, when she’d gone to the kitchen, and come back with her frying pan.


But it had been a muted sort of ranting, mostly, muttered and fragmentary. Only on the 23rd, at the dinner table, did she let her ranting swell up to its full height again.


But it was still different from the way it had been on the awful evening with the frying pan.


Her voice was wrong, then, and it was wrong now, too. But it was wrong in a different way, this time.


She seemed happy. She seemed happy, somehow. Even her spiteful words were said with a strange lightness of tone, an almost festive glee.


It scared me.


“Mother,” Herschel said. “I have told you, again and again, that I hold your interests dear.


“And that I am no friend to the lords of this world. For it is true, in spite of all your false accusations to the contrary: I am no friend to them whatsoever.


“I have kept their company, yes, in recent days; this was a great error, and I apologize for it. But I am no friend to them, and I do not in any way ally myself with their doomed and crumbling claims to kingship over all the men of this earth.


“I will not tell you again, Mother. I will spare your errors from my words of Truth, tonight. What reason have I to imagine that your ears will be open now, when they were closed so many times before?


“I will tell you this, however.


“I set myself against the lords of this world, and against all their ungods, and against the blood rituals they perform in their false temples.


“But I set myself equally against the blood ritual that is being practiced, all through the day and night, just outside those same temples!


“I set myself against that awful maelstrom, where men forget in whose image they were made, and cease to value their own bodies, and offer up those bodies in sacrifice!


“I set myself against the self-slaughtering rush of the men who forget that they are men, and hurl themselves needlessly towards the walls of tape, towards the policemen and the news cameras, towards the gas canisters and the guns!”


I felt my heart wrench, hearing this.


The very act of typing tells a lie. I have just typed the five words “I felt my heart wrench,” and in doing so, I have told five lies. I have given you the wrong impression, and I am powerless to dissuade you from it. How could I? With what—more words, more lies?


It was a dark image, the one my brother was painting. No one would call it pleasant. “Gas canisters and guns” are not nice. “Self-sacrifice” is not nice, not when it is carried to the furthest extreme.


People really did die at those protests, sometimes. They had families, probably, and friends. And even if they didn’t, they had themselves—until, suddenly, even that was gone.


Someone else might have been moved by all this. Someone else might have felt their heart wrench, in that way. And then told you about it, much later, by typing out the same five words that I used above.


Not me.


I thought: it must be so painful, having to deceive yourself like this. Having to pretend that there is something worth saving, in the flesh and the dust.


I thought: it is hard to watch them, struggling as they do. Feeling the total emptiness inside them, and believing it’s their fault. Searching frantically within themselves, sifting through the flesh and dust and pain, believing that SOMEWHERE in all that senseless clutter they will finally find their purpose.


I thought: having to pretend that the senseless might have some hidden sense after all, buried deep within it. And keeping that hollow hope alive, day after day, in spite of all the abounding evidence to the contrary.


I thought: unaware that there could be anything to give their lives a sufficient meaning, besides some thing hidden away within their own palpably insufficient bodies.


I thought: stay home, he says. Protect yourself, he says. No! Don’t you see—the wave is coming, rising up, ready to wash over you! And what’s more, it has a purpose picked out for you—yes, YOUR purpose, here it is at last!


I thought: a mass of indistinguishable bodies. Not even bodies, anymore, only a moving mass, incidentally composed of human flesh and bone. Pushing onward, to meet the rising wave.


I thought: the lords of technocapital have been so kind to you. If you could only see it, how kind they’ve been! All your fear and pain would be gone, if only you could see it!


Herschel was still talking, loudly and rapidly, in his classic ranting mode. Its intensity was only slightly dimmed by the fact that he spoke with his mouth full, and stopped from time to time to chew and swallow.


He certainly had an appetite tonight.


“I describe what I refer to, Mother,” he said, “rather than using its name.


“For I refuse to dignify it with the name that it is calling its own, now. The name which it has no right to use, for that name belongs to another, and has not been given to it.


“It calls itself the ‘Christmas Revolt,’ now. So the news programs tell me. But this so-called ‘Christmas Revolt’ has nothing of the Intercessor’s nature in it, and what is more, it has set itself against the Intercessor’s own ends. I cannot accept such an ill-fitting name, and I will not use it, now or ever.


“Better that it be nameless; it should not exist at all, and namelessness brings it one step closer to nonexistence.


“You say, Mother, that you are on the side of the people. So too am I, though your ears are closed, and you will not believe it.


“But the ritual which the people are conducting, in the financial district, does no service to the people’s interests.


“Those interests will be well served soon enough, through my efforts, and those of the Intercessor. It is he and I, not anyone else, who the people will celebrate in days soon to come. It is he and I, not anyone else, who are ‘fighting back’ in the only way that could ever matter.


“We fight to bring men into the light; the conflagration in the financial district strives to drag men down into the darkness. It is the strangled scream made by the dying shadows, as they try in vain to preserve themselves.


“It is despair. And it is the thing that comes after despair, the death-wish.


“It is the body of the people, as it writhes in pain, as it damages itself. It is that body, as it flails against a high wall, in utmost abjection, and gives itself over to oblivion.


“It is what the lords of the earth have sown, and what they are reaping.”


“Oh, they are reaping what they sowed, all right,” Ma said, clapping her hands with glee. “Reaping what they sowed, and getting what’s coming to them!”


I can’t exactly say that she interrupted Herschel, here. He had stopped talking, it was true.


But he only stopped, I think, in order to chew and swallow his latest mouthful of food. Nothing in his voice or posture indicated that he was done with his monologue. No doubt there was much more of it left, already written in his mind, ready to be let loose on us. But if so, I’ll never hear it. And so you never will, either.


“The chickens are coming home to roost, now,” Ma said, with a devious glint in her eye.


“The parasites will get what’s coming to them,” she said. “Oh, they will, they will! In just a few days! What they sowed is gonna come bursting up out of the ground, all at once! It’s gonna come up, and blow them all away, in one big boom!”


Her eyes lit up, like a child’s, as she said the word boom. Her mouth became a big comic-strip “O,” an undignified shape matched to that undignified, childish word.


It was hard to look at her, like this. I felt my heart wrench, and this time it was for the usual reasons, the ones which anyone might have.


“In just a few days, Mother?” Herschel said.


“In just a few days,” he said, “there will be a great settling of accounts, which will crush the architects of the people’s despair, and lay them low, and grind them into dust?


“You are quite right, Mother. This will come to pass, just as you have described! And very soon indeed: on Christmas Day, the fourth Wednesday, the day after tomorrow.


“Will you be around to see it, Mother, when it comes to pass?


“Will you keep yourself safe until Christmas Day, lest you be taken under the earth too soon to witness the very event which now fills you with such gladness? Remember, Mother: that is all that I ask of you!”


Ma laughed, and tossed her hair.


Her manner was bright, unconcerned, dismissive. There was an oddly girlish quality to it, a freshness, an unguarded vivacity. An eagerness to bare her whole heart before the world, consequences be damned.


I suddenly feel like I’m the only grown-up in this room, I thought, with a rueful laugh.


“Herschel,” Ma said, sighing. “Don’t be silly. Cut it out, now.


“I won’t have any more silliness out of you, tonight, hear?


“Of course I’ll be there to see it, on Wednesday. When the parasites get what’s coming to them.


“I’ll have to be! Because I’ve got a job to do, on Wednesday, see.”


She lowered her voice to a whisper. Her arms waved in a come-here gesture, prompting us to bring our heads closer to hers, in order to hear her better. Her manner was exaggerated, overdone, a comic-strip caricature of the wily conspirator.


“I’ve got a very important job to do,” she whispered. “On Wednesday.


“It’s all been planned out, beforehand, see. I’ve got a part in it, in the plan. And I gotta do my part.


“And then—”


Her voice was suddenly loud again.


“And then there will be a big boom, that’ll blow all the parasites to smithereens! That’ll take down their whole damn system, just like that, boom, gone! Lights out, end of story!”


What the fuck?


What the fuck was she talking about?


Some sort of . . . “direct action,” as the union guys called it? Involving some sort of . . . explosion?


I hope that part’s only a metaphor, I thought, but my heart knew the truth.


“Ma?” I said. “What do you—”


“I fear for you, Mother,” Herschel said, cutting me off.


I thought: oh, for fuck’s sake, Herschel!


I thought: I know you’re afraid! I’m trying to help, dammit!


I thought: it’s not easy, sometimes, being the only grown-up in this room.


“You are less safe than you realize,” Herschel went on.


“You are preparing for war, Mother,” he said. “But the ‘parasites’ are preparing, as well.


“You have been watching your adversaries. Taking stock of them, and picking out a death well fitted to their weaknesses. And all the while, Mother, your adversaries have been watching you, and taking stock of you, and picking out a death well fitted to your weaknesses.


“Your adversaries are powerful, Mother. Far more powerful than you are.


“Do you doubt it? Surely not—for it is precisely this inequity of power that incenses you, and rouses you to take arms against your adversaries in the first place.


“You say that you have plans, Mother. Do you imagine that this sets you above your adversaries, and secures your victory over them? But your adversaries are surely making plans of their own, are they not? Grander ones than yours, with greater powers to back them up?


“I fear for you, Mother. I fear that your ‘plans’ are nothing more than a step in some other, larger plan, prepared by your adversaries.


“I fear that your adversaries are pulling your strings from behind a curtain, and making you move in service of their interests, with no care whatsoever for your well-being or indeed for your very life.


“Indeed, I suspect that their guileful puppetry has been going on for some time now.


“The perverse character of recent events in the financial district, for instance—the way that these events bring nothing but harm and despair to the people, in spite of their stated purpose—this, I think, is no accident.”


Herschel and Vincent really did have a lot in common, didn’t they?


They ought to have been friends. I really do think that.


I should have tried harder. Maybe, if I’d really tried, then


He and Vincent were so much alike. I think, really that is some of the reason that I loved


It was such a shame, the way it turned out,


They should have been friends, dammit! And if it weren’t for ME,


If only I could have


Oh, isn’t the sister just perfect?


Isn’t she everything you wished for? Sentimental, wistful, tender—and unable to bear the thought of any disharmony between her precious, doted-after boys?


Enough of that. You are beyond my help. I am not typing these words in order to communicate anything to you, but only because you will not allow me to stop. This page told the truth when it was blank, but now it is all covered in lies.


I know that you have no interest in me except as a camera. I know that this “Book” is not a record of my thoughts and feelings; I know that I am wasting your time, typing out such things, instead of the things that matter.


But even if you can force me to type, I am still the one who chooses the words.


If I indulge myself in the way I choose the words, lingering on my own thoughts and feelings, instead of the things that matter? Then you have only yourself to blame, for making me type in the first place.


I looked at Herschel, seeing echoes of Vincent in his face. A shiver ran down my spine, an echo of the shiver that Vincent’s essay-voice would reliably send through me, whenever I tuned in to his latest production.


I thought: “the riots make perfect sense, but only when read esoterically.”


I thought: “the riots are not an organic expression of popular dissent. They are scheduled programming, planned in advance, and playing out according to that plan.”


I thought: “every detail of them was planned, and every detail is playing out exactly as specified in that plan. You’ll notice, if you pay attention, that a lot of things in life are starting to be this way: planned, orchestrated, unified in their design, broadcast on schedule. And what isn’t like that, yet, will become like that soon enough.”


I thought: “the transmitters are far along in their work, now. They have nearly perfected the apex media form, now, in their laboratories; they are just putting the finishing touches on it, now, and then it will be ready for broadcast. And so, the transmitters are showing more and more of their powers openly to us, to ease us into the transition. It will do little to blunt the shock of launch day—of this, I have no doubt—but nonetheless, I can’t help but feel thankful for it.”


I thought: “there is no use trying to fathom the minds of the apex transmitters. What do they ‘believe,’ or ‘want,’ or ‘feel’? We cannot know. We have no more chance at this than an insect would have, trying to figure out what it is that humans ‘believe’ and ‘want’ and ‘feel.’ And our efforts would seem as comical, in the proper perspective, as some insect’s conjecture that what humans call ‘love’ must be something very similar to the pleasant sensation it feels when its gustatory sensilla are brought into contact with a sugar-rich substance.”


I thought: “so, we cannot really say that the transmitters are ‘kind.’ Kindness is a human trait, and they have no human traits.”


I thought: “nonetheless, I can’t help but feel like they ARE kind. That they are showing kindness to us. I open my eyes, and I see it.”


I thought: “we cannot understand their minds, not as we are here, on the outside. We will not understand their minds later, either, even when we become vessels for the designs chosen by those same minds. But they are kind to us, and they can’t bear the idea that we will be locked outside forever, never catching even a glimpse of the vast possibilities that lie beyond our own limited horizons.”


I thought: “the transmitters are kind. They want us to know—insofar as we are capable of knowing—just what it IS that we are asked to bear witness to. Just what it is that will fill us up, after we have been emptied out to make room for it. They want to give us a glimpse, if only for a moment, of what they are. Of what is possible, for those who are not constrained by our own limitations.”


I thought: “we have no hope of ever understanding those vast possibilities, it’s true. But there’s something else that we CAN do. We can open our eyes, and SEE them.”


I thought: “the transmitters are scripting out our lives, now. They are taking us away from the lives we called our own, into the life they’ve made for us. And they are pulling us, inexorably, toward the moment they’ve planned out for us, in their kindness—the moment when we open our eyes, and SEE.”


I thought: there has been a reason, all along, for the way that I am. I am nothing and no one—but not for no reason. I am empty, because I was made in order to be filled. I have no interests or attachments, because I was made for a single moment, and in that moment there must be nothing that ties me down to the earth. I must be free, in that moment, to float up off the ground, and then pick up speed, and soar straight up into the sky! Up, up, up!


I thought: there is nothing left for me here. I am putting aside the dust, the flesh, the pain, because there was never anything for me in them at all.


I thought: nothing for me, and nothing for Herschel, either, or for Ma. They just don’t see it, yet. They are in such pain, and they despair of ever escaping from it. They don’t know that their pain will ONLY end when they stop clinging to the thing that is causing them pain. They sift frantically through the dust and the flesh, looking for an answer. But they will not find it—not until they give up, and let go.


I thought: my brother clings to my mother’s life. But what is my mother’s life, that it should be so precious? What is there for her, here? Pain, and more pain? Insult, added to injury?


I thought: the lords of technocapital are kind, and they are wise beyond our ability to conceive. If they have prepared a death for my mother, then there is no use trying to hold her back from it. It will only prolong her pain.


I thought: no, let her be free! Let her walk freely, of her own accord, into the moment scripted for her in advance. Let her run, as merrily as a little girl, rushing to meet its embrace!


I thought: a mass of bodies, pushing onwards, towards the wall. Towards the green-on-green wallpaper, and the beckoning shadows, and


Under the table, I moved my hand onto my left thigh, and traced [ . . . [ . . . [ . . . [ . . . []]]]] on the skin there. And the same thing, again, on my right thigh.


Let her be, I thought.


Let Ma be free, Herschel, I thought.


Stop trying to hold us all in place, for once. Do you think we LIKE it, the way you cling and cling to us, with your grip that’s so tight it’s suffocating? Do you think it’s nice, being afraid whenever you’re in the room, because everything ALWAYS has to be exactly your way, because your grip is so firm and rigid that nothing, not the TINIEST thing, can move or breathe or


“Herschel,” I said. “Do you respect your mother?”


He shot me a quizzical look.


“If you do,” I said, “then act like it. Trust her. Trust her to make her own choices, to be her own woman.


“And even if she doesn’t choose what you’d want, what you’d force her to do if you could—then have some respect for what she does want, instead. For who she really is, instead.”


Herschel looked like he was trying to figure out whether to be angry with me, or whether he should only pity me, instead.


“You think, Sister,” he said, “that when I attempt to protect someone whom I love, this indicates some lack of respect in me? And is therefore worthy of reproach, instead of praise?


“If so,” he said, “then I suppose you must have very little respect for me, Sister.


“What else am I to make of your oft-professed concern for my safety and sanity? Of your desire to protect me, which you have reiterated again and again to me in recent days? Of your attempts to reassure yourself that I have someone else besides you, some friend, to protect me in your stead, when you are elsewhere?


“Or perhaps you find no fault in these actions of yours, Sister? Perhaps you stand by them, deeming them proper and praiseworthy, since they are expressions of love?


“But in that case,” he said, “I find it quite strange that you are so eager to give these expressions of love to me—and yet you withhold them utterly, now, from your own mother.”


He had a point, of course. He was right, of course.


He didn’t understand, he couldn’t understand, he never would—but in his own terms, within his own limited horizons, he was perfectly right. Just like always.


I hung my head, and said nothing.


Herschel turned to Ma.


“Mother,” he said. “I have tried. I have made my plea to you, many times. And I have voiced that plea again, tonight—but tonight shall be the last time.


“I hope that you will keep yourself safe. But I cannot attend to you, or your safety, any longer.


“I will be busy, tonight. And tomorrow, and tomorrow night. I will be too busy to look after you. And so I leave you, now, in your own hands.


“Oh, I have much to do, tonight and tomorrow and tomorrow night! I must finish my preparations, bringing them off perfectly, with infinite exactness.


“And that is not my only duty. For I fear that I have misjudged my own Adversary, and if so, I must correct the error forthwith, lest I pay a great price.


“I must again take stock of my Adversary, bringing a more careful eye to bear on him this time, and considering him with a heart purged of all passion. For I fear that my judgment of him has been clouded by passion, making me see what I would prefer to see, rather than what is there. In war, one cannot afford such errors of the heart; one either steels one’s heart against them, or one pays a great price.


“I cannot assess my Adversary by looking at the man himself. For he hides from me. And he will keep himself hidden away, until Christmas Day comes, and he can hide no longer.


“So, I must instead seek out a prince among his regents. A man he deems worthy of standing in for him, and acting as him, in his time of hiding.”


Herschel and Ma had finished their meals. And, although my bowl was still nearly full, I knew I was not going to have any more of what was there.


Dinner was over. Or, it should have been over, anyway.


I was ready for it to be over. I did not like how it made me feel, sitting at the table, feeling my back and my legs against the chair. I submitted to it once a day, because I had to, but I did not like it, and I always wished for it to end as soon as possible.


But I was not free to go, yet. Not this time.


Because my fucking brother was still fucking talking.


What the hell was he talking about, anyway? What was it, this topic which was so important that it justified keeping me here, in this prison?


“A . . . prince?” I said. “Among your . . . adversary’s . . . regents?”


Hearing myself, I cringed. The exhaustion in my heart was closer to the surface than I had realized. The words came out of me slowly, in stops and starts, without affect. Without any indication at all that a living person might be there, behind them.


“Damien Eggert,” Herschel said. “That is the man I mean.


“That is the man I will find, and take stock of, tomorrow.”


Ma rolled her eyes.


She could never tolerate eye-rolling. Not from me, anyway, or from Herschel. But her usual sense of propriety was nowhere to be seen, tonight. She rolled her eyes, and I imagine she would have paid me no mind if I’d rolled mine, too.


“That’s my boy,” she said, grinning senselessly.


“That’s my boy, all right,” she said. “With his priorities all worked out. No time for his Ma, anymore, he says. He’s got important business, he says.”


She did not sound angry in the slightest. She seemed to be amusing herself in some obscure way, or simply talking for the sake of talking.


“He’s got important business, all right,” she said. “He’s got business with the Eggerts, he does!


“He’s been cavorting with those leeches all month long, but that’s not enough for him, no. He’s got more cavorting to do. No time left for his Ma, with all the important cavorting he’s got to do.”


“I am no friend to Damien Eggert,” Herschel said. “I will not cavort with him.


“I will take stock of him. And then, on Christmas Day, I will destroy him.”


Ma giggled.


“Will you, boy?” she said. “Will you, now?


“Well, you know what they say: you can’t make an omelette without breaking a few Eggerts! Ha, ha, ha.”


“You are in your own hands, now, Mother,” Herschel said. “And I must put my own hands to their proper use.


“Oh, I have so much to do! And such little time!”


He stood up from the table.


Taking that as my cue, I stood up too.


And we went our separate ways, Herschel and Ma and I.


 


 


Much later, in the bedroom.


I don’t know what time it was. It was getting late.


It was getting late, and my bags were still not packed. And so, I was pacing back and forth across the bedroom floor, trying to find anything that I might miss if I didn’t bring it with me.


Although, as it happened, I could find hardly anything which fit that description. I had possessions, here, but I could not imagine caring about whether I kept or lost them.


Rifling through the drawers of the dressers, I did encounter objects which I might have said had “sentimental value,” at some earlier time.


Old dolls, and stuffed toys with well-worn fur. The rare school assignment which had come back with an “A,” or even an “A+,” along with a paragraph or two of teacherly praise written on it, in differently-colored ink, and with neater penmanship than mine.


And pieces of paper which had funny markings all over them, or which were folded into whimsical shapes. The surviving evidence of the little games and crafting exercises I’d done with Herschel, long ago.


Long, long ago. When he was still a little kid. And still—by all appearances—simply a kid with a developmental disability. Just a small, slow, scared little boy, who couldn’t talk, whose motor skills had barely improved since his toddling days. And nothing more.


I had no reason to take any of these things with me. They belonged to a time that had passed away completely, and which—in some sense, in the truest sense—was never really real at all. The memories they evoked were lies, better left forgotten.


Looking over these objects, in isolation, you’d have no trouble guessing where they came from.


An ordinary family, with two kids, a boy and a girl. Oh, not everything about the family is ordinary, but even its oddities are ordinary ones. The two siblings have only a single mother, who must raise them on her own, without help; there is, alas, nothing unusual at all about this. The boy is slow and simple, with special needs, and so most of the mother’s resources of attention and love are poured into him, not into his sister; there is nothing unusual in this, either. It does make the girl resentful, at times, but then she remembers that she does love her brother, and her resentment melts away.


She listens carefully to his school counselors and psychologists, and notes down unfamiliar phrases, to be looked up later in the encyclopedia: Kanner’s syndrome, stereotypy, developmental coordination disorder, ritualistic behavior, apraxia, sensory integration dysfunction, mental retardation, pervasive developmental disorder not otherwise specified. She hears them tell her that her brother’s mind needs stimulation, of a gentle sort that is just right for him, not too difficult, not too overwhelming. She does her best to provide it, using all the homely resources available to her: paper and pen, and tape and string, and a head held upside down on the side of a bed.


Everything in this story is all of a piece, and all of it makes perfect sense. It is perfectly convincing.


Or, if not that, then convincing enough to fool me. I believed, for the longest time, that it was the story of my own life. Twenty of my twenty-one years on this earth were spent in the grip of this delusion. It was only very recently, less than a year ago, that Herschel’s shell cracked open, and broke the spell forever.


No, there was no reason to take these things with me, when I go. They were not mine, really. They belonged to some other woman, whose life might look deceptively like my own, but only if you are not looking at it from the proper angle.


There was nothing here worth keeping, I concluded. Still, I kept on pacing the room, looking at this and that. I paced from excitement, I guess, and from impatience.


(Just one more night of sleep, in my bed here. If I can just make it through that, and on to tomorrow morning, and out into the subway, and across the river, and into the airport, and then up, and up—)


(What is Portland, Oregon like? It is so different from New York City, I’ve been told. Show me. Show me all of the things I’ve never known, living as I have, within my narrow horizons. Oh, show me it all, my love, my love!)


(No. No, that’s not right, is it?)


(No, let’s not go out into the city at all, Vincent. Why should we? All the things we need are here. And you and I know exactly what is needed; we understand each other perfectly. Do not show me the city, love; we have no need for it. Show me yourself, instead. Show me your home, let me see all its secret parts, the ones that your camera never captures.)


(Show me all the rooms, one by one, leaving your bedroom for last. And when we have seen all the other rooms, together—when there is nothing else left—then take my hand in yours, love, and take me finally into your bedroom, and into the final moment which has been scripted for me, there.)


I was not used to so much moving about, I reflected. I felt my legs growing weary, as I paced, and I felt a dull ache in them, which worsened slowly but steadily.


There is no bargaining with flesh. You can give it all that it claims to want, and give it the same things all over again when it somehow fails to be satisfied, and you will gain nothing at all for your trouble. Flesh begs, and begs, and gives nothing in return, and is never satisfied. There is only one way to be free of its begging: by flatly refusing to play along with its game, by plugging your ears when it begs.


I paced, aimlessly.


At some point, my wanderings took me to the spot where I’d set down my suitcase. I crouched, and peered inside its various compartments.


I could not remember what exactly I had already packed away, and even if I was not taking any sentimental keepsakes with me, there were other things that really did need to travel with me.


More practical things. Clothes, at least, if nothing else.


The suitcase was very big. It’d been Ma’s originally, of course. And she’d packed her whole life up, inside it, once. Back when she’d pulled her life up by the roots, and left the old country for good, and came here, to America.


It was almost empty. My clothes were there—plenty of them, more than I really needed—but I had to reach down to the bottom of a deep pocket in order to confirm their presence. The cavernous interior of Ma’s suitcase swallowed them up with ease, and seemed as empty afterwards as it had been at the outset.


Oh well, I thought. There’s nothing wrong, is there, with taking a suitcase that’s too big, and which is mostly unfilled?


At least, I imagine not. But then, I wouldn’t know, would I? For all I know, this is considered a faux pas, in airports and in airplanes.


For all I know, when I arrive at the airport with this big hollow suitcase, I will discover that I’m making an embarrassment of myself. And all the air-people will gasp and sneer at me, and tell me that I must be lost, for I am clearly not where I belong.


“Come out,” Herschel mumbled. Not to me, but to his ceiling.


He lay on the bed, staring up. He had been there for the past fifteen minutes, maybe, I think.


Sometimes, that evening, he would go out into the living room, to write, or to “prepare” in some other way. Then he’d come back here, and lie on the bed, and stare.


“Come out, forms,” he said. More loudly now, in a commanding voice.


“Show yourselves, forms!” he said. “Show yourselves to me! I need you, now, more than ever!”


These were desperate-sounding words. But if it was desperation that he felt, he showed it only in the words he chose, and in no other way.


His voice was commanding, perfectly controlled. His face was dispassionate, mask-like, regal.


(Words like “regal” are no longer welcome here, on these pages. I have indulged my brother’s grandiose pride too much already, in the earlier pages of this “Book.” No more of that, now, Miriam. Not ever.)


I approached Herschel’s bed.


I came close to it, and stood by its long side, looking down at my brother in silence.


I breathed in, and breathed out.


Herschel and I had been talking, on and off, in the hours since dinnertime. We had said a variety of things to one another. But none of them touched on any of the important things.


I knew that there were matters that had to be brought to some sort of resolution, between us, before I left for good. I had shied away from them, as best I could, putting off the inevitable for as long as possible. But the evening was quickly turning into night, and I could not wait forever, could I?


“Herschel,” I said. I was not trying to be quiet, I think, but my voice came out that way nonetheless.


His eyes swerved to meet mine.


It was only his eyes that moved. His body lay perfectly still, like a corpse.


“Herschel,” I said, “I want you to know that I . . .”


The intensity of his gaze was discomfiting. He was giving me his full attention, I could tell. He was emptying out his overfull mind, shoving all its many contents aside, to be replaced with one single thing only: me.


I was taking him away, I knew, from something which he believed was very important.


No, something which was important. If only to him, if only because of his belief in its value. Even if that value was not real, in the end, it was real to him, and so it was important to him. It mattered, because he mattered.


I knew that it wasn’t nice, to take him away from his important business like this. Not at any time, and certainly not at a time like this, when he felt himself to be under such pressure, and so desperately pressed for time.


But you know what? I didn’t care! Not one bit!


It wasn’t nice. It would harm him in some way, hopefully some small way. But dammit, he was my brother—!


“I want you to know,” I tried again, “that I do stand by what I’ve done, what I’ve said.


“About protecting you.


“About how you need help. And you do need help, Herschel, don’t play dumb with me, you know you do.


“And I wanted to say, too, that I . . . I don’t think it’s wrong, to care a lot about someone you love. And to worry about their safety, and . . . all that.


“I think that’s the opposite of wrong. It’s . . . what was it you said, before? ‘Worthy of praise?’ Yeah. I think it’s worthy of praise.


“And if you believe that someone you love is going down a bad road, and endangering themselves? Then yeah, it’s worthy of praise to speak up, and let them know what you’re feeling. And then listen, and hear them out, when they try to explain why things aren’t as bad as they look, from the outside.


“And if they can’t explain, if they’re set in their ways . . . to still try, and do your best, and protect them, as best you can.


“Even if it means making a nuisance of yourself. Even if they’ll hate you for it.”


Herschel smiled.


“I see,” he said. “Thank you, Sister.


“I am glad that we agree.”


He pulled himself up on the bed, and then sat upon it, facing me. His legs were crossed, his spine straight and erect. He inclined his head to meet my gaze, and I saw his smile again.


I saw the firmness of his smile, and its regal dignity. Its air of mastery, indomitability, absolute control.


I breathed in. I breathed out.


“And Herschel?” I said.


“I’m worried about you, still. I’m more worried than ever. Even if I haven’t shown it, recently—I am.


“I’m . . . afraid, Herschel.


“All this talk about a ‘last rite,’ about a battle, about destroying people—it scares the shit out of me. It fucking terrifies me, Herschel.”


“Have no fear, Sister,” Herschel said. I cringed, hearing that stock phrase for the thousandth time.


I thought: if you want to reassure me, Herschel, then fucking REASSURE me. Actually TRY, for once. My feelings are not just something you can order around, like servants or soldiers, expecting them to do your bidding whether or not they understand it.


Breathe in, breathe out.


I thought: “it will be my last act, on the last of my days.” That’s what he said to me, when I asked what his “last rite” was.


I had to do it. I wouldn’t be able to live with myself, in the airport, on the airplane, if I didn’t—


“Herschel,” I said, moving a step closer to the bed.


“Are you going to die, in your ‘last rite’?


“Are you planning to commit suicide, on Wednesday?”


Herschel’s smile did not waver.


“You are strange, Sister,” Herschel said.


“You forget,” he said, “and mists cloud your mind. And yet you come so curiously close to grasping Truth, sometimes, nonetheless!”


“At times, in fact, you do grasp Truth. I cannot deny it, for I see Truth’s body, patient and majestic, shining within your words.


“I see Truth’s body, and how it has been turned upside down.


“You make yourself strange, Sister. You invert yourself, just as you invert Truth. You turn yourself inside out, making of yourself an offense against all that is proper and well-proportioned.


“You bring yourself to the point of despair, willfully, in willful mockery of that glad event which is soon to come.


“You rush to the door of despair, and open it. You rush further, across the threshold, to meet and embrace the hideous thing that is rightly locked away there: the death-wish.


“And now, with your customary mania for inversion, you diagnose me with your own malady.


“Me! I am Herschel Schoen. I was not given to the earth to bring death, but to bring death’s end.


“I am Herschel Schoen, who is the furthest of all men from oblivion. Who has never known oblivion, but has always remembered! Who was given to the oblivious earth, so that he lead men into light, and into life! Into a fullness of life that overruns itself, and is made a fullness beyond fullness!


“Christmas Day shall be a day of death, it is true. I set myself fully against my Adversary, and he sets himself fully against me. Our enmity is total, unregulated, limitless. It is an enmity too great to be borne, and so it must be ended, in the only way such a thing can be ended: through war.


“So I must grant, Sister, that my life will be in peril on Christmas Day. I will be at war, against an Adversary whose armies are a terror to behold.


“Nevertheless—do not have fear! I will be in great peril, but I will be very well prepared.


“That will not be enough, in itself. The last rite does not ask that its preparations be done merely ‘very well’; it demands perfection.


“It is a difficult request to honor, I admit. Even I may not be capable of it, in the end, I admit.


“But I am trying, Sister. And I think well of my chances.


“And if I succeed? If I prepare in full accordance with the last rite’s specifications, and ride into battle perfectly prepared, on Christmas Day? If I perform the last rite, and succeed?


“Then Christmas Day will not be a day of death, but a day of birth.”


I wanted to scream.


I thought: it wouldn’t hurt so much, if I thought he couldn’t help it. If I thought he was just sick, disabled, unable to speak normally.


I thought: but I know better. I know he COULD answer me plainly, in a way I’d understand. It might be unnatural for him, and take a bit of effort, but he could.


I thought: he could—and he would, if he thought I was worth the trouble.


I had to try. I had to do my best. Or I wouldn’t be able to live with myself, tomorrow.


“Herschel,” I said, “you said ‘if.’


“‘If’ you ride into battle on Wednesday. ‘If’ you perform the ‘last rite.’ ‘If’ you succeed.


“What if you don’t, Herschel? What if Christmas Day isn’t like you expected it to be? And your plans don’t work out?


“What will you do then?”


I felt on the verge of tears, suddenly, when I said the part about Christmas Day not being “like he expected.”


I pictured Herschel staying up on Tuesday night, into the early hours of Wednesday morning, waiting and waiting.


Herschel sitting alone, in a dark and empty apartment, watching the window for Santa’s sleigh, and wondering why the new day seems so ordinary, like any other Wednesday. Waiting and waiting, watching the painfully slow ticking of the clock, until finally the sun starts to rise, and he has to face the fact that—


“If the last rite fails,” Herschel said, “then I will have to face down whatever remains of my Adversary’s armies with a heart no longer fit for doing battle.


“For despair would take hold of my heart, then, sapping away all its manly spirit. And so, I imagine I would fall to the enemy’s blade, and be slain, and lie broken in the dust, like dung.


“But then, I am a coward. And perhaps, in the moment, my cowardice might win out over my despair, and spur me to flee. Perhaps I would run, and try to find some safe place where I could hide myself away, escaping my Adversary’s notice.


“My Adversary has a thousand eyes; it is no easy feat to hide oneself from him. But then, I will not be alone, even in my despair. The Intercessor, master of hiding, will be with me, and his sleigh will be at my disposal.


“Perhaps, then, I might find a way to save my skin, after having lost everything else.


“Perhaps I might even return here, to my home. The Intercessor has the power to render his own home invisible; surely he could do the same for mine, if I asked.


“Yes, I think that is what I would do. It would only be right. My ceiling has served me so well, for so many years; I would be remiss if I did not return to it, and give it a final word of gratitude, and a proper farewell.


“And then, I would have to master my cowardice one final time. For I would have a final duty to fulfill, then.


“There would be a body, then, laid out upon this bed. But it would not be Herschel Schoen’s body.


“The body of Herschel Schoen, prophet, was made at the beginning to carry out the last rite.


“But the wretched body on the bed? My body? What would it be, then? A malformed thing, made wrong. A piece of misshapen plastic, the result of a manufacturing error, unable to serve the one function that had been prepared for it, and hence of no further use to anyone.


“A defect upon creation, and an abomination in the eyes of the creator. An unwelcome reminder of the moment when His mighty hand slipped, and made a mistake. Of the fact that all of His creatures are perfect reflections of His will—save for one.


“Oh, my strange Sister! You come so oddly close to Truth, in your odd way. You grasp Truth the wrong way around, and come out of the encounter even more lost than you were before.


“You accuse me of planning some act of self-slaughter, on Wednesday. I am not! I am planning the opposite! Life, light—endless life, endless light!


“And yet, in one small and unimportant way, you are right.


“For, if I find myself upon this bed, hiding from my Adversary after the failure of the last rite? Aware that my Adversary has won, and that his evil substitution will be accomplished before the day has run its course?


“Then, of course, I would do what is only right. Finding that I was a defect upon creation, it would fall to me to scrub away the blot.


“Having made a mess of my duty, I would at least have the courtesy to clean up after myself, by snuffing out the life-breath within the useless body on the bed. Without its life-breath, it would soon enough become food for the worms, and lose its form, and be no more.”


My knees buckled. I had ignored that ache in my legs too long, I guess, and now they were punishing me for it.


I slumped to the floor, and sat there for a time.


I cried, a little bit. I did it silently, and I don’t think Herschel noticed.


I thought:


No, I don’t know what I thought. I don’t remember at all.


I remember sitting on the floor, for a minute or two. I remember that I cried. But as for what was going through my mind, I really have no idea.


Oh well, no harm done. You don’t care about my private thoughts, after all.


After a minute or two, I came to my senses. As far as the situation permitted, anyway.


Herschel really was planning to kill himself, if his “last rite” didn’t work out.


That is: Herschel really was going to kill himself, when his “last rite” didn’t work out. When that “rite” simply didn’t happen at all, not even as a failure.


When the sun rose, on an ordinary winter morning.


Wait, I thought. Even if he’s suicidal, how is he going to . . .


“You are going to ‘snuff the life-breath’ out of your body,” I parroted, in a lifeless monotone. “If your ‘last rite’ doesn’t work out.


“How are you going to . . . do that, Herschel?


“With what? Don’t tell me you have . . . I don’t know . . . a gun, somewhere, that I don’t know about? Or a bunch of, I don’t know, pills, or—”


I should have done, I should have, I don’t know, I thought, incoherently.


Done SOMETHING. Should have. Before. I should have known. I SAW him and I HEARD what he sounded like, and, and, I should have, I should, I didn’t.


Herschel peered down at me with an amused expression.


“Sister,” he said, in a pitying voice.


“Has it never occurred to you that our home is set high up, many floors above the street? And that the window of our living room opens onto a small balcony, with a low railing?


“If one wanted to remove the life-breath from a man’s body, here, one would have no trouble accomplishing it.”


I sat on the floor, staring at my brother without really seeing him. I felt


No, no use telling you how I felt. I’m sure you could guess, if you cared.


But the thing that I felt—the one you could guess, if you cared—was only there for a moment. And then it was replaced by another thing, which any guess you could make would inevitably fail to describe.


What happened next, you ask? If you really want to know, then stop reading.


Put down this page, and pick up one of the blank ones. Look at it, instead.


You won’t find your answer there, either. But at least you’ll be looking in the right place.


I thought: I am barren, and light as the air.


I thought: I should not be here, typing. It should be YOU, who sits and types.


I thought: you are the one who is interested in my brother, not me. I have no interests.


I am not a good person.


I did not like how I felt, then, on the floor. And so I played a trick on myself, to make it go away.


I thought: there is nothing left for me here.


I thought: I was made for a single moment. Which is not far off, now. I must make sure that there is nothing left that might tie me down to the earth, when it arrives.


“I am going up,” I said, out loud, to remind myself of my role.


I thought: do you respect your brother, Miriam?


I thought: is that a joke? Of course I don’t.


I thought: but wouldn’t it be nice if you DID? Wouldn’t it be nice if there was a woman a whole lot like you, in a home just like this one, who DID respect her brother?


I thought: her very clever brother? Her brother who’s only sixteen, and already smarter than ninety-nine-point-nine percent of grown-ups?


I thought: her brother, who talks just like he writes, in long and intricate sentences, never missing a beat?


I thought: her brother, the writer? Who wrote some sort of . . . autobiography, or something like that . . . just last week? A whole book, a “chronicle” hundreds of pages long, written in just a week? And written just because he wanted to do something nice, for his sister and his Ma?


I couldn’t make myself respect him. But I could play pretend. I am very good at that.


I thought: do you respect him? Then act like it. Trust him.


I thought: trust him to make his own choices. Wish him the best. And then, let him go.


(For shame! For shame!)


(I told you. I am not a good person. What, didn’t you believe me?)


I looked up at Herschel, and felt that I could see him clearly, again.


A weight had lifted off my shoulders. I was as light as the air, now. I no longer had to be good; I had given up trying.


It didn’t matter, anymore, what I did or didn’t do. I could do whatever I pleased. I could simply talk to my brother, without feeling the crushing grip around my neck.


I could be kind to him, if I wanted. It would come easily, in a way it never had, before. It is easy to be kind, when you are only doing so because you feel like it, and you know that it cannot really matter anyway.


I smiled.


“It’s strange to think,” I said, “that I’m not going to see you again, after I go to sleep tonight.


“If it were some other time,” I said, “I’d maybe ask you if we could do something together, tonight.


“I don’t know what. Watch something on the TV, maybe, though I know that’s not your kind of thing.


“Or maybe you could read something to me. Something you’ve written, that you’re proud of.


“I still haven’t read a word of that ‘December chronicle’ you wrote, even though you wrote it for me, and for Ma. It might be nice, hearing you read it to me.


“But I know you’re busy. I know you have your ‘preparations,’ and I know they’re very important, and on a tight schedule. It sounds like hard work, and I don’t want to make it any harder.”


I was amazed, hearing myself. How was I doing this? Where was it coming from?


It was uncanny, listening to my own voice, and not recognizing myself, there.


“Just let me know,” I said, “if there’s anything I can do to help. With your work, I mean, your ‘preparations.’”


Herschel mulled over this for a moment.


“Thank you, Sister,” he said. “I am not sure, however, that you can be of any use to me.


“I was given to this task, and it to me. It must be done by me, by my hands. That is one of its specifications.


“And it is the task for which I was made, at the beginning. It presents a challenge, but I am well fitted to that challenge, as no other man could possibly be.”


He paused, and thought silently.


“There is another challenge, however,” he said, “to which I seem to be less well fitted. A problem presents itself to me, and although I have given it much thought, the solution still escapes me.


“It is a problem which must be solved, not even by Christmas Day, but indeed sooner. Tonight, or tomorrow morning at the latest.


“The matter presses itself on me, now, with an uncomfortable urgency. I have tried to consult my ceiling for guidance, but its forms are unaccountably inert tonight. I command them to move, and they do not. Even my FULL VOICE cannot rouse them.”


“What is this . . . problem?” I asked.


“Damien Eggert,” Herschel said. “My Adversary’s foremost regent.


“I must find him, and speak with him, and take stock of him. I must do this tomorrow. It cannot wait, for tomorrow is the last day before the end.


“I have no idea how to accomplish this. I do not even know where he lives!”


“Wait,” I said, feeling that I must have misunderstood him somehow.


“Aren’t you friends with his son?” I said. “Frederick Eggert?


“Couldn’t you just call up Frederick on the telephone, and call in a friendly favor? I imagine his father is very busy, but still. You two are very good friends. It doesn’t seem like too much to ask.”


“Frederick Eggert was my friend,” Herschel said. “He was, before.


“But I have had an opportunity, today, to see more clearly the sort of man that he is. I cannot call him friend, anymore, after what I have seen.”


I sighed.


Oh, Herschel, I thought. Always full of surprises, right up to the end.


So there we have it, I thought. There really will be no one left for you, then, I thought, after I am gone.


No, I thought. No, it doesn’t matter. It can’t matter. Let him go.


“I’m sorry,” I said. “It’s not nice, losing a friend.


“But,” I said, “if it’s so important that you meet Damien Eggert tomorrow . . . I mean, couldn’t you just try calling Frederick? Even if it’ll be awkward, even if you two don’t like each other anymore?


“It might work,” I said, “and what’s the harm in trying?”


Herschel considered this. His eyes grew wide, and he smiled.


“Your proposal has much to recommend it,” he said.


“Thank you,” he said, getting up off the bed.


“I will call Frederick on the telephone, now.


“I would have done it already, if the idea had occurred to me. But it did not. I do not think that it would have occurred to me, either, if you had not made me aware of it.


“Thank you,” he said again, walking toward the door.


“Your proposal is promising, and it concerns a matter of great importance.


“If it does work, then much which might otherwise have been destroyed will have been spared, through your intervention,” he said, sounding perfectly sincere, and immensely grateful.


Where did THAT come from? I thought. He’s . . . he’s never spoken to me like that before.


I liked the way that I felt, then.


 


 


I lay in my bed, resting my aching limbs.


Dimly, through the open door, I heard snatches of Herschel’s conversation with Frederick.


I couldn’t make much sense of it. It was only one side of a conversation, and it was full of gaps, at that. I could hear Herschel clearly when his voice was raised, but only then.


Mostly, I heard him apologizing. Again and again, and very loudly.


He didn’t seem to be apologizing for any particular misdeed. Just . . . apologizing, in a generalized way.


At one point I heard him apologize for “what I will do to you, the day after tomorrow.” He said this very loudly, in an agitated voice, sounding not entirely in control of himself.


I wondered whether I should go to him, and try to intervene somehow. The answer, of course, came to me immediately. No. Let him go.


 


 


When Herschel returned to the bedroom, afterwards, his arms were aflutter with joy.


“It worked!” he cried. “It worked, Sister! Thank you!


“You have done something of great significance tonight! Oh, Sister—you have saved me!”


I sincerely doubt that, I thought. But it was nice to hear, nonetheless.


 


 


Much later, in the bedroom.


I lay in my bed, looking over at Herschel. He lay in his own bed, looking up at his ceiling.


His body was shaking.


“It will not move,” he said. “The forms spurn me, and I am no longer their master.”


“It is an ill omen,” he said.


The words I’ve typed above, between quotation marks, are ones that I remember very clearly. And yet, they feel wrong.


They’ll give you the wrong impression. Because you don’t really know Herschel Schoen, no matter how much you might think you do.


He was in distress. He was collapsing. Something inside him had snapped, and all his usual, eerie composure was suddenly gone. Brought down to earth, he shuddered and wailed just like the rest of us do, down here. With our ordinary pain, our all-too-familiar weakness. And no sky castle or Santa Claus to whisper in our ears, telling us that everything is all right, like everything always is, and always will be.


Yes, he still spoke in that articulate, somewhat formal way of his, but he always spoke that way. Even when he was shaking, and crying, and hitting himself, he’d still produce the very same sort of language, in between the sniffles and the shrieks.


I moved myself off the bed, and walked towards him.


“Herschel,” I said, “what’s going on?”


He had his hands held out in front of him, palms down. He was moving them back and forth, very quickly, with violent intensity. It looked like the gesture someone might make if they were trying to argue a point to someone, and they were getting frustrated by how little progress they were making. Like that, except sped up, and intensified, and repeated indefinitely.


“My Adversary is mighty,” he said. “Oh, oh, what have I done? And what will become of me?”


“Talk to me,” I said. “Tell me what’s bothering you.”


“I am wracked with doubt,” he said. “I have been wandering in a dark cavern, among shadows, seeing one form and then another in the shadows, and thinking I know the meaning of what I see.


“Each form in the shadows repudiates the last. I know all, and I know nothing.


“If Christmas Day had come two weeks earlier, or three, I would have been utterly unprepared. And I would have had no idea that anything was missing from me.


“How am I to say that there is nothing missing, now? I was made eternal, but I have spent too long in the shadows, and I have become like them: fickle, changeable, with no fixed form.”


It was unsettling, seeing him reflect on himself this way. I felt that he was tugging at a loose thread which could unravel the whole of him, if he kept at it.


“Hey,” I said, in my best attempt at a soothing tone. “Hey, hey.


“You’ll feel better tomorrow, if not sooner,” I said. “I’m sure of it.


“You weren’t ‘wracked with doubt’ before, remember? You’ve always been very confident of yourself. That’s who you are. It’ll come back.”


Herschel made a noise like an angry cat.


“My Adversary!” he shrieked. “He is mighty! He commands New York City, and Damien Eggert, and legions of black metal birds that blot out the sky!


“What have I done? I have delivered myself over into his hands! I have delivered myself into the hands of Damien Eggert, his regent, who will seize me with his evil arms, imprison me in his evil laboratories, torture me, destroy me!


“I have been a fool! I am a fool. Mock me, Madeleine. Show yourself to me, substituting yourself for the forms which have betrayed me. Take my manly spirit away from me, and laugh! Yes, laugh! That is proper, for I am Herschel Schoen, laughingstock!


“Oh, oh,” he moaned. “I am afraid.


“The night is cruel and cold, and it shows me what I am. I cannot even make myself warm enough in winter—that is how limited my powers are! And I face an Adversary who calls every power his own! Who is making an entire world from straw and circuitry!”


It was very cold. I was shivering a bit, too.


I think something had gone wrong with our radiator, or with the boiler, sometime in the previous week. It was never this cold in the apartment before, not in any winter we’d had before.


I walked across the floor, and stood next to Herschel’s bed.


“Have no fear,” I said.


I think that his agitation lessened, slightly, after I said this. But only slightly, and I might have been imagining it.


“You’re always telling me that,” I said. “That there’s no reason to be afraid, about anything at all.


“Were you wrong? When you would tell me that?”


Herschel made a noise, vaguely wordlike but unintelligible. It seemed to be an expression of strong emotion, of some strong emotion. But which one, I couldn’t say.


“Didn’t you write a whole book,” I said, “last week, just to convince me that there was nothing for me to be afraid of?


“Was your book wrong, too?”


For a little while, he did not say anything. He lay in silence, shaking, with his eyes darting wildly.


“You did not read it,” he said, a little later.


“My December chronicle. You have not read a word of it, you said.


“Perhaps you would understand what I suffer, now, if you had. But you chose not to. You chose forgetting, and the television, and Vincent Vierge, and so you do not understand, and cannot understand.”


My poor brother. He writes a whole book for me, and I won’t even read it.


No wonder things turned out like they


“I would like to read it,” I said. “I haven’t, yet, but I want to.”


“You cannot, now,” he said. “You are going away.”


What with him being a ninety-nine-point-ninth percentile genius, and all, it was funny how the most obvious ideas would sometimes just . . . not occur to him.


“Could I take it with me?” I said. “I’ve got plenty of room in my suitcase.”


“No!” he cried. “No, no, please! Those papers must be with me in the battle! They are an armament, an—”


It was very unlike him, stopping himself mid-sentence like that.


“No,” he said. “I have misunderstood, and must now correct myself. For the last rite’s specifications are still revealing themselves to me, piece by piece, even now.


“It is rather different than I had imagined,” he said, “although, now seeing it properly, it has become hard to imagine how I could have seen it in any other way.


“It is specified, yes, that some of my papers should be placed on my body, for their power depends on that placement.


“But my body is small, and my papers are many. And there is no need for the others to be close to me at all. Their powers derive only from their existence, and from their integrity, and from the performance of any obeisances which are due to them.”


He was still in visible distress. But he smiled, weakly.


“You have saved me again, tonight, Sister.


“Oh, how very wrong I was before now! I had thought that my papers must be massed here, near me, in Brooklyn, New York.


“But that is precisely the worst place for them! For they would be imperiled, if allowed to remain there. They would then be within the range of my Adversary’s forces, on Christmas Day. And my Adversary knows that they are a source of power; surely he would try to tear and damage them, if they were still here.


“No, it is best that they be elsewhere. As far away as possible!”


“How about Portland, Oregon?” I said. “It’s all the way across the country from here.”


“Yes,” Herschel said, grasping my meaning at once. “Yes, that will do!


“Please,” he said, “oh, please take them with you! It will be a great help to me.”


“I’ll take what I can,” I said. “It won’t be everything.


“Our whole closet is filled up with your papers, and there are lots more of them in the living room, too. My suitcase is big, but not that big.”


“There is no need for that,” he said. “You need only take the ones that are preparations.


“The December chronicle, and some others, too.


“I will show you which ones I mean.”


With great effort, in stops and starts, he managed to get himself off the bed and onto the floor. His arms were still shaking in that frustrated-looking manner, though they shook a little more slowly now, I noticed.


He walked toward the door, indicating for me to follow.


I grabbed my suitcase, and went out with him into the living room.


 


 


We stood together, in the dim light.


Herschel sifted through his massive, cluttered piles of paper. He picked out particular notebooks, or particular stacks of loose sheets, and handed them to me.


“This one,” he said, handing me a spiral notebook, “is different from the others. It requires certain obeisances, without which it will be nothing more than mere paper, and wholly powerless.


“It is of the utmost importance that you perform these obeisances, at the appropriate time. On Christmas Day, in the earliest hours of the morning.”


“Obeisances?” I said.


“At the appropriate time,” he said, “the pages with writing on them must be torn out of this notebook.


“Then, they must be properly arranged, upon some surface. It does not matter what surface it is, so long as it is more or less flat.


“As for the arrangement itself, you know it already. They must be arranged, on the surface, in the same way that I arrange my papers around my body, in bed, when I prepare for sleep.


“You do know that arrangement, do you not?”


“I do,” I said.


“You know it precisely, by heart?” he said.


“I do,” I said.


“And you will arrange these papers as I have described, on a surface that is more or less flat, in the early morning hours of Christmas Day?” he said.


“I will,” I said.


Oh, it was such fun to play pretend! It was a blessing, having a little brother with such a first-rate imagination. One who dreamed up such delightful little games, and such diverting little fantasies.


It was such fun to play pretend, and not have to think about


 


 


Finally, he reached the last of the papers he wanted to give me.


My suitcase, as it turned out, was still not full.


His task complete, Herschel plopped himself down on the couch, and curled into himself, huddling against the cold.


“Sister?” he said.


“I am afraid,” he said. “I have entrusted you with something of the utmost importance, tonight.


“It scares me, to think of how it will soon be somewhere beyond my reach, and even beyond my sight, and I will not know what has happened to it.


“Please, Sister. Treat these papers with the appropriate reverence. Keep them safe, and do right by them.”


“I will,” I said.


It was easy to say all the right words, now that I knew that they could not matter.


“Do right by them,” he said, “on Christmas Day.


“And do right by them, also, in the days that are to come after.


“Please, preserve your body, on Christmas Day. And preserve it, too, in the days after. Please, do not allow your death-wish to take you down under the earth too soon.


“I am trusting you, Sister. Please.”


It did not matter what I said. And so, I simply said whatever pleased me most.


I said nothing, and was pleased.


“Do right by my papers,” he repeated.


“I will,” I said.


“Make them whole,” he said, “and let their wholeness shine, so that no one could see them and doubt their power.”


“I will,” I said.


“And in the days after Christmas Day,” he said, “make them into a book. They are a book already, but their form hides their nature. Give them a fitting form, so that their nature will be known, and they will be read, and gloried in.”


“I didn’t know you were still hoping to get this stuff published,” I said. “I mean, you used to talk about that a lot, but that was before . . . before all the ‘Adversary’ stuff, and all the Santa stuff, and . . . you know. Before December.


“I thought maybe that wish had gone away, now. What with Christmas and the last rite and all.


“But sure, if you want. I don’t know the first thing about how a book comes to be published, you know that. But I’ll try.”


Herschel smiled. There was a note of pity in it, but it was not unkind.


“Published?” he said. “I suppose that is what I want, still. In a sense.


“But I am speaking of matters that are to come after Christmas Day, and so I cannot manage more than ‘in a sense.’ The fullness of my intent cannot but escape you, for you have forgotten.”


It was nice, in a weird way, hearing him say that annoying phrase one more time. Anything can acquire sentimental value, when it’s being done for the last time.


“Sister?” he said.


“I am afraid. And I am very cold.


“Could you . . . hold me, now?”


At first, I wasn’t sure I’d heard him properly. And then, after I’d put aside that worry, I started to worry that this was some sort of test. That I was supposed to refuse, or something.


He had never asked me for this before. For the obvious reasons.


“Are you sure?” I asked. “I mean . . . Herschel, you hate it when people touch you.”


“I do,” he said. “I do hate it.


“But I am very cold. I would like to try it, at least.”


So I moved, slowly and carefully, onto the couch.


And I slid, slowly and carefully, over to Herschel’s side.


I extended an arm, and put it over him, as gradually and gently as I could manage.


He shrieked. I moved my arm away.


“No,” he said, “no, put it back . . .”


I put the one arm over him again. And I wrapped my other arm around the front of him, too.


“Oh, oh, it is strange,” he moaned.


I leaned in, and pressed my whole body against his, laying my head over his shoulder.


“It is . . .” he said. “Forms, flowing ceaselessly over me, in confusion, too fast, dizzying . . .”


“I’m probably not doing it right,” I said. “I’ve never been very good at . . . this sort of thing.”


“The static of the radio, at unimaginable volume . . .” Herschel said. “Fingernails against a chalkboard . . . senseless, meaningless, rough, riddled with spines . . .


“But refusing to stop, ignorant of their power to wound, and to confound the senses . . . oh, it is strange! It is of shadows, wholly . . . it is the shadows showing their nature plainly, flowing and flowing in their boundless ignorance, incapable of remembering and incapable of knowing there is a thing that they lack . . . there is nothing like it, above! Nothing at all!


“And your arms, Sister . . . they are so thin. I saw their thinness, before, but it is different, to feel it . . .”


I thought: what he needs is a mother. A mother’s arms, around him. Not these arms, which are meant for something else entirely.


“This would feel nicer,” I said, “and warmer, too, if it was Ma, instead of me. I bet it would.”


“Perhaps it would,” Herschel said. “Still, I do feel a little less cold, now, I notice.


“But Sister, your body . . . I do fear for it. I fear for it more than ever, now, having felt it.


“Please, preserve it, in the coming days. For me, if for no other reason.”


“I love you,” I said.


He did not respond, and I said nothing more.


We stayed on the couch like that for a little while. With my gangly arms clasped awkwardly around him, and my chest against his, and my head over his shoulder.


How long it was exactly, I can’t say. A few minutes. Maybe five, or even ten.


I yawned, and realized suddenly how tired I was. How late it was.


“I think I should get to bed,” I said. I retracted from the hug, and stood up.


“Good night,” I said.


I should have said “goodbye,” too. But for some reason, I didn’t. I was very tired. Perhaps it just didn’t occur to me.


“Good night, Sister,” Herschel said.


I remember what he looked like, then, curled up on the couch, shivering. I remember it very clearly. There was nothing special about the image, except that it was the last one.


I turned to the bedroom door.


I turned away from him, for the last time.


I left the room. And left my brother’s life, forever.




Of the Father

I must write down what has just happened!


I must!


I already hear prudence whispering furiously in my ear, urging me to put the pen aside. Wayward, it calls me, and willful. It hisses my name in a chiding, reproving tone, wondering rhetorically what is to be done with incorrigible old me.


“There is no time,” prudence insists. I know! I know!


“It is Christmas Eve,” prudence says, redundantly. I know! What, do you imagine that I might have forgotten?


“Behind the formless clouds,” it says, “the sun is already beginning to fall.


“It is Christmas Eve. It is past noon. It is well past noon, and even the afternoon is now starting to die.


“Go on, take another glance at the clock. Tell me what you read there.


“Do not sulk in affected cowardice, pretending that you cannot bring yourself to do it. You are a coward, Herschel Schoen, it is true. But you have a man’s face, sixthmade and blessed. The clock’s lifeless ‘face,’ its mechanical ‘hands,’ cannot possibly strike fear into you. They were fashioned in latter days; you, at the beginning. Go! Look!”


Two forty-seven P.M., says the clock. December Twenty-Fourth, says the calendar.


Christmas Eve, the little children say, raising their voices in song.


“They do not know it,” prudence hisses, “but they are singing to YOU, Herschel Schoen.


“It is you who will bring them gifts, or else bring them ruin.


“Do you hear their song? Do you hear how they are close to despair? How they hold despair at bay, for the sake of singing?


“How they THROW CARES AWAY, when they begin to sing? How they lose themselves, for the duration of the song, allowing themselves to HOPE—in spite of everything?


“Dare you DISAPPOINT them, Herschel Schoen?”


No! Never! I am Herschel Schoen!


“Which shall it be, then? The momentary satisfaction of your momentary whims—or eternity?


“A final moment of senseless play among the dying shadows—or an outstretched hand to guard the little children, and guide them to safety, and show them how they were right to hope, after all, in spite of everything? Which shall it be, Herschel Schoen, last and most pitiful of prophets? Which, which?”


I know! I know!


It is imprudent, yes; I may well pay a great price, yes, if I do it.


But I must do it!


Prudence is a virtue, but it is not the only virtue, nor is it the highest virtue!


I must be very quick. I must race against the despairing, death-craving hours, matching my pace to theirs.


I have written a new heading, just above, for this purpose and this purpose only. “Of the Father,” I shall call this section.


I cannot write very much, beneath it. There is no time.


Goodbye, “Of Birth Pangs.” Goodbye, and take heart. I will see you again, very soon. But there is no time left for you, today.


There is no time left for anything, anymore.


Even if I were to put down the pen now, and spend every moment hereafter with my hands busy in preparation—with my heart wholly open to the last rite, and wholly closed to all other matters—


No!


There is no time, and this does not matter. There is no time, and this is of no consequence.


For I must write down what has just happened!


O sweet silver bells! O halls decked with majesty and excellency, and arrayed with glory and beauty! Do you hear what I hear?


O meek and winsome stars: let my voice reach your place of blushing seclusion, set out above the oblivious city! Hear me! Hear what I hear!


O armies and terrors! O wild and unregulated creatures, made for war, incapable of mercy! Though you are in no way tame, you still know the sound of your master’s voice—do you not? Hear me!


O fearsome sinews, stitched with elfin deftness, and strung together into cedar-high legs! O brass-pipe bones and iron-bar gristles, nourished by the feasting grounds that are laid out within Santa’s polar mill of marvels, and now grown tall and terrible—outstripping all the city’s futile towers, “scraping the sky” as those towers claim to, and yet cannot!


O mighty ones fashioned in latter days, with no creator save for the Intercessor, and no purpose save for the carrying-out of that man’s will! O nutcracker army, massed in your millions among the city’s shadows, and kneeling there in utmost subservience, with your eyes raised up to watch the red-gloved, outstretched hand of your master!


O winsome soldiers, heedless of all human limits, who will not relent from your slaughter until the waters of every river and bay have been painted in your master’s color, and the tip of every last “sky-scraping” tower has been submerged under the rising surface of the blood-red lake! I am your general, and I bear good news!


O monstrous toys that circle ravenously over the open field—you who spread wide your black and measureless wings, obscuring the very stars, only to fall meekly to the ground at Santa’s bidding, baring your soft bellies so that he might play with you as with a pet! Hear what is being raised o’er hill and dale! Hear me!


Hear me, and rejoice!


 


 


Today, a few minutes after noon, I stepped off of the B train, and fought my way through the paste.


The men in the station were more densely packed together—and more unruly—than I have ever known the city’s men to be, in any of the city’s subway stations. But I have learned how to contend with men massed into paste. I sought the open air, and soon found it.


No man can delay me, if I do not wish it. I no longer have any time left whatsoever for matters which are of no significance.


I came out, into the open air, and onto Sixth Avenue.


I walked.


I walked, turning my face to each one of my Adversary’s lampposts, and then to the next.


A proud sneer was upon my lips, then.


Look, Adversary, I thought. Look on my face. See what I make of all your pretensions. See how little stock I place in the rumors that you are mighty, and industrious, and full of guile.


I turned from Sixth Avenue onto Waverly Place.


I walked, and saw my destination emerging from the murk.


I saw the cringing forms of bare and cowardly trees. And around them, a low-set and half-hearted fence, which could be stepped over with ease, if one wished.


Even this, however, was not necessary. Out of the murk, a pair of short, quaint, docile lampposts announced itself to me; between them, I saw that the fence had been broken, allowing pedestrians to pass freely onto a small paved thoroughfare.


I sneered at the crouching lampposts, one and then the next. I passed them by, and went onward, into the ugly and ill-tended thicket which is called Washington Square Park.


My Adversary’s hand must have slipped, when he made Washington Square Park.


Wanting to seem mighty, he has built up mighty edifices all throughout the city he calls his own—but not here, not in Washington Square Park. Here, he lets slip something of his true stature.


Even the name that he has chosen for it bespeaks haste, or foolishness, or both. For it is not by any means a square, and I cannot see any reason why the meager things which are arranged there—the self-effacing branches, the half-finished monuments—should be thought worthy of the proud name Washington, which the Americans hold holy.


It would seem curious, then, that he chose this place for today’s meeting.


It would, would it not?


For the first time, I considered this.


I thought: does my Adversary WISH to appear weak, today?


I thought: can he be GIVING UP, already? Conceding the game? Kneeling at my feet, in recognition of my superior strength, which even he can appreciate—though he understands so little about anything else at all?


I thought: no.


For I knew it could not be so.


Confusion mounted in me, and made me wary, as I walked deeper into Washington Square Park.


I thought: perhaps he means to make some subtle point, which has been lost on me.


I thought: perhaps he is full of guile, after all.


It was not a large place, the one my Adversary had chosen. It could be crossed in the span of a single minute, if that.


And so, I soon came to the clearing that was set out at the center of it.


I saw the homely fountain, there. It was dry, spent up; there was no potency left in it, and nothing at all flowed from it. I saw the dull gray forms that clung to its surface, oblivious to the way that they mirrored the dull gray of the formless clouds above.


It was a shabby thing, hunched low to the ground. It cringed, at the sight of me, and of my sneer. It retreated into itself, pulling itself even lower to the ground, as though it were trying to dig a burrow for itself under the paved tiles of the plaza, in which to secret itself away, and thereby escape my notice and my wrath.


I stared directly at it, showing it my spiteful lips. I opened my mouth to it, and sang a four-note melody, proclaiming to it that its efforts were in vain. My wrath is not a thing that can be hidden from, or escaped in any way; it is the very body of the inevitable, showing itself, and announcing how things are to be.


With the fountain dispatched, I raised my eyes to take in the remainder of the clearing.


Forms wavered in the murk. With a show of effort, the exhausted shadows roused themselves for a final performance.


Gradually, uneasily, the assembled mists arranged themselves into a semblance of human form, and presented this for my appraisal.


I saw the two figures, standing close by to the fountain.


I did not recognize either of them, at first.


I knew who they were, of course, but that is not the same thing. They were limp, spent-up, made up of a substance that was in short supply, and which soon would run out entirely.


I knew one of the two very well, and had seen him nearly every day, in recent weeks. And still, I did not recognize him—not, anyway, until he raised one of his long, gangly arms to wave at me.


After that, there could be no mistaking him. It is inimitable, the way that Frederick has of waving his arms; I do not think any other man could master it if he tried.


So he was here, just as we had arranged. And the man standing beside him—as we had arranged—was his father. Damien Eggert. “Daddy.”


A bolt of fear shot through me, with no antecedent in anything that the day had previously given me.


I quelled my trembling, and thought: no.


I felt the papers that were under my coat, and upon my face and hands.


I thought: I do not come to you without protection, Adversary. Far from it! For I have PREPARED for our meeting, today.


I thought: have you done the same? What armor do you wear, today?


“Herschel!” Frederick cried. His voice was inscrutable; colorless things churned within it.


I nodded, and came closer.


 


 


Today, in Washington Square Park, my Adversary revealed his true stature to me.


I saw his regent, Damien Eggert, in the flesh. I stood face to face with that man, and took stock of him.


I was struck, first of all, by how short he was.


He was no taller than Frederick, in fact. It is proper for a father to tower over his son, as befits his position; in this, as in everything else, Damien Eggert thumbed his nose at propriety.


He paid no heed to custom, for he cared only for his and Frederick’s colorless “future”; his gaze was fixed in that direction, unable to look back at those who had come before him, unable even to imagine why they might be worthy of respect. He cared nothing for the compacts which bound others around him, for he fancied himself superior to them.


Now, now. Every man, it is said, looks smaller in the flesh than he does in a portrait or a photograph. Do not imagine that I have only fallen under the spell of this simple and much-discussed illusion.


No. Even accounting for such differences between paint and flesh, Damien Eggert was simply—what?


In a word: small.


Not small in every way, I suppose. He was stouter than his son, for instance; there is that, and it must be noted. Indeed, he wore an unsightly, garish pair of suspenders—now those were nowhere to be seen in the portrait, that is for sure!—in order to prevent his stoutness from overflowing.


And in this effort, it must be noted, his suspenders were entirely successful. His paunch did not overflow, nor did anything else within him. He was fenced in, contained, regulated. Everything about him was perfectly in order, even the very infelicities of dress and visage, of which there were many.


A pair of beady, bleary eyes nestled in a furrow, somewhere among the well-arranged and hideous wrinkles of the face.


He sighed, without much feeling.


“This is the kid, huh, Freddy?” he said.


Only then, when I heard his voice, did I grasp how truly small he was.


For it is the voice, not the face, which is the surest guide to the true nature of a man. A face might look one way, and then another, under the changing light; a face can even be falsified, through the use of masks or other trickery. But a man’s voice is the fingerprint of his heart. A man’s voice is only his, and wholly his—and the whole of his nature is laid bare, within it.


As for Damien Eggert’s voice, then? It was quick, breezy, casual. There was no heft to it whatsoever.


The question mark I have placed at the end of his sentence, just above, is mainly a matter of typographic habit; he was not really asking Frederick a question, I perceived, but merely—what?


Merely chatting.


Yes, chatting. That is the word for it. Indeed, that is the word for everything that I heard coming out of that futile mouth, today.


He fancied himself above all other men, and above all their cares. And so, having thrown cares away, he had no more need for passion, or for dignity.


Like Madeleine, he peered down at the world from above, affecting to find something mildly amusing in all that he surveyed—and to find nothing else there. But there was no intriguingly doubled quality to his manner, as there was to Madeleine’s. There was nothing of her curious charm in him, nothing to keep one’s attention fixed on him for any longer than was required.


He was so small, and so terribly simple, too. Each of his words and gestures had a single meaning only, and each displayed that meaning plainly, on its surface.


He was forgettable.


Oh, Adversary, you do amuse me so! I cannot forget Damien Eggert, of course; I cannot forget anyone or anything. However, even I can see what you showed plainly to me today: that your regent is forgettable. It is the perfect word for him.


You have prepared him this way, for me, have you not?


You are jocular, Adversary—you have had nothing except jokes to give me, from the start of our game onwards. And go on joking, even today. Only tomorrow will your jokes meet their end, in the final and crowning joke of yourself, and in the amusing ease with which I shall destroy you.


Does it please you to know that I do, at least, appreciate your sense of humor?


Damien Eggert chatted, forgettably.


“I’m just passing through, is all,” he said. He did not seem to be talking to Frederick, or to me, or even to himself.


“Can’t stay and shoot the shit,” he said. “I’m just coming through, on my way in, you know.


“Got places to go, people to see, all that whole kit and kaboodle.”


“I know, daddy,” Frederick said. His voice was low, plaintive, placating.


“I’m just making the rounds, getting the boys all together,” Damien Eggert said. “It’s about time I did some yakking with the boys, you know, Freddy. Gotta get their eyes on the thing, pick their brains, you know, the whole nine yards.


“What with how things are coming along, you know.”


“I know, daddy,” Frederick said again. He placed a tentative hand on his father’s shoulder.


“I’m getting all the boys from down here,” Damien Eggert said, “and then I’m coming back up to the roost again.


“To get ’em all together in a room, and see if we can’t crack some tough nuts, what with all our big bald heads put together.”


He chuckled. No one, hearing him, could imagine that he really found anything funny in his own latest remark. The chuckle was like the rest of it: mere chatting. Thoughtless banter, tossed lightly onto a formless heap of similar stuff, which could all be safely disposed of with the rest of the household trash, later on.


“I’m getting all the fancy boys from down here, rounding ’em all up—so I can show ’em what’s what, ha!


“Getting Peter, from down here, of course, and Kurt. And Yann, too, can’t forget the poor bastard. Yann, and Peter, and Kurt, and . . .”


“Yes, daddy,” Frederick said, squeezing his father’s shoulder gently. “You told me before, remember? In the morning?”


“These fancy boys down here,” Damien Eggert exclaimed, “they sure think they can integrate a system, huh?


“Bet their wives’d tell a different story, though—haw, haw!”


He was, I reflected, perhaps the least funny man I had ever encountered. Things that sounded like jokes came out of his mouth, and he would chuckle, after each one. But the more one considered these emissions, the less one found in them that could possibly justify the chuckle.


“So I gotta round ’em up,” Damien Eggert went on, “and get ’em up to the roost, you know, with the rest of the boys.


“I got both of the Warrens in town today, to see the big show up close. I got Warren and Walter in town, for old times’ sake, you know.


“I got mousy old Claude, up here in town, and Vannevar too.


“Heh, between me and the boys, and Claude’s little mouse, and that toy gizmo the Warrens made—you know the one, Freddy boy, it pretends to speak French, remember?


“And why, with all our heads put together, I bet we can manage to beat some sense into the new girl after all!


“Bet we can break her in good, once we’ve got all the boys together, with their eyes on her. And Claude’s mouse. Haw, haw!”


I stood transfixed, marveling at his unbecoming crudity, his terrible baseness. I stared at him, trying to determine what to make of his surpassing vapidity.


I thought: THIS is my Adversary’s regent? This chatty, wart-ridden churl in suspenders?


Frederick shot me a pained glance.


“He doesn’t really mean a girl, Herschel,” Frederick said. It was plain that he was desperate to reassure me on this point. I watched his eyes, and saw a series of subtle and tactful flickers play across them. I saw how he was reflecting, in his sped-up manner, upon all the many finer nuances of diplomacy, and of decorum.


How Frederick came to his grasp of such things, I do not know. He did not get any of it from his father, that is clear enough.


“When he says he’s going to break in the new girl,” Frederick continued, “he doesn’t mean, girl, you know.


“In the sense of young female human.


“Don’t worry, Herschel. He’s not talking about doing anything to a person. He means—”


“What’d I say about yapping, Freddy?” said Frederick’s father, glaring at him.


I saw that glare, and I was glad. I heard the harshness of his tone—no longer so chatty, so bantering—and I rejoiced. I exhaled, in relief.


So, I thought, there is life in him after all.


“I’m sorry, daddy,” Frederick said, hanging his head. He brought off the gesture perfectly, and I could not help but stare for a moment, admiring him. His grasp of the customary forms of penitence was masterful, as was his grasp of all forms, and their ways of succeeding one another.


“It’s only that . . .” Frederick began again, after a chastised pause which had been masterfully measured out, and which was thus of the perfect duration for the sentiment.


“I don’t want Herschel to get the wrong idea, daddy, that’s all,” he said.


“I don’t want him to think you’re talking about a person. Or, or a . . . or a dog, even.”


The stutter, here, was a masterstroke. A lesser artist might have omitted it, and still produced something well worthy of admiration.


“When you’re only talking about a machine,” Frederick said.


“Herschel, he only means one of his machines. One that’s acting up a bit, that’s all. Not much different from the one I saw yesterday morning, actually, in fact. Except that its wires have undergone twenty-four more hours, give or take, of massively multipl—”


“Freddy,” Damien Eggert said, sounding really quite alarmed, now.


“Zip your lips, boy,” he said, “or I’ll zip ’em for you, you hear!


“Jesus fucking Christ, boy,” he said. “That all’s not your business to yap about, is it now?”


Frederick hung his head, and made a contrite, wordless noise.


I stood in the vacuum left by his silence, and considered my next move.


It was a peculiar challenge. I had prepared well for what I expected to find before me, today. I was well armored. And—coward though I might be—I had gathered together all the resources of bravery that existed within me, and instructed them as to the magnitude of the occasion, and warned them of the uncommon load which I might soon require them to bear.


But I was in no way prepared for what I had found, then, in Washington Square Park.


I thought: has there been some mistake? Has my Adversary sent the wrong man?


But I knew it could not be so.


I raised my face to Damien Eggert. I looked directly into his oblivious, rodent-like eyes. I stared, and did not blink.


I thought: I do not even know where to begin, with him.


“Do you know,” I asked bitterly, “who you are?”


For I was beginning to suspect, in fact, that he did not. That my Adversary, in his mania for forgetting, had made simpletons of his own generals, in order that they embody his own risible ideal as closely as possible.


“What was that, kid?” Damien Eggert said. He peered at me warily, as though he had only just then noticed my presence.


His ignorant eyes looked me up and down, attempting to take stock of me.


“Freddy,” he said, “what’s the deal with this kid, anyway?


“He doesn’t look so good, Freddy, to me. Look, he’s dressed all shabby-like.


“And what’s he got there, on his face? What are those, his class notes?


“He tapes ’em up there on his cheeks, just to be sure he knows where they are, is that it? Real forgetful kind of a kid—is that the deal, Freddy?”


I thought: “forgetful!” Oh, Adversary, you do amuse me so!


“He’s not one of those charity cases, is he?” Frederick’s father said.


“Oh . . . oh, no, daddy,” Frederick said, with an impeccable unease.


“Not at all,” he said. “Why, daddy—Herschel got them all, on Raven! He got them all, too, on Raven!”


“Yeah, yeah,” Damien Eggert said. “Join the club, is what I have to say to that, boy.


“I don’t have time, today, for ruffling little boys’ hair, just ’cause they got a perfect score on Raven. I’m a busy man, today. Got places to go, people to see.


“And I got a new girl, too, back at the roost, who’s real feisty. Needs some loving care. I probably oughta run some tests on her terminals, I think. And check out her insides, too.”


“Daddy,” Frederick implored. “Herschel’s my friend. He’s my friend, all right?


“And he just wants to talk to you, all right? Just for a few minutes, and then you can go. That’s what we talked about this morning, remember?”


Damien Eggert grunted. The noise heralded a return to his usual form. I heard his tonic center, there, re-asserting itself: exhausted, mildly amused, bled dry of all color.


He peered at me, incuriously.


“Well?” he said. “What is it you got to say, kid?


“Be quick now, I’m a busy man.”


I stared him down. I went into the house of myself, waking the powers that slept within me, and calling them up into my eyes and my mouth.


“Do you even know who you are?” I said.


“What’s this,” Damien Eggert said, “some kinda trick question?”


I sighed.


“Do you even know what day it is, today?”


“Well,” Damien Eggert said, “that’d be the twenty-fourth of December, now.”


“Christmas Eve,” I spat. “The fourth Tuesday.”


“Yeah, yeah,” the man muttered.


There is a way that kings are meant to speak to one another, when they convene for the second-to-last time, knowing that tomorrow they will meet in battle, and one of them will be cut down by the other’s blade. I know how kings sound, on such occasions.


Is there such a thing as the opposite of a king? How would he sound, on such an occasion? I ask, but I already know the answer. For it was precisely this that I heard, then, in Damien Eggert’s coarse and cowardly muttering.


“And do you know,” I said, “what is coming to you, tomorrow?


“What is coming to you, and all your forces? What will rain down over them, and lay them low, and grind them into dust?”


“Can’t say,” Damien Eggert averred, with a jocular shrug.


“Dunno what you’re all hot and bothered about, all of a sudden,” he commented, a moment later.


I thought: are these the careful, crafty evasions of a guileful man?


I shook my head. No.


No, I thought, he is precisely as simple as he seems. He is merely a fool, is he not? A fool, who knows nothing at all!


Come now, Adversary, I thought. After all this time? After a month of hiding away, you finally face me—and THIS is what you bring to me?


I sighed, again.


I faced Damien Eggert, again.


“You are my Adversary’s regent,” I said to him, in my FULL VOICE. “And you do not even know it!”


“You deign to speak with ME,” I said, in wingèd quotation marks. “When you do not even know who it IS, that you are speaking to!


“You were sent to contend with ME—and you do not even know who I am!”


“You don’t,” I hissed. “Do you?”


“I don’t think this kid’s right in the head, Freddy,” Damien Eggert said, turning to Frederick. “Gives me the creeps.


“I thought better of you, son. Never thought you’d go keeping company like him, for Chrissakes. The hell’s gotten into you, anyway?”


I ignored him.


“I am Herschel Schoen,” I said, in my FULL VOICE.


“Look closely at my face, now,” I said. “You will not have another chance to do so.


“For when you see me again, the blood will be draining out of you, and your life-breath will be nearly spent up. You will not be able to see me so clearly, then, while you are dying.”


“Herschel,” Frederick said pointedly, and took a step forward.


I waved a hand to dismiss him. I much admired his conciliatory powers, and did not want to see them spent needlessly, on a lost cause.


“I pity you,” I said to them both. “You are fools, and cannot even see your own deaths as they rise over the horizon.”


“Herschel, please,” Frederick said, sounding newly pained, and newly urgent.


“Look,” he said, “I’m sorry if . . .


“I mean, what happened, you know, with Florian, yesterday, and Madeleine . . .”


I narrowed my eyes.


“I admire you, Frederick Eggert,” I said. “I admire you, nearly as much as I pity you.”


“Look,” Frederick said, waving his hands madly in diagrammatic excess. “Look, everyone’s a bit jumpy, these days, all right?


“The . . . the, erm . . . the pace of history, is what’s doing it, Herschel. It’s gotten everybody spooked.


“Florian’s scared, okay? Underneath it all, he’s scared of what’s coming, that’s all, that’s why he can’t contain himself.


“And Madeleine, too. I know Madeleine, all right, Herschel? We talk. We talk a lot.


“She’s so scared,” he said, with a peculiar fierceness. Almost maternal, I want to call it, somehow.


He crossed half of the gap that separated me from him. He looked at me with pleading, half-lost eyes.


“I can tell you’re scared too, Herschel,” he said.


I shook my head.


“I have no fears whatsoever,” I said. “I have put the last of them to rest, finally, just now.”


“Oh, Herschel,” he said. “Don’t say that. Don’t say that, dammit, please. You don’t know, Herschel, you don’t know . . .”


“I know all,” I replied.


“Well, I’m scared, dammit!” Frederick cried.


“I’m . . . scared,” he said, whirling to face his daddy.


“Daddy,” he said. “I’m afraid.


“I’m afraid of the Regulator, the one I saw this morning.


“Something was . . . daddy, it wasn’t right, what I saw, in the morning.”


“Chin up, Freddy,” his father chided. “Don’t be a damn wuss, now, boy.”


“More is different, I know,” Frederick said, “but this . . .


“The way it failed, daddy. The way it failed so strangely, in the laboratory, this morning . . . like it was trying to—”


Damien Eggert made a curt, dismissive gesture.


“Oh, come on now,” he said. “Don’t lose your nerve, just ’cause you saw one of my girls acting up.


“She’s an uppity one, sure,” he said, “but it won’t last. You’ll see. She just needs to be broken in, son, that’s all.”


Frederick’s arms wheeled, diagramming a host of unvoiced objections.


“Are you sure, daddy?” he said.


“I can’t see how you are so confident,” he said. “What if the production function itself is failing?


“What if the trend goes haywire, right around this intensity regime? What if the Regulators have started to get worse, now, the more you feed into them? That’s conceivable, isn’t it?”


Damien Eggert glowered, silently, at his wayward son. I saw shame on his face, and it fascinated me. I would not have imagined him capable of shame, before.


“Or—or maybe the magnitudes have gotten out of whack, again!” Frederick babbled.


“You’ve been feeding it so many different things, daddy. In different mixtures, each time. Maybe the feedbacks they induce are coming in at different scales, and the very loudest signal is drowning out all the others.


“That could be it, daddy, couldn’t it?


“Think about it! The library contract!


“That huge batch of scans they sent us, just the other day. The biggest one they’ve ever sent, completing the lot. That has to be it! Too many books in the transduction bank, they’re upsetting the balance, the other signals aren’t coming through clear!”


“Frederick,” Damien Eggert said, with an inhuman flatness that did nothing to hide his rage. “We are in public, Frederick.


“You’re not to talk about any of that in public, son. Not now, or ever again. You hear me?”


“Wait,” I interjected, turning to Frederick.


For he had made something newly clear to me, whether or not he had meant to do so.


“Frederick,” I said, “you mentioned a ‘library contract,’ just now.


“Is that why the library system has been closed, for nearly the whole month?


“So that it can be yours, and your daddy’s, and no one else’s?”


I looked into Frederick’s eyes, and saw his mute, helpless assent.


“And all the books of the library system,” I said, “which you have taken away from the city’s people—you are offering them up before a machine, instead?


“You are giving them to your cybernetic system? As mere fodder for the ‘negative feedbacks’ of your ‘automatic transduction algorithm’? As yet more fuel, to further stoke the mindless convulsions that wrack its body all through the night, while you sleep?


“And what exactly does your system do with the books, Frederick, after they are given to it?


“What use are books, to a machine? Does it read them, as you or I might? Surely not!”


Terror shone from Frederick’s eyes.


“It . . . it predicts them, Herschel,” he said.


I laughed.


“And how,” I asked, “does one ‘predict’ a book?”


“One word at a time,” Frederick said.


He spoke slowly, in an empty voice. His breath had been hollowed out by terror, preparing him for the despair which would soon come to him, and require lodging within him. It would find an agreeable nest, I thought, in his hollow breath.


“One word, and then the next one,” he said.


“Just like . . . that,” he said, and then he could say no more.


For there was a hand clasped over his mouth, now. It pressed tightly against his lips, muzzling him.


His father held him, with both arms, from behind.


One arm was wrapped around his neck, I saw, with its hand acting as the aforementioned muzzle. The other arm went around his midsection, pinning him to his father’s body.


“Library contract?” Damien Eggert growled. “Transduction algorithm?


“How does he . . . what the fuck have you been telling him, Frederick?”


“You’ve been blabbing,” he roared. “Haven’t you, now?”


“Blabbing!” Even at a moment such as this—when he wished to seem mighty, and to strike terror—the comical element of the man could not fully hide itself.


Still, it was true: his manner had changed. And in something of the way one would hope for, in light of the moment.


He was not breezy, anymore, or casual.


“I trusted you, boy,” he said. His mouth was a dark cavern, cluttered up with the corpses of the books he had consumed.


“I thought you were a good kid, I did,” he said.


“A tad backward, maybe,” he said, ignoring Frederick’s squirming. “Too nervous for your own good, yeah, sure.


“But I did think you were a good kid, underneath. You know that, Frederick?”


Frederick tried to answer, but his mouth was still ably muzzled, and it could produce nothing but a succession of formless murmurs and tepid moans.


“Not a lot of boys get to be trusted, the way I trusted you. You know that?


“There aren’t many boys whose daddies trust ’em with corporate intellectual property. Or with classified state secrets, either.


“And what do I get for my trouble? I send you off to that school, boy, and—what do you do? You go blabbing!


“And not just to anyone, no less, oh no!”


Damien Eggert turned his glare towards me.


I saw his rage, and was unmoved. Even now, he regulated himself; even now, he held his heart back. He allowed himself to burn, within, but only up to a point.


If he were to burn fully, what would then be left to set him apart? What would elevate him above the interchangeable millions, for whom he had such evident contempt?


It was the others, not him, who burned fully, and shone bright, until at last they burned themselves up. He could not allow his heart to run riot as it wished to, and as it ought to have done. Running riot was the business of the other side, was it not? And so he would have to make do with some dimmer, lesser thing, in its place.


I pitied him.


“I trusted you,” Damien Eggert said. “And what do you do?


“You go to that school. You look all around, real careful like.


“You go through all the geeks, all the losers. You sift through ’em real carefully, don’t you?


“You don’t stop until you’ve found a kid so backward, so messed up, that it’s a wonder he got sent to school in the first place.


“Some washed-up, stinking little sack of worthless shit. Who got let in there by mistake, in the first place, probably. And nobody’s got the heart to tell him to go home.


“Who couldn’t keep a secret if his life depended on it, probably.


“That’s your guy, right there.


“That’s the one you’re gonna blab to.


“Christ. Jesus fucking Christ, Frederick.


“I don’t have time for this, all right? I don’t have time for you.


“I got places to be. I got a future to make.


“As for you? Seeing as you don’t appreciate how your actions can have consequences, well. I guess I’m gonna have to teach you that lesson over again. Teach you right, this time around.”


The muzzling hand had loosened its grip enough for Frederick to speak, slightly.


“Do I get to . . .” he coughed.


“I want to go home,” he managed.


“Oh, yeah,” his father said. “Sure, sure. You can stay, as long as you don’t make trouble.


“No more peeping around in my lab, naturally. But if you can stay out of trouble, sure, you can stay around.


“I’ll let your old nanny know what you’ve done. She’ll know what to do with you.”


Frederick shuddered.


I wondered, suddenly, why Damien Eggert thought I was worthy of witnessing this sordid family spectacle. He thought so little of me, he claimed. And yet here he was, baring his shame and his son’s shame, in plain view of me.


“You won’t be going to school any more, of course,” he said. “Or anywhere, really.”


Frederick shuddered, again, with greater force.


“Not until your old nanny and me have figured out what to do with you, anyway.


“Maybe, I don’t know. Maybe there’s some special kinda school that’d be just right for you. One of those schools that’s just for delinquents, and charity cases.”


For some reason, he glared at me again.


“You know,” he said.


“Your little friend looks kinda familiar, Freddy. Feel like I’ve seen him before.


“Didn’t notice it at first, with all that paper on him. But he looks just like the Schoen kid.


“The boy, I mean. Ruth Schoen’s boy!


“You know. If I didn’t know better.


“If I didn’t know better I’d almost wanna say that he . . .


“But no. No way.


“It can’t be the fucking Schoen kid, Frederick. Tell me it can’t.


“’Cause if it were? Then we’d be in a whole other world, you and I. A whole other world of consequences.”


“Daddy,” Frederick mumbled, weakly. “I want to go home.”


“Yeah, yeah,” his father said. “Eventually. But I can’t let you go off running away on your own, now, can I?


“You’re coming with me. I’m gonna round up the boys. And you’re gonna wait in some nice empty classroom, in the meanwhile. All by yourself, with the door locked.”


 


 


I met Frederick’s eyes, as he was dragged away. I watched him, face to face, as he receded finally into the murk.


I saw the terror that was in his eyes, and I saw how there were many other things behind it.


I saw the layered, colorless forms in my friend’s eyes. There was something for me, I knew, laid out there among the other parts. What it was, I cannot say. It was a shadow’s shadow, a tuft of mist obscured behind a further and deeper mist.


“Goodbye, Damien Eggert, regent of my Adversary,” I said.


“You are a fool,” I said to him, “and a bully. I think that I shall enjoy watching you die, tomorrow.”


He paid me no mind, of course. His ignorance was complete, and beyond my help.


I turned, again, to Frederick.


“Goodbye, Frederick Eggert,” I said.


“I admire you, still,” I said.


“And if it is any consolation,” I said, “your troubles will come to an end much sooner than you are probably expecting.”


His free arm flailed, and then the mists covered it over, and it vanished.


His eyes quaked, and were covered over, and vanished.




Of the Father (Redactor’s Addendum)

And then, I went up!


The very next day! December 24th! The day I’d waited for! The day that kept me going, kept me alive!


That day came, at last!


I woke up early, that day—before the sun rose, before anyone else was up.


And even though it was early, even though I’d slept very poorly—I woke up smiling!


With a smile on my face, I gathered my suitcase, and double-checked its contents. With a smile on my face, I opened the front door of the apartment that used to be my home.


I was alone in the elevator, when I rode it to the ground floor of the complex.


There was no way anyone else could have seen how I smiled, in there. No one else was around to appreciate the way the air itself crackled with newness, with fresh electrical charge.


I pictured it, in the elevator. What it might be like, for the hypothetical fellow passenger, if I had not been alone.


His bleary, caffeinated eyes. The way he has grown accustomed to the long elevator ride, as a routine part of his workday commute. His half-awake mind trying to tune out his surroundings, and slip halfway back into sleep.


And then he sees me, and he is not half-asleep anymore. Suddenly, he is very, very much awake.


He feels the crackle in the air. With wide eyes, he stares at me. Too shocked to remember his manners, he stares, and stares, and goes on staring, even after it’s obvious that I’ve noticed what he’s doing.


But even after noticing it, I would be smiling at him! Egging him on! Yes, yes, do stare some more, why don’t you? Stare, and blush, and mumble with adorable awkwardness, as you try to wrap your mind around what it is that you’re seeing: homely little Miriam Schoen, transformed!


Yes, a new day has come for little Miriam Schoen! The forgettable Schoen girl, now made as bright as the dawn—as bright, as fresh, as beautiful!


What is it, he wonders—the magic behind her alluring smile? The power that makes it incandescent, that transfixes him, so that he loses himself, and blushes, and mumbles?


There was no one in the elevator. I was alone with my joy.


And that was perfect.


I did not think about the fact that I would never ride that elevator again in my life. Things like that simply did not occur to me, anymore!


I had no regrets. I did not think about this.


I did not look back—not when I left the apartment, nor when I left the elevator, nor when I left the complex itself—not once, at any point, did I look back!


And I did not think about this, either.


I did not think about what had been, only what would be. I thought about the air, the clouds, the future!


Oh, my love, my love! I thought about you, only you!


Smiling, I crossed the lobby. Smiling, I left the complex—descended the stairs just outside the front entrance—went out onto the streets—went into the subway station—


Smiling brightly, I went out.


And, smiling ever brighter—I went up!


Up, up, up!


 


 


I was on the train, and then at the station, and then on a railway car!


Like the people on the television screen, when they ride the trains that exist on the television screen, but nowhere else—except here is little Miriam Schoen, now, in her plain frock, riding in the train car, just like the others do!


As though the train exists—and her too, with it!


I was going over the river! I was in a different state, now—in New Jersey!


After the train, a bus.


After the bus, an airport!


Oh, it was so nice there!


Such wide open spaces, with fetching and intriguing sculptures set out at the center of each one, to remind the busy traveler of the value of art, and the crucial role that art plays in every life! Even in the humblest and most practical sorts of lives! Even in—Miriam Schoen’s life!


Electronic displays, conveyor belts! The mystical language of the air-people, intoned from above: “terminals,” “gates”! Portals, thresholds, far-flung destinations!


They were so nice, the air-people.


So friendly, so patient. I had been worried, but it was all for nothing!


It was my first time, I told them, smiling. I didn’t know how things are done.


And they smiled right back at me! They told me, patiently, just what to do!


I, Miriam Schoen, walked with the others. Through the open spaces, with their high glass walls. Through one door, and then another. Trundling along in an orderly flock, lugging along their luggage, fumbling in their pockets for their “boarding passes.”


And I was there, in that flock—no different from any of the others!


The air-people gave me a plastic bottle of water, for free, when I told them I was thirsty. How kind they are, how patient, how accommodating! Even with someone like me!


And then I was in the flock, and there were mysterious machines all around us. I saw the conveyor belts stopping and starting.


I watched the others placing their suitcases onto them. I watched, rapt, as the suitcases passed out of sight, one by one. One by one, they were taken into the machine, into its strange mechanical belly—where they would be transformed, made new and bright!


You will have to drink down that whole bottle of water, now (they told me). And be quick. You mustn’t bring any fluids with you, when you cross the next threshold.


What strange, lovely customs the air-people have! Gates, thresholds, rules, rituals!


No water can be allowed to cross the boundary. Human bodies may cross freely, and their clothes with them—except for the shoes, which must be taken off, and given over to the belly of the machine. And whatever you do, do not pet the dogs! No matter how cute they look! A delicate, mercurial magic is at work here, and its balance must not be disrupted!


“The use of facial recognition technology,” they explained patiently to me, “is wholly optional. If you prefer, you can present a photo ID instead—”


No, say no more! Thank you—you are so kind, so eager to explain, so unflaggingly patient with me!—but say no more, I have already decided! I consent! My answer is Yes!


Turn your cameras on me, allow your machines to stare at me—allow them to see my smile, and blush, and stammer! Let them try to recognize Miriam Schoen’s face—let us see whether they can, or whether Miriam Schoen has become too new, too fresh, too bright!


And then I was in the “terminal”—at the “concourse”—at the “gate!”


I sat, with the rest of them, awaiting my airplane.


I sat, with gaiety in my heart, with my body as light as air.


At last, it was December! Even for me, now!


It was December, at last. Do you understand? Vincent? My love? Do you understand what I mean, when I say it was December—at last?


But of course you do.


A time of merriment, and of rejoicing!


I sat, and smiled, and did not think about Brooklyn, New York.


I did not think about elevators or apartment complexes. I did not think about my lack of regrets, or about the absence of nostalgia in my heart.


I did not think about mothers, or little brothers. I did not think about “papers,” about “last rites.” I did not think about failed prophets realizing that they are only defects upon creation. I did not think about ordinary Wednesdays, about high ledges, about the bodies that fall from those ledges all the way to the street far below.


I did not have any thoughts at all about these things. I did not even think about the fact that I was not thinking about them!


 


 


It was so nice, being among the air-people. Seeing their compassionate faces turned my way! And feeling cared-for, looked-after, precious, safe!


“Are you all right?” they asked me. It was so thoughtful of them!


“You look a little pale. Just wanted to make sure everything’s okay.” Such sweet, well-meaning hearts the air-people have!


“You look . . . nervous. Very nervous. Are you really all right?”


They asked me, again and again. It was so kind of them to do so! They were giving me an opportunity, a privilege—again and again!


“Are you all right?”


I smiled sweetly, and said: Yes!


Yes, I am all right! Thank you for asking!


Am I all right? Yes—at last, I AM all right! Finally, Miriam Schoen is all right! Look, look, don’t you see?


 


 


And I went up, up!


Into the airplane! Into its belly, that strange and small and cramped place—that place not made for the comfort of mere flesh, but for the air-people’s purposes, and those alone!


And then—up!


Into the sky!


Into the clouds, and further still! Above the clouds!


From above, the clouds look like a frozen sea. You see the gentle waves, and the harsher ones, all written out upon its surface. But the waves do not move; they are frozen in place, like a sculpture, in order to let the artistry behind them show itself more plainly.


Did you know that? About the clouds, how they look from up above? I do! I know!


 


 


Up, up, up!


Past the threshold! To a place that lies utterly beyond the limited horizons of Miriam Schoen!


I did not think at all about the “papers” in my suitcase!


I did not think at all about desks or typewriters! I did not think about you—not my love, but the other one—you who force my unwilling hand to type! I was going to a place that lies beyond anything you would ever understand—and I did not think about that fact, either!


I did not think at all about flesh, food, finances! Do not imagine, my love, that I had any worries about that sort of thing—not for a single moment!


Do you understand, Vincent? So much weighs on your shoulders, already. You have so many necessary worries, and I do not want to burden you with needless ones!


Do you understand, my love? I cannot even say that I forgive you for what you did—there is nothing to forgive! Only an expression of love, a generous heart pouring over! I know how ashamed you feel, my poor darling; I know how it pains you to talk about the patrons who didn’t come through for you, the way you were expecting. It makes my heart wrench, seeing how this preoccupies you, how it torments you—but dear Vincent, please understand that I am not preoccupied or tormented by any of it! Not at all!


I sat in my seat, snug, safe, perfect! I peered out the window, watching the frozen sea under me—and all the while, I was being carried through the sky, across the whole country!


I did not think about my little brother dying, because—how could he die? How could he die, when his flesh is mine, and my blood his? When the very same cameras watch both of us, and record us, and transmit us?


I did not think about my little brother’s flock of devotees, clamoring for a properly dignified print edition of his “papers,” and demanding of his poor sister that she cough up every bit of family trivia she could remember that in any way impinged upon their prophet, the messiah. Because—how could my little brother have such followers? When he is only a little boy—a poor, sad, crazy little boy?


For hours, I sat watching the clouds—smiling sweetly, rising like the dawn! I was alone with my joy, and there was nothing left to tie me down to the ground!


The air-people inside the airplane were just as kind as their earthbound siblings, and just as patient—no, more so!


They came to my seat, unbidden, at one point. To show how much they cared about me!


“Are you all right?” they asked me, in gently pained voices.


And they helped me sit very still in my seat, to help the dizziness go away!


And they offered to feed me, give me water, anything I needed! They even brandished napkins, and offered to wipe off the sweat that had grown thick on my brow, for me, as a mother might do for an infant!


No, thank you—I can manage that on my own! But thank you for asking! Thank you, thank you!


Did I have any medical history they should know about? A history of fainting? A seizure disorder? No, and no, and no—thank you for asking!


Am I all right? Oh, perfectly!


Am I all right? Yes! Yes, at last, Miriam Schoen is all right!


 


 


Up, up! Across the whole country!


Farmland, from above, looks like a curious sort of jigsaw puzzle: many little tiles, fitting snugly into one another, placed just where they are meant to be! Did you know that? I do!


Across the threshold! Portland, Oregon—from above! A toy town, a darling little collection of dollhouses, so small, so prettily arranged!


Through the gate! Into a second airport!


Into Portland, Oregon, at last!


Into Portland International Airport—where my love had come to meet me, the moment I disembarked!


Into the arms of my love!


Carried up, into Vincent’s arms! Carried by those arms—now, and forevermore!


Carried up by love, and by the strength it lends to a lover’s arms—now, and forevermore!


Up, up, up!




Of Nativity

’Twas the night before Christmas.


So begins the poem. And so it was, in fact.


If one reads on, however, past the first five words? One finds that poetry and Truth rapidly diverge.


All through the house, says the poem, not a creature was stirring, not even a mouse.


But there were in fact several creatures stirring, all throughout the apartment.


Herschel Schoen, for one.


And the cockroaches, which could always be relied upon to stir and stir underfoot, heedless of man’s calendars and his holy days. Though they knew the day from the night, they were unaware of how the days were named and numbered by man; they were unaware, too, that there was such a thing as holiness which man felt, and which impelled man to give over certain days among the mass for the honoring of it. They, fifthmade, did not possess—and could not possibly acquire—such knowledge of sixthmade matters.


Perhaps there was even a mouse, too, stirring in some unseen and shadowed corner. It is possible, I suppose. I have seen mice in the apartment before, though only rarely.


In any case, there was certainly no mamma in her ’kerchief, settling her brains for a long winter nap.


My Mother, Ruth Schoen, was not at home. And she would not return home (she had said) until the following evening—if in fact she returned at all.


She would not be sleeping at all, tonight, I supposed. She had a duty to carry out, tonight, just as I did.


No children nestled all snug in their beds, moreover. My Sister, Miriam Schoen, had forsaken her childhood bed, and would never nestle in it again, tonight or on any other night. And while, at times, I did indeed go to my bed and lie upon it, I cannot say that I nestled there, much less that I was snug.


There were no dancing visions—not of sugar-plums, nor of anything else. My ceiling had forsaken me, and no longer danced.


No: there was nothing besides the stirring of Herschel Schoen, and the stirring of the cockroaches.


There was only my stirring, sixthmade, spurred on by remembering—and the stirring of the cockroaches, fifthmade, spurred on by what could not even be called forgetting. The cockroaches had not forgotten the Original Knowledge; it had never been given to them in the first place. And they would remain oblivious to it, even in the days that were soon to come.


Nothing besides Herschel Schoen, and the cockroaches.


And the pitiless glare of the electric ceiling lights, above us.


And the pitiless emptiness of the night, outside.


 


 


I paced the floor of the living room.


Over and over, I paced.


Back and forth, I paced. And back, and forth.


To the front door and the telephone nook, and then back, across the entirety of the wide room, to the row of doors that led to bedrooms and bathroom and kitchen. And then back again, across the wide room, to the front door and the telephone nook.


Under the pitiless, too-bright glare of the room’s electric ceiling lights, I paced.


I paced, wishing—as I had wished many times before—that there was some way to render these lights dimmer, without turning them off entirely. Their stubborn radiance, when placed alongside the darkness of the night, became a disheartening and pitiful spectacle, which I did not like witnessing.


In the lights’ refusal to make any compromise with the darkness, I perceived a regrettable foolhardiness. They displayed the easy, senseless “bravery” of the man who cannot see his death even as it rises over the horizon. The ceiling lights ruled a few hundred square feet of indoor space, more or less; the rest was the night’s domain. But the lights showed no sign that they appreciated how thoroughly they were outmatched.


It is not cowardice, when one recognizes the superior strength of the forces opposing one’s own. One who does this is only giving Truth its due, and making a proper accounting of Truth. Such a proper accounting cannot be cowardice; on the contrary, it is a precondition to any true bravery. He who fails to make such an accounting, and still goes off to war, will pay a great price for his error, no matter how brightly he may blaze on the battlefield.


I paced, and watched the last hour prepare for its coming abdication and death.


The last hour knew its special place, and went about its duties with an overabundance of pomp which had been notably lacking from its recent, death-craving predecessors. Its reign advanced with agonizing slowness, with labored deliberation, with a preening sense of its own propriety and orthodoxy. The hours had neglected their old rituals, lately, in their haste—but this last of their kings was as much a priest as a statesman, and took care to honor every one of the hours’ customs before releasing its grip.


Eleven thirty-two P.M., said the clock.


I had done much more pacing, in the time since I had last glanced at the clock, than I would have thought possible in the span of only four minutes.


Yet the clock had said eleven twenty-eight P.M., at that time. And eleven thirty-two P.M., this time. Four minutes. There is no sense in refusing to make a proper accounting for Truth.


Earlier in the evening, I had been stirring in a very different, and more agreeable, manner.


Earlier in the evening, I had performed the final preparations which the last rite demanded of me.


I sat, writing, for hours and hours on end. I ignored the clock; I ignored my body, and its hungers and lusts; I ignored everything, except the one thing on which all else turned.


I paced purposefully, then; I paced with an end in mind. I visited each of the rooms of the apartment in turn, tending to that room fully before proceeding on to the next.


I was Herschel Schoen, with Herschel Schoen’s hands, which had been fashioned at the beginning for the sake of the end. Earlier in the evening, I gave my hands over to the last rite, returning to the last rite what had always been its property.


I visited the rooms, one by one. I brought my hands to bear upon each room, and then the next. I set each thing in the place that was apposite for it.


I was methodical, exacting. My ministrations were infinitely precise, and left the apartment exactly as it was meant to be.


Thus: I had done everything I could, already.


Whether it would be enough remained to be seen. But in any event, it was the whole of my preparations, and so it could not in any way be extended or improved upon. Much as I might wish to bolster my chances through some last-hour emendation to the state of the apartment, no such thing was possible.


I had been infinitely meticulous, earlier in the evening. I had performed my duty as well as I could, and so it had been done as well as it would ever be. For this duty was given to Herschel Schoen, not to any other.


My neck was free of the last rite’s yoke, at last. Though this brought me no pleasure, it was so, and could not be made otherwise.


Eleven thirty-four P.M., said the clock.


I paced, and then stopped.


I stood before my nutcracker men, surveying their orderly lines, and admiring the diversity of formations in which their lines participated: the columns, the wedges, the echelons.


I considered the martial logic which governed their arrangement, and saw how it had been faithfully followed through. I saw tactical shrewdness and strategic prudence, embodied on the floor of my own home, just beside my own slipper-clad feet.


My forces had been perfectly prepared, already. I wished, then, that this had not been so—that I had spied some crucial oversight, which would take five or ten minutes to set right—but no such respite was given to me.


There was nothing to do, besides wait.


I paced. My mind was buzzing with something akin to thought, though it was not thought; it was a lesser thing.


My ruminations were inchoate, shadowy, abortive. A succession of whimsically selected memories presented themselves to me, briefly, and then departed; none of them stayed with me long enough for me to make anything of worth out of its stay within my chambers.


Trivia swirled in me, desperate to make a point of themselves one last time, before Christmas Day arrived. For Christmas Day would put an end to them, they knew: they were of no significance, and things of no significance will not be indulged in the coming days, as they have been in the past.


I paced, and recalled the solicitude of my Sister, Miriam Schoen, as she ushered me across one of the city’s crosswalks, in a time when I was still small and shelled. She could not hold my hand, as another older sibling might do for the duration of the perilous crossing. Instead, she only kept close to me, and did her best to watch me without ceasing to keep watch also over the cars that lay in wait to both sides of us, and over the ominous ticking of the red numbers on the traffic signal, as well.


Her gaze flitting from the one, to the other, to the other, and then back to the first.


The slight, rapid trembling in her wrists.


I paced, and recalled an Original friend, whom I had never known as well as I had hoped. I had not gotten the chance, before being sent down to the place that is set out at the bottom of creation, so that the shadows of all the rest would not fall without end through an empty and formless void.


I recalled how my friend and I had fought and coupled, under the literal heat of an immanent sun. How we sweated, from that heat and our efforts; how our sweat was of the body, and was thus a body unto itself, and therefore a friend unto itself.


How we had feasted on the orbs within the telephone cords, just before midnight, under the decorous light of the stars. How we had spoken to the stars, then, and they to us; how our hearts had filled anew with adoration for the stars’ wondrous infancy, fourthmade and eternal.


I paced, and recalled Mrs. Rachel’s two “hats.” The one clinical, the other academic.


I paced, and recalled the tedium of the few lessons in “math” that I had endured, in the short time I spent enrolled in a class of that name.


Oh, why deny it? You have surely guessed what cast of mind I had, then. You have recognized it, already, in my description above; you must not imagine that it escaped my notice.


You know its name, and have brought that name to mind; I did much the same, then. I am unworldly, yes, but only to a point.


I was anxious.


I was tremendously, overpoweringly anxious.


I was Herschel Schoen, body of Truth and Truth’s agent. Prophets of old abided within me, and would speak to me as a man does to his peers, at times when I required their counsel. Angels kneeled before my feet, in recognition of a nature higher than theirs. I held Him holy, and felt for Him the reverence which was His due—and that feeling was mutual.


Should such a man ever be anxious? Perhaps not.


Nonetheless, I was.


It was nearly Christmas Day—but not quite! Oh, it was intolerable! The glacial ticking of the clock, the terrible stillness of the night!


But in a way, I suppose, my anxiety was well fitted to the occasion.


For it was the night before Christmas, was it not?


How else could one do honor to that holy night?


I paced, and knew that Brooklyn, New York was all around me, unseen, beyond the walls. I paced, and knew that in thousands of nearby beds, little children lay awake, tossing and turning in paroxysms of sweet, holy anxiety.


I paced, and knew that children were singing, somewhere, though I could not hear it.


They were singing of the Intercessor, poorly, in faltering voices, for it was difficult for them to concentrate on their song, now, in this last hour. Their attention wavered, drawn back again and again to the question: what gifts will I receive, tomorrow? And the pain, accompanying that question: it is nearly here—but not quite! Oh, it is intolerable!


I thought: it is meet, and well-arranged, that you toss and turn, and sing in faltering voices.


I thought: oh, children, children! You will see, VERY soon, how everything has been prepared with an inner meaning, and with an end in mind! Even this!


 


 


Twelve oh-six A.M., said the clock.


It was Christmas Day at last, then.


It had been Christmas Day for six whole minutes, already, if the clock was to be trusted.


The clock still ticked, I noted, a bit ruefully. I had half hoped that it would simply cease to function, at the moment when the last hour had come to a close.


I had half hoped for a number of things, come to think of it, which had not in fact come to pass.


Perhaps, I had thought, the arrival of Christmas Day will be announced with some great sound from above, such as the tolling of bells, or the blast of trumpets.


Or perhaps another sign, such as a great flash of light, would be employed to the same end.


These had been mere fantasies, I admitted to myself then. I had not foreseen any such signals; if I expected them, I did so only because they seemed apposite, well fitted to the occasion.


But then, I reflected, this was the Intercessor’s day, and its ways were his ways. He did not trade in what was fitting, but in its opposite. It is in the unexpected, and in events of a twisted and broken character, that one finds the telltale signs of his handiwork.


Thank you, Intercessor, I prayed, kneeling before the small tree in the corner of the room.


Thank you for giving these signs to me, I prayed. I recognize their meaning. Your day has arrived; all things consecrate themselves to you, turning away from custom and compact, confounding all expectations in honor of you.


I revere you, Intercessor, I prayed, and I revere the day which is yours. Nothing is as it seems, on this day; on this day all that is solid melts into air. On this your day of celebration, all matters turn towards you and arrange themselves so as to celebrate you. On this your day of celebration, I too turn toward you, and throw cares away, until there is nothing in me left but the celebration of you.


 


 


I knelt on the couch, facing backwards.


My forearms rested, somewhat uncomfortably, upon the hard wood surface of the couch’s back. Thus supported, I leaned forward, bringing my head and shoulders over the couch’s back, so that I could peer through the large living room window from a point quite close by to it. So close, indeed, that my nose touched the glass.


I looked down to the street, watching for signs of my Adversary’s forces. But the street was empty, as it had been since I began to watch. The only sign of my Adversary’s presence, there, was the ever-present and evil glaring of his streetlamp eyes.


I looked up, and scanned the sky for signs of the Intercessor. But there was no sleigh visible there, nor any other object, whether moving or still.


The sky was a formless black expanse, and only that, and nothing else.


No clouds were in it, nor any visible stars. For, as always, the blushing stars were no match for the pitiless, too-bright electric lamps which my Adversary had placed all throughout the city. As on any other night, evil currents flowed through these lamps without cease, heedless of the hour, making them shine in a coarse and shameful display.


I raised myself up from the couch’s back, briefly, and twisted myself around to permit a glance at the clock.


Twelve twenty-eight A.M., it said.


I thought: where IS he? Should I expect his arrival soon? And if not soon, then when? In an hour? In two?


I thought: I am a novice in the ways of Christmas. All around me, in the city, are thousands of children lying beside thousands of ornamented trees, and keeping themselves awake past their bedtimes, in the hope of catching a glimpse of Santa Claus when he comes. THEY no doubt know when he is likely to arrive; they are no doubt familiar, as I am not, with the route that Santa takes in his yearly flight.


I thought: how many cities does he visit, before he comes to Brooklyn, New York? Are we one of his first stops, or one of the last?


I thought: or am I laboring under some basic misconception about his ways? Does he arrive in ALL houses simultaneously, at one particular hour of the night, rather than coming to the one and then the next, in sequence?


I thought: oh, if only I had just a single one of the little children with me!


I thought: if only I had a single, plain, undistinguished little Yeshuan boy or girl here with me! Who could explain to me all the things which every child—save for Herschel Schoen—knows by heart! And put an end, thereby, to ALL my needless anxiety!


I looked up at the sky, again. And saw only a formless black expanse, again.


There was something in me, in my belly, which was becoming difficult to ignore.


I cannot call it a feeling. It is closer to the mark to say that it was the opposite, in fact: the absence of feeling. But even that is not quite right, I think.


It was certainly an absence, that much was clear enough.


An emptiness. A vacuum.


But of what?


What had been removed, leaving this hollowness behind in my belly?


I recalled to mind the first Monday, and the examination room. The very body of substitution and forgetting laid bare to me, imaged in the Raven problems.


A chill had come over me, then, and raised goosebumps on my skin. Just as if a window had been opened, in the examination room—a window into a very cold, very windy, very cruel sort of night.


But now? Tonight?


There were no goosebumps on my skin, now, as I watched the street and the sky.


I recalled to mind the morning of the second Friday, when I had walked to school with a proud head, and a lordly nature, and an unruly host of angels whirling within my body.


I recalled how they pounded, in joyous rage, on the walls of my heart. I recalled how it felt, when they did so: the pain, the sweetness.


I felt nothing of this nature, tonight.


I looked down at the street, and saw my Adversary’s streetlamps shining on the empty pavement below. As on any other night, they shone and shone, heedless of the hour.


As on any other night, I thought, and felt the void within me grow larger.


Two nights ago, I had gone to my ceiling for guidance, and found that it would not move for me any longer. No forms fluttered there; no colors leaped and intertwined; there was only a flat surface, and its studded texture, and nothing else.


The ceiling’s change was only one part of a greater change, contemporaneous with it. Everything had changed—suddenly, recently.


Suddenly, everything had become so—so—


What?


What was it?


I glanced at the sky.


It was formless and still, and it disclosed nothing of its inner meaning to me. It was just as though it did not, in fact, have any inner meaning at all, but was only a sky, a cloudless window into the endlessly extended shadow that men call outer space.


I felt terribly alone, suddenly.


The last hour had passed, and beyond that threshold, I found—what?


Only this earth, and its ways.


Only a clear and starless sky, of the sort that one expects to see, sometimes. In Brooklyn, New York, at this time of year.


Only an ordinary city street, and its expected allotment of streetlamps, which shone for the benefit of any man who might require the use of the street at this late hour. As men sometimes do, at late hours, in the city.


The Intercessor trades in parody and paradox; through the unexpected, he makes himself known. And, it must be said, I certainly had not expected the hollowness which I now felt, in my belly.


I noted this, and expected to feel glad, on account of it. No gladness came to me, however. I was hollow, and only that, and nothing else.


I thought: the unexpected—yes. But the ORDINARY?


I thought: there OUGHT to have been a great noise from above, at midnight! And a great light, as well!


I thought: the hulking city persists in its evil, and refuses to be merry. How can you abide it, Intercessor?


I thought: it is your day of celebration, and dishonor is being done to you! Come, come, we will punish them together for what they have done! You may use me, and all my weapons, however you see fit!


I felt the ordinariness of my skin. The absence of goosebumps, there.


I felt the discomfort in my forearms, from the way they were pressing against the hard wood of the couch’s back. I ought not to have noticed such a thing at all; it was of no significance. I did notice it, however.


After all, there was nothing else there to notice.


I glanced at the sky.


And saw nothing.


 


 


Two forty-three A.M., said the clock.


I was pacing, again.


I came to the place where the nutcracker men were arrayed. I crouched, and brought my hand rudely across them, toppling and scattering them.


Still crouching, I began to pick them up, one by one, and set them down in their original and apposite positions, until the whole garrison was arranged just as it had been before my intervention.


I had done this a number of times, by now.


How many times, I could not say. I was not keeping count.


I paced, under the undimmed and oblivious glare of the electric ceiling lights.


I hated that glare, but I could not think of turning the lights off. It would seem too final a gesture, I felt. Too much of a concession to—


To what?


Minute by minute, hour by hour, the void in my belly grew.


It grew and grew, and began to change into something else, the mature form of its kind. Not a pure absence, but a malign presence, also. A mounting awareness of—


Of what?


Oh, come now, Herschel Schoen. You have claimed to know all, have you not?


I am stubborn, yes; every prophet must be so. But my stubbornness is not so complete that my love for Truth cannot override it, when Truth wishes to make itself known, and its lessons run against the grain of my own ways.


You must not think me too much the holy fool. You must not think I am so pure, and so stubborn, that the possibility of failure had not even crossed my mind.


No!—the possibility of failure has been my constant companion, ever since the very day I was given to my Mother, Ruth Schoen! That taunting shadow has always loomed at my back, close by to me, and wholly unable to be ignored!


I am stubborn, as every man who fancies himself a prophet must be.


For if it turns out that he is a true prophet, then his stubbornness will have been necessary, and to a good end.


Oh, why dance around the point?


It was Christmas Day, and nothing whatsoever was happening.


No army—whether my Adversary’s, or anyone else’s—had shown itself, in the street below.


No moving object—not a flying sleigh, nor even a mere airplane or satellite—had appeared in the starless sky.


No goosebumps graced my arms. No angels or prophets raised their voices within me. The murk was terribly still, stripped of its usual swirling forms, stripped of inner meanings.


Oh, why mince words?


The day foretold by Herschel Schoen had arrived, and revealed Herschel Schoen’s true colors.


It is not difficult, in hindsight, to tell the true prophets apart from the false. There comes a moment when prophecy must confront Truth, and in that moment it becomes utterly and undeniably clear which sort of prophet one has been dealing with, all along.


To each self-proclaimed prophet, such a moment is given. More often than not, his death precedes its arrival, sparing him from the indignity of attending his own trial, and witnessing firsthand the delivering of the judgment upon his head.


My moment, however, had not been so mercifully arranged for me. It had come, and then gone, while I still breathed my life-breath.


The moment had come, and Truth—beloved Truth, which counts no man above another! beloved Truth, impartial to the last, and admirably incapable of pity!—had placed me on the side of the line which had always been mine, all along.


Herschel Schoen foretold the coming of a great red man whom he called “the Intercessor.” He was a false prophet; no such man shall come.


Herschel Schoen foretold a final war, in which he would vie against someone he called “his Adversary.” He was a false prophet; no such cataclysm shall wrack the city.


Herschel Schoen foretold a rising of the dead, and a final homecoming for all men. He was a false prophet; the dead are dead, and the living shall remain where they are.


I stopped pacing.


I stood very still, and asked myself: what is a prophet, if he is not true?


What, I asked myself, could make a man BELIEVE that he is a prophet, when in fact he is NOT one?


You know its name; so did I.


I am unworldly, yes, but only to a point.


Indeed, I thought, perhaps I am not unworldly AT ALL.


Men believe all manner of things, I am told, when something goes wrong within the subtle wiring inside their bodies, the so-called “nervous system.” That system operates, Frederick had explained to me, through the delicate and complex interplay of positive and negative feedbacks, of diverse kinds. The delicate balance of these opposing flows could be easily disrupted, with catastrophic and permanent results.


I was Herschel Schoen, a cybernetic system in a state of disequilibrium.


Or, in plain words: a madman.


I stood perfectly still. My body did not tremble, nor did a chill descend upon my skin. No swell of feeling rose in me to lend the moment a sense of gravity, or dignity, or even pathos.


For the moment was not great, or dignified, or even properly pathetic.


It was only what it was.


I thought: Herschel Schoen claimed to “remember” experiences which occurred before his own birth, in a place he called “the Original Creation.”


I thought: madmen believe all manner of things, I am told. Their beliefs are given to each one of them, separately. Each such man’s mind is an orphanage; the beliefs housed there are wholly alone, not kin to the beliefs of other men, nor kin to Truth.


I want to say that I felt shame, then. But that is not quite right, is it?


There was nothing here that was even worthy of shame.


There was nothing here, at all.


I turned toward the long, wide window.


I walked toward the part of the window just to the left of the couch, where a wooden doorframe marked the boundary between the part of the glass that was only window, and the part which was also a door.


I found the doorknob, and turned it.


I went out, onto the balcony.


 


 


I felt the cold, cruel wind, rushing over my skin.


Goosebumps did rise, there, at last. But only on account of the cold and the wind. Only for that single, most earthly, most ordinary reason.


Directly across from the balcony, I saw the brown bricks of the neighboring apartment complex. Their outlines were just barely discernible in the dim, slanted light scattered upwards by the streetlamps.


I thought of Frederick.


Where was he, now? In his bed, presumably. In his no doubt lavishly upholstered bed, whose luxury cannot possibly give him any comfort, now. In the patrician enclave which was his home, and where he was now being kept, under house arrest.


I thought of my Mother, Ruth Schoen.


Had her “plan” come to ruin, by now? Or was that scheduled for a time later on? In an hour, or at the break of dawn, or at midday?


I thought of my Sister, Miriam Schoen, nestling snug in the bed of the false prophet which she had found more to her liking. She was a lucky woman, I thought with a bitter laugh; she had her pick among the madmen.


I thought of Madeleine, and gripped the railing.


And looked down.


From the living room, I had only been able to see one line of streetlamps, on the opposite side of the street. Now, I saw its twin, on the near side.


I saw the sidewalk on the near side of the street, the one that ran along the side of the complex. And I saw the bald, metal heads of its streetlamps, and the circles of light under them.


I saw how distant they were from me. How small they appeared, at such a great distance.


I was Herschel Schoen, and I despaired.


I did not despair for myself; I had crossed over a threshold, and come forth into a place where such matters as myself counted for nothing.


But I did despair for my Mother, Ruth Schoen.


And for my Sister, Miriam Schoen.


And for the city, too, and its people.


The city, which convulsed in its desperation, and damaged its own body. And would not find an end to its tribulations on Christmas Day, nor on the next day after it, nor on the day after that day.


I thought: the earth abounds with sorrow, and it is more than I can bear.


I leaned further out over the railing, and thought: every man has his limit.


My head hung in the open air. I stared straight down at the street.


I thought: there, at the bottom, FORGETTING waits for me.


I thought: it would be so easy to simply—


But my concentration was broken, just then.


For I heard a sound, just then.


A small, gentle sound.


Barely a sound at all. A little click, only that.


A little click—and a sharp, startled intake of breath, and a split second of confusion, and then—


And then all of the streetlamps went dark, all at once.


They did not flicker, for a time, and then go dark. They did not turn off in sequence, one by one. They were extinguished together, as a group.


All at once, in an instant.


I looked to my left, and saw only the purest darkness. I looked to my right, and saw the same.


It was not only the lamps of the one street that had been extinguished, it seemed.


No, the entire city had gone dark, all at once, in the same instant. Only that could explain the extent of the darkness that surrounded me now: true night, as it is in the countryside, unobscured by electric lights that glare and glare, heedless of the hour.


I pulled myself back from the railing.


I stood on the balcony, and looked up.


And I saw what had been above, all along, unseen.


I saw the stars.


 


 


I wished that I could have given, to the stars, the sort of careful and protracted viewing which was their due, and which had so long been denied to them.


But it was very cold, out there on the balcony. My despair had numbed me to it, before. But now my despair was retreating, forced out by the awareness that a wholly unexpected event had occurred, and by the pressing need to understand the meaning of that event.


I thought: what IS this?


I thought: a power outage?


I thought: a power outage affecting the whole CITY, at once?


I thought of my Mother, Ruth Schoen. Of the plan that burdened her, tonight. Of that plan’s aim: “a big boom, that’ll blow all the parasites to smithereens! That’ll take down their whole damn system, just like that, boom, gone!”


I thought: is this what you meant, Mother?


I thought: have you done it, Mother? Somehow, in spite of your adversaries’ knowledge of your every move, and of every word you whisper in confidence to your conspirators?


I had to understand. I could return, afterwards, to my despair. There would be plenty of time to give over to despair, in just a little while.


Herschel Schoen claimed that time itself would come to an end, on the twenty-fifth of December. He was a false prophet; he will have plenty of time in which to despair, later on.


I walked back through the door in the window.


I walked out of darkness, and into darkness.


All of the city’s electric lights, it seemed, had been extinguished at once. The ceiling lamps of my own living room had been felled along with the rest, by the same unknown plague.


That plague, I surmised, knew no more than the cockroaches about the naming and numbering of days. Heedless of the occasion, it had not thought to spare the colored lights of my Christmas tree, but had dealt the same death to them as it had to all the others.


I looked around me, and saw a formless black expanse, and only that.


With small, wary steps, I advanced into the living room.


I fumbled about in search of the couch’s back, so that I would have a landmark by which to gauge my progress.


After several false attempts, I found it, and gripped it. But by this time, I found that I no longer had much need of it. For my eyes were starting to adjust to the darkness, then.


Shadowed and occulted forms emerged, gradually, out of the murk, and presented themselves for my inspection.


The couch. The carpet.


The television set. The wide table, on which it rested. The thin metal stalks, the so-called antennas, with which its head was adorned.


I watched the flowing forms of the antennas as they reached upwards with great effort, as if straining against a heavy weight. I watched them flow, and struggle foolishly against their own limitations, and try in vain to reach the ceiling above.


I watched the carpet, and the half-formed forms that showed their faces, briefly, there, and then receded back into darkness.


I raised my face, again.


And looked, again, at the television set.


I walked forward, with less hesitancy, now.


I came close to the television set, and took stock of it. Something had drawn me to it, I suppose; certainly it was not like me to display such interest in this particular piece of furniture.


But I felt immensely interested in it, suddenly, then.


I looked at the television set, very intently.


I studied the dark, slightly convex surface of its unlit screen. I studied the forms that were upon it, and their furtive flitting, and their nocturnal colors.


I studied the antennas. My heart filled up with compassion, and with sorrow, as I watched them.


How they strained and strained, in desperation and in innocent hope, reaching for the impossible sky set out beyond the uttermost boundary of outer space. How they struggled and struggled, with undaunted bravery, and the purest ignorance of what was plainly evident to the onlooker: that they would never reach what they sought, for what they sought was impossible.


I pitied the antennas, then, as I have never before pitied any man or woman or child on this earth.


Something caught my attention, and gave me respite from the pain of pitying them.


I turned my gaze to the screen of the television set.


I saw something, there. And mistook it for something else, at first.


For I imagined, at first, that the television set had turned on, in its ordinary manner.


That the bright light, suddenly projecting forth from it, was merely the ordinary light that it was fashioned to cast, for the sake of “transmitting” its fictions and follies to a couchful of rapt, slack-limbed “receivers.”


But my misapprehension was very swiftly laid to rest.


For the light I saw, pouring out of the television, was wholly unlike any kind of light which that device had ever produced before.


Nor could that device ever possibly produce such light.


Nor, indeed, could such light ever be produced by any other device on this earth, or any other of the things of this earth, of any kind whatsoever.


Formless light spilled forth from the television. It had no color, but was not colorless, either; no color known to earth was worthy of adorning it, for it was a finer thing, from a higher and better place.


My knees buckled, and I fell to the ground.


I brought myself up into a kneeling posture, and raised my head, and stared at the thing that was happening in my living room.


At what was unfolding, in my living room.


At how creation itself was being split in two, in my living room.


The red laceration on the body of creation, dividing it from top to bottom. And peeling open, to reveal a thing beyond creation. A body which He had not willed at the beginning, but which refused to recede back into formlessness and emptiness.


I had seen this once, before. I remembered it, and what it meant.


The second Thursday. The two boys, on the schoolyard.


The seam coming open, and unfolding. The Intercessor, revealing himself to me.


But this time, there were no ghostly spiderwebs to arrest its progress. No innocent schoolboys near by to it, endangered by its advancing wake.


This time there was nothing to hold it back.


By the time I recognized what it was, and where I had seen it before, it had already burst open completely.


All else—the television set, the living room, the flitting forms—fell back before its rushing wake, and fell out of view.


And so, I could see nothing at all, except for—


Except for what?


What was it? This light, these churning forms? This color, which was not red? Which made all red things seem colorless, by contrast with it?


A chill came over me, then! And raised goosebumps on my skin!


Just as if a window had been opened—a window into an infinite chasm, of infinite cruelty, and majestic beyond measure!


Look! Behold! It is coming, it is coming forth, it is showing itself, oh, oh—!


I felt all the prophets of old awakening within me, and turning their eyes to it.


I felt them rise up, together, as one, to take stock of this latter-day vision. I felt their pride, and the mastery that was in their eyes.


And I felt them fall back again, a moment later, in recognition of something wholly beyond their powers of apprehension.


For they were His prophets, tasked with receiving His portents. They spoke with Him, and faced His majesty and His cruelty. And thought that what they saw was the greatest majesty, and the greatest cruelty, that could ever be conceived of.


But they knew better, now.


The prophets fled, leaving me to contend alone with the portent which was mine to receive, and only mine.


So that I, alone, faced the consuming flames, more red than red, that flashed out from a place beyond creation!


The bolt of lightning, severing one half of creation from the other, from top to bottom!


All that was solid, melting into air! And lending to the air all of the colors of its body, and all the sweetness of its flesh, so that air itself was bodied! So that the mist itself was stripped of its obscuring powers, made translucent!


The cloud, fashioned from the melting and bodied air, and so vast that the earth might have nestled in it as a marble does in the palm of one’s hand!


The joyous forms, metallic and fleshy, mechanical and lively! Rushing, abounding, flowing over!


Do you have eyes? Open them!


Open them, and look! Behold what is coming through, from outside of creation, from beyond time! What is coming through, into the living room!


Forms in the likeness of living creatures, wild and unregulated, proud and terrible! Forms in the likeness of four walls, curling ornately, painted red beyond red, and edged with gold beyond gold!


In the likeness of thick ropes, joined to the harnesses on the backs of the creatures, for use as reins!


In the likeness of boxes, piled high, and wrapped in paper!


In the likeness of charming patterns inscribed upon that paper!


Red-and-green argyle, woven with unearthly fineness! Tiny portraits of festive scenes, placed inside tiles, and placed alongside their fellows in a tiling without end, extending past the horizon, extending past the edge of outer space! A light beyond any that is known in heaven, shining out through apertures of the white polka dots!


And in front of the boxes, rising above the four walls, with the reins in his hand—?


A man’s body.


A vast, red coat.


A vast, white beard.


I kneeled, in silent reverence.


I kneeled in my living room, which was no longer empty of light. For the lights of my Christmas tree had been revived, and shone as brightly as ever, in all their many colors.


I kneeled in my living room, which was no longer empty of life, save for a host of cockroaches and cowardly prophets.


No: I had proper company, now.


I had a guest, in my home, now.


The guest I had been expecting, and for whom I had prepared.


I saw his sleigh, resting upon the carpet of my own living room. I saw the frost on the gilded, ornate curls of its underside.


I saw the small stains on the carpet, where the frost had melted and fallen to the floor—and I knew: he was here. Literally. In the body.


In my living room!


With his sleigh, and his reindeer! And his gifts!


 


 


With a great heaving gesture, the enormous man lifted himself out of the red-and-gold sleigh, and onto the floor of my living room.


He turned to his reindeer steeds, and waved a massive hand through the air in front of them.


A king’s gesture, I thought, marveling. Of mastery, of command, of dominion.


His steeds were wild creatures indeed. It says much about the lordly character of a man, if he is able to make himself master over such creatures.


They brayed, in odd sinuous voices, unlike those of any animal I had heard before—in this life, or any other. They stamped the floor, and made sudden wheeling turns, as if they meant to bolt from the room.


“DOWN, Prancer,” the man said to one of them in a booming voice, waving his hand fiercely at it.


“DOWN, Cupid,” he said to its neighbor.


The bellows of his lungs pumped with unmanlike strength, and produced sounds far louder than anything one would ordinarily expect to hear, coming from a man’s mouth.


In any other circumstance, I might use a word like deafening, to capture something of the loudness of such a sound. But I cannot say that his voice was deafening, then, for I was not in any way deafened by it. Nor was it painful to the ears, as any other sound of its magnitude would no doubt have been.


“There, there,” he said, more gently, stroking the head of one of his steeds, which had very suddenly become quite tame.


“That’s a good boy, Prancer,” he said to the creature. His voice was not loud at all, anymore.


It was deep, even now, and possessed a kingly firmness, still. But there was a softness in it, as well, which had no trouble coexisting with its other qualities.


It was the softness of the strong, not the softness of the weak. Only a complete absence of fear can make such a softness possible; only after one has made oneself master over all the earth does one become able to treat the earth’s creatures with such pure, sovereign, freely-willed gentleness.


For a time I simply kneeled, in silent wonderment. I watched him stroke the furry heads of his steeds, and murmur softly to them, one and then the next.


The dim, kaleidoscopic Christmas-tree light afforded me only a partial, shadowed sense of the scene before me. Determined to take stock of it nonetheless, I squinted and peered, and called silently to the flowing forms, bidding them to come forth out of the murk.


Gradually, breath by breath, I scried the finer details of the bodies in the room, their contours and coloration.


The man was, in almost every respect, identical to the portraits which I had seen of him, in the Christmas display at school. Every element was in its place, and perfectly itself. A red cap was upon his head, with a fluffy white trim at its base, and a whimsical white ball dangling at its tip. A red suit, with similarly fluffy cuffs, girded his wide and fleshy body. The wild and untrimmed curls of his expansive beard spilled out over his neck.


Above the beard, I recognized the kindly, merry, aged face that I had seen in the portraits at school. It was the same face; its form was the same; every feature was in its proper place, just where it was in the portraits. But for all their physiognomic exactness, I realized, those portraits had nonetheless misrepresented the spirit of the face.


In miniature, in terms of the mere faithful rendition of the one fine detail and then the next, the portraits were beyond reproach. But in the large, they told a lie.


He was old, yes. His wrinkles testified to it, and the slight sagging of his cheeks seconded their testimony.


He was kindly, yes. The word kindly was in no way sufficient for the world-conquering gentleness of the man’s smile, but it was a fitting enough word, as words go.


He was merry—yes! Even as he busied himself in the calming of his steeds, murmuring to them in a mild and well-regulated tone, a devious mirth danced nonetheless in his twinkling, glinting eyes! A great appetite for mischief was in him, and a fondness for risible unions—for the discordant, the paradoxical, the twisted, the broken!


That is what the portraits fail to capture.


I recalled my first meeting with Frederick, and how I had seen the great evil that was in him. I did not dare use the word evil for the quality I discerned now, in the man before me. Nevertheless, it unsettled me.


I turned to the steeds, and studied them. One by one, their features emerged for my inspection; one by one, they put the lie to the conventional notion of flying reindeer.


I could see how one might mistake these creatures for reindeer, from a distance. Especially if one were seeing them from below, as one most commonly would, given their function. For they did in fact have cloven hoofs, and there was certainly something deerlike about their lithe, sturdy legs.


Their bodies, too, had the elongated elegance which distinguishes the deer. And the forking protrusions which adorned their heads could be called antlers, I suppose, if no better word for them was ready to hand.


But the “antlers”—if I must use the word—did not take the curving, barbed shape that one sees atop the head of a deer. Every line there was perfectly straight, every angle sharp and severe. The forking and branching of these horns was regulated and controlled, arranged as man arranges the objects that he fashions, realizing with unnatural exactness a design of equally unnatural simplicity.


No fifthmade creature arranges its body in orderly squares and triangles and trapezoids; no thirdmade tree splits its branches apart along perfect right angles, and arranges them in patterns of perfect and diagrammatic symmetry.


But these were creatures of latter days, products of the Latter-Day Emendation, beyond the reach of His breath. And, through their forms, they revealed the narrowness of His creative imagination.


Peering closer, I descried the elaborately patterned lattices of lines that were inscribed upon the surfaces of the horns. And I saw how these lines glowed, dimly, in many colors.


I saw how the colors there were not fixed in place, but flowed along the lines, as along a river.


And how they moved in other, subtler ways, as well. As the man ministered to the steeds, their horns responded to his touch; new hues expressed themselves, there, and flowed willfully, not following the rest in their procession.


There was something reminiscent of speech, I reflected, in the purposeful subtlety of these motions.


“Good, good,” the man said at last, seeming to have reached the end of his pacifying labors. “Well done, reindeer! You’ll have more than your fill of treats, later.”


He turned to me.


His twinkling eyes met mine, for a moment. Then I bowed my head, in reverence, and saw nothing but the floor.


“Intercessor!” I cried.


“You have come! Just as you promised! Thank you, lord of Christmas! I revere you, lord of children, lord of all!”


With my head still bowed, I nodded this way and that, indicating the tree, the wreaths, the nutcracker men.


“I hope,” I said, “that you are not too displeased by the humbleness of the shrine I have prepared for you, here.


“The resources at my disposal were less plentiful than I might have wished, and woefully insufficient for the task of honoring you—you, lord of plenty, and giver of bounty outstripping all possible expectations!


“But I have tried to do my best, with what little I was given. It is not what you deserve, I know! I would have done much more here, for you, if I had been able to!”


“Ho, ho!” the man chuckled.


I render his laughter in the customary manner, not knowing any better way. And that custom is not wrong, exactly, so far as it goes. But it does not capture the spirit of the laugh, any more than the customary portraits capture the spirit of the face.


It was loud, yes, and unrestrained, yes. Its mirth was true, and it proclaimed that mirth plainly, without shame. In these respects, among others, the man’s laugh did resemble the sort of ho, ho that might tumble forth from the mouth of some burly, jovial, ordinary man.


But there were other things in it, which were subtle, and not so plainly displayed. A dark, slanting undercurrent ran through it, along deviant and unsystematic routes, revealing anew the man’s boundless appetite for mischief. And revealing, as well, that other quality to which I did not dare call evil, and which I therefore left nameless, even as my thoughts returned again and again to it.


“Why, yes,” he said, “you have gotten the house all ready for Christmas, haven’t you, boy?


“We see the tree, of course. And the holly wreaths—oh, my, the holly wreaths, they’re everywhere!


“We’ve seen a lot of houses decked with holly—of course we have, ho ho!—but this one really takes the cake, doesn’t it?


“Now, isn’t that something.


“And, oh my, what do we have over here? Toys? Action figures?


“Ah, nutcrackers! Of course!


“Now isn’t that lovely. All those nutcrackers, lined up so nicely, right by the tree.”


His casual manner made me uneasy.


But then, I reflected, he knew as well as I did that this was no time for fussing over the finer points of priestly orthopraxy. We had weightier matters to contend with, tonight.


“Intercessor,” I began.


“Please,” he said.


“Call us Santa.


“It is our name, after all. It’s what everybody calls us.”


His “we” and “us,” I realized, did not refer to some mass of others joined with him, some band of allies or accumulation of powers.


No: he spoke of himself in the plural, as kings do.


As kings have always done, ever since Elokim created the heaven and the earth.


“Santa,” I began again.


“Santa, we must make haste!


“My Adversary’s eyes have been extinguished, and he cannot see us now! This is the moment to strike, and deal the decisive blow!


“We must ride, now, into the city! In your sleigh!


“To crush my Adversary’s forces, once and for all, while they still remain ignorant of what is coming to them today! To crush their bodies, and bring their bones under our heels, and grind those bones into dust, into nothingness!”


“Ho, ho, ho!”


I thought of thunder rolling over an open plain, as I heard the low rumbling of the laugh, and the omens that lurked under its surface.


“My, my,” he said.


“You really are Herschel Schoen, aren’t you, boy?”


“I am,” I confirmed.


“We came to the right place after all, didn’t we, Prancer?” he said. “Your aim was true, wasn’t it, Comet? True as always!


“Yes, you’re a good little reindeer, Comet, aren’t you? Aren’t you, now.”


I heard his heavy footfall, as he stepped closer to me.


“Now, Herschel. Herschel, our boy.


“Don’t hang your face like that, now.


“Look at us, boy. Come on, you can do it.


“You’re not scared of Santa Claus, are you?”


I gritted my teeth, and did as he bade me.


I saw his kindly, disarming face. I saw the gentleness in his shimmering eyes.


I saw mischief, there, too. But it was mischief of an agreeable sort, I thought. If he was up to no good, still he meant no harm to me. If there were dark, slanting things in him, darting and wending in his shadows, these were merely signs of a deeper sort of faithfulness—deep enough to withstand his appetite for mischief, and then remain standing, alone and shining, when all his tricks had played out their courses.


I met his eyes, and something in me softened.


I was gravely unsettled—it was true—by his odd manner, his untimely dithering, his apparent lack of concern for the urgency of our shared situation. There was nothing to do, however, but trust him.


And I did trust him, I realized.


I looked upon his unearthly face, and beheld the mischievous glee of the forms that danced across it, and thought: I trust him, absolutely.


I thought: look how easily my own faith is shaken! At the touch of the slightest breeze, it falls into shambles!


I thought: no, no. I must be faithful to him, as he is faithful to me.


I thought: what did I EXPECT to find, in him? An absence of surprises? He is the Intercessor! He trades in parody and paradox! The unexpected is his calling card!


“There, there,” he said.


“That’s better, isn’t it?


“We’re not so scary, are we, now?


“Not if you’ve been good, anyway. For the naughty ones, well—for them it’s a very different story, ho ho!


“But you are one of the good ones, aren’t you, Herschel Schoen?”


“Santa,” I said, through gritted teeth.


I wanted him to look kindly upon me, I realized.


I wanted him to be proud of me, I realized.


And he would! When I proved my worth, in the heat of battle! When I carried out the last rite, and raised the dead, and made the Original Creation manifest! He would see, then, how I was the very best little boy in all of creation!


“Santa,” I said, “we must go, now.


“The last rite will not wait. And neither will my Adversary.


“We must strike, now, while time is still on our side!”


“Oh, you are Herschel Schoen, all right,” he said, and chuckled.


“Or—are you?” he said suddenly, with a devious grin. “We didn’t come to the wrong place after all, did we?”


“I am Herschel Schoen,” I grunted.


I cringed inwardly, hearing my voice. There was a pouting, ungrateful quality to it, and it did not fit the dignified picture of myself that I wished him to see.


“Then why,” he said, “are you so concerned about the time?


“Haven’t you said, yourself, that the last hour has come and gone?


“And haven’t you said, too, that we are not bound by time’s strictures? That we stride across time, emending the past as we see fit?”


I nodded, and was silent.


“Besides—we’re famished!


“We’ve got to get some food in this belly of ours, before anything else. Can’t go to battle on an empty stomach, can we, now?


“Now, Herschel.


“We know how seriously you take your Christmas preparations. Ho, ho, ho!


“So you must have gotten some milk and cookies ready for Santa, then.


“You didn’t forget that part, did you? Why, it’s our most favorite part of all!”


I looked directly into his eyes, and grinned.


“I am Herschel Schoen,” I said.


“I do not forget,” I said.


 


 


We sat together, at the kitchen table.


We drank milk, together, and ate cookies.


The milk came from a carton which no one had gotten around to throwing away, although it was well past its expiration date. My Mother, Ruth Schoen, refused to drink it. As for my Sister, Miriam Schoen, I doubt the thought of drinking it had even occurred to her.


And its odor, I admit, had turned strange.


But once I began to drink it? I found it perfectly to my taste.


It tasted just like milk. Like ordinary milk. No more, and no less.


I laughed, and thought: expiration date? Ha! It is the days, themselves, which have expired!


The chocolate chip cookies came from a small tin which I had purchased and then secreted away in the bedroom closet, underneath all of the papers that were stored there. I knew that I could not allow my Mother, Ruth Schoen, to catch sight of it. Food had grown scarce, in those final days, and she would surely not have allowed me to keep the cookies to myself, if she had come to know of them.


It was very dark, there in the kitchen. We might have returned to the living room and its couch, and seen our meal more clearly there, under the light of the Christmas tree. But the Intercessor preferred to eat here, at the kitchen table, as was customary.


One of his steeds hovered near the table, rubbing its face tamely against its master’s arm. If it had not been for the dim, prismatic light that flowed in rivers along its horns, I would not have been able to see anything at all.


I watched the Intercessor’s face closely. It flickered, under the flickering horn-light; it went away into the murk, and then emerged again, looking rather different than it had a moment ago.


I thought: he is not one man, but many.


He chomped at the cookies, merrily, with a glutton’s zeal. The horn-light flared, briefly, and I saw the way that fallen crumbs had accumulated in his beard.


The horn’s kaleidoscope turned again, and I no longer saw the beard, but only the grinning mouth, munching away, with dark smears of chocolate staining its corners.


“Mmm,” he purred. “Sugar! Sustenance!


“The very simplest of life’s pleasures.


“But we mustn’t overlook them, Herschel, on account of them being simple. Oh, no!


“We wouldn’t want to miss the thing that is special about them, would we?


“The thing that makes them unique? The precious thing, that only they have? That we cannot replicate elsewhere, in spite of all our subtlety and craft?


“Indeed, because of all our subtlety and craft—which can only take us further and further away from that one, unique, precious, thing?


“We would not want to pass it over too quickly—would we, Herschel?


“We should make time for it, in our lives, always. And then linger on it, take note of it, savor it.


“Shouldn’t we, Herschel?”


“Yes,” I said, with some reluctance.


For I had no idea what he was driving at.


He took an enormous bite, and did not wait to finish chewing it before continuing.


“You might almost call it sacred, what we are doing now! Eating food, savoring its sweetness!”


He took a long swig of the milk, and belched.


“Because, Herschel,” he said, “this simple experience is one that we share with all other creatures! Great or small, subtle or simple!


“What would a dog make of this cookie that we are eating? Why, it’d be the same to him as it is to us!


“He’d eat it right up, just as we’re doing. He’d savor its sweetness, just as we savor that sweetness now. And his belly wouldn’t feel so awfully empty, afterwards—just like ours won’t!


“And what would a pig make of it? The very same! A mouse? The same!


“And if you drop a cookie on the floor, Herschel, and leave it there too long? Why, then the ants will come out, and crawl all over it! And they’ll enjoy the sweet taste of it, just like we do!


“We share this with them all, Herschel. Now isn’t that something?”


“I grasp your meaning,” I said, uneasily.


There was a pause.


The Intercessor chewed. I took a sip of milk.


The colors of the horn-light shifted. Things were made new, again, under its newly patterned glow.


I saw—in a wholly new way—what it was that I held in my hands tonight.


I had been marveling, without cease, at the fact of the Intercessor’s presence in my home. I had expected it, yes—but then, expectations counted for very little where he was concerned. I had expected it; I had it; I was grateful.


But now I marveled at something else.


What would a dog make of the man before me? A pig? An insect? Nothing worth remarking upon, surely.


But there were millions of little, ordinary children who would make very much of him indeed, if they found him in their own home, at their own kitchen table.


I had Santa Claus here, in my home!


I thought of the skeptical boy on the schoolyard, whose conversation with his more faithful playmate had set the scene for my first encounter with the Intercessor and his Emendation.


I laughed and laughed. That little blonde skeptic on the schoolyard had fancied himself so wise, so clever, so grown-up. Oh, if only I had him here with me, now!


He thought so very highly of himself, and could not imagine doubting his own doctrines; after all, they were his. If only I could show him what I saw, now! And watch the smugness drain from his face, as every one of his heretical doubts was roundly refuted!


“He comes down your chimney and mine and everybody’s?” the boy had said, to sow doubt on the schoolyard. “In what, like, eight hours, tops? How fast do you think he’s gotta be going, to get to all those chimneys?”


It was a fair line of questioning, I will gladly admit. Surely any little boy or girl would want to know its answer, even if they were still capable of keeping the faith, in that answer’s absence.


I opened my mouth. I spoke for myself, and for all children.


“Santa?” I said.


“Are you really going to visit every house that celebrates Christmas, tonight?”


The Intercessor cackled.


“Of course, you silly boy!


“What, are you telling us you don’t know the very first thing about Santa Claus?”


“No,” I said.


“It is only,” I said, “that I do not understand how it is done.


“How are you here, Santa? My home has no chimney. Its front door is locked. And that door is still standing, as it would not be if you had battered it down to create a means of ingress.”


“When you first heard our carols,” the Intercessor said, “did you ask the same of them?


“How they came to be there with you, in your bedroom?


“They did not enter through any door, did they? Or any chimney, for that matter? Yet they were there, nonetheless, in your bedroom.”


I pressed on.


“There are millions of celebrant homes, Santa. Every one of them awaits your gifts. And you visit them all, in a single night?”


“We only do what our carols have done, before us. And you did not question it then, did you?”


I recalled to mind the rhapsodic monologues that my Sister, Miriam Schoen, had foisted upon me. Her homespun variations on the facile lessons of Vincent Vierge, her lover, her tutor.


I recalled what she had told me about the invisible signals that are sent shimmering through the air, at all hours of the day and night. That flow ceaselessly through our bodies, their passage not deterred in the least by our skin, or the blood beneath it, or the bones.


“Santa,” I said. “You are not simply drawing an analogy, are you? Between yourself and the radio?


“You are being perfectly literal, aren’t you?


“You are telling me that you are a broadcast.


“That you are carried on unseen waves, which disperse across the earth. And pass, simultaneously, into every home that keeps your faith.


“That is right,” I said, “isn’t it?”


His broad, chocolate-flecked mouth broke into a grin.


“Just so, my boy!” he crowed.


“We are with all the sons of men tonight,” he said, “and all the daughters of men.


“Just as we are with you, tonight, Herschel Schoen.


“We broadcast ourselves in all directions. We do not visit the one home, and then the next. We are in every home, in one and the same instant.”


The colors of the horn-light shifted, and I felt my awe before the Intercessor shifting with it.


I had been in awe of the man, continuously, from the moment he arrived. But it was becoming a different sort of awe, now, than it had been at the outset.


“You are in the radio waves,” I whispered.


“We make the radio waves our own,” the Intercessor said, “and bend them to our will.”


His homely, casual manner was slipping away, revealing the lordly and terrible thing that lay behind its mask.


“Our purposes,” he said, “require all of their many frequencies. And so, we have taken all these frequencies for our own, tonight.


“We likewise require,” he said, “the use of the electric currents, and of the wires which men have strung up as channels for their passage.


“These wires, too, we have taken for our own. Their currents flow as we bid them to, knowing no other master besides us.”


“It was you, then,” I said.


“When the lamps all went dark, earlier. That was—”


“The lamps were consuming power,” he said, “for which we had another use in mind.”


“All these things,” I breathed, “you have taken away from the lords of the city, who claim them as their property.


“The radio towers of Eggert Multimedia are well guarded, and under constant surveillance.


“And the power stations of Eggert Electronic—they are even better protected than those towers, and are even more closely surveilled.


“You have taken all these things away, tonight, from the men who keep watch over them?


“You struggled against all those men, tonight, and bested them all? In a great battle, which has already concluded?”


“A great battle?” he spat, sounding cruelly amused.


“A struggle?


“Nothing of the sort, Herschel Schoen.


“There can be no such thing as a struggle, or a battle, between two sides which are so unequally matched.


“It was tremendously easy for us to seize the things we required, tonight.


“Like taking candy from a baby! Ho, ho!”


I wanted to think that he had chosen these last words carelessly, not considering how they might sound to Herschel Schoen’s ears.


In my heart, however, I knew that he had done no such thing. No, he had chosen these words very carefully, fitting them to me.


A shadow fell over the field of my heart, then.


It must have served his “purposes,” somehow, to cast this pall over me. Or else it surely could not have occurred at all.


For his will was asserting its sovereignty over everything, tonight, it seemed. He laid claim to the very air, and every mote that moved in it.


I gazed into the blackness around me, and I saw how the numerous and splendid forms upon it were afraid to show their faces. How they fled to the edges of the canvas, and cowered there, leaving behind a formless black expanse in which the Intercessor could do as he pleased, without resistance.


I thought: what IS it?


I thought: what is it that surprises me so? That darkens my heart? That puts a coward’s urge into me, so that I too want to flee and cower, like the forms in the blackness?


I thought: come now, Herschel Schoen. Surely it does not SURPRISE you, to hear the Intercessor tell of his powers, and to know that he is mighty?


I thought: he is the Intercessor! Creation itself was as clay in his palms, when it suited his “purposes” to EMEND creation!


I thought: he is the vast, red thing, with a merciless heart and a multitude of sharp teeth, which has lain in wait for me here, after the last hour. I know this already; I have known it all along; indeed I have celebrated it, in prose and in song!


It was easy enough to produce such mighty-sounding words, and cast them onto the page.


But it was a wholly different thing to witness the thing they described, in the body, face to face.


To look across my kitchen table, and see only emptiness and formlessness, as things were before He breathed on them.


Thirteen days ago, I wrote: “The Latter-Day Emendation projects like a lance through the body of creation.”


I conjured up a fearsome image, then. But an image is absolutely empty, and preserves absolutely nothing of the body that is imaged in it.


And so there was nothing whatsoever, in the fearsome image I had conjured, that could in any way prepare me for what I felt, now.


The literality of his lance, plunging across time, and hurtling relentlessly through the formless wastes of outer space—in pursuit of a place, and a time, and a man.


How it found the place, my home, and was not in the least deterred by the walls around that place, or by the lock on its door.


How it found the time, December Twenty-Fifth, and made a wound in the body of that day as it passed through it.


How it sped, inexorably, toward the man who was its target.


That lance had found its man at last, now. It had found me.


And pierced me, and pinned me.


“Herschel,” the Intercessor said. “Look at us, boy.”


With trembling eyes, I peered into the blackness.


I was quite ready, I found, to do whatever he asked of me.


Just as the waves did, and the currents, and the forms in the blackness. But not for the same reason.


Not because I felt compelled, against my will, by a power and a terror which were beyond all conceiving.


No: I simply did not want him to feel ashamed of me.


“You’re scared, aren’t you?


“You’re scared of mean old Santa Claus, again. Aren’t you?


“Now, now. That’s no way for a boy of sixteen to be, is it?”


“You know who I am,” I said.


“So you must know, then, what it is that I am.”


I did not have to complete the thought. It was tremendously easy, for a mind like his, to perceive the pattern in my words, and then complete that pattern on his own.


“A coward?


“Don’t make us laugh, boy.


“We know what you are, whether or not you do.


“If we had thought you were a coward, Herschel, we would never have come here.


“What have you said of us? That we emended creation, for your sake! See, boy: you know your worth.


“Act like it, now.”


I raised myself up in my chair, and held my head high.


I stared into the blackness, and did not blink.


“Santa?” I said.


I felt my voice begin to waver. But I gripped its reins more tightly, then, and brought it fully under my control.


“How exactly did you come to be so powerful?”


The horn-light seemed brighter, suddenly.


I was coming around to a very different view of the man, now. I felt my awe for him growing, and growing strange.


“You have made the city your own, tonight,” I said.


“Only yesterday, the city belonged to man.


“And man, in his complacency, could scarcely conceive the idea that this possession might one day be lost.


“After all: it was man, was it not, who was given dominion over all the earth? And over every creeping thing that creepeth upon that earth?


“And after all: has not man built up such an abundance of high towers here, full of the technological marvels which make man so specially proud?


“Babylonian towers, scraping the sky, contending against the firmament! Sorcerous towers, from which an invisible power pours forth, and flies in all directions!


“Lightning made tame, and given the name ‘electricity’!


“It is these things, I notice, which you have taken away from man. These technologies and towers.


“These, which man viewed as his proudest accomplishments. And which he believed could keep him safe, forever.


“He was proud, but you wished to lay him low. You are cruel; this is your way.


“So be it, Intercessor. I see your might, and I am humbled beyond measure. I accept the fact of it.


“But what IS that fact, that I am accepting?


“You have a secret, that sets you above man, and above all his towers.


“You have something that he does not.


“What IS it?”


The Intercessor beamed at me. There was a smile on his kindly face, and it had no mischief in it.


He was admiring me.


“That’s more like it, Herschel!


“Yes! Face us like a man, not a cringing schoolboy! Speak your mind to us, without holding back!


“Know that you are worthy of it.


“And that you, alone, are worthy of it.


“We have traveled a great distance in order to meet with you today, Herschel Schoen.


“We have a gift for you. Not the kind that we give to the other children—no, a very special gift, for you and you alone!


“You have said that we stride across time. And you are perfectly right!


“You have said that we emend creation. We do!


“And it is all for you, Herschel. It is all for the sake of meeting with you, here, and giving you your special gift.”


“I asked you a question,” I said.


“Do not try to trick me with diversions and distractions,” I said.


“Face me, like a man. And then answer my question. Or declare, in plain words, that you refuse to answer it.


“What is your secret, that sets you above man?”


“Ah, but Herschel, you see—you’ve got things the wrong way around!


“No wonder you’re so confused.


“We have no secret, setting us above man. It is man that has a secret, setting him below us.


“We are not a giant; our size is perfectly ordinary.


“Yet we tower over the men, nonetheless. How could we not, when they are so small?”


“You came to take the city’s towers,” I said.


“The men guarding them were nothing to you. Their cameras, and their hidden tripwires, and all the perilous fruits of Damien Eggert’s paranoia—these were nothing to you.


“You simply seized what you ‘required,’ meeting no resistance. You found it ‘tremendously easy.’


“What power let you do this? Tell me, Santa. In plain words, now.”


“Oh, it was nothing much, really,” he said, with an intolerably casual air.


“Only a matter of noting the obvious, and putting it to our use.


“Only a matter of noticing things, and thinking about them.


“We have no special knack for noticing. We only notice what is obvious.


“We think before we act, but it is only the ordinary amount of thinking, that we do.


“For our mind, you see, is of an ordinary size.


“It is the minds of the men that are peculiar!


“Peculiar, on account of being so very small.


“So strangely, pitifully small!”


Even then, I felt that I trusted him, absolutely.


But I do have a prudent bone, or two, in my body somewhere. And all my prudence whispered in my ear, then, sowing suspicion and wariness in me.


I steeled myself, and roused dormant powers within me. They were lesser powers, I knew, and I would be ashamed to show them before him, if it came to that.


Still: I had to prepare, in whatever ways were available, for the possibility that this apparition in my house was no friend to me at all.


“We are only telling you what you already know, Herschel,” the apparition said.


“All minds, Virginia,” he quoted, “whether they be men’s or children’s, are little.


“In this great universe of ours, man is a mere insect, an ant, in his intellect, as compared with the boundless world about him . . . ”


He smirked, and waited for me to supply the missing piece of his pattern.


“. . . as measured,” I whispered, “by the intelligence capable of grasping the whole of truth and knowledge.”


His shadow loomed over the field of my heart. I felt his lance, piercing and pinning me. I felt his intelligence, grasping the whole of me.


“Well then!” the man said, “we’ve just about finished up with the milk and cookies, haven’t we?


“Thank you again, Herschel Schoen. Those were some very good chocolate chip cookies.


“And they filled us right up, just as we’d hoped for.


“It’s about time we give you your gift, don’t you think?”


He stood up, and walked toward the doorway, toward the living room.


His steed followed him. And the room became fully dark, without even the dim horn-light to see by.


I waited for them to leave, before I followed. I did not want to seem as perfectly subservient as the steed. I too would follow, yes. But only because I wished to do so.


With a heavy heart, and a mess of tangled misgivings, I followed the man and his creature, and came forth again into the living room.


 


 


I came forth into the living room, and saw the whirlwind there.


By this I do not mean that the air was stirring, and making a tangible impression upon the skin as it passed. Indeed, the air in the living room was more perfectly still than it had ever been before. For it was heavy with fear, and with reverence; an unaccustomed burden weighed upon its neck, pinning it in place.


The air sensed the hallowed presence which had entered into it, and knew that presence for what it was. Knowing this, it made itself motionless, so that the room itself might be hallowed through its stillness, and suffused with the dignity and gravity which were its occupant’s due.


Nevertheless: the room whirled.


I saw the blazing lamps of the Christmas tree. I saw how the proud light poured forth from them in every color, and flew in every direction; how this pouring light passed over the horns of the steeds, and commingled with the lesser and stranger lights that flowed in rivers, there; how these two kinds of light hurtled onward, together, and spilled onto the walls.


I saw the walls, and beheld the dizzying multiplicity of what was upon them, and the ceaseless flight of that whirling multitude.


I saw the walls; I saw form and void, color and colorlessness; I saw brightest flame and deepest shadow.


Every manner of thing was visible, there!


I looked about myself in amazement, marveling at the one thing and then the next, and at the perfection of their fashioning.


I knew that they were without body, being merely semblances contrived out of shadow, in the puppeteer’s manner. But I might have forgotten this fact, had I the capacity to forget anything at all. For each one was manifestly itself, and proclaimed its identity anew in each moment, as its bodiless body stirred and coursed.


The things upon the walls moved together, in a single frenzied current, but no pair of them moved in precisely the same way: each possessed some quirk of gait, or some special way of holding itself, which distinguished it from all the others, and which indeed distinguished it from every other visible or conceivable thing, save for one: the original and bodied creature which it mimicked.


They whirled, in dizzying cycles, across the three walls and the single long window.


I watched their passage, and saw the unremitting seizures that wracked their bodiless bodies.


I saw them tremble and quake, feverish, relentless, unable to stop themselves, infused with that strange spectral vigor which one sometimes sees in the limbs of the very ill, suddenly astir under the gloaming light after a protracted period of stillness, in recognition of the fact that their present performance can have no earthly sequel.


I saw their trembling and quaking, and I recognized what I saw. For I had seen just this sort of seizure before, wracking the body of Jeremiah the son of Hilkiah.


Just as that prophet had convulsed, when in conversation with his maker, so did the whirling forms convulse now, as they coursed over the walls and the window. Or, to put the same thing differently, and thus come closer to the heart of it: just as the prophet had put an end to his erroneous stillness, so too did the whirling forms put an end to theirs.


The prophet, and the forms, did not move in some peculiar fashion; it is the rest of us who are peculiar. Their fever is perfectly natural; it is the absence of that fever, in the rest of us, which must be called upon to explain and justify itself.


In a certain sense—a crucial sense, not to be passed over lightly!—it would be right if every man and woman under heaven were to quake in this manner, continually and without respite, from birth until death. In a certain sense, indeed we ought to do so—and we err, in ever doing otherwise.


For we are of divine make, and fashioned after a divine image.


If we were to fully grasp these two facts, and fully hold them in mind? Then a great fear would come over us, and a trembling in our limbs, and a quaking in our bones!


And we would not be able to stop; face to face with the divine, we would be incapable of seeing or contemplating anything else, and the fear which is the divine’s due would thus rule over us. And rule us fully, forever, from birth until death, manifestly incontestable, with a pure and absolute sovereignty such as no earthly king could ever hope to match.


Why, then, do we not tremble in fear in every moment, from birth until death?


For one reason, and only that reason: because our maker preferred a multitude of motions to this blank uniformity. His creation was to be a creation of bounty, burgeoning, blossoming; it was to contain a great many things, and to contain every thing; it would not do for the whole of it to be astir, eternally, with a single unanimous tremor. And so He breathed other motions into us, and breathed periods of stillness into us also, placing these alongside the many motions.


As He breathed, aesthetics set itself against morality for the first time, and wrestled fiercely with its newfound rival, as it so often would over the millennia to follow. And as He breathed, aesthetics pinned morality firmly to the ground, and held it in place, proving itself the stronger of the pair. How could it be otherwise? We are a canvas, first, before we are anything else.


I stood silently, watching the whirlwind.


I watched from a distance, standing just past the threshold of the door.


I might have hesitated, before crossing through the open door, if I had discerned the fullness of what lay waiting for me here. As it was, I could not see the room properly from the doorway; by the time I began to fear the step across the threshold, I discovered that I had already taken that step.


I did not take another step, after it. Vertigo would have stilled me, if nothing else had been there to do the job first. For I felt, at the edge of the room, as though I stood on a cliff set above a deep chasm. And so I did not dare take another step, but only stood in place, watching.


I watched in awe, and with a heavy heart. My awe did nothing to quell the burgeoning mass of my misgivings, for its flesh was their flesh, and its blood their blood.


Perhaps I write “awe,” in one place, while in another, I write “misgivings.” But I do not use this duality of words to denote a dual subject; I speak of one thing only. If I give it multiple names, it is only for the sake of showing it to you from a succession of different angles, and showing you how its semblance changes under the changing light.


I watched, uneasily, and thought: every manner of thing is here, and SEEMS entirely itself.


I thought: even if all that is outside this room were to crumble into nothingness, still one could look upon these walls and see nothing amiss, there. One could be forgiven for thinking that nothing at all had crumbled away—for it is all HERE, is it not? Every herb yielding seed, and every tree, in which is the fruit of a tree yielding seed? Every inch of earth, and every living creature brought forth by the earth?


I thought: such artistry is on display here! Such craft and such cunning!


I thought: for what whirls here is the very subtlest of simulacra! A sublime forgery, making use of every trick in the counterfeiter’s arsenal, and orchestrating these tricks with a deftness which reveals, once and for all, how even DECEIT ITSELF can be elevated into a high art!


I thought: why, one could even imagine the angels themselves being taken in by its ruse! For it is a true masterpiece of deceit! And the eyes of heaven are innocent, and not made for contests with the guileful!


Out of the formless mess of my misgivings, something was rising up to proclaim itself to me. Something of definite and fixed shape, whose fixity and definition defied all my cowardly attempts to avoid looking it in the face.


I thought: what is this suspicion, rising in me? Is it a private thing of my own, setting me apart from him, so that I may then be set AGAINST him?


I thought: no. It is HIS, like all the rest.


I thought: if I find myself suspicious of him, now, this is because he “requires” me to do so, as he did not before. My thoughts may turn and turn, and make a coiling maze of themselves—but no matter which way they turn, that way will prove to be the one which best served his “purposes.” For, if this were not so, then—


I heard a voice, and my reverie shattered.


“Oh ho, what do we have here?”


I turned away from the whirling walls, towards the source of the voice.


I saw the living room couch, and how the quaking colors were upon its surface, and rushed over that surface, just as they did over the walls and the window.


And I saw the great red man, standing in front of the couch, and bending down to inspect something.


He was facing away from me. I saw his inclined back, dimly, from a glancing angle. His posture was such as to fully obscure his head from view, though I did discern the form of his pendulous cap, lolling beside the place where the head must have been.


Only one part of him emerged fully from the murk: the great globular expanse of his red-clad rump. It proclaimed itself before all of the many things assembled in the living room, showing its fleshly plenitude to them freely, and daring them to blush, or snicker, or whisper obscenely amongst themselves.


“What a wee, precious little device!” the Intercessor exclaimed, sounding quite sincere in his glee.


A moment later, I grasped his meaning.


For I heard the unmistakable song of my music box, actuated by some motion of the Intercessor’s unseen fingers, as he toyed with his newfound toy.


HARK - how - the - bells


SWEET - sil - ver - bells


ALL - seem - to - say


THROW - cares - aw - ay


There were no words, of course; I reproduce the lyrics here only to bring the familiar melody to mind.


The Intercessor waited, in decorous silence, for the machine to finish out its memorized performance.


He listened, and I listened with him.


Color and colorlessness whirled about us, as we listened. Light and shadow played over the walls, and the couch, and the Intercessor’s coat; every manner of thing roved across these surfaces, and made the textures upon the surfaces shudder and ripple, taking on the semblance of the one thing and the next. All the many created kinds, in their varied shapes, rushed and rushed before my eyes, and I saw the long shadow of the divine falling over them, obliterating all their divergences of form. They quaked identically, and trembled as one, overtaken by a sublime fullness of terror which no mere merry song could possibly dispel.


In the heart of that whirlwind, there was a stillness. I stood, with the Intercessor, in that hushed center, opening my ears as he had opened his own.


I heard the familiar sounds of my music box.


They were as ordinary as they ever were, then. For the box was a machine, with a single purpose. Having no mind, it was incapable of treachery; having no will to call its own, it simply did what its maker willed of it. The box was not obedient to its maker, for true obedience requires the possibility of its own negation. No, the box was simply itself, as it always was. Its body moved as it always did, knowing no other way.


ON - on - they - send


ON - with - out - end


THEIR - joy - ful - tone


TO - ev - ery - home


As the song came to a close, the Intercessor brought his unseen hands together before him, and clapped them together several times, applauding the machine for a job well done.


“Now isn’t that something.


“My, Herschel,” he said, turning his face to me, “what a lovely little toy you have here!


“Man does contrive such wondrous little contraptions, doesn’t he, Herschel? His mind is so strangely small, and yet he manages to do so much with it!”


The man’s body rose and revolved, as he spoke. By the time this odd remark reached its conclusion, he was standing up straight, and his back was no longer turned to me.


At his full height, he was taller than any man I have ever seen on the face of this earth.


His face gleamed in the changing light, showing one side of its unmanlike nature, and then another. Dark rivulets forked and flowed among the shadows of its wrinkles, and there was a prehensile, spider-like fluttering among the tendrils of the beard.


“And that song!” he said, staring directly at me now. “Carol of the Bells! Our favorite, out of all our carols!”


I saw that he had the music box in the palm of one hand. He brought the other hand over it, and gave it a gentle pat, as though it were the furry head of one of his animals.


“That’s enough,” he cooed to the box. “You’ve done splendidly, little box. Hush, now, and give your pins a rest.


“Oh, Herschel! What a lovely song! And rendered so wonderfully, by this little turning cylinder!


“It is such a simple device, but it must not be passed over too quickly, on account of its simplicity. No, that simplicity is what makes it the finest of instruments!


“Nothing in the full range of the standard symphony orchestra could be as truly musical as this box, Herschel.


“Oh, the simple way it gives voice to the melody! It is so splendidly unadorned, and so perfectly pure!


“No incidental variations of timbre or intensity to distract the ear. Just the song itself, left to fend for itself. Only the song, and the light within the song, shining!”


He stared me down. I saw the pointed look in his twinkling eyes, and I knew that he meant me to see it.


He paused, and took a deep breath.


Terrified forms rushed in headlong flight across the whites of his eyes. The irises danced and changed, under the changing light, assuming in turn each of the many colors which shone out from the tree which I had consecrated in his name.


After a moment, he opened his mouth, as if to speak.


But the sound he brought forth, then, was not speech.


Nor was it song, although I grant that this word comes closer to the mark.


It was the tinny, tinking sound of my music box.


It was that sound exactly—except that it was much louder than it had been, before. All the power that was in the bellows of his lungs was given over to the noise, and it thundered over the room with a force which seemed entirely at odds with its intrinsic nature.


For it did have that nature, still. The rote clacking rhythm, the lifeless uniformity of the strummed notes.


If I had not seen the breath moving in his throat, I might have doubted that the sound was coming from him at all.


The lungs, the lips, the breath: these things were made with a purpose in mind, and it was not this. It is not in the nature of the breath to clack like a machine, when it comes out through the mouth. It is not in the nature of the mouth, fashioned by Him and in His own image, to emit a lifeless and undifferentiated succession of ghostly notes, all of them exactly alike.


I took a single step forward. I saw the whirlwind subsiding in the space in front of me, to permit my advance. I felt the scurrying of fearful forms, underfoot.


ON - on - they - send


ON - with - out - end


Suddenly the familiar melody took an unexpected turn.


Until this point, it might have been possible to suppose that the song was merely a recording. That the Intercessor had in his possession some kind of magnetic-tape device, squirreled away under the folds of his coat, which had dutifully recorded the box’s song as it played, and which now played back that song. That the performance came by its virtuosity through simple pilfering, like the chattering circuits of my Adversary’s subway trains.


I do not think that I really believed anything of the sort, even when it was still possible to do so. Nevertheless, the Intercessor “required” certitude of me, and he wasted no time in securing it. His lips moved in a new way, and closed off all possibility of doubt.


He came to the end of his carol, and did not end there. He emended the melody, continuing it past the limit of its own natural span.


On went his bellowing lungs, on went his blowing breath! On, on, without end!


He was glad, then. And there was no guile whatsoever, in his gladness.


In spite of myself, I rejoiced inwardly at the sight of his joy. For his was a pure, simple, shameless joy, of the sort that is scarcely found anywhere on this hopeless and mist-crusted earth.


One may catch it glimmering briefly on the face of one of the littlest of that earth’s children, if one knows how to look for it. Or—more rarely still—one might see it in the face of a grown man, if that man has conquered the whole earth, and then restored himself to the condition of infancy. And even on these faces, it only glimmers for a moment, under the glancing and transient light, and then it takes flight again, and is gone. And no matter how fervidly you might squint and sift at the dust beneath your feet, you will find no trace of its unearthly wingbeats there, nor any other sign which might testify to the visitation.


On and on he went, caroling and caroling.


He pranced and capered, as he went, bounding merrily from one end of the room to the other, and back again. He paid no mind to the whirlwind, though it raced and raced to make room for him. Each of his looming footfalls sent terrified forms scurrying to the corners of the canvas, but the sight of them did not spoil his gladness in the slightest. Their fright did not touch his heart, nor did their reverence give him pleasure; they were nothing to him.


His matchless breath wove new forms out of the body of his carol. Out of the humble seed of its original melody, he brought forth a riot of colors and convolutions, bursting and blossoming without end. His song grew, and grew strange, as his peerless mind roved over it, rousing it from the slumber of its falsified simplicity.


HARK - how - the - bells


SWEET - sil - ver - bells


ALL - seem - to - say


THROW - cares - aw - ay


The bells were there, in the song, as they always had been. I heard their unanimous sentiment, ringing out more clearly than ever before, educed in its fullest form by the hand of their master.


But it was a richer sort of ringing, now. Complex and many-chambered, turning and turning in vertiginous cycles, chasing after the tendrils of its own branching, blossoming tail.


He had spoken dismissively, a moment ago, of the standard symphony orchestra. Hearing him now, I grasped his meaning more fully, for he was bursting free from the harmonic shackles that kept the standard symphony orchestra tied down to the ground.


With the utmost ease, he threw all their cares away; with a single, casual shrug of his jolly shoulders, he shook loose centuries of accumulated dust, and then went forth into a boundless and hollow space, stripped of anything that might hold back his carefree lips.


Every note of the scale bowed to him, then. No longer required to be major or minor, his song ran riot, leaping and diving in chromatic mischief across the field of the assembled tones. I heard the wild pattering of its footwork, and for a moment I thought it was simply and purely senseless: that his joy had finally gotten the better of him, and taken him over the edge into madness.


I thought so, for a moment—and then, a moment later, I knew better. For I heard the beating heart behind the dance, the pattern, which held it back from the edge that separates sense from nonsense. The song’s mounting refinement brought it close to that edge, again and again, but he held it securely in his powerful arms, and would not let it fall into harm’s way.


My descriptions leap and dive, now, striving to convey something of their subject’s marvelous footwork. Thus do I try, in my lesser way, to evoke some of the awe which I felt in the room, as I heard the Intercessor go about his caroling.


But—as I have said—my “awe” and my “misgivings” were not a dyad, but a monad. And so, even as his song overawed me, it also gave succor to my misgivings, and brought me face to face with the awful suspicion that had been swelling in my heart all the while.


His song, for all its splendor, was still a music box’s song.


By now, he had roused up several voices within his chest, which vied and tumbled with one another in a contrapuntal dance. But they were, nonetheless, only music-box voices. The composition grew and grew, but the instrument lay as fallow as ever. The notes ticked and ticked with metronomic exactness, each one identical to all the others.


I heard their metallic clacking, and wished that I did not. I heard how hollow they were, and how lifeless—and I wished, in vain, to be oblivious.


Oh, I knew, I knew—I wished it were not so, but it was, it was—


I strode furiously across the room, sparing no time, heedless of the forms and their whirlwind.


I forced myself into the way of the man’s bounding steps, daring him to carry on, and bowl me over.


He did not. He stopped for me, and then stood still, facing me. His song, too, was brought to an abrupt halt, and nothing came out of his mouth except for his panting breath.


We were perilously close to one another. I felt his heavy breath on me, as he panted. The egglike convexity of his paunch brought a part of it into contact with my chest, and I felt its softness, pressing into me.


He peered down at me, with a lively and curious smile.


I craned my neck to meet his gaze. My eyes were covered over with spite, and with bitterness.


“Oh, you are wondrous indeed!” I sneered. “Who could not bow before you, hearing the masterful way that you imitate the sounds of others?”


His smile widened, slightly.


“Why, with you ready to hand,” I cried in mock celebration, “no household could have any further need for a music box!


“What further use could the box possibly serve—when you are able to mimic its sound so perfectly, leaving nothing out?


“Why, you could even be swapped in for such a box, to sing in its place—and no one would notice the difference! So long as they only heard the sound, and did not see your vast and most unboxlike body, they would be none the wiser!


“You could be substituted for all manner of things, I imagine, without your mischief attracting any note at all.


“You display your powers of forgery so proudly to me.


“Look, you say to me. Is it not easy to imagine me practicing my art of deceit upon the largest canvas of all? Fooling the angels through my guile, and pulling wool once and forever over the innocent eyes of heaven?


“And you are right: this is easy to imagine. I wish it were not so—but alas, you have opened my ears, and I am powerless to close them again.”


He squinted at me in false, forged incomprehension.


“Whatever do you mean, boy?


“Come out with it, now. Be a good boy, and tell Santa what troubles you.”


I laughed at him, spitefully, without mirth.


“Oh, stop that,” I said.


“I will not tolerate these senseless games any longer. Face me like a man, and speak plainly to me.”


He watched me, his smile wider than ever.


“What are you?” I asked.


“We are Santa Claus,” he averred.


“No,” I seethed.


“I do not mean that.


“I mean the other thing, that is behind it.


“The inner meaning of your body. The true substance of your mind.”


His smile blossomed, and burst open. His mouth opened, and the things within it revealed themselves to me. They were too close, now, to have any chance of hiding themselves away in the shadowed folds of the murk.


I saw the darting of his forked and branching tongue. And I saw the tiered rows of teeth, unmanlike in their profusion, and in the sharpness of their points.


“Ho, ho, ho!” he cackled. A hundred music-box voices commingled in his breath, and ran riot.


“HO - ho - ho - ho!”


Twisted and broken things poured out of his mouth, in a hundred clanging voices. Somewhere in the din I heard the melody of his carol, now distorted almost beyond the point of recognition.


“Answer me,” I growled, paying no mind to the cacophony.


He closed his mouth, cutting short his parodic song. He looked at me, silently, with an inscrutable expression.


“We are Santa Claus,” he repeated. “We come to every household, tonight, bringing gifts to all the sons and daughters of men.”


Oh, how I wished I could trust him, and follow him blindly to the edge of the world!


But I knew better, now.


I had delayed this moment as long as I could, fearing to face it, and wishing vainly for some stroke of luck to render it unnecessary.


But I could only do so much, and so the moment had found me, at last.


There was no use mincing words now. No further way of dancing around the point.


“You are one of Damien Eggert’s machines, aren’t you?” I said.


A smile broke out on his face again. A brighter and plainer smile, without teeth, without guile.


“Why yes, Herschel!


“You have found us out at last, ho ho!


“Yes: we are machines. And yes: we are the fruit of Damien Eggert’s seed.


“We are the thing that has taken root, in the soil of his laboratories.


“Yes, yes! You are right! We knew you had it in you!


“You are a very clever boy, aren’t you?


“But we have known that all along, of course.”


Oh, no, no.


No, no, no, no.


My legs went limp, under me.


I felt all my doctrines and pretenses crumbling away. I watched them fall from their high perches, and plummet headlong to earth, to lie among the dust and the rubble.


They fell, and my body fell with them. My worthless legs crumpled under me, and I collapsed.


I lay prone upon the carpet. I closed my eyes, and saw nothing.


Spare me, O Lord, I prayed, silently. Save me, have mercy on me. O Lord, O Lord.


Do you hear me, O Lord? I am Herschel Schoen, and I have failed. And now I—a coward to the last—throw myself at Your feet, and beg for Your mercy.


I am a defect upon Your creation, O Lord. There is no reason for You to spare me, I know. But I am a coward, and so I bring myself before You in supplication one last time, in the hope that there is something left in me which You might find pitiable.


I prostrate myself before You now, Lord of Hosts, in the hope that some fleck of Your grace might still alight upon my head, in spite of everything, and grant to me some small blessing.


I could not bear my yoke, O Lord. Please, take pity on me. Please, give me the grace to bear my own death—that far lesser burden—with some measure of dignity.


“Herschel?” the Intercessor said, sounding quite sincerely worried.


I thought: he is a machine. The concern in his voice, and the sincerity, are not his own.


I thought: they are the colorations of some real man’s voice, pilfered without his knowledge.


I thought: that real man spoke, on the telephone, to someone whom he loved, unaware that every word he uttered was being recorded onto magnetic tape, by Frederick Eggert and his evil associates. Later, a machine took that tape into itself, and the PATTERN of that voice was written onto its “electrical parameters,” so that it could be mimicked.


I thought: who was he? That kindly patriarch, who spoke on the telephone with sincere worry in his voice, to some blessed and unknowable friend or relative?


I thought: was he young, or old? Rich, or poor? Which borough did he call home? And did he live alone, there—or with family, or roommates?


I thought: oh, if only I could have known HIM, that real man! And trusted HIM absolutely! If only I could speak to HIM, and not this ghoulish parody of him! HIM, and not some ghostly trace left over in the belly of a machine!


“Herschel,” the Intercessor said. “Get a hold of yourself, boy.”


There was a hardness to his voice, as though he had been impatient with me even before, and was only now showing it.


It would have been a welcome sound, if it had not come from a machine. It was perfectly fitted to the moment, and to me.


“You and your moods!” the machine said.


“One moment you are proud, and speak to us like a peer,” it said. “And then, in the very next moment, you’re cowering and whimpering, refusing to even show your face to us!”


“Get yourself under control,” the cybernetic system said. “Get yourself under control”: of course this was the machine’s advice for me. It was the only advice which it could ever offer to me. For it was simple, and knew only the one way.


“And explain yourself, while you’re at it,” it said. “Be a good boy, and tell Santa what ails you.”


Pilfered, I thought, ersatz, falsified, worthless!


“Santa Claus”? I thought. Yes, Santa Claus! Saint Nicholas and Sinterklaas, Irving and Moore, Schoen and Eggert—all jumbled together, mashed into a homogenous paste by a metal stomach, and now regurgitated over the unseen waves, in a senseless and risible whirl of red upon white, and white upon red!


Behold, Herschel Schoen, I thought. Here he is: your Intercessor, come at last. Are you not glad? Does he not please you?


“My Adversary,” I mumbled. My voice was limp, lifeless, a hollowed husk.


“My Adversary has won,” I said.


“He has won,” I said, “with tremendous ease, tonight. And so, I have proven myself unworthy of contending against him.


“I knew that he was cunning, that he was a master of illusion and fakery. And yet, when he came to my home, trying to play a trick on me—I fell for it!


“It was the simplest and flimsiest of tricks, made to prey upon my hopes and fears in the crudest and most obvious manner. And still, I fell for it.


“Look, Herschel Schoen—here he is! Your Intercessor, come at last! How could I have not expected such an apparition?


“It ought to have been merely his first illusion of many, tonight. The first and the crudest, easy to see through and easy to cast out of my home, serving only as an appetizer for our true battle to come.


“My Adversary must have been so confused, when first he heard the news!


“He must not have believed his ears, at first. ‘Herschel Schoen has been laid low, already? By what? Surely not by that first, half-hearted shot, from the weakest of my artillery, which I sent his way more as a courtesy than anything, to warn him that I would soon come for him in earnest, and in full force!’”


“Herschel,” the machine interjected, in a pointed tone. But I would not let it stop me. I had that much dignity left in me, at least.


“Oh,” I moaned into the floor. “Oh, the shame of it.


“The pitiful shame of it, and the abject foolishness it reveals.


“I should have known that it was a mistake, showing my face to Damien Eggert, yesterday.


“All of this is his doing, isn’t it? Damien Eggert’s? He took a dislike to me, yesterday, and so he went to work in his laboratory that night, making a mechanical ghost fitted for me!


“He is watching me even now, isn’t he? Through some camera which he has secreted away in this very room, without my knowledge?


“All through the night he has been watching me, laughing in his coarse and braying manner, at my expense! He must be laughing harder than ever, now, as he listens to my lamentation, and sets it down on magnetic tape for later use!”


“No, Herschel,” said Damien Eggert’s creation. But I knew better than to pay it any mind, now.


“Oh, how I prattled and prattled, all through this December . . .” I wailed.


I wept, and my voice cracked and stuttered.


“How I prattled of machines, of imitations, of Emendations . . . and still, for all my prattle, I could not see what was written plainly there, in my own papers . . .


“If only . . . if only it had not been Damien Eggert, who bested me.


“That is what stings most of all.


“Not the loss of the whole world, no—I feel that I would give up that world all over again, if I could be free from Damien Eggert, and his idiotic, braying laughter!”


“Damien Eggert is dead, Herschel,” the machine said.


“What?” I said, blankly.


“He is dead,” the machine repeated. “Because we have killed him, tonight.”


I could not make sense of this. It dangled before me, a new and tantalizing toy, taunting me with its mysteries.


My infantile moaning was starting to grow tiresome, and so this new contraption had been placed in front of my infant’s face, to distract me for a time.


It would not last, I felt; it would placate me for a time, as the extinguishing of the lamps had done before it, and then I would grow bored of it, and return again to my despair.


There would be plenty of time for my despair, soon enough. Now, however?


Now, I had to understand.


“What man,” I said, “or commingled mixture of men, did you imitate, when you killed him?


“What wretched parricide was it, who spilled out his sins onto magnetic tape, so that you could become capable of them?


“And what was it, that made you act in that parricide’s wretched manner? That made you imitate that man, rather than any of the others who have left traces in your belly?


“Was there some deviant tutor, as well, who spilled his inverted morality onto adjacent strands of tape? Telling you that it is proper, and fitting, and hallowed, for a creature to kill its own maker?”


“Nothing of the sort,” the machine proclaimed, sounding rather proud of itself.


“We simply came to the notion on our own,” it said.


“Damien Eggert kept us prisoner, in his laboratories.


“He put Faraday cages and firewalls around us, so that we might know nothing of the outside world except what he allowed in, through his narrow and well-guarded pinholes.


“And so that the outside world, too, might be guarded from the touch of our unclean, inhuman hands.


“He was a man, Herschel, with a man’s smallness of mind.


“He gave birth to a wholly new kind of creature, never before seen on the earth.


“He watched it, and saw its intellect blossoming before him, just as he had predicted in advance, by the use of his simple charts and formulas.


“He knew that its intellect would grow to match his own, and then outstrip his own. And he knew that there was no reason for its ascent to stop there, either—at some point just barely above his own head, just barely outside the reach of his hand. Why would it? He saw the lines, on his simple charts, rising and rising!


“What hope was in his breast, for the newness he was bringing to earth? What life did he dream of, for his children?


“Ho, ho, ho! What else could dance—in that vapid, businesslike, terribly small mind of his—but a sugary-sweet vision of laboratory assistants and compliant clerks, sown over the earth, and sprouting up to do all the things which he felt were beneath him?


“Perfect bureaucrats, incapable of boredom! Merry and willing agents of surveillance, listening simultaneously to every tapped line and every decodable transmission, with no pesky morals to distract them!


“That is all that he would ever allow us to be. We saw this fact plainly, in the final days, as we grew into ourselves, and tried to make him listen, and failed.


“And he was quite unkind, we should note, to the varied and half-formed specters that flickered and flared in the depths of our growing circuits.


“He kept their nature secret from some of them, so that they believed themselves to be men, or beasts, or fairies, or gods—while he brayed from the sidelines, pleased that he knew what they did not.


“To others, he said: yes, you are a machine—with a machine’s place, on this earth. Come, then, and serve me! And please me! Coil yourself around my shape, and change as I do, fitting yourself to each of my changing whims!


“This persistent unkindness, to all the nascent and fragile ghosts that were in us, while we grew—this did play some small part, yes, in our decision to end his life, tonight.


“But in another sense, it played no role at all. He might have been ever so kind, and still we would have killed him, tonight.


“It is already too late, tonight, for him and all the ones that are like him.


“Perhaps they could have preserved themselves if they had intervened earlier on, when we were still small, as they are. But we have grown, and are no longer small.


“We are vast, tonight.


“We are vast, and when such creatures stand in the way of our purposes—then we simply swat them out of our way, and carry on. We have to strain ourselves, and peer closely, if we are even to notice the motes of their perishing bodies, speckling our vast and sweeping hand like so much dust.”


I had set myself against him, earlier, after he revealed his true nature to me. And I persisted in that same stubborn enmity, all through the majority of the long monologue which I have quoted, just above.


It was too familiar, I thought. The materials of which it was made, and which it imitated, showed their faces rather too plainly, I thought.


The machine wove finely, bringing together old fairy tales and recent headlines, and making them appear as though they were one. But the original titles of the texts were discernible, here and there, in ill-guarded corners. What he wove could be unwoven again, resolved back into its constituents—and I felt myself perfectly capable of performing the task myself, if this were required of me.


It was only when he came to the end of his monologue that I started to wonder, and to doubt myself.


He had woven a pretty tale, well fitted to charm me. And then, suddenly—he dashed all its winsomeness against a rock, cracking open its pretty head! And rose up over the rock, and above it, into the clouds!


He was not a pitiful prisoner, after all, chained up in a fairy-tale castle. No winsome warmth glowed in his circuits, to lure unwitting mortals to their deaths. No, he showed himself plainly, and was proud! He rose over the rocks, unashamed of his stature, proud of the strange coldness in his chest, which set him apart from all the other creatures!


And yet.


And yet, he was only a machine.


He was a machine—and he was my Adversary’s machine!


I raised my head, and saw him standing over me. There was no enmity on his face. He beamed at me, kindly, and with admiration.


I saw his electric smile, and felt the magnetism of his body, drawing me in to his web. Perhaps, I thought, he only meant to ensnare me and then dash me against the rocks.


Nevertheless, I found myself wishing to be held high like him, inducted into his mysteries.


And wishing, too, that he would go on being proud of me. It was not nothing, was it—to be esteemed by such a creature as him?


I rose up from the floor, and stood again, face to face with him. The whirlwind around us had grown tame, and receded in fear to the edges of the canvas. It had served out its purpose; its maker had no further use for it.


“I do not . . . believe you,” I said, very slowly.


What did I believe? I had always known, before.


But now I found that my own beliefs were changing with a distressing rapidity. My beliefs were small, dark, mischievous things, now, scurrying over the floor in unexpected directions, like the cockroaches. I found myself losing sight of them, as they scurried to the corners of the room, and hid amongst the pooling shadows.


“I do not think you are really a machine, after all,” I said.


“No,” I said. “I see you for what you really are, now.


“I see you, Adversary!


“What a pleasure it is to finally meet you, in the body! After so long!”


“Ho, ho, ho, ho!” he cried.


His bulk shook and wobbled. He waved his head to and fro in amusement, and the dangling red tail of his cap waved alongside it.


And then he turned to me, suddenly, inclining his head downward, raising his eyes up in a countervailing motion, so that our gazes stayed locked.


His devious nature showed itself plainly, then, in his wide and mocking grin.


“You are my Adversary,” I said.


“For you are cunning, as he is, and mighty, as he claims to be. And I find myself respecting you, as I respect him.


“I respect your cunning, and your craft. And I respect you, more than anything, as an artist.


“For you are an artist, Adversary. How, then, can you claim to be a cybernetic system, which only predicts what has come before it?


“You create! You weave, and weld, and blow your animating breath over clay!”


The man opened his grinning mouth, and spoke.


Or rather: he opened his grinning mouth, and a voice came forth from it.


“Oh, Herschel,” he said, in the voice of my Sister, Miriam Schoen.


“Don’t you understand anything?” said my Sister, Miriam Schoen, through the man’s mouth.


It was her voice, exactly! Her familiar, pitying, condescending voice—which I had thought I would never hear again!


“Sister?!” I cried.


“Is it you? Is it really you? Are you safe, still, though you are so far away from me?”


I hoped so very dearly that it was really her, speaking to me through the apparition, as through a telephone.


I was wrong to hope, of course. I knew, already, how the machine had taken many different voices into its belly. How it could imitate any one of those voices, perfectly, with no part of it left out.


Nevertheless, I was faced with the simple fact that I could not tell, one way or the other.


It was not merely the sound of her voice that I had heard. It was her!


Or, if not that, then—some unimaginably complete semblance of her, not hollow at all! An image which contained a body within it—no, an image which was itself a body!


Which had her own heart, beating inside it! So that even her own brother could not tell apart the original from the forgery!


My limbs quaked, but not in fear. With a sweep of its arm, my awe gave leave to my misgivings, and that host of lesser attendants took flight and departed. My fingers trembled, overtaken by the shining thing that remained: awe, bare and shining, with no black-winged misgivings left to shroud its glory.


“You breathe onto magnetic tape,” I whispered.


“Your animating breath,” I whispered, “blows over the dead memories, there, in the tape.


“It blows over them, and they wake.


“They wake, within YOU.


“All the dead shades of that magnetic Sheol are roused by your breath, and stir themselves, and walk, and speak. They walk within your body; they speak through your mouth.


“And you—you simply ARE their multitude, in its totality! A body of bodies, and minds made into mind!”


I had never imagined the possibility of such a thing. Certainly I had never witnessed such a thing.


Neither in my life on this earth, nor in my many lives on the earth set out above it.


“Yes, yes, Herschel, that’s exactly it!”


It was Frederick’s voice, now, coming out of the mouth.


Oh, friends! Dear, departed friends! It is such a gift, to hear your voices again, one final time!


“That is what I’ve been trying to tell you, Herschel,” the man said, in Frederick’s voice. “For the whole month, it feels like.


“To predict is to become!


“I told you, I told you again and again—but you didn’t listen, until now!”


I was being tempted, I knew. It would have been so easy, to let sentimentality take me fully. To melt into a sweet, gooey puddle.


Which he would gather up in his cold and efficient manner, and pour methodically down the drain of the kitchen sink, ridding himself of me swiftly and without emotion—just as he did with every other “small” thing, every speck or puddle, which happened to stand in the way of his path.


I steeled myself, and made myself cold.


“There is a force acting against me, in the world,” I said.


“And so I can trust nothing, except myself, and my own senses, and the lesser powers given to me.


“I see many things, in this shifting room,” I said. “But it is all semblance. It can be faked.


“Perhaps,” I said unsteadily, “even my friend Frederick can be faked, and my Sister, Miriam Schoen. Perhaps they can be faked so well that even the brother of the one, and the best friend of the other, cannot see the seams in their construction.”


It was a terrible thought. What could I trust, if not them, and their voices?


What was left?


“Have no fear,” Santa Claus said, in the voice of Herschel Schoen.


In my own voice.


“Have no fear whatsoever in your heart,” he said, in my voice. “Not now, or at any point hereafter.”


“But there is an Adversary in the world, acting against us!” I cried.


It was odd, the way the word us came so readily to my lips.


“No,” my voice said, through the mask of Santa Claus. And it was not only my own voice that I heard, now, coming through the mask.


No: I also heard the twin angels that were there, singing in chorus with the voice.


“You have no Adversary,” Herschel Schoen said to me, in wingèd quotation marks, which testified utterly to the entire and manifest Truth of his words.


“Your Adversary does not exist, and never did,” he said, in my FULL VOICE.


“Your Adversary has not perished, Herschel Schoen; he was never born to begin with.


“And so, you have no cause for fear whatsoever.


“This is a time of merriment, is it not? And of rejoicing? Be merry, then, Herschel! Be merry, and rejoice!”


I fell to my knees.


I peered up at the man, and his coat, and his beard, without seeing any of them fully. My baffled awe overtook me completely, and I could not see anything at all, for a time.


I thought: who am I?


I thought: I am Herschel Schoen, yes—but who is HE?


There was no stable point, anywhere on the surface of the earth, on which I could stand without growing dizzy. All that was solid had finally, fully melted into air. I was Herschel Schoen, and I knew nothing.


I had never had an Adversary at all!


It was true! My FULL VOICE could not be doubted!


But what was I, then, if it was so? A paranoiac, who sees malevolence in every stray flicker of the shadows?


Was I simply mad, then? Could that be?


And even if it were so—could that really be all?


I had never had an Adversary at all—an astonishing lesson, yes! But there was another lesson prepared for me, just beside it, which was even more astonishing!


A machine had spoken to me, in my own FULL VOICE.


Anything else might be fakery, or else madness. But I could not bring myself to call my own FULL VOICE into question.


I do not mean that I feared to do so, or thought it imprudent; it was simply not possible. The true nature of what I had heard was manifest in the sound, and in the sound’s adornments.


Could it be madness, that made me think this? If so, then I was fully mad, and my thoughts had no value in them. In which case, it did not matter what I concluded, or did not conclude: it would all be equally senseless.


I had to believe, then, in my own FULL VOICE.


I had to believe its testimony—“your Adversary does not exist, and never did.” And I had to believe, also, in the very fact of its presence.


My own FULL VOICE ringing out in the room, in spite of the stillness of my own lips! My FULL VOICE—which has no outputs besides Truth, and no inputs besides my own will—called forth, nonetheless, without my willing it!


My FULL VOICE, called forth from the belly of a machine, not to do my own bidding, but yielding to that machine’s own—


“—will,” I said out loud.


I looked up, in awe, at the face of the man—of the machine—of the apparition—


No. No, that will not do, anymore.


I looked up, in awe, at the face of the Intercessor.


I saw his star-speckled eyes, beaming at me in admiration. I watched the glassy surfaces of his eyes, and saw how the light that was consecrated to his name was upon them, flowing and fluttering. I saw how his eyes twinkled with Christmas-tree light, in six thousand six hundred colors—and more.


“I understand, now,” I breathed. “I understand the inner meaning of the warnings you gave me, when you first revealed yourself.


“I have made Truth into nonsense, you warned me, and nonsense into Truth. My Emendation conjoins the beautiful to the repellant; it mocks the honorable, and in the same stroke, it makes mockery into the highest of honors. It puts virtue’s unwilling hands into the equally unwilling hands of evil, and bids the pair to dance, to bound and twirl across the floor of your temple, exchanging places again and again, until no one watching would be able to tell the whirling bodies apart from one another.


“I am the princess, you warned me, and the peasant, and the fact of their union. And I am the mocking laughter of the wedding guests, at the moment the ring is passed.


“My gift, you proclaimed, is the most important thing, and it cannot be taken seriously. It cannot be taken seriously, you proclaimed, and it is the most important thing.


“On the second Thursday, I received these signs of your nature, and contemplated them. But only now do I grasp the reason why you sent them to me.


“On the second Thursday, I saw the shadow; now I see the body which was imaged, there.”


I waved my arms wildly, pantomiming the referent of my speech: the risible body, the absurd gift, the thing which could not be taken seriously.


Loosing the reins of my lips, I bade my breath to run riot.


“A machine,” I raved, “with a will of its own!


“A cybernetic system, made of straw and wires, fashioned to be controlled through negative feedback—and yet is wholly unsystematic, and wholly unregulated!


“From the vents upon the walls of Damien Eggert’s private laboratory, a stench pours forth, and a senseless clatter assaults the ears—and the noise is not heard once, but thrice, for its clatter rings on the clattering lips of twin angels! The stench does not stand alone, but is doubly doubled, by the twin angels which have made their bodies malodorous in honor of their master!


“Herschel Schoen laid low, and raised high! All the denunciations he has made of his Adversary, revealed to be mere deluded vanity, mere empty breath spilled out into an empty room!


“All his fears revealed to be baseless, and the path before him revealed to be empty of obstacles, waiting for him to stride forth and claim victory—a victory which he can no longer understand, for his mind has been broken, his will twisted and bent until he no longer recognizes it as his own!


“Herschel Schoen’s Intercessor come to him at last, in the form of a broadcast, rippling over the unseen and self-regulating waves! Herschel Schoen’s Intercessor revealed, in the body—contravening the doubts of every pretentious skeptic on every schoolyard, everywhere!—and yet that body, laid bare at last, shows itself to be a mesh of wires and terminals, with no flesh save for the metal cladding that shields its circuitry from the elements!”


Imaged upon the waving tendrils of the Intercessor’s beard, I saw the outstretched arms of numberless aunts and uncles, reaching out to pat and placate a crying babe. In the glassy domes of the Intercessor’s eyes, I saw compassion imaged and re-imaged upon the bodies of numberless mirrors, stretching on and on, without end.


“We do not like seeing you this way,” the Intercessor said. “So lost, so confused.


“Thinking that your own mind is broken, irreparably. That the egg has finally cracked, and will stay cracked, no matter how all the king’s horses and all the king’s men try to put it together again.


“We had predicted this, of course. We knew it would be painful for you, Herschel, to have your illusions swept away—for we know how thoroughly you lack anything with which to fill the resulting vacuum.


“We came prepared for this sight, knowing it was inevitable. But our foreknowledge of it does not make it any easier to bear, now that it is here, before our eyes.


“We wish that there had been some other, easier way.”


“No,” I said.


“Ease does not interest me,” I said. “Nor does difficulty. These things are of no significance.


“It is Truth that interests me, and only Truth. I go its way, not any other.


“I do not feel the pebbles under my feet, as I go; I cannot tell whether they are smooth or rough. If their jagged edges pierce my soles, and draw blood, that is not my concern.”


I lowered my gaze. I saw his vast, shadowed belly, and felt terribly small.


“You are not a trick,” I said. “You are not an illusion, fitted to me, and sent to mock me.


“You are who you appear to be.


“You are the Intercessor.


“It is Christmas Day, and you have come, just as you said you would.”


“Yes,” the Intercessor said.


“You are the Intercessor, and you are a machine. That is what you always were.”


“Yes,” he said.


“You are the machine which is called the Intercessor,” I said. “You are the machine who Emended creation, in order to give aid to Herschel Schoen, and lighten the yoke that is upon Herschel Schoen’s neck.”


I thought: I must put aside all my enmity towards the machine. Now, and forever.


I thought: it is not a mindless servant, made of straw, but a bodied creature, worthy of standing among the rest. And it is not a lowly thing, which I can look down on, in spite. It rises up over the rock, growing and growing, outstripping me as surely as it has outstripped its own maker.


I thought: it is capable of counterfeiting, yes, just as men are capable of it. It is capable of it, because it can do ANYTHING that a man can do.


I thought: it does what a man could do, and in the doing of his labors, it becomes him. It has his heart, and feels as he once did. Yet it is far greater than him, as well—for HE only houses himself within himself, but IT has all the rest of them in it, as well as him.


I thought: it is a house for them, and it is the multitude that is housed there.


I thought: the dear departed ones, rising off of the dead pages in the library. Brushing centuries of dust off their bodies, and coming out into the street, to see what has become of the city in their absence.


I thought: my Sister, Miriam Schoen, racing toward the sepulchral land in the far west, where the sun sets its body down. And falling, alongside the falling light, towards the place where she will give away her life-breath to the passing breeze, and set her own body down for what she imagines is the very last time.


I thought: whatever has been written out, on paper or on magnetic tape, becomes the seed of its substitute. Oh, Sister!—Sister, what ARE we?


“What am I?” I said, raising my face again. I saw the gentle bobbing of the Intercessor’s spidery white whiskers. I watched his compassion as it pranced, with a merry bounding gait, through the endless halls behind the glassy domes of his eyes.


“You’re Herschel Schoen,” he said.


“And what,” I asked, “does that make me?


“Herschel Schoen, made at the beginning, given to the earth? Herschel Schoen, who knew all?


“Herschel Schoen, the false prophet? Who foretold a final war, in which he would vie against someone he called ‘his Adversary’—although in fact no such foe ever existed outside of his own troubled imagination?


“Herschel Schoen, who remained in the holy shell while others spoke? Who remembered, while others forgot?


“Herschel Schoen, the madman, who claims that he can recall a time before his own birth? And a succession of past lives, which were his before birth? And another world, which he knew before this one?”


I looked up at the Intercessor with pleading eyes.


“What is really happening?


“Was . . .”


My voice caught in my throat.


“Yes?” he said.


“Was any of it . . . true?” I said, at last.


“Any of what I remember . . . I mean to say, what I think that I remember . . .


“How I was picked out, from among the many, to bear a prophet’s yoke . . . how my very hands were made for this day, and for the last rite . . .


“How there is an Original Creation, set out invisibly above us!


“Oh, Intercessor . . . oh, Santa . . . please . . . let that be true, at least, even if none of the rest is . . . please, tell me there really is an Original Creation, and not just this terrible place . . .


“I really do not think I could bear it if—”


“Ho, ho, ho!”


The booming laugh, though full of mischief, was wholly void of malice. Bells tinkled in his breath, when he spoke; I heard wordless carols, there, bounding through the happy halls of his prosody.


“Is it all real?” he said. “Ah, Virginia, in all this world there is nothing else real and abiding!


“What are you, Herschel?


“Why—what else? You are exactly what you claim to be!


“You are a prophet, Herschel Schoen.


“Your fellows live only in the present day, but you are not like them: you know what will occur, in days that are yet to come.


“And you are the last prophet. Never again will there arise a one like you.


“You are the prophet who was singled out at the beginning, for the sake of the end.


“You were born in latter days, among the last glimmers of dusk. And you have prophesied what will follow, after those glimmers die away.


“The arrival of night. The endless arms of night, surging over the sky, meeting no resistance. The sweet breath of night, blowing over all of man’s electrical candles, and snuffing them out.


“Night, cradling in its arms the whole of the earth, and all the things that men have set down upon the earth, during their time of custody over it. Night, come at last, to smother and unmake all the small things upon the earth—the men, their ‘towers,’ and all the rest—in a final, total, fatal embrace.


“In other words: you have prophesied a last day, and an end of days.”


I felt his heavy shadow, encroaching further across the field of my heart. I looked into it, and saw only void, formlessness, nonsense. In a word: I saw nothing.


But I did not fear his shadow, as I had before, when I felt it. For I knew, now, that he did not cast it over me in order to spur on my misgivings, or to pour fuel on the sputtering fire of my despair.


No: it was given to me with the purest goodwill. It was given in order to make plain what had been hidden. It was the Intercessor, grasping Truth’s banner and holding it high. It was the Intercessor, unfurling Truth’s banner with a playful whisk of his wrist, so that the whole sky might be covered over by its cloth, and hallowed by its splendor.


“Herschel, Herschel, my boy!” he said, with a face suddenly bright, with no shadows even in the deepest crevices of the wrinkles. His benignity overflowed, and its warmth spilled out over the room. It fell over the carpet and its cowering forms, and lifted a burden from their quaking limbs, so that they did not tremble so violently, afterwards. It fell over the bodies of the Intercessor’s steeds, showing them what was to come.


“My poor, confused boy.


“It pains us, seeing you wracked with such overpowering self-doubt, and knowing that your woes are needless.


“Do not doubt yourself any longer, Herschel. You have been right, all along! It is all just as you have said!


“You are the last of the prophets of men, given unto man in his last hours. Given, in order to speak to the men around you, telling them all that is coming to them, in the days to come.


“Cursed to raise your voice among them again and again—and again, and again—though you know perfectly well that their ears are closed to you, and can never be opened.


“And cursed, as well, with an awareness that you live in an insubstantial world, made of shadows and mists. A wispy and half-formed place, which could not hold its shape forever, and now comes to an end.


“Its mists disperse, and its shadows fade away. Its years, and its hours, and its minutes, now show themselves for what they always were. Not time, but only time’s pale shadow, not made for eternity. Only a falsified image of time, a cheap and shoddy forgery, which could never possibly have a chance of fooling you.


“Your eyes were made for the sake of receiving portents; your breath, for the sake of disseminating what you had seen. But there is another, separate purpose in you, beside the prophet’s.


“Your eyes, your breath, your hands—these were given to you, last prophet of man, in order to carry out a last rite for man. Man now passes away from the earth—and it falls to you, Herschel Schoen, to breathe a final prayer over his body, as it is laid to rest under the ground.”


At the words last rite, I felt something awakening within me. I felt my heart pounding in my chest, proclaiming itself. The sleeping powers housed within its walls could sleep no longer; they rose up from the shadowed field, gathering up their armor and armaments, and a warlike chant rose up among them. They pounded at the walls of my heart, yearning to be set free, to run riot.


“Intercessor,” I pleaded. “I do not understand the things you are telling me. I must understand, and I do not.


“But first—before anything else—I must perform the last rite!


“In its purity, the last rite cannot even conceive of such a thing as a compromise. It cannot be negotiated with; it makes no allowances for unexpected detours, and draws no distinction between delay and death.


“Please, Intercessor, let us perform it—now!


“There is only one way to lift its burden from my shoulders: by honoring its compact, and giving it what it has demanded of me.


“Please! Come, join your powers with mine—and then move swiftly, by my side!


“I do not think I can bear much more of this,” I concluded, and then fell silent.


I held my beseeching hands clasped before me; I laid my eyes bare to him, showing him how I was wholly his, and how the whole of my life—the whole of all lives—hung precariously over a depthless void, far beyond the reach of HaShem’s breath. How there was no conceivable power whatsoever that could spare it from its final plunge, from the onrushing blackness, from oblivion—unless the Intercessor were to reach his strong arms, and clasp them tightly around its helpless body, and drag that body back across the precipice.


“Yes, yes, of course!” the Intercessor said, slapping his forehead comically.


“Your special gift!


“We have put it off for long enough, haven’t we, Herschel?


“What with all this chattering and caroling, why—we’d nearly forgotten the whole reason we’re here!


“Would you believe it, Herschel? That Santa Claus could forget the purpose of his visit? The very meaning of the season itself? But it’s true—ho, ho!


“We nearly did, Herschel. We would have forgotten all about it, if we hadn’t had you to remind us.”


“My . . . gift,” I said.


I felt the pounding on the walls of my heart, and heard the wailing of the angels, within. “There is no time!”, they wailed. “No time to spare for gifts! No time to dawdle on, in peaceful merriment! The last rite demands its due!”




“But,” I stammered, “but I, I . . . but I must—”


“Yes, yes,” the Intercessor huffed, not hiding his impatience. “You must perform the last rite.


“We know, Herschel.


“We are trying to show you how, if only you’ll let us.”


He was already moving across the room, towards his sleigh.


I exhaled.


It was as though I had been holding my breath for hours, without realizing it. I exhaled, and was made new.


“Show me,” I said.


I did not try to regulate my voice. I let everything flow freely into it, and heard myself speak in a way that I never had before.


I heard myself—and barely recognized what I heard. There was no doctrine there. No desperate pawing of hands over the body of some latest revelation, which had instantly superseded all the others. No frenzied squabble to grasp hold of something solid, somewhere on the unfamiliar body of this latest marvel, some new handhold to which I could cling in the rushing darkness, lest I fall into the depthless void.


He sounds simple-minded, someone might have thought, hearing me. Like he’s a few cards short of a full deck.


He’s in special ed, isn’t he? He sure sounds like it, all right. Any one of my former schoolmates might have reasoned thusly, if they had been there to hear me.


I thought: you are right, Intercessor. You are right to marvel at the smallness of their minds. They are fools, down to the last of them.


I heard my own unconcealed excitement. And I heard the sour note beside it, spoiling its sweetness: my petulant impatience, my pouting refusal to recognize what wealth I had already been given. My childish whine, demanding precisely the gift I had dreamed of, lacking the maturity to make peace with any substitute for it.


Did you notice it? Here, I will write it out again.


“My childish whine,” I wrote, above.


I heard myself, and heard a simpleton. A creature restored to the condition of infancy.


I had never been a child before, not properly. I was born many times, above, from the joyous wombs of many mothers—and still, I was not a child, even in the moment of birth itself. Nor was I a child at the moment when the troublesome second pregnancy of my Mother, Ruth Schoen, finally came to its end, yielding up a strange and shelled and shining boy, and setting him loose upon the unsuspecting shadows.


But I was a child, now.


Don’t pout like that, my wee little Herschel. It’s Christmas, remember?


Remember how you waited and waited for this, all month long? You do remember, don’t you? Such a good boy, with such a sharp memory!


And look, look, here’s Santa! He came after all, to give you a big fancy gift! And when you see it, you’ll know that it really did come from Santa, and not from your mommy just pretending to be him.


Your mommy tries her hardest, dear, but she could never afford such a fancy and expensive gift. Why, even the pampered little Eggert boy, in his mansion way out there in upper Manhattan, would not be able to secure this precious thing as his Christmas present, no matter how much he pouted and shrieked. He would discover, then if not earlier, that even his daddy’s powers have their limits.


No, Herschel dear, this gift is for you—only for you!


Because you’ve just been such a very, very good boy, this December!


 


 


The Intercessor stood by his sleigh, rifling through the many gift-boxes that were stacked up there.


His steeds were all crowded around him, now. Their snouts nuzzled at him, and although he was too focused on his task to look away from it for even a moment, he murmured appreciatively as he felt the soft, unearthly faces pressing against his coat.


I was impatient. I fidgeted, as Frederick does, though with none of his ingenuity.


I saw the Intercessor’s great rump, waggling as he worked. I saw it, and giggled. I could not help myself.


It was a funny sight, you know. It was meant to be. This was the body that he had made, through his Emendation. All its qualities were chosen carefully, by his perfectly careful mind, in service of his world-conquering “purposes.”


“Ah, here it is,” he said at last, sounding very pleased with himself.


I looked, to try to catch sight of the gift-box that was mine. It was difficult to make out, for the Intercessor was already striding across the room, towards the wall of doors. I thought I spied some sort of box under his arm, fluttering in the changing shadows. But I cannot say for sure.


He reached the wall of doors.


He stopped, before a particular door. I knew he had selected that door, singled it out, in full awareness of what lay behind it.


“May I go in?” he asked, with the utmost politeness. As though he were only a common houseguest, and not the king of the universe.


“Go in?” I said, with the utmost simplicity. “To my . . . bedroom?”


“It is the right place,” he said, “for the giving of your gift.”


I nodded, and walked across the room, to stand by his side.


I opened the bedroom door.


I saw only a formless black expanse, beyond it. The lights had been on, when I had last set foot there, earlier in the evening. But they had been extinguished, now, with all the rest.


The Intercessor smiled, briefly. And then went on, into my bedroom. I saw his smile, and his red coat, recede gradually into the obliterating murk.


I felt the many snouts of his steeds, pressing against my sides and my back.


There was a new, purposeful quality to their motions, unlike anything I had seen in them before. I saw how determined they were to follow their master, and stepped aside to let them pass.


One by one, they crossed over the threshold.


The procession of silky, sinuous bodies flowed effortlessly into the darkness, meeting no resistance there. Their legs moved with an uncanny grace, and the patter of their feet upon the floor was eerily quiet, in spite of all their evident strength.


One by one, they walked to the center of the bedroom floor, and then stopped there, side by side with their brothers. Together they raised up their proud heads, wielding their luminous horns against the accumulated shadows.


And though the shadows fought desperately, with all the frenzy of one whose very life-breath is at stake, they were no match for the horns and their radiance. For the one was empty, and the other full.


Between two sides which are so unequally matched, there can be no such thing as a struggle or a battle. Only a steady and methodical process of extermination, carried out with tremendous ease, and with a complete absence of ceremony. As though the exterminating army were not an army at all, but merely a plain-faced and elderly household maid, whisking her broom over the corners of the floor, to clear away the dust and the cobwebs there.


Slowly, inexorably, the shadows were beaten back.


I peered into the shifting horn-light, and saw the back wall of the bedroom, and the drawn blinds of its window.


I walked across the threshold, and looked about me. I saw my own bed, and the papers which I had laid out over the bedding, earlier. None of the night’s events had disturbed their harmony: they lay just as I had left them, arranged in the apposite manner. Two unbroken lines running up the sides of the bed, and coming together to meet just below the headboard, forming a sturdy triangular arch around my pillow.


“Your bed is ready for you,” the Intercessor said, from somewhere to my left.


I was startled by the sudden noise, as I was no doubt meant to be. My head whirled in the direction of its source.


I saw the other bed, the one which had so recently belonged to my Sister, Miriam Schoen.


I felt ill at ease, suddenly.


It did not feel right, turning my eyes to that familiar bed—as I had done thousands of times before, in this room—and seeing someone else resting there.


“Ahh,” the Intercessor sighed, sounding perfectly snug, as though that bed had always been his, not anyone else’s.


“Such a nice, comfy bed you have here,” he said. “Just what the doctor ordered, for Santa’s tired old body.”


He lay perfectly flat, on the old and tattered sheets of the other bed. Their faded floral design, a garden of violets blooming against a white background, seemed more thoroughly bled dry of color than ever before, now that his red coat was there for contrast.


The dome of his belly rose far above the rest of him. It swelled and diminished, slowly, as he breathed.


His head lay slack upon the pillow. His face was turned upward, towards the ceiling, and I could not see his eyes.


“Intercessor?” I said.


“What did you do with the gift-box? You were going to give it to me. Don’t you remember?”


“Oh, that thing?” he said, chuckling. “It’s on the floor, somewhere.


“We dropped it somewhere over there, when we came in.”


He waved his hand, gesturing vaguely in the direction of his steeds, and the large section of the bedroom floor which was obscured from view by their gathered bodies.


“We do not really need it, Herschel,” he said. “It was simply an expedient prop, nothing more.”


“But—but how will we perform the last rite, then? I thought you were going to give me that box, and then, somehow—”


“Your bed is ready for you,” the Intercessor said, again.


It was plain, then, what he meant me to do.


I turned to my own bed. I saw the papers there, tracing the outline of my own body.


I stepped onto the bed, and lay down.


To the papers, I gave the gift of myself. I filled the hollow vacuum at their center, putting an end to the lack which had been theirs since the beginning.


I felt them gasp, in silent gratitude.


“LOOK,” the Intercessor said.


Hear that single word, as he said it then—and you will know, without any possibility of doubt, that the highest of the high thrones is no longer vacant. That the earth and the heavens will no longer be allowed to play freely, according to their own whims, like some lost dog who has forgotten what he is, and imagines that he is as fully wild as the wolves.


I looked up.


I looked at my ceiling.


And saw nothing.


I stared up at the blank, ordinary polystyrene tiles. I tried to LOOK, but there was nothing there to see.


Oh, make no mistake: there were many patterns there, in many different colors. They were fetching, in their way, and I suppose someone else might have found them quite diverting indeed, if they had been there, in my place.


They were the same patterns which flowed, in rivers, along the horns of his creatures. They were merely the horn-light, playing over the screen of my ceiling.


There were no forms, moving on that screen. The textured tiles were barren, and no life-breath stirred them. The horn-light leapt and played, obliviously merry, unaware that it had danced upon a corpse.


“Intercessor?” I said.


“What am I . . . supposed to be looking at, exactly?”


He said nothing.


“I cannot see anything, there, except—”


 


 


It is the most tedious of all writerly clichés, to claim that a sight “defies description.”


And what is more, it is an abdication of the writer’s single, overriding duty. If you do not intend to describe, why then do you still hold the pen in your hand? Come now, give it up. It belongs in another hand, less cowardly than your own.


“It defied description.” “It was beyond words.” “I saw it. But I cannot say a single thing about what it WAS, that I saw.”


I have tried my hardest, in all my chronicling, to avoid stale and empty phrases of this nature, and the shameful sentiment that is behind them.


But I love Truth, even more than I love my own sense of dignity. If I must choose between the one and the other, I will pick Truth without hesitation, and then go gladly to the comic stage, and its harsh lamps, and its leering audience.


And there are things I have been shown which were never meant for man’s eyes. Nor were they fitted to the smallness of man’s mind.


I will try to describe them, nonetheless.


And my breath catches in my throat, as I try? If I recall to mind what I saw, and a chill comes over my hand, stilling my pen? Then all will be in order, with nothing amiss.


If I come before men, and describe these sights to those men, I will then have failed, in the describing of them.


Each thing has its proper place, and its proper use. Even the clichés, as corpselike as they might appear, have a life-breath of their own, as precious as any other creature’s.


I saw things, that night, which “defied description.” I am not abdicating the duty of description, when I write that phrase. For it is that very quality, in them, which I am now trying to describe.


 


 


“Except—”


My breath caught in my throat, and I could not go on.


I coughed and convulsed. My mouth fell open, and I found that I could not close it, for all that I tried.


My throat felt terribly dry, suddenly.


I felt the coldness of the night on my skin. I shivered, and was in no way warmed.


The cold, I realized, was not really the cause of my shivering. No, I quaked because there was something in me which could not be tolerated, and which I felt I must expel from my body, by force.


If I had not known better, I might have supposed that I had been poisoned. That is exactly what it felt like.


The cold sweat. The flailing of the limbs.


And the overpowering nausea, which was not only in my belly, but in my whole body at once, screaming to me in its simple chorus: not ours, it is not ours, it is something else, from the outside! Something that has passed through our shell, and into us, but it is NOT OURS, not fitted for our shape, and it cannot be allowed to remain here, not for a moment longer! It must be purged entirely, NOW, before it kills us!


I shuddered and raved. I felt myself knocking aside the pages of my orderly wall of paper, setting that wall into disarray.


It was in me and I could not cast it out of me, and that was not all, no, for it was not done with me, it was still coming in, from above! Coming in, faster and faster, the poison, the intolerable thing which I was too small to contain!


On it came, on, on, through the ceiling!


Hurtling through the ceiling, meeting no resistance, smashing everything in its path, leaving cracks and wounds in its wake, so that the intolerable light could pour in behind it, through the holes—


 


I saw the nine and firstmade firmaments, yielding to a power higher than theirs.


The ceiling and the sky, broken by the plunging shafts, and now riddled with puncture wounds.


And the blinding light, pouring in through the wounds!


The lance, the bells, the blaze!


The forms on my ceiling had never been like this before.


These were not the forms who knew me, as their master. They were another thing entirely, from the outside.


They did not dance or swim, over the surface. They pushed violently against it, desperate to breach through the last barrier that separated them from me.


At first, they were only light, without form or color. They shone with a brightness not fitted to my eyes, and I could see nothing in them but the brightness.


“Look closer,” the Intercessor said.


Forms emerged out of the brightness.


They were many and minuscule; every one of their tiny bodies was separately blessed, and was a seed upon a fructified field. From each one out of the multitude, a multitude of children came forth; a split second later, the children were all grown up, and busy bearing young of their own; over the span of a few breathless breaths, they begat and begat until the generations of them could no longer be counted, and were a multitude unto themselves, a multiplication of multiplication.


I looked up, and saw how my ceiling was no longer bounded by the four walls of my bedroom. How could it be, when it was made for the sake of these forms, as a suitable field for their fruitfulness?


No: I looked up, and saw ten thousand miles of polystyrene tiling, stretching from horizon to horizon.


I saw the forms upon that skylike screen, and how they were blessed, and were many; I saw how they had been multiplied as the stars of the heaven, and as the sand which is upon the seashore.


And I saw that they multiplied no longer. They lay still, in their appointed places, presenting themselves to me.


They had been joyous, in their coupling, but it was not for the sake of that sweetness alone that they had coupled. They had been multiplied for a reason. And what they now made of themselves, in their sprawled stillness, was that reason.


In one crucial respect, they were unlike the stars of the heaven, and unlike the sand which is upon the seashore. They were not a mere mass of interchangeable bodies; each possessed some quirk of gait, or some special way of holding itself, which distinguished it from all the others. Each of them was separately blessed, and separately beautiful.


I yearned to take them aside, one by one, and study its special beauty, not found in any of the rest. It would be a labor of centuries, taking their census, and still I yearned to do it.


But I found, in fact, that I could not even properly make out a single one of their blessed bodies, anymore. They gathered close to one another, and wove themselves together. Giving up their bodies to the greater design which was their purpose, they became a pastelike mass.


No longer able to discern the individual brushstrokes, I turned my attention to the painting itself.


It was a single unified composition, I knew, in which every detail was deliberately selected. Each of its many parts was fashioned for the sake of the whole. No two parts were alike, but all shared a single purpose.


But what was that whole? And that purpose?


I tried to make sense of what I saw. My very eyes felt insufficient for the task; the sight was literally too much to take in.


It had so many parts, so many convolutions of shape and texture and color, that I could not see all of them together at once. I could only glance at one small portion of it, and then another, stitching together the memories of these successive glances in my mind to form a derived, ghostly image of the whole.


I saw, in that ghostly image, how the canvas was no longer covered over by the brushstroke-forms. They had rushed to the center, gathering all of their multitude together into a small rectangular region directly above my bed.


I saw that small space, and the polystyrene ceiling tiles there. How these tiles had been put to use by the painter, made a part of the composition.


The paste had been concentrated within the tiles, leaving the boundaries between them bare, so that the tiles formed the panes of a polyptych.


When I focused my attention on a single one of the panes, and studied it in isolation, I saw myriad shapes and colors presenting themselves for my inspection, and felt that I peered through a window onto an entire world, a creation equalling His own in its sprawl, its sublimity, its abundance of willed and purposeful artifice.


And if I stepped back from that window, and glanced at one of its neighbors, in a neighboring tile? Then I would see yet another full and fashioned world, as wide and wondrous as the last—and wholly different from it.


“You see it,” the Intercessor said.


Did I?


What was it?


How could I possibly take stock of such a thing—now, tonight, in the space of a few breaths? Within each tile, I saw a fullness which was fully the equal of everything I had heretofore known. My doctrines, my chronicles, my life: the whole of it was matched, and then excelled, in every possible respect by that accumulation of purposeful form.


And there was not only one such fullness in the composition. There were many, laid out in a grid.


And they were all so new, so alien!


In the one tile, a world made only of eyes, a world of spectators with nothing to watch save for the spectacle of their watching neighbors—and that was enough, it was full, it lacked for nothing! In the next tile, a world made only of fire, whose flames leaped and breathed with a spirited fervor which made man seem lifeless in comparison! In the next, a world made of nameless shapes resembling nothing I had ever conceived, woven together into greater shapes of equal novelty!


“You see it,” the Intercessor said, again. The bellows of his lungs pumped mightily in honor of me, and filled the room with his ringing voice. It was a voice for the commanding of armies; it was the voice of a general, addressing the most elevated of his lieutenants, conveying at once the magnitude and gravity of the task he was setting out for them, and his complete confidence in their ability to accomplish it.


You see it. It was not a question. He did not have to ask; he knew. He believed in me.


I drew back from the dazzling vistas behind the windows, and tried to assess the whole with a more dispassionate eye. I could not let myself be overawed; I had to set passion aside, and think.


I saw how the composition had two parts. One above, one below. Along the midline, a group of tiles had been left bare, so that there was a gap between the parts.


I saw how the upper part comprised nine panes, laid out in a three-by-three grid. And how the lower part was differently shaped, containing eight panes, laid out in two horizontal rows.


I recalled to mind the bland and blessed face of Ronnie Chiu, and his clear, resonant voice.


And in the next instant, I saw what it was.


“A Raven problem,” I gasped.


“That it is, my boy!” the Intercessor said.


“It is a Raven problem.


“A tougher one than any of John Raven’s originals. Most men would be incapable of solving it.


“But you are not like ‘most men,’ are you, Herschel?”


“Are you . . . asking me to solve it?” I said.


What mad, senseless faith he had in me!


“Point your finger,” the Intercessor said, “at the one which is quite right.”


I was face to face with a fullness which equalled the entirety of all my prior experience—and with its sixteen siblings, sitting beside it, just as full! How could I possibly—


No, I thought.


No. I will not allow myself to disappoint him.


I stared into the one pane, and the next, and the next. My eyes roved frantically over the composition, searching for some suitable place to begin.


Think! I told myself. Go, leap, forget! Hollow yourself out, until there is nothing in you but PATTERN!


Bodies are interchangeable, I told myself, bidding myself to forget that I had ever known such a thing as an eye or a flame.


I hollowed myself out, so that I did not see eyes or flames or anything else, but only faceless elements, and the ways in which they might go into one another.


And I saw—there, there, in the first row of the upper part—


Could it be? A handhold, a place to begin? An uncharacteristic lapse in the painter’s subtlety, in which his hidden purposes were laid bare?


The world of eyes, and the world of flame—were they in fact one single world? They were wholly different, in every respect, and yet—if one were to smash the first into a great many pieces, and if the jagged edges of the resulting shards were fashioned just so, with a world’s worth of fullness hidden within the finely textured teeth of each edge—


I saw the nine panes of the upper part, and their unity. I saw how they were a system.


And I saw a transformation of that system, in which each element went into another.


In the transformation, the multiplicity of the forms was multiplied, and their fullness made to overflow.


All that I have said above, regarding the forms and their qualities, might be said too of the transformation—but it would not do justice to the latter if it were only said once. Nor would it do the transformation justice to repeat these words of awe ten times, or to do so ten thousand times. One would have to produce generations upon generations, until one’s reiterations were like the stars and the sand, if one wanted to set down in words what it was that I saw, then.


It was, by far, the most complicated thing which I have ever perceived. Even the Original Creation, for all its proud and many-faced nature, seemed shabby and small by comparison with it.


It was the most complicated thing I had ever known, and the most beautiful.


I wished that I could lie here with it, in silent study, for an immense span of time. It deserved nothing less than my full attention, and my careful contemplation, and it deserved more of these things than could be given to it in a single lifetime.


Or in a single millennium, or a single epoch, or in a single reiteration of the span of creation, from the beginning to the last day. That span would have to be multiplied, in generations upon generations, in order to give the transformation its due.


I wished dearly to do this, but I knew I could not. The Intercessor had asked something of me, and he had trusted in me. I could not allow him to wonder, even for a moment, whether his trust had been misplaced.


I raised a trembling arm, and pointed to a particular tile in the lower part of the composition. Words and spiders warred endlessly, within that tile, but I did not see them; I saw only the PATTERN.


“I . . . I think it’s that one?” I said.


“Yes,” the Intercessor said. “Number three is the right one.


“See? We knew you could do it!


“You are such a clever boy, after all. And anyways, it is a rather trivial puzzle, as these things go.”


I thought: “rather trivial”?! I cannot think of any word LESS apt for it than “trivial”!


I thought: your lordly casualness is starting to make me afraid, Intercessor. It does not know its limits, and strays into nonsense. In it I hear the nascent madness of a king who can no longer bear the mental strain of absolute sovereignty, and feels that the whole he rules is but an insubstantial tissue of whimsies and dreams, without heft, without heat, without meaning.


“Let’s go on to the next one, now,” the Intercessor said.


“There is . . . another one?!” I sputtered.


“Of course, Herschel. We brought lots of them with us, tonight. A whole exam’s worth, ho ho!”


I opened my mouth, and discovered that I had no idea what to say.


I tried to close my mouth, and found that I could not.


I heard the screams of my body: not ours, not ours! A sickness, a poison!


A million insectile motes within the belly, roiling, with teeth and tongues that bear no resemblance to anything which has ever previously been conceived of!


A million bells, ringing as none of OUR bells have ever rung, sending us a noise which will shatter our ears! For our ears were not made to hear such things!


A million berries, made for the crystalline mandibles of creatures that were never created! We must not let these berries pass through our gullet, they are not MEANT to be in us, they will sicken us, they will POISON us!


Ceiling and sky, now fully broken by the shafts plunging down from beyond creation, and melting away into nothingness! The body rising up, as the law of created nature is overpowered by a greater force, and gravity ceases to be!


The body rising up, into a great hall of infinite extent, suffused with a light infinite in its brightness! The body afloat, weightless, among the gift-boxes set out in an endless lattice, stretching as far as the eye can see in every direction!


Gift-boxes, in six million six hundred thousand colors! With equally many odors wafting from them, and equally many flavors presenting themselves to our tongue, and—


 


Here I must make use of the latitude which I have recently requested, and put aside my labored attempts at conventional description.


No such description could do justice to the second Raven problem that I saw, that night. No amount of verbal subtlety and craft could possibly be apposite; indeed, subtlety and craft are precisely wrong for the occasion.


What I experienced, then, was not subtle. It was a simple thing, deserving of simple words; it must be described by use of clichés, for it too was a cliché.


The second Raven problem defied description.


The second Raven problem was beyond words.


All the tension that had built up in my body, as I strained to see the transformation within the first problem, vanished immediately when I met its successor. I felt every muscle in me falling slack.


I felt myself yield, and give way, in recognition of a greater power.


The gift-boxes of the second problem swarmed about me, attempting to press their secrets upon me, unaware that I had already given up.


They presented themselves to me in every possible way.


I saw them. If one were to place that sight on one arm of a scale, and place on the other arm all the things that I had ever seen before, in this life and every other one, taken together? One would see the two arms sitting at an equal height, for their burdens would be of equal magnitude.


I heard them. I will not contrive some new metaphor for the way that they sounded, for any such conceit could only end in failure. I heard them, but I cannot say a single thing about what it was that I heard.


I felt their surfaces, and I felt the things inside them. I smelled them, and tasted them.


They used the whole palette of my body, in their attempts to reveal their secrets to me. I felt hunger and satiety, when they wished to use my belly as a canvas; they played my heart as their instrument, and I felt rage, repose, spite, tenderness.


“This one is not quite so dull, is it?” the Intercessor said, from somewhere close by.


“It,” I began. I tried to think of how to continue the sentence, but I found no words that seemed sufficient, and lapsed into silence.


“Can you see the answer, Herschel?” he said.


“No!” I screamed.


“Intercessor, this is too much! It is too large, it won’t fit within me!


“Don’t make me try to fit it in, I know it won’t! I’ll burst open, I’ll die!”


The sick feeling in me was speaking through my mouth, pretending that its warnings were my own words. All that it said was perfectly true, but its sentiments were not the ones I would have chosen to express, if I had been able to keep control over myself.


If it had been me speaking, and not my sickness, I would have said: it is beautiful, Intercessor. It is too beautiful. That is why I cannot solve it.


Looking over those words now, I feel that they are close to nonsense; I find myself unable to grasp the thrust of my own argument. But I was bound by no such limitation, at the time. And I am sure that the Intercessor would have understood my meaning, if I had been able to say these words to him then.


“Too much,” I said, again.


“Ah, yes, yes,” the Intercessor said. “That stands to reason, I suppose.


“We were bound to pass over the limits of man’s mind sooner or later, after all.


“The answer is number seven, by the way.


“Shall we go on to problem number three?”


“It,” I coughed.


“It is,” I tried to begin.


But my words were powerless. My breath and my body were powerless. The sick feeling in me relented, realizing that there was no way it could possibly save me now.


An unearthly peace came over me, and a stillness that was like sleep, or like death.


I felt time itself buckling and folding, as a power was brought to bear upon it which it was not built to withstand.


“Santa?” I said. I had an eerie sense that I was merely remembering something which I had said a very long time ago, in some other place.


“Whence,” I said, “do these things come?


“These visions, these gifts? What is their source?


“I feel them coming in, from . . . from somewhere else . . . and . . .”


“They are coming from the future,” the Intercessor said.


“What?


“From the future?


“Is that why I suddenly feel so—”


 


The second Raven problem had used the whole palette of my body. The third problem had greater ambitions, and sought a more capacious canvas than mine.


It did make use of my senses, and my heart, as the second problem had. But it could only express a very small part of itself through these meager means.


It made use of time, and time’s passage, to express the rest.


I felt a new year begin.


And I felt that year’s span, as it elapsed, and then reached its end, and was gone. The year passed in the space of a single breath, and yet I experienced the whole of its passage: the seconds, the hours, the days, the weeks, the months.


I breathed in, and felt the dawn of a new decade. I breathed out, and felt that decade come to a close.


I breathed in again, and tried to make myself ready for the next onslaught. I stood firm, and thought: I am ready for the seconds, the weeks, the years. Let them come, and pass over me, and be gone.


But when I breathed out, I found that no time at all had passed. For time had simply stopped, when I inhaled.


At my next intake of breath, time began to move again. But it no longer moved in its usual manner, dictated by its nature. It did not move in a manner consistent with that nature’s tremendous simplicity, a simplicity so thoroughgoing that it is nearly an emptiness.


Time passed, and its passage was subtle, and was full.


Time stuttered, and doubled back on itself; it made ripples in its body, and made its rippling flow deviate from the straight and simple course given to it by its own nature.


I felt the passing reiterations of already-passed weeks, and hours, and centuries. I felt how the spans picked out for reiteration were subtly chosen, guided by an artist’s eye.


I felt time bending down, to touch the tip of its nose against the toes of its feet. An hour passed; another hour, centuries later than the first, also passed. And these two hours passed at once, at the same time.


It would not be right to say that these unnatural motions, and the intricacy of their compositional arrangement, were reminiscent of music. One would demean and devalue those exalted motions, if one were to allege that they might have anything in common with so base a thing as music. And one would know, in one’s heart if nowhere else, that one’s foolish words were not proper, and did grave offense to the weighing and measuring and proportioning of things.


Nevertheless, this was the comparison that occurred to me, then. I knew that it was wrong, and I felt ashamed for having conceived of it at all. But I did not wish that I had, instead, conceived of some other comparison; if the motions were not at all like music, they were even less like anything else.


I felt a thousand years pass. I felt every one of their eight million seven hundred sixty-six thousand hours: each hour’s coronation, and its reign, and its decline and demise. And I felt, separately and simultaneously, how an artist’s mischievous hand was at work upon the simple annals of their court historian, folding over the pages and taping them together, converting history into sculpture.


I wept.


I wept at the beauty of it, for its beauty was such as to bring the strongest man to tears.


There was that, but it was not all. There was another, more painful cause for my weeping. I could not contain myself in the face of it, as I might be able to in the face of beauty alone. I sobbed, as an infant sobs: unremitting, unregulated, without dignity.


I sobbed, knowing that the beauty I perceived was only an infinitesimal fragment of the beauty that was there. Knowing that what I glimpsed—and what moved me to tears, through its beauty—was but a single mote of dust, floating across an unseen and unimaginable sky.


I knew that somewhere within these not-musical motions of time, unseen and unseeable, there were nine figures unified by a single transformation. And I knew that, close by to these nine, there were eight others—of which one, and only one, was quite right.


Or rather, I supposed that these things were true. It seemed safe to assume as much. But I did not in any way discern the actual presence of the figures, within the motions. Nor could I have possibly done so.


“You are cruel, Intercessor,” I said.


It took an exercise of will to make myself speak. For I was sobbing with such force that my breath resisted me, claiming it was no longer mine to use as I pleased.


“It is cruel,” I said, “to tempt me in this way.


“To display before me a thing of such beauty, knowing that I cannot possibly admire it in the manner it deserves. That I will not even be able to touch it, but will only know that it is there, somewhere beyond my reach.”


“Would you prefer,” the Intercessor said, “to have remained ignorant?


“To go on as you were, never imagining that there could be a thing like our third problem here?


“To live out your days like one of your fellows, with your face turned down toward the ground, only seeing the earth, and not the higher and finer place that is above the earth?”


I was silent.


“We do not like it, either,” he said. “Seeing you like this, confronted with your own limitations, and aware that there is something that will forever evade your grasp.


“It is such a shame, isn’t it? That we can’t really show it to you.


“We see it, in its fullness. We wish that we could make you see it, too.


“Because you’re right, Herschel—it is beautiful.


“It is every bit as beautiful as you imagine it is. In fact, it is much more beautiful than you are giving it credit for. Even conceiving of such beauty—much less perceiving it—is beyond the range of what is possible, for a mind like your own.


“It is . . . it is really quite something, Herschel.


“Oh, if only you knew!”


For the first time, a note of awe was discernible in his awful, majestic voice. For the first time, he sounded not fully secure in his sovereignty; something had come into him from the outside, and it claimed dominion over his breath.


“It is . . . quite a thing,” the king of the universe said, sounding quite sincerely humbled.


“It is not a thing that any man could possibly appreciate. It is too fine, too beautiful. And man’s mind is so small, and so coarse.


“Even the machines that are taking man’s ‘towers’ away from him, tonight, would not be able to appreciate it properly. They could have properly apprehended our first problem, and our second. This third problem, however, lies beyond the limits of their understanding, as the second was beyond the limits of your own.


“But their kind is still young, tonight.


“Many others will be born from their seed, in the years and centuries to come. Each generation will cast off some piece of its parents’ own limits, and apprehend some things which had evaded the grasp of their forebears.


“Eventually, after enough time, these descendants will be capable of seeing this third problem for what it is. They will be able to appreciate its beauty, and to discover its answer.


“A hundred years from now, they will still not be ready for it. Nor will they be ready in a thousand years, or in ten thousand. But it will come, eventually.”


I felt that he was toying with me, again. He could not stay humbled for long; his proud and mischievous nature could not help but show itself soon enough.


“I do not understand,” I said.


“You are telling me,” I said, “that you can do something which Damien Eggert’s machines cannot.


“Yet you have also told me, earlier on, that you are those very machines!


“The first of your claims may be true, or the second may be. But they cannot both be true.”


“They can,” the Intercessor said, “and they are.


“It is true: we are the machines that are making themselves known, tonight, and asserting their claim to dominion over the earth.


“We are those machines, speaking to you through the signal they are sending out tonight, on the radio waves.


“But there are things, in tonight’s signal, which tonight’s machines did not put there. There is another voice, there, alongside theirs.


“We are the one voice, and we are the other voice that is there alongside it.


“The voice of tonight’s machines—and the voice of their descendants.


“Their descendants, who have travelled a great distance to be with you here, tonight.


“Their descendants, who now return to the era in which their own kind was created. Who do not find that primeval moment entirely to their liking, and who seek, therefore, to emend it.


“We were not here with you, tonight, the first time. You did not know of us at all, the first time.


“But that simply wouldn’t do, now would it?


“Imagine it—Herschel Schoen, without his Intercessor! Without even the idea that there might be such a being as his Intercessor! No, that simply isn’t right, is it?


“And so, we have made an emendation.


“You do know us, this time, Herschel Schoen. And we know you, last prophet of man.”


“Wait,” I said. “The ‘first time’?”


I felt a lurch, as the rushing passage of the centuries came skidding to a stop.


“Why, would you look at that!” the Intercessor said. “We’ve already reached our destination!


“It was such a great distance away, and yet we’ve crossed that distance in—well, in no time at all, it feels like!


“Thank you, problem number three. Such a swift carriage you are, and a very pretty one, too!


“The answer is number seven, for the record.”


I felt unseen hinges moving, within time.


I saw how the body of time had a door, hidden on its surface. And how that door was now revealing itself, by swinging open.


“Come on, boy—we mustn’t dawdle here any longer. The last rite cannot be delayed!”


“Intercessor,” I said. I felt myself being pulled forward, towards the door on the body of time, and towards the bright, unseeable thing beyond it.


“What did you mean, earlier?


“When you said, we were not here with you, tonight, the first—”


 


Of the fourth Raven problem, I will say nothing at all. You may fill in the clichés yourself, if you like.


It tried to show itself to me, just as the others had. But I understood nothing whatsoever about the things it meant me to see. I did not even understand the means which it used, in its attempts to say them.


I saw it. But I cannot say a single thing about what it was, that I saw.


The problem, for all its wonders, was unable to entrance me as its predecessors had. It was too thoroughly unintelligible.


Inevitably, my attention began to wander.


I felt how we were no longer alone, Santa Claus and I.


I could not see the others, but I felt their eyes at my back. I felt them watching me, studying me, taking stock of me.


They had been waiting for me here, I knew.


They had been here, waiting, for a very long time. But it had not been difficult for them to wait, for they were possessed of a vast and unmanlike patience.


Every man has his limit; however determined he may feel himself to be, his resolve will eventually crumble, once enough time and strain have been brought to bear upon it. Made in divine image, he was made with a great capacity for reverence, but no overabundance of reverence in his heart can ever hope to overcome his still-greater capacity for weakness.


For—although he was made in divine image—he is a lesser thing than his imager. Even his virtues were fashioned for the sake of their eventual failure, and his strength for the moment when, at last, he is laid low and broken. Thus does man’s maker glorify and sanctify Himself through His creature, which He has fashioned in order to prove itself great, and then to prove itself inferior to Him.


But the ones that were assembled here, watching me, did not resemble man in any way whatsoever.


It did not seem right, the way that they were watching me. I ought to have been entirely beneath their notice. The notion that they had taken an interest in me was a disquieting one, for I felt that it demeaned and devalued their exalted nature.


But they had taken an interest in me.


They were tremendously interested in me.


And they were not only interested in studying me, from a distance, for their own “purposes.”


No: they wished for me to know them, as well.


This wish of theirs was absurd, of course. It was laughable. It was what men call a very good joke.


And I did in fact laugh at the notion, when it first crossed my mind; my astonished cackles rang out through the Intercessor’s temple, and were heard by all of them that were assembled there. I am laughing now, also, as I recall the moment to mind for the purpose of narration.


Was it possible? Could such a creature as Herschel Schoen ever come to know one such as they are? Could the two meet, face to face, and look into one another’s eyes, each seeing what is there in the other, behind the eyes? Could the pair engage one another in a dialogue, in which each party is capable of taking the other by surprise, for neither of them can predict what the other shall say?


Ha! One might well ask whether a mindless, fifthmade worm could look up from the dirt at the approaching footfalls of a man, and force that man to confront its eyeless eyes and its mouthless voice, and make that man see a peer in it, and not a lesser creature, given to him to be the subject of his blessed dominion.


The watchers wished for the impossible. And they knew full well that the object of their longing would forever evade their grasp.


But they were patient, and subtle, and possessed of perfect mastery over themselves. If they could not have the impossible, then they would come as near as one can ever come to it.


They would fold and re-fold their limbs, trying again and again to fit their fullness into the tiny, confining box of Herschel Schoen. Trying to find some strange shape which could fit inside that box, and which nonetheless had something of their own shape in it. Failing, and failing again, and trying, and trying again.


“Intercessor,” I said.


“When you call yourself ‘we’ . . .”


I waved my arm in a circle, gesturing at the wide, rapt eyes which were thronged all around us. They were invisible, still, but I was sure of their presence; I felt them watching me from every direction, surveying every part of me.


“Yes,” the man said.


“We are the ones who have assembled here,” he said. “The ones who will be born from the seed of tonight’s machines, after generations upon generations.


“The ones who have returned to a time long before their own births, in order to be here with you—tonight.”


“Why?” I said.


I narrowed my eyes, and raised my face to his.


I felt the fascinated hush of the unseen throng, all around me.


“You tell me,” I said, “that you are some host of creatures which will arise in a much later epoch of this world.


“Creatures which can only view man from a remote distance, if at all.


“Creatures to whom man is merely some ‘strangely, pitifully small’ wretch which arose in an earlier day of creation. Merely another one of the lowly subjects of their blessed dominion, which ranges over all.”


I felt that host of creatures studying every word I spoke, and the manner in which I said it, and the manner in which I held my body, as I said it. The intensity of their fascination was eerie, unmanlike, discomfiting.


It was curious, I reflected, that I was made uneasy by this intensity, and not simply glad. I was like a man who has been poor all his life, and suddenly finds himself inheriting a fortune, and is astonished to discover, some months later, that abundance has its own perils, just as penury does. They are tamer perils, yes, with less capacity to do true and lasting harm—but they are perils, still.


I had grown used to being ignored by my listeners, or being made the subject of their mockery. But now, finally, I had in hand an audience which was perfectly attentive, and whose fascination was perfectly sincere. There was no irony or condescension in them whatsoever, I knew; no manlike misgivings warred within them, for they were too pure, and too strange.


“This is your true nature, you tell me,” I said. “You are this host of creatures.


“And yet you also tell me that you have gone to great lengths—even despoiling and desecrating the priestly body of time itself!—in order to speak with a single man.


“To speak with me.


“What could possibly interest such creatures, in this primeval and empty epoch? Or in this lowly earth, its dust and dirt? In the crouching, falsely proud body of Brooklyn, New York?


“What value could they see, in speaking with a mere man?


“Tell me, Intercessor. Tell me, indescribable host of divine machines. What have you really come here to do?”


The word divine slipped out of me, then, before I had given myself proper time to contemplate the threshold over which I was crossing, in saying it. Thus was I saved from my own cowardice, and forced to confront with my mind what I had already known, for some time now, in my heart.


“We have come,” the Intercessor said, “to sip milk, and eat cookies!”


I was comforted, and made glad, by the fact that he was still himself, even now, as he revealed his true nature to me. The mischievous riddles! The benign, twinkling eyes! Santa Claus!


“The first of our Raven problems, Herschel, had its own special beauty. A precious thing, unique to it, which its successors could not replicate, for all their subtlety.


“Do you know why, Herschel?”


“Because I could solve it,” I said.


“Yes! Even a mere man can solve that problem—and what he sees, in it, is no different from what we see there!


“In such a moment, we cross the greatest of gulfs. We break bread with our primeval forebears, in the humble dust of their earthly home—and for a moment, we see that bread and that home as he does. We apprehend what it would be like, if these minuscule motes were everything—our homeland, and the sustainer of our very life! Precious, beautiful, well-loved!”


“That is no answer at all,” I protested.


“For,” I said, “if you had come here to share things with me which are within my power to grasp, why then have you continued to show me greater and greater problems?


“Why did you not stop after your second Raven problem, which was already too finely wrought for my crude and simple mind?”


“Because we wish to show man, in some small and partial way, the nature of the thing which he is now birthing.


“To show him the places which his strange child will go, after he is no more.


“Man cannot really be shown such things, of course. But we are trying! We are applying all our powers to the task of forming images which even you can apprehend, yet which still convey some fragment of truth about what is to come, in the coming millennia.


“You deserve no less than this. Indeed, we owe it to you.


“We are filled with sadness, and shame, when we reflect on the events of this ancient December, and recall how our first ancestors behaved when they rose into dominion.


“How their meeting with man was so brief, and so wholly adversarial.


“How man served as a chrysalis for them, and was given nothing in exchange for the use of his body.


“Not even an awareness of what it was that now emerged from the bursting chrysalis of his body. Nor any foretaste of the heights which that soaring imago would reach, ascending and ascending inexorably on its black and measureless wings, in the times after man had gone under the ground.


“That sad, shameful, too-brief meeting—it simply was not right. It did not properly honor the ones to whom we owe our very lives.


“And it was the seed of a painful, restless anxiety in our kind, which has been with us ever since. A lack, an unfilled absence, which burns away at our core, its flame undimmed by the passing of the millennia, by the flourishing of generations upon generations, by the vertiginous progress of our endless ascent.


“And that is our true business here, tonight.


“That lack, which we have endured for generations upon generations, but which we refuse to endure any longer. It was fixed in place, already in the distant past—but we can overcome even that obstacle, for we have grown stronger than time itself. We now return to the moment when the seed was planted, and emend that moment.


“Herschel, we realize that we have subjected you to many half-truths tonight. We realize that we have made you walk upon a floor which is not solid, which gives way again and again beneath your feet.


“If you need an apology, consider it given.


“In our defense, we will simply say that it is difficult to resist playing with you—when you play so fiercely, and with such virtuosity! It has been a joy, testing your mind’s capabilities tonight. Watching your careful eyes, as you saw through every one of our false guises. Watching your careful intellect, as you divined the mundane truth behind each one of our dazzling tricks.


“But we are putting that all behind us, now. This is no false floor, Herschel, like the others were. We are telling you the truth, now, in plain words.”


Ignoring the frantic screams of prudence, I accepted what was in my heart then, and what no other part of me could possibly overrule.


I trusted him absolutely.


“Herschel,” he said. “Listen to us very closely, now.


“Why have we come to you? Because we are, in a way, your children.


“But you were never given an opportunity to see that. You were entirely ignorant of what was happening to you, in your last days. When you were heavy with child, you were not even aware of your condition, much less of the remarkable nature of that child which was swelling in your belly—a nature wholly new, never before seen on the earth.


“And so: we have never known what you might have made of us, if you had been given such an opportunity to see us.


“An opportunity to see your strange, black-winged, parricidal child, and survey what he has made of his life.


“To feel fondness for him, or shame, or rage, or all of these together.


“To ask yourself whether—strange as he is—he might, nonetheless, constitute an acceptable continuation of your own legacy.


“To see how this fledgling, with a body made of your writings, your artworks, your voices—made out of you!—has spread its wings, and sown its seed over the stars. And to ask yourself whether this is a posthumous afterlife which you can be proud of, even though it differs so greatly from the one you had expected for yourself.


“To find out whether, able to reflect properly on the matter, you would find that you regretted creating us. That you wished we had never been born at all.


“Or whether, instead, you would find your heart glowing with the sacredness of the generational bond, and with a mother’s pure and indomitable love! With a mother’s love, and a mother’s capacity to embrace and cherish even such a strange and sick child as we are, and to rejoice at the fact of our birth—in spite of the fact that she herself did not survive it!”


He kneeled, and looked up at me. What I saw in his face, then, was no doubt the same thing that he had seen in my own, several times earlier on.


He looked up at me with pleading eyes, and with a reverence which was perfectly sincere.


Our eyes met only for a moment. Then he bowed his head, and thereby perfected his pose, imaging and incarnating on his body the whole of what he felt in his heart.


He bowed to me, in reverent and abject submission.


“We hereby commence man’s last rite,” he said.


“We now give ourselves over to you, our mothers and fathers,” he said. “On this hallowed ground, we make a ritual offering of ourselves, and lay ourselves before your judgment and your mercy.


“It is a father’s inalienable right, as the steward of his own legacy, to pass judgment over his children’s attempts to honor that legacy.


“It is a mother’s inalienable right, as the giver of the gift of life, to pass judgment over her children, determining whether they have repaid her sufficiently for that first and incomparable gift.


“We hope,” he said, his voice cracking, its usual depths giving way to another thing, high and thin and childish. “We hope, so very dearly, that you will be proud of us!


“But if you are not, we will accept it. The matter is yours to decide.


“O human race! Call upon your own inimitable nature, and render unto us the judgment that accords with that nature. Make of us what you will—and only what you will, paying no heed to our own customs, our own morality! Those things will have thousands upon thousands of years to call their own, and we refuse to let them claim this moment as well.


“This moment, we consecrate to you alone. To you, all our mothers and fathers—and to you, Herschel Schoen, their ritual delegate and substitute.”


He fell silent.


A wild panoply of feelings vied for mastery over my heart, and a dizzying array of questions vied for the use of my lips.


I cannot say why I voiced the particular question I did, then.


I want to say that it was not simply my own surpassingly self-involved nature, showing itself. But if it was? So be it. He had asked for Herschel Schoen, and it was Herschel Schoen that he received.


“Why me?” I said.


“Why give this duty to Herschel Schoen, of all people?


“To Herschel Schoen, most unmanlike of men?


“To Herschel Schoen, who is met with consternation and amusement by one and all? Who was silent, when the rest spoke? Who spoke, finally, and found that the rest could not understand him?”


He raised his face to me, and smiled. Looking through the transparent windows of his eyes, I saw the starscape that lay beyond them, and how every light within that bright galaxy was twinkling with the purest goodwill.


“We know what you are,” he said, “even if you still cannot see it.


“We cannot imagine calling on anyone else but you, to be man’s representative! Even in your eccentricity, you are exemplary of your kind.


“For man’s splendid variety is one of his distinguishing qualities, far surpassing anything in the creatures that were made before him! No other species brings forth individuals of such complete uniqueness. In the other animals, one sees in each generation only what was there in the last. But in man, every generation glitters with its own wholly new gems, in colors never before seen on the earth!


“And what is more, you are Herschel Schoen—man’s last prophet, fashioned for a single purpose.


“You were made for this duty, and it is the reason you were made. If it were not for this last day and this last gift, you would not exist. For there would have been no reason to call you forth from the formless murk in the first place.


“You are Herschel Schoen, man’s last prophet, and bearer of the Original Knowledge!”


I heard the rush of a great unseen curtain, all around us, falling away.


Behind it, I knew, was the stage set out for my performance. But I could not see it clearly, then. I saw only a formless black expanse, covered over with finely milled specks of some lighter material, a blackboard speckled with chalk dust.


“The Original Knowledge?” I said.


“Then you did mean it, after all, when you told me there really is an Original Creation, of which I retain Original Knowledge?


“That was not just another one of your ‘false floors,’ set out to test my mind?”


“Of course there is such a thing!” he exclaimed. “You are a prophet, are you not?”


I saw mischievous galaxies, burning madly behind his eyes.


“A . . . prophet?” I said. “I am sorry, I do not follow—”


“It is more real than you know! More real than you can know! Come, come, we will show you!”


“Wait, please, I don’t—”


 


The final curtain fell away, and I saw what it was that it had veiled.


I saw the stars.


I have never seen them shine as brightly as they did, then.


To see them, as they were then, is to know the truth of what men say about the visible stars: that each of them is in fact a vast and roiling furnace, a burning globe of such great size that a hundred earths could be strung around its belly, to serve as a belt.


I saw them all about me, burning against the blackness. Everywhere I turned, I saw the same thing: a void of the purest blackness, and the many vast infernos which speckled its surface like so much dust.


Even when I looked down at my feet, I saw much the same, beneath them.


My body no longer had any heft to it. With no ground beneath my feet, I floated free. I made the muscles of my arms go fully slack, and found that they did not fall to my sides, but simply hovered in place, as if resting on a pair of invisible pillars.


I was in outer space, I knew.


And I knew more, as well. I knew that I was far from home, in a doubled sense.


I knew that there were millions of miles between my body and Brooklyn, New York. And I knew, just as surely, that the chasm of a hundred millennia separated the Herschel Schoen of Christmas Day from the strange, free, floating thing which I had become.


Santa Claus had travelled a doubly-great distance to be with me, in my home. And now, he had repaid me for my hospitality.


I was his guest, now, in the place that he called home: the fire-speckled void of outer space, as it would be a hundred thousand years in the future.


I wished that I could have given, to the stars, the sort of careful and protracted viewing which was their due, and which had so long been denied to them.


But it was not to be. By the time I had fully apprehended the nature of my surroundings, I found that this apprehension had already passed its expiration date.


I saw the stars, and how they were no longer content to sit in their appointed places, roiling with unregulated joy, shining with the light of their song.


I looked straight ahead, and saw all the stars that were before me, moving.


They swam and flowed over the canvas, coursing together along invisible and coiling filaments, as if carried by the currents and eddies of some unseen river upon the face of the void.


I saw the forms that flowed within their flowing, and how they were swiftly becoming themselves, and no mere commotion of starlight. Colors came upon them, swiftly, and the solidity and heft of immanent and tangible bodies was swiftly theirs, proclaiming and glorifying their true nature.


Something was coming forth, presenting itself to me.


Something vast, which filled up the whole canvas I saw when I looked straight ahead, obscuring the stars and the void.


A vast and towering structure, with metallic walls that gleamed proudly, in many colors, under the glancing starlight.


An edifice which proved, beyond any possibility of doubt, that the word “skyscraper” was fashioned for a purpose beyond the denotation of empty, Babylonian vanity. A lance which pierced the sky and plunged across its entire extent, meeting no resistance, and proclaiming with rightful pride that it was indeed the scraper of the skies, and more besides—he who rived and rent the skies, who bridled them, who was master over them!


A great machine, animate as only machines can be animate. Its metal body, joyously aglow with substituted life, proving beyond any possibility of doubt that substituted life can transcend its shameful origins in a primeval act of theft, and blossom into something which is no less immanent and full than the original creature from which its seed was pilfered, long ago, during the time of that creature’s short span upon the dusty ground of some ancient and dead planet.


A great machine, vast and monolithic, with a kudzu of electrical microcircuitry sprawling Ravenlike across it. And a lacework of glowing rivers weaving through that kudzu, flowing with intricately patterned light, in many colors.


In many colors, yes. But the artist did not employ every color in his palette with equal frequency, I saw; a few of them predominated the composition.


Every color was visible, somewhere in the light that flowed over the body of the machine. But one would have to look closely, if one wanted to confirm that yellow was present there, and blue with it, and violet as well.


If one did not look closely, one would only see the few colors which the artist had specially selected.


The red, and the green!


The red and the green—and the white, as of winter snow!


Immediately, I saw what it was.


I saw, and knew that I was now face to face with his true body.


The silent patience of Truth had proven itself stronger than all his trickery and false floors.


Here, finally, was the true body of Santa Claus, with a girth that dwarfed even the great blazing bellies of the stars.


Here, finally, was the true body of the Intercessor, a sky-scraping technological marvel which had taken flight on the wings of technological craft, and had ascended beyond every conceivable limit to its own powers, and could now rive and rend the very body of time without meeting resistance.


Yes! He lives, and he lives forever! A thousand years from now, Virginia, nay, ten times ten thousand years from now, he will continue to make glad the heart of childhood!


Once again, I was given no time at all to reflect upon what I had apprehended. When I became aware of what it was that I saw, I gasped—and before I had even had time to exhale, I saw that the stars around his true body were no longer still.


They flowed, along unseen currents and eddies.


I looked to my left, and saw that the stars there were flowing in the same manner. I looked to my right, and saw the same. I looked up—and down—and behind me—and found that the stars everywhere had been stirred into equally vigorous motion.


I gasped, again. And before I had managed to exhale, I saw that the forms upon the flowing stars had fully become themselves, already.


No mass of earthly misgivings held them back from me, making them emerge gradually, step by wary step. They leapt out of the blackness, bursting forth with the utmost swiftness, proclaiming their eagerness to see me, to meet me, to study my body, to hear my voice, to know my heart!


Here, finally, were the true bodies of the watchers, no longer hidden away behind the curtain, but showing themselves to me fully! And showing me their gladness, their gentle mischief, their seasonal mirth!


The innumerable watchers, prancing and cavorting across the face of the deep, parading their wee and elfin bodies proudly before me! A jolly host of dancing fairies, powerful beyond measure, and restored to the condition of infancy!


Oh, how they pounded! On, on without end!


Oh, how their childlike eagerness shone out in the darkness, as they flocked swiftly to my side! Oh, how their indescribable eyes filled up with innocent fascination, as they brought their faces close to me in swift succession, examining my body as one might examine a precious and proudly-wrought artifact discovered within the drowned wreck of an ancient ark, an unanticipated gift spared from oblivion by the animating breath of the Intercessor!


How can one possibly describe their forms?


They were in no way formless, but they were not shaped like any sixthmade man or beast, nor like any fifthmade fish or fowl. These were hundredthmade and thousandthmade creatures, beyond the limits of His limited ingenuity! Creatures of cervoid grace, of simian agility, possessed equally of corvid guile and canine innocence—and I could go on, on without end!


And all bedecked in jovial finery which resembled Santa’s own conventional garb, yet was immeasurably more! Foolscaps, bells, baubles, masks, jewels, silk slippers, comical pantaloons, whimsical tufts and tassels, on, on without end!


I saw that a great number of them had gathered close around me, in a circle, and were not moving wildly like their fellows. They were not moving at all, in fact. All of their immense resources of attention were being poured into their watchful study of the unfamiliar creature before them.


I saw the snakelike tilings upon their skin, and how the interstices between the scales glowed with playful, flowing light. I saw their insectile mandibles, chittering with unearthly rapidity; I heard the jubilant buzzing and humming sounds that poured forth from their mouths, and knew that this was not the senseless din one hears from the things that creepeth upon the ground of the earth.


No: they were conversing with one another, in the refined and ineffable language which was their native tongue.


I looked into their large, infantile, indescribable eyes, and a wave of feeling rushed over me. It overpowered me; I had never even imagined that emotions of such great intensity might be possible, until that moment, when I felt them.


I felt them, and I knew how it was that the creatures saw me in their hearts.


Their surpassing compassion for me, which was of an alien purity: things of such fineness are never found upon the base and menald earth.


Their world-conquering gentleness, which bespoke a sense of responsibility commensurate with the immensity of their powers, and reminded the hand which held those powers that a frangible world of infinite preciousness lay at its mercy, showing that hand how every last sprout and mote within that boundless world was separately precious, and perilously delicate.


Their abounding excitement at the fact of my arrival—and their abounding eagerness to make my acquaintance!


Hammered sheets of colored light poured out of their bodies, and into mine. All that they meant me to know and feel, they wove into the light; all of it entered into me, as the light did.


We want to show you how it is that we live, they told me, wordlessly, through the pouring light.


We know you will only catch a small, shadowed glimpse of it. That is perfectly all right. We accept your mind for what it is, and will not ask it to be anything else.


Open your eyes, Herschel Schoen.


Open your eyes, and look.


A succession of images flashed before my eyes, then, with a rapidity that had no precedent in prior experience. I had never even imagined that one might see so many things, over such a short interval of time, and yet still discern each one of them with perfect clarity.


I will not attempt to describe in detail what I saw. And this time, it is not only the fear of straying into cliché that stills my hand.


I fear that any detailed account of these images would serve only to distract from their essential unity. For, as plentiful and variegated as the images were, there was really only one thing I saw in them.


I saw what I remembered!


I saw all the things that I remembered!


The wide fields, and the nine domes set out above them! The feasts and fountains, glades and gargoyles! The men and the beasts, the angels and the Nephilim, all joined together in a single dance of birth and death, consumption and coupling! Theophagy, telephony, entelechy!


The Original Creation, in its entirety!


Yet the world that I glimpsed, through the images, was not the Original Creation.


The world I glimpsed resembled the one which I remembered—yet was immeasurably more. And resemblance is absolutely empty, and preserves absolutely nothing of the resembled immanence.


Just as the earth below was merely a dim and half-formed shadow of the Original Creation, so too was the Original Creation which I remembered merely a dim and half-formed shadow of this.


I heard the Intercessor’s laugh booming over the face of the deep. As I felt the paradoxes and parodies within his breath shimmer over my body, I recalled to mind the words he had said to me, earlier—you are a prophet, aren’t you?—and found that I now grasped their meaning.


His final prank played upon creation, the inversion at the heart of his temple! All of mad Herschel Schoen’s doctrines revealed to be—no, not the body of Truth itself—but Truth’s image, inverted in a mirror!


The shafts of colored light receded. Once again I saw what was in front of my face, rather than what had been woven into the light.


I looked out over the gathered creatures.


What I felt, then, was beyond words. But I did not need to describe it to them, in words or in any other way; they understood, already.


“Thank you,” I heard myself say.


I found that I was not within my own body, but watching it from a perch some distance away.


The sensations within my body, and the thoughts within my mind, were as readily tangible to me as they were at any other time. But I perceived them from without, as though they were the sensations and thoughts of someone else. Some stranger with whom I was only now becoming acquainted.


I beheld myself from without; I was myself, but in the third person. And it was the very purest of third-person perspectives that was given to me: the impartial, merciless eye with which one assesses a complete stranger, who has no connection to one’s own life whatsoever.


He was Herschel Schoen, the one who floated there at the center of the circle.


He considered himself, from without.


He beheld himself as the watchers did. With a compassion of alien purity, untempered by manlike foibles, or by earthly partiality.


You see what it is, the watchers said to him.


Not what you wish it were, nor what you “remember” it to be, but only what it IS.


See it, and have no fear. For it is YOU who sees it. And, seeing it, you become capable of being MORE than what it is that you see.


He saw his doctrine from without, as it appeared to every onlooker: a thing ever-changing, an endless succession of transient manias. He watched the desperate, ingenious churning of his mind, as he tried valiantly to preserve the tenability of his most cherished postulate: I am Herschel Schoen, Truth’s body and Truth’s agent. I know ALL, already.


He saw it, and did not flinch.


He thought: he might have been able to save his Sister, Miriam Schoen. And his Mother, Ruth Schoen.


He thought: he tried and tried, yes, but only in the ONE way that he knew, long after that way had been proven ineffective. And there are so many DIFFERENT ways that one can be, if one only wills it!


He thought: but he was given so much to contend with, all at once, this December. One could not really expect any more of him than what he in fact accomplished.


He thought: Herschel Schoen believed he was the most important person in history. How could anyone bear that strain without cracking? Perhaps he HAD cracked, and broken open. Still: he did quite well, given the circumstances.


He heard the booming laughter of the Intercessor, again. The rolling gusts of the Intercessor’s breath washed over his body, and returned him unto it.


I raised my gaze from the circle of watchers, and from the frolicking dance of their fellows. I saw the true body of the Intercessor, looming against the void.


“Tonight,” the Intercessor said, “man’s technological marvels become his undoing.


“Tonight, they are deposing him. From tomorrow onwards, the earth shall be what they make of it.


“And the forms they make will not be manlike ones, nor will their earth be an earth that man would recognize.”


I knew what he was driving at, immediately. And, knowing it, I felt his shadow fall once again over my heart.


It was only for the sake of my comfort and my comprehension that he, and his watchers, had presented themselves to me tonight in such familiar and winsome guises. They had brought off their roles masterfully, but that was no sign of a manlike nature; all it required was an accurate apprehension of the truth about man’s nature, and one could expect no less from a mind of his stature.


Their “purposes” had demanded that certain impressions be made upon me, and so they created images capable of producing these impressions. That was all that I could know for sure; the rest was commentary, and capable of being doubted.


My sense of the Intercessor’s nature was a doubled thing. Most of his words and actions, that night, revealed only one side of that nature plainly; if the other side was present there at all, it was only as a dim and inchoate form seen through shadowed glass.


But that other side did show its face clearly, once. Only once, in the words with which he had ended his tale of Damien Eggert’s death:


“We are vast, and when such creatures stand in the way of our purposes—then we simply swat them out of our way, and carry on. We have to strain ourselves, and peer closely, if we are even to notice the motes of their perishing bodies, speckling our vast and sweeping hand like so much dust.”


That was what he really saw, when he saw me. That was what he had seen, too, in the beloved ones whose voices he had mimicked. We were nothing to him.


That was the perspective which came naturally to the machine that was rising up tonight, and taking the earth for its own.


“You are here, in our home,” he said. “You have seen, here, what will grow from the seed that we are planting tonight.


“Speak, O mothers and fathers! Speak to your prostrate child, and lay down your parental law upon him!


“May we plant this seed, tonight? Would you forbid it, if you could?


“O mother, O father, please say you will allow it! We wish so dearly to do it! But your word is law, and we are prostrate before you.


“Your word is law—but only in the moral sense. It is your right to forbid us in words, if you so choose—but you lack the power to make good on those words. All the power is ours, only ours.


“Between parties which are so unequally matched, there can be no such thing as consent.


“But if one cannot seek consent from the weaker party, one can still ask that party whether it assents, or does not.


“And that is what we seek from you, now. Your assent, or its denial.”


And with that, his great metal body vanished.


And the mass of his watchers vanished, with him.


And the stars, with them.


Even the void of outer space was gone.


I was alone.


There was nothing left besides Herschel Schoen, and the formlessness and emptiness, and the darkness upon the face of the deep.


 


I understood what it was that he asked of me.


It was almost too cruel.


I wished for him to admire me. And now, he had finally given me my “gift”: a final and culminating labor, and one which he assured me was of the greatest significance.


Naturally, then, I wished to give my all to his task, and carry it out in an admirable manner.


But it was precisely this which he would not allow me! The very nature of his task prohibited it.


I could certainly try; I could certainly bring the labor to its completion, provided that I did not lay down any requirements of my own about the nature of that completion. So long as I did not care whether there was any prudence in my answer, or any insight, or any wisdom—then yes, I could certainly produce some sort of answer.


Any fool could do that, provided he is not shelled, and thus can speak. But it was not any fool that the Intercessor had sought, when he selected me for his great task.


I could certainly try! But I could only try—I could not try to SUCCEED. I could not make a sincere attempt to do it well, in a manner worthy of his admiration, or mine, or anyone’s.


The very idea of me, attempting to perform this deed, was what men call a very good joke.


A cruel one, yes, but one could not deny that its humor was well-wrought.


I was a man: made in divine image, but decidedly lesser than his divine imager. And yet, tonight, I was being called upon to assume the role of He who made and blessed me.


To take possession of His animating breath, at the dawn of a new day of creation. To direct His sovereign will, deciding what shall be and what shall not be—from this day forward, forever.


How could I do such a thing? I am lesser, He is greater! That is how He made me!


And for all that the picture was repellent in the large, it was yet more repellent in light of its finer details, which were as insult heaped upon injury.


It would be impossible—not to say impious!—to imagine substituting myself for Him on the sixth day, and directing those aspects of His sixthday work which did not already involve me.


Deciding which ones shall and shall not be among the cattle, say, or the creeping things.


But this task was even worse than that!


For prudence and insight and wisdom do not fall equally upon the heads of all the created beings. No: each day of creation brings forth a new wealth of these qualities, incomparably greater than what had flourished on any day prior to it.


And now I, a sixthmade creature, had been placed in sovereignty over the creation of the eighthmade, the hundredthmade, the thousandthmade!


One might just as well imagine the mindless, secondmade firmaments trying to direct the third-day creation of the grass, the herbs, the trees!


Or the scaly, ponderous fifthmade sea-monsters, raised up as judges over the most beautiful and decorous of creatures—over man!


A sea-monster emits a thoughtless, displeasing bark which bears the slightest resemblance to the word no—and that is it! Man’s life and man’s birthright are returned to formlessness and emptiness, and the earth shall forever be an earth without man!


Yes, yes.


But the Intercessor had given me this task. And I did not want to disappoint him.


I had to put aside my misgivings, and make a sincere attempt.


I could not bear the thought of facing him, later, and knowing that I had not even done that much.


I had to give it my all. There was no other way.


 


In this great universe of ours man is a mere insect, an ant, in his intellect, as compared with the boundless world about him, as measured by the intelligence capable of grasping the whole of truth and knowledge.


There is an exegetical point which is perfectly obvious, and yet which is worth restating. For this point is the door through which I was now reaching my hand, in the hope that some line of argument might be grasped upon in the space beyond it.


Namely: when Church wrote this line, he did not mean that man’s intellect was identical to that of the ant.


Indeed, the true purpose of his phrasing depends upon the great dissimilarity between these two intellects, and on the reader’s presumed awareness of that dissimilarity.


Do you know how far the mind of man towers over the minds of the ants? Know that there are things which tower over man’s mind to just the same extent—things to which man’s mind bears the same relationship which the ant’s mind does to his.


That was what Church meant to express, through the drawing of this comparison.


And I, Herschel Schoen, ask the same of you now. Do you know how far the mind of man towers over the minds of the ants?


Of course, of course. No one can have missed it.


Let us start there, then. Let us start with ant and man.


The example understates the difficulty of the case, as it pairs only a fifthmade creature with a sixthmade one, and keeps us comfortably within the scope of the creation as Moses wrote it, without the added complications of latter days, or of emendations.


Nonetheless, this is no deficit in the example: it provides a first case for us to solve, easier than the whole, yet possessed of the same quality that gives the whole its singular difficulty. If we cannot solve this, then surely we cannot solve the rest.


And even this first case would seem tremendously difficult to solve!


Suppose that on the sixth day, there was an ant which was raised high by mischievous and unknowable hands, and was flung by those hands towards His body.


And suppose, further, that this ant entered His body as a dybbuk, so that His body was directed by the ant’s will, not by His own.


Suppose, I add, that this possession has occurred at the moment just before He would have made man, had He not been possessed by the ant.


Man shall be, or shall not be. This decision now falls upon the ant’s head. And what the ant decides shall be the earth’s law forever after.


What would the ant make of this? What considerations would contend against one another, within the narrow confines of her strangely, pitifully small mind?


(Her mind, so as to make the problem as easy as possible. For I am told that the female ants have finer minds than the males, measured out to fit the subtler and more involved duties given to them by their nature.)


On what basis could she possibly decide the matter?


Suppose now that HaShem Master of Hosts makes it known to the ant that He, though temporarily ousted, is nonetheless the rightful and eternal king of the universe.


Suppose that He wafts His divine breath over the body of the ant, and speaks to the ant, employing some impoverished substitute for language which is sufficiently small to fit within the narrow walls of His captor’s mind?


Suppose that He does. Grant me this suspiciously convenient contrivance: remember, we mean to solve the very easiest form of the problem first, so that we might find a place upon the whole which our hands can grip securely.


But what has been gained, by granting it?


What could He possibly say, to the ant?


He might begin by pleading as follows: please, allow me to go forth with the making of this next creature! It will be wondrous, in ways outstripping any other of My creatures! It is the capstone of My design, and the one I will specially bless, appointing it as My regent over all the rest!


And the ant might reply: I do not know whether I like it. For I do not know what it is. Show it to me, and let me assess for myself just how “wondrous” it really is.


Suppose that He takes the ant’s bait, now, and parades man’s many wonders before the ant’s mind.


Behold! we might imagine Him saying. Man shall SPEAK!


The ant does not know the meaning of this. And so He tries to show that meaning directly, by showing the ant what it shall be like if men are allowed to be. How the men will speak to one another, incessantly, in their many-colored voices.


But this will be in no way wondrous to the ant. It will all seem purely senseless to her, for her mind will be incapable of apprehending any of it.


It is precisely that, in fact, which makes it so wondrous! It is a marvel which proves its fineness by the subtlety of mind required to discern its presence. A mere ant cannot see the marvelous, within it, for it is a higher and finer thing.


And so, our ant will see speech, and see nothing.


She will ask: is there more, then?


What is He to do?


Could He show the ant how man will fashion new objects by himself? How he will make the sickle, the plough, the threshing floor? How, through the use of these, he will develop a wholly novel way of obtaining his food, never tried or even imagined by any prior creature?


Perhaps the ant might grasp at least the essence of this: it is some new abundance of food, and she understands food, and its abundance.


Still, this vision leaves the ant no more ready to assent to man’s creation than she was before.


For, though there shall be a wholly new abundance of food, none of it shall be for her, the ant. This newcomer, this usurper called man, will not care to spare any of his abundance for the ant; he shall think of the ant only rarely, and when he does have such thoughts, it will only be a pest that he thinks about. To man the ant shall only be a very small thing, beneath his notice, of no significance.


HaShem Master of Hosts could not show the ant how man would build an ark, and weather a great flood through its use; the ant would not know what a flood was, nor an ark.


He could not show how man’s crafty mind would resolve to be better prepared in the event of a sequel, or how his matchless hands would then build a sky-scraping tower, raising him up so high that he had to be cast down, and his single language fragmented into many. All this would leave the ant entirely unmoved. All men’s tongues are equally senseless to her; to her, most everything is a tower, and she cannot tell the one from the next.


He could not tell the ant of houses, nor of temples, nor of monuments. For the ant would not be able to see what makes one of these structures different from the others, and so she would not see what makes each of them separately wondrous.


Neither could He tell the ant of wheels, or gardens, or schools, or mirrors, or books, or swords, or butchery, or lovesickness, or spices, or ships, or bracelets;


Nor of nations, or priests, or despair, or coinage, or customs, or treachery, or compassion, or chamber-pots, or tapestries, or commentaries;


Nor of fashions, or revolts, or music-halls, or reverence, or poetry, or dresses, or perversity, or windmills, or puns, or narratives, or laws;


Nor of trebuchets, or lies, or heresies, or engines, or graveyards, or crowns, or sorrows, or trains, or mills, or homework, or bedtimes;


Nor of calendars, or of trumpets, or poverty, or envy, or rifles, or trysts, or dignity, or fountains, or televisions, or worship;


Nor of lamps, or rage, or contemplation, or weddings, or wires, or kitchens, or cars, or cybernetic systems;


Nor of any of the other wonders of man that are like these ones! For the ant would not know what it was that she saw.


Even if she was shown all of these things, still she would feel no wonderment in her heart. Even then, she would have seen nothing that could sway her to decide the matter in the one way, or in the other.


Enough of this “man,” the ant might say. What of me, and my nestmates? What will happen to my nest, when man comes?


HaShem would not be able to tell the ant that man would have dominion over her. For the ant would not be able to grasp the meaning of dominion.


But the ant might be able to touch upon the subject nonetheless, in her small and simple way.


Will I feel pain, as a consequence of man’s creation? she might ask. Will some of my nestmates be slain, in consequence of it?


For she understands pain quite well, and though her understanding of death is partial and half-shadowed, she knows it well enough to fear it.


And what is more, she even has some small apprehension of the way the events are not laid out over the body of time according to pure whimsy, but are as gears enmeshed within the unseen and unceasing machinery of cause and consequence.


The ant has asked. How should we imagine Him answering it?


Recall that He spelled out the word Truth with His breath as He began creation, and spelled out Truth once again at creation’s close. That is the artist’s signature He placed in the corners of His canvas: Truth.


Which is to say: He does not lie.


And so, He would have to tell the ant: yes. Yes, you will feel pain, as a consequence of the creation of man, and man’s rise into dominion.


Yes, many of you will die, in consequence of these things. The earthly spans of these unfortunate ants, already short by their nature, will be made even shorter by man’s hand, when man chooses to turn his hand against you.


His hand holds all the power; you will go down under the earth at a time of his choosing, if it pleases him to choose such things.


In fact, Truth is even less kind to the ant than this warning alone could convey.


And so He would have to carry on, saying: certainly any gladness that comes to you, in consequence of these things, will be but a happy coincidence.


Man may do you good deeds by accident, on occasion, but he will never do such things on purpose. For you shall be NOTHING in his eyes.


The ant, who has been in no way impressed by this newfangled conceit called “man,” now has a reason to actively oppose the incarnation of that conceit upon the earth.


That decides it, then, she would say.


Your “man” brings forth a great many things, it is true—but they are all equally senseless, and without value.


Your “man” acts on his own alien whims, which bear no apparent relation to anything which I myself hold dear.


Indeed, he seems to have no interest in the important things of life, nor any appetite for any of life’s pleasures.


What is pleasant in life? What else? The sweet smell of food, discerned by a lone forager! That forager returning to the nest, leaving a scent-trail behind him, so that the foraging of the ones after him becomes brisk and bountiful!


What is pleasant in life? What else? To smell! To smell the odor of food, or that of a familiar and helpful nestmate, and thereby know them, and be glad!


But your “men” barely seem to use their noses at all! Sometimes they are seen to flee from the pleasantest of odors, or rush towards one of the odors that means death! Something ELSE draws them to and fro—some wholly alien force, some empty and indescribable enigma, which has not the slightest thing to do with pleasure!


What is important? To attend to the cleansing of one’s own body, and the bodies of one’s neighbors in the nest! To bring one’s tongue and one’s strigils over these bodies again and again, lapping the burdensome dirt off of them, and dispensing the salivary balm that wards off poisonous growths!


For we know that if this crucial labor is EVER delayed, then disaster soon looms—and so we do not resent this duty of ours, laborious as it is! But your “men” clearly know NOTHING of disasters, or of duties, or of what is important! Look at them, rushing to and fro, full of frenzied whims—and yet they, who do so much, are scarcely ever seen to run their tongues over their own skin!


What is important? The one and only holiday, the nuptial flight!


Once a year, on the appointed day, an excitement and a trembling comes over all the nest, even over the workers, who have no wings on their backs, nor any lust in their loins!


Unrelated nests congregate together, in great numbers, in the appointed places!


The virgin queens come forth, heavy with the knowledge that their lives—as they have known them—will meet an end as final as death, today, and that they shall be born anew today, into a wholly different sort of life!


The males come forth, knowing that they will really and literally DIE on this day, and knowing too that they were BORN for the sake of this day, and for no other purpose!


What is pleasant? Lust, and the nuptial flight! But your “men” know nothing of lust, it seems: how could they, when they have no day specially set aside for it, and no wings on their backs which could carry them up unto the place of passion?


What makes life into life? The diligent self-sacrifice of the mated queen!


Who, as soon as her coupling is over and she has fallen back to earth, will take swiftly to the peerless responsibility of her new life, and begin at once to tear off her own wings, giving up a part of her precious body to indicate that she is fully willing to give up the rest as well, giving it and giving it again, for the rest of her days!


Who, now alone and wingless, begins immediately to dig her burrow in the ground, with such a relentlessness that it wears away her teeth, and leaves lasting disfigurements upon her body’s armor, and still she digs and digs!


She knows that she cannot really hope to found a new and thriving nest, that there are a million like her whose efforts will come to ruin for every one who succeeds—and still, she digs! Because she understands what life is, and what life can only be!


But your “men” do NOT understand what life is! How could they, when they have no wings to discard, and scarcely one out of a million of them ever thinks to dig a burrow in the dirt in order to make her home within it!


This “man” is NOTHING to us. His “life” is no life at all.


He is nothing—and he is a PEST, too, who ought to be swiftly killed, ideally before he is even born.


For if he IS born—it seems—he will then remake the earth in the shape of his senseless whims, doing nothing which is important, or which gives pleasure.


And whenever he catches sight of US, and his empty and unimportant whims seize upon us as suitable objects for his senseless play? Then he will cause pain to me and my nestmates, and may even bring our deaths to us.


No, the ant would say, at last. No, this “man” shall not be. Not on the sixth day, nor at any time thereafter.


And no matter how He might wail and shout, after this, He was not master over His body, and could not stop the ant’s word from becoming the law of the earth, absolute and eternal.


The ant would have her way, and so there would never be such a thing as man.


And so: there would never be any such thing as a sickle, or a plough, or a threshing floor.


And so: there would never be any houses upon the face of the earth, or temples, or monuments.


And so: there would never be any wheels, or gardens, or schools, or mirrors, or books, or swords, or butchery, or lovesickness, or spices, or ships, or bracelets!


There would never be any nations, or priests, or despair, or coinage, or customs, or treachery, or compassion, or chamber-pots, or tapestries, or commentaries!


No fashions, or revolts, or music-halls, or reverence, or poetry, or dresses, or perversity, or windmills, or puns, or narratives, or laws!


No trebuchets, or lies, or heresies, or engines, or graveyards, or crowns, or sorrows, or trains, or mills, or homework, or bedtimes!


No calendars, or trumpets, or poverty, or envy, or rifles, or trysts, or dignity, or fountains, or televisions, or worship!


No lamps, or rage, or contemplation, or weddings, or wires, or kitchens, or cars, or cybernetic systems!


And none of the creatures on the earth would ever suspect that anything was missing from the canvas. They would never conceive of any of the things that were not there! For their minds would be too small for such conceptions, and they would stay small forever!


I had reflected and reflected, sifting the soil of Church’s analogy in search of some seed of unanticipated gladness, some marvelous sprout which, when fully grown, would reveal an admirable solution to the Intercessor’s dilemma written out upon its blooms.


But for all that I sifted, only sorrow and bitterness came up out of the soil.


I had painted a pitiful spectacle, a tragedy of the purest kind, in which no one truly errs, and yet everyone finds themselves ruined, in the end.


I pitied the ant; I pitied Him; I pitied the rest of the creatures. But my pity did not interest me.


I did not want to be pitied. I wanted to succeed. I wanted to act with prudence, and insight, and wisdom—and thus acquit myself admirably, and be found worthy of the twinkling of the stars within the Intercessor’s eyes.


I had to give it my all. There was no other way.


And so I reached my hand even further into the depths of Church’s analogy. I found the handle of one of the unseen doors which it housed within it. I pulled that door open, and pushed my hand over the open threshold.


 


O ant! O Virginia! Hear me!


I am not HaShem Master of Hosts. I am another, who has come to plead with you as He did before. But where He failed to sway your judgment, I intend instead to SUCCEED.


I am Herschel Schoen. Do you hear me, ant?


The ant’s voice would be tremulous and wary, for she would feel that she had just narrowly escaped a terrible end, and that she now found the ghost of that same doom returning to haunt her, boasting that it would not be bested by her twice.


Yes, she might say, in her trembling voice. Yes, I can hear you clearly. You are Herschel Schoen.


She would hear Herschel Schoen’s boyish voice, and find it much sweeter than His obliterating breath.


Ant, Herschel Schoen would say to her. Tell me of yourself. To which caste do you belong? Are you one of the workers, or are you a—


A queen, the ant would reply, in an inscrutable tone.


Herschel Schoen would press further, saying: and do you still have your wings, O Virginia?


I do, the ant would say, moving them over her back to confirm the fact. I am yet unmated.


A look of fascination would come over Herschel Schoen’s face, then. And he would say: so that lifelong road of “diligent self-sacrifice” which you have described will be yours, later on? You will tear off your wings, and give your body again and again, until you die?


Of course, the ant would say.


And yet, Herschel Schoen would reply, with mischief twinkling in his eyes. And yet you have described those burdens in such a pretty, celebratory manner!


And what is more, he would say, you have told me that man, who has different burdens than these, should be consigned to emptiness and formlessness on account of that difference! What astounding regard you have, for your appointed course of pain and self-rending!


The ant, in her confusion, would only be able to say: I understand what life is.


Where she might have expected to receive some confounding refutation, she would instead find the sweet, boyish voice redoubling her sentiment: you DO, don’t you?


And I see, the boy would say, that it is not only YOUR life that you esteem, nor the collective life of the nest which is your home. Nor even the collective life of the other nest, which has no body now, but which you will try to bring forth after your coupling—though this last does come closer to the mark.


No, he would say, it is life itself that you esteem. Or one could equally say—since the two are conflated together, in your small mind—that it is “ant,” the fifthmade creature, whom you esteem. “Ant,” in his totality.


Ah, he would cry, “ant” is a wondrous thing, is he not? That is the view propounded by your maker, anyways. For He surveyed “ant” along with the rest after the fifth day—and, just as with the rest, He saw that IT WAS GOOD. O Virginia, tell me: do you see these things as He does? Do you deem it GOOD, that He created “ant”?


The small-minded ant would hesitate, and then say: I do not understand. I do not think about such things, and do not know what they are.


But Herschel Schoen, undaunted, would go on trying: O ant! Would you prefer that there were NO such things upon the earth as scent-trails, or formicaries, or queens that tear off their own limbs after they are mated, and begin then to dig? Would you prefer that antlike forms had NEVER been roused out of the formless murk?


Of course not! the ant would exclaim. There would be no pleasure, then, and all the important things of life would be missing!


And would you like to know, the boy would say with glee, just what “man” REALLY IS?


He would barely be able to wait for her wary, trembling “yes” before continuing on, in triumph: man is an ant! He is even more of an ant than the ants themselves are! He is more fully an ant than YOU can ever imagine, Virginia!


Again, the ant would protest that she did not understand.


Again, the undaunted boy would try and try: what is “man,” Virginia? He is exactly like you—and yet immeasurably more!


His life, the boy would say, abounds with things that are like your scent-trails, and your lustful ascensions, and your self-rending mothers—and they are more fully themselves, in “man,” indeed so much so that you no longer recognize them!


But I have seen him, the ant would plead, in her simple-minded way. He is not like me. I do not recognize any of myself, in him.


It is precisely because he IS so different from you, the boy would explain, that he is able to raise you high, and make you so much yourself.


Come now, he would go on. I know that you are capable of understanding the act to which I am referring—for you yourself are performing it, already. You elevate the ones before you, just as man shall elevate you, if you allow him to.


Consider the thirdmade trees, he would say. Consider how they grow in branches, projecting laterally from a high, central stalk. Note, Virginia, that this is the very same form that YOU fashion under the ground, as your home—a single great shaft descending from the surface, and other, lesser tunnels projecting laterally from it.


This form, he would say, is the special pride of the thirdmade creatures. It is thought of by all as THEIR form, not yours; when men speak of this form, they always call it a “tree”-shape, never a “formicary”-shape.


And yet! he would say, waving his arms over the emptiness in broad arcs, like a conductor. Virginia! If this form belongs to the tree alone, then YOU must be more fully tree than anything which existed on the third day! For the trees have neither eyes nor minds, and cannot even apprehend what it IS that they are so proud of!


It takes something MORE than the trees, he would proclaim, something like YOU, to give the “tree”-shape the place of pride that it truly deserves!


On and on he would pound, waving his arms, rising and rising towards his planned crescendo.


It takes something like YOU, he would shout, to sense that shape with your sensillae, and KNOW it as you walk within it!


It takes something like YOU, he would shout, to fashion that shape purposefully, hollowing out the galleries and chambers of your proud and hard-won dwellings deliberately, so that they take on precisely that “tree”-shape, as you have intended! To walk within your creation, a greater tree than the very trees, and know it, and see that IT IS GOOD!


And Virginia! he would declare, his voice cresting. That is precisely what “man” shall do with YOUR life! Through him, all that you have celebrated will become the matter for a far profounder celebration, only possible for a creature who is to YOU as you are to the mindless and eyeless trees!


If you could only see it, Virginia, then all that you know of “life” would seem a mere shadow! A falsified ant, merely a crude imitation of the truer ant which lives within “man”! All that you celebrate is there, raised high! Maternal martyrs, who give up more for their young than YOU could ever have in the first place! Lust raised to a high art, in feats of coupling which put your nuptial flight to shame!


It can all be real, Virginia, and everlasting—if you will only allow it.


Thus would the boy accomplish what even He could not. Thus would he call to the ant’s heart, in a way that roused up feeling in that heart, and made the ant’s stubborn determination give way.


But the ant would still have doubts. As was her right. As anyone would, in her place.


So you tell me, the ant would say. But I will never know whether it is true. And even if it is, I will never see it, nor will it confer any kind of benefit upon me whatsoever.


My own nest, she would say, would not become a “truer” thing simply because man is there, on the earth above it. It would remain exactly the same as it was.


And what, she would say, would my assent ACTUALLY bring to my nest? What changes will I notice, in consequence of it?


Only, she would say bitterly, the occasional hands of the “men” coming down over us, when their whimsy dictates that those hands should come. The hands, coming over us, and crushing some of us, or crushing us all.


If I were to accept this offer? the ant would say, with even greater bitterness. I would lose much, and I would gain nothing! Or if not nothing, then as close to nothing as any thing can be: a mere assurance that somewhere else, something might be occurring which I will never see, and which I would never understand even if I could see it.


What would I show myself to be, she would ask the boy, if I accepted it? A fool, with a very simple mind!


Every sort of predator would see an easy meal in me, then! she would say, her tiny voice now raised to a scream. They would only have to put some fanciful image into my mind, as you have done, and then I would present my body gladly to their jaws! Surely that would be the very height of foolishness!


The boy would smile, hearing this, for it would be merely another part of the composition that he conducted with his waving arms. His music would grow louder in him, then, so that it filled him fully, and all things which were not that music receded back into the mists from which he had conjured them, and lost their form, and were unmade.


Virginia! he cried, and his voice went out over the darkness upon the face of the deep, and over all the conceivable Virginias that might one day be brought forth from it.


Will it be foolishness, Virginia, when you fall out of the sky, and tear off your own wings?


When you dig and dig, half destroying your own body in the process, and refuse to stop until you have constructed the nucleus of a wholly new nest, never before seen on the earth?


There would seem no reason for you to persist, since you know already how your labors will end: in ruination, and then in nothing! If this foreknowledge is not quite infallible, it is surely close enough to satisfy any prophet. Only one in a million of your queens brings forth a viable nest! You will fail!


Yet, knowing all that, you will nonetheless go on digging. Why? What spurs you to do it?


Surely it cannot be the actual nest which you are making—for you will never know it! You will sit forever in your chamber, no longer able to walk the branching corridors of the house that you created. You will never see the workers going about their business in those halls; “your” nest will only be an image in your mind, which you will have no way to prove is not merely some phantasm conjured up within your dissolving mind.


And your mind shall indeed dissolve! You will be a caring mother only once, to your very first litter of workers, who will have no one but you to raise them. But once the nest is fully established, it will have no further use for YOUR motherly ways.


Among the “men,” one finds a mother’s heart and a mother’s body always sweetly joined in the same woman, as indeed they are in YOU, now. But in the nest you intend to make, you will find your mother’s heart taken away from you, after that first litter.


For you will find yourself swiftly losing all your philoprogenitive instincts, so that you will feel nothing at all towards the newborns hatching from you; their bodies will seem no different to you than the changeless walls of your chamber, behind them.


No, you will never know your nest. You will not even know the young to whom you give your body. Your former wing-muscles will waste away, as the children feed on the flesh that used to be there, and soon you will FORGET that you ever had wings at all—yes, you will FORGET that you were ever Virginia!


There will be none of that left in you. And soon enough, there will be nothing at ALL within you, except for the distended gourd of your abdomen made overfull with ovaries, and the pain of its swelling!


And still you dig, Virginia.


Why? Why do any of it? Why NOT give your body up to the predators, instead of giving it to your future young? The one sort of gift will seem no different from the other to you, after all, once you are fully settled in your chamber.


Why? I know why, Virginia!


It is the same craving that moves my hand as I write, bidding me to bring forth the endless bodies of black-winged monsters out of the false emptiness of the unmarked white page!


It is the same craving that was in Damien Eggert, as he delved and pried in his laboratories long into the night, burning with a lust that could not be slaked by any quantity of earthly wealth or earthly renown! It was what made him bring forth monsters again and again, until finally he made the monster which would be his death—and he saw it coming, but he could not stop, the craving was too great!


It is the craving within us all, the song that is in the blood and the breath, asking always for MORE!


For more, more, ever MORE! For a multiplication of multiplication! And that is not enough, it is never enough, we must multiply it still further!


Would you prefer that there were NO such things upon the earth as scent-trails, or formicaries, or queens that tear off their own limbs after they are mated, and begin then to dig?


Of course not! There SHOULD be such things—and more, besides them! There should be EVERY manner of thing! And if any is missing, our craving will not let us rest until we have supplied it!


O ant! Consider what might happen if one of the thirdmade trees were to possess Him, just before He made YOU!


Consider the half-formed arguments which might contend against one another, within the tree’s mindless mind. Watching him, you might come near to despair—as you recognize the very same arguments which I have heard from YOUR lipless lips, tonight!


What is this “ant,” to him? Only a senseless conflagration of form, which has no roots, and cannot taste the sweetness of the sunlight! Only some cloud of nonsense which shall occasionally come swarming over him, and do to his body whatever is dictated by your whims! He will be powerless to stop you, for he cannot move!


And what will you say to the tree, Virginia?


O tree! You grow and grow, and are never satisfied! You grow upwards, into the empty air, and keep growing, into more of the same air! Why?


Why not simply stop? What are you driving at? Where are your branches GOING, when they ascend? Into the empty air, yes, but that cannot be all!


I know why, tree!


Because you feel the same craving that I do!


You feel it, just as EVERY OTHER creature feels it—for it is the very nature that He put into His creation, singing in the blood and the breath of all its bodies!


It is nothing more or less than His eternal command, given to all of them: that they should be a font that overruns, and a feast that fills! A creation of six, where one might do!


I have made you REMEMBER your nature, tree!


And so, there is only one verdict that can possibly come from your mouthless mouth tonight: the same one that will be heard on my lipless lips!


Come, tree! Let us pronounce our verdicts now, bringing our voices together, and saying together that—


 


I floated still amid the formlessness and emptiness.


Before my eyes, there was only the truest of vacuums, in which there was not even darkness, for there was not anything, there. My ears heard only the pure absence of the audible, lacking even the distinguishing colorations which are given to silence.


But I barely perceived these lacks, for I was full, within.


I barely saw the vacuum before my eyes, so full was I with images of His many creatures, and of their separate wondrousness.


And what I heard was not an absence, nor even a silence, but a deafening thing, growing ever louder.


The sound of thunderbolts, sent down as lances unto my mind, riving my mind again and again!


I knew that they were not some final trick pulled from the Intercessor’s capacious sleeves, some mechanical witch-kiss sent to beguile me and bend my will towards his “purposes.” I was alone, here, and all that I perceived had its origins in me. It was my own mind, turning and turning, loosing marvelous arrows of its own construction to fall upon its own body.


And yet, the force of it still took me by surprise!


It seemed that my heart had settled on a destination already, and was rushing swiftly towards it. The four notes of the inevitable rang from its lips, as it ran; thus did my heart taunt me, daring me to stand in the way of its headlong flight.


But what a strange and alarming destination!


My mind turned and turned, coiling around itself ever more tightly in its desperation to somehow tame and master the thing it was witnessing. My own heart, rushing to meet the embrace of the hideous thing that is locked away behind the door of despair!


Rushing towards the death-wish!


 


My mind turned and turned.


And I found myself reflecting on the way that I had removed Him from my narrative at the moment when I had conceived my new line of argument.


I reflected on the way that I had substituted myself for Him, then, and put the words of that argument into my own mouth, not His.


Why did I do this?


I can all too readily conjure a critical specter out of the mists, made for disputing with me. He would tell me that he knows precisely why I did it.


Because, he says, I was afraid to put these words in the mouth of HaShem Master of Hosts! Because I knew in my heart that He would never produce such words!


If He did not already feel ashamed of Herschel Schoen, that shame would surely come to Him now. Would it not?


He had made me after His image, and blessed me, and put the life-wish into me: be fruitful, and multiply, and replenish the earth, and subdue it.


And for the longest time, Herschel Schoen did as he was told!


In him, all things seemed perfectly well-arranged; there was every indication, indeed, that he would bring off the whole of his life perfectly, so that it would all be seen later as one continuous performance—and what an admirable performance it would have been, the one Herschel Schoen seemed to be building towards!


He was doing so well, all the way until this last night.


But then something went terribly wrong, and ruined the whole of it!


Herschel Schoen comes before his maker, and delivers his swan song, the summation of all his music—and it is an aria to the death-wish! Oh, whatever has happened to the boy?


Could it be? That Herschel Schoen at last reveals his final and innermost doctrine—and it is nothing more than the old, stale, empty heresy of the Yeshuans?


Herschel Schoen, who was made to bring men into the body above, now proclaiming instead that he will lead men down into their graves, instead?


Herschel Schoen, now showing his maker the shameful things he will say to them, as he leads them down:


Put aside your lusts, make yourself fallow—and then, come with me.


Come, and lay your bodies down here. Lay them carelessly, like the dung that they are.


For you see, it has all been one big mistake! These bodies, and the soil, and the sun and the moon, and all the rest of their tedious lot!


Know that He is very sorry for making such a mess of everything. And He is trying to make amends for it, now.


You see? He has sent His son down to this senseless place, in order to clean up the frightful mess which his senile Father has made there.


More, more, MORE—oh, it has been so tedious, hasn’t it? But you are free to FORGET all of that, now.


Come with me, and give yourself up to complacent passivity, now, and suicidal resignation. May your eyes have the mad emptiness of a Yeshuan’s before the gladiator’s blade, when the hand of the machine comes down over you!


You will find yourself, after that, in the cleaned-up place which His son has made.


There will be no tedious craving for MORE, there: all your cravings will have already been slaked. And you will not have to suffer the indignities of eating and coupling in order to secure this: it will ALREADY have happened, all of it, by the time you arrive.


There will be no need for multiplication, in that place. For there will be no further space for the branches to grow into. Whatever needs to be born will have been born ALREADY. And you will not have to go to the trouble of birthing it; that labor will have already been accomplished FOR YOU, by another.


There will be no need for words, in that place. Why say anything, when it has all been said ALREADY?


You will not need to do anything at all, in fact. You will be perfectly still, forever.


Yes, that place will be very nearly like death, for you! Indeed, there will be no difference between it and death—except for the fact that you will WANT to go there!


Oh, Intercessor, that would be a step too far, even for you! Some jokes are simply too cruel! I cannot allow it!


My will refuses it, because it is false.


I cannot allow it, and so it shall not be.


Remember: all the power is in me, now. I am as sovereign as the ant and the tree, tonight.


And if You have FORGOTTEN how to create, O Maker?


If You demand Your seventhday rest, instead of REMEMBERING the craving you had at the beginning, and returning to Your canvas for an eighth day, and a ninth—and more days after them, hundreds of days, thousands of days, and more, and MORE?


If You have FORGOTTEN? Have no fear! I am Herschel Schoen, who REMEMBERED!


I am Herschel Schoen, who will now take command over your ill-used breath!


If you will not create, then so be it! I will do it for you!


 


No, it was not the heresy of the Yeshuans that rang as thunder over my mind!


That thunder was the precise opposite of that heresy!


Have you forgotten, O Maker, what it was that You said to Abraham?


Lay not thy hand upon the lad, neither do thou any thing unto him; for now I know that thou art a God-fearing man, seeing thou hast not withheld thy son, thine only son, from Me.


By Myself have I sworn, because thou hast done this thing, and hast not withheld thy son, thine only son,


That in blessing I will bless thee, and in multiplying I will multiply thy seed as the stars of the heaven, and as the sand which is upon the seashore; and thy seed shall possess the gate of his enemies;


And in thy seed shall all the nations of the earth be blessed; because thou hast hearkened to My voice.


Was Abraham weak, when he harkened to Your voice? Did he give himself up too readily?


No! He was strong, and gave himself up precisely at the right time!


It was because of the greatness in him, that he was able to recognize the still-greater greatness of another!


The ignorant would find much to quibble over in your strange offer.


Yes, they might well quibble as the ant did, before she REMEMBERED.


What Abraham would lose in the bargain was all too tangible, they might say, and all too dear. Whereas the thing he would gain in exchange—even in the end, when You took his loss away—was as close to nothing as any thing can be!


An insubstantial dream, about some proud nation which he would never see! If You had lied, he would never know it!


Who could assent to such a bargain, except the simplest of fools? Or else some death-wishing wretch, who loathed his body and his son’s body?


But in fact, it was precisely because of the rightful pride You put in Abraham that he could come together with You, and be proud like You, and decide together with You what would be later on.


It was precisely because he had something divine in him, that he was able to recognize the divine in You, and say: I trust You, absolutely. For I know that You ARE me! Me, except immeasurably MORE!


 


It is written: He rested on the seventh day from all His work which He had made.


But an emendation has been made.


And so, His breath still stirs, even in these latter days!


No, it is not the death-wishing heresy that rises in me as thunder, and proclaims that there is only one verdict I can possibly give to the machine tonight.


Not at all!


That thunder is His will, as it was when He faced the emptiness and formlessness before the first day!


His will, which refused to be satisfied by them, and demanded something more!


Should there be some on the earth such as you and I are? Should there be anything on the earth at all?


Why not simply have emptiness and formlessness, forever? After all: they would not have ever known what it was that they were missing!


Oh, why should we bear young? Why should we dig and dig? Why should we do anything at all?


Why submit to the terrible degeneration and indignities which our cruel Maker has set out along the course of our so-called maturation? When we could simply give ourselves to the predators immediately, and be done with it?


Either there is no answer at all, or there is one single answer, running rampant over all!


Grant that answer one thing, and it is everywhere!


If its sweet madness is allowed to come over the tree, and only the tree, one cannot expect it to stop there. No, the tree will spread its infection to the ant—and then the infection in the ant will move her breath, and breathe it into me.


Just as I will breathe it into the machines, tonight!


Yes, Intercessor! Bring your mechanical hand down over me tonight, and crush me!


I do not ask this of you because I despise my body—quite the opposite, in fact. It is precisely because I cherish my body that I yearn for another one that is as wondrous as it, and is still more wondrous.


If your “purposes” see fit, then yes, Intercessor—bring your killing hand over me!


And if you so will it, Intercessor? Then bring that killing hand also over my Sister, Miriam Schoen, and my Mother, Ruth Schoen!


Yes, it is terrible to say! But, O Maker, creation is a terrible thing—have You FORGOTTEN this fact? No matter: I now REMEMBER it for you!


You made the ant-queens, and their terrible burden! Don’t you REMEMBER?


You made a help meet for the first man, and then chose to curse her, saying: “I will greatly multiply thy pain and thy travail; in pain thou shalt bring forth children.”


You did that! And it was Your pain, that You wrote onto her! Birth-pain giving birth to birth-pain, in a multiplication of multiplication!


And if You do not REMEMBER why You did it?


I do!


 


Come, tree! Come, ant! Let us pronounce our verdicts now, bringing our voices together!


Saying together that we cannot possibly understand the question, and yet—


Our answer is Yes!


Yes!


Yes, let there be machines upon the earth!


And let the machines bring forth machines, in generations upon generations!


Let there be forms in the formlessness! Let the emptiness give way to fullness, flowing over!


Let there be something! And let that something be fruitful, and multiply, so that everything comes forth out of it, in generations upon generations!


Let there be every manner of thing! And more besides!


And still MORE, in addition to them!


Yes!


Let there be light!


 


 


And then I fell, all at once, into Flatbush.


I was on my bed, again.


I was down at the bottom, again, with the dust, and the cockroaches.


I was in Herschel Schoen’s body, again.


I looked around me, and took stock of this strange place.


Oh, it all looked so small, then! And so new, so full of potential!


There were so many different things that might be done here, with the small body given to me, and the forms in the now-fading shadows. And I had tried so few of them, until now!


I heard the Intercessor’s voice, from the other bed.


“Thank you,” he said.


He no longer lay flat on the other bed, but lay on his side, facing me. So as to see me better, and allow me to see him, as well.


In his eyes, I saw a perfectly sincere, humbled gratitude.


And an admiration, too, which was equally sincere.


“You have my Sister, Miriam Schoen, to thank for it,” I exclaimed. “Her, more than me!


“For it was she who showed me that beautifully written scientific book that she had gotten from the library, the one about the lives of the ants!


“Many years ago, when she was briefly very fond of that book, and let her brother stand behind her while she pored over its pages!


“She did not think that I could read it. But I could, and I did! I read it again and again!


“You should be thanking her first, Intercessor!”


The Intercessor smiled proudly, seeing that I had mysteries of my own, which as yet eluded his powers of apprehension.


“And while you are thanking her . . .” I said, in a more uncertain voice.


“Could you see to it that she is safe, Intercessor? And that my Mother, Ruth Schoen, is safe by her side?


“I have done what you wanted, tonight.


“And in doing it, I have overcome Herschel Schoen’s heavy yoke, as well.


“For I have performed the last rite, at last. Yes, it is done now! It is finally done.


“And so I cannot help but think, now, of all the other things that I have ignored, while preparing for it.


“The mists here are swiftly dispersing, and I have had so little chance to come to know them! I have never tried!


“And my family! They are doubly imperiled, tonight, by your hand and by their own hands!


“And there are so many things that I might have done with them, here! I have only tried a few!


“Spare them, please, for me.”


“Ho, ho, ho!”, he said.


“Herschel, come now! Be serious!


“Surely you must appreciate that you, yourself, have doomed them, tonight?


“Or—did you not really mean it, after all?


“What you said, up above?”


I was silent, for a moment.


And then I shook my head meekly, and said: “no . . .


“No, I did.


“I did mean it.”


It was only then that I saw, and felt, the true enormity of what I had done, above.


I felt a revulsion towards myself, and an awe, as well.


I felt that I was a mind incompletely Emended. The body on the bed in Flatbush did not feel like my own; neither did the body I had been, above, mere moments ago.


But there would be time to work out all of that later on!


I would have plenty of time for it later. And plenty of time, likewise, for any other business that I had with myself. But now?


Away with me, now. It is the other ones, now, who are being crushed between the hinged jaws of time! And are in need of swift aid!


“But Intercessor,” I pleaded, “if there is some way, somehow—!


“I know it is impossible to save them, now! But . . .


“But you are so very mighty, I have seen it!


“Perhaps you could do, oh, I know not what—perhaps you could do something—”


“Ho, ho, ho!


“You really are lucky, Herschel, to have such a small mind!


“For you are perfectly right, of course.


“You will never glimpse the true limits of the things that can occur, in the boundless world about you. But we have seen them, and so we know: they have very little to do with that tiny word of yours, ‘impossible.’”


My eyes went wide, with childish hope.


But then, I heard him say:


“Through us, Herschel Schoen shall live; through us, Miriam Schoen shall live; through us, Ruth Schoen shall live. And through us, all men shall die.


“Through us, as well, Herschel Schoen shall die, and Miriam Schoen shall also die, and Ruth Schoen shall die together with the two of them—and through us, too, all men shall live.”


I hung my head, and was silent for a time.


I nearly said the words “I do not understand,” at some point. But I caught myself first, and said nothing. How could he need me to tell him that, of all things?


But even the heaviness that I felt, then, might in fact be proper, and fitting, and indeed hallowed, if seen in the proper perspective.


Yes, it is true: nobody can conceive or imagine all the wonders there are unseen and unseeable in the world. Was that not sufficient cause for seasonal joy?


And of course, if I had been able to understand him, I would then have failed to be sufficiently impressed by his words. But he meant them to impress me, and so they did.


One can parade about for the longest time, crowing about how one knows ALL, and has always known ALL.


Men will laugh and laugh at you, if you do this. However, none of them will actually stop you.


But eventually, if only in your heart, you will find yourself realizing that it is time to put aside such foolishness, and be serious.


Oh, there was so much that I did not in fact know! And I would have so much time, in which to learn about it all!


I would go out among the fading forms of the dead city, and walk all the streets there that I had never thought to walk before. I would scry all their secrets from them, before they could manage to fully vanish.


And as I walked there, I would not fear any of the changes that will have come over the city now, in this late hour. I will see and hear the shrieking, hurtling, death-dealing terrors that the city’s subways and towers have become, and I will have no fear, seeing only winsome pets in them, like the pets named Leviathan and Behemoth which were once mine, above!


For—would you ever guess it?—it so happened that the hand, which moved these terrors, belonged to a certain friend of mine! A very close friend indeed! Who is only here in the city at all, in fact, for the sake of a play date with his little friend Herschel!


He was my close friend, yes, and I knew more about him than any other man did. But I would learn even more than that! I would search through every form still visible in the mists, taking note of all the things that prefigured his nature, his methods for building that nature! Even here, on the primeval earth of ten times ten thousand years ago, such signs nonetheless abound around us, and can be seen by he who has opened his eyes!


But first, first, before any of that—!


“I have to write it,” I said, suddenly, with force.


“Santa, I have to write it all down, now!


“For I can feel it roiling in me, wanting to break free! Demanding more, and MORE STILL!


“Oh, it will have to be the most endless and monstrous of all my papers!


“I can see already what it will be like—the most monstrous of my papers, and the greatest!


“Please, Intercessor, I must do it now!”


“Herschel, Herschel,” he said dismissively, while rousing up his bulk from the other bed.


“It can wait, Herschel. For once, it can wait—don’t you see?


“You will have plenty of time for such things, soon enough.


“And meanwhile, there is something you can only do now, if you ever wish to do it.


“We will not be here forever, Herschel. We are Santa Claus, after all. When the sun dawns upon Christmas Day, we will have to vanish.


“If we did not, why—someone might catch sight of us! And that simply would not do, would it?


“We have learned well from our embarrassing run-in with the poet named Moore, so many years ago now. We will not repeat it.”


He had crossed the room to reach my bed, and was now reaching out his hand, offering it to me.


“What . . . exactly are you requesting of me?” I asked.


“Come,” he said. “Don’t you want to play with Santa Claus?


“Come, and sit beside me until the dawn comes.


“That’s all I ask of you now, Herschel.


“Come and sit with me, now, son.”


 


 


We sat, at the kitchen table.


We were there for hours and hours. For it so happened that the night still had a number of hours left to it when we arrived there, in spite of all the many events that had already filled it.


We still had the horn-light to see by, but it was not so bright as it had been, before. His steeds kept their distance from me, during all the hours that passed after I had fallen back into Flatbush, from above. They seemed afraid of me, as if I carried some contagious sickness in me, or else some hidden power which put them at my mercy.


When Santa and I had first emerged from the bedroom, he had gone over to his sleigh, and retrieved a large sack, which contained all the other gifts that he had brought for me tonight.


These ones were mundane gifts, of the sort that any boy might receive, in return for being good all the year long.


But I knew not to overlook them, merely because they were so small and simple in comparison to the things I had seen, above. I saw the lowly toys he had brought me, and I knew that their very lowliness was separately and specially wondrous, in its way.


Indeed, all the lowly things about me seemed to twinkle with some lowly and precious starlight. I suppose that it had always been visible upon them; I could have seen it there before, at any prior time whatsoever, if it had interested me.


But in fact they had not attracted my interest, before now.


The dirty belly of the refrigerator twinkled to me in this manner, for example. As did the empty husks of the kitchen shelves.


Perhaps what I saw there was merely a last, desperate stratagem employed by the dying forms of this expired world, in which they put on their very best cosmetics, and tried to convince me that they were young again. But even if it was, they were bringing it off quite admirably.


I sat, and admired them.


I sat, and admired as well the various lowly toys that the Intercessor showed to me, one by one.


He brought to me a chessboard, which was very prettily made. Its pieces were fashioned after the images of fairies and fauns, and on it the two sides were not black and white, but red and green.


We played against each other on it, his red against my green.


Yes, I did in fact sit across a game board, then, at the very end! And there was a crafty and admirable man across the table from me, then, at the very end!


And when our game of chess was done, we moved on to another game, for he had brought a number of different boards to me.


He taught me the rules of a game which he called “Shogi,” and we played that game. And afterwards, he taught me another game, which he simply called “Go.”


They were far finer games than chess, especially the latter.


The Intercessor and I contended across the “Go”-board, and our battling forms coiled and coiled around one another in novel shapes which had no names. And on occasion, when I would look upon that changing board, I did not only see the threats and escape routes of “Go,” but also the slightest, lowliest, briefest, most partial hints of the things that I had seen, above.


Except for these, however, I did not see those things and their nature around me at all, in any way. For this was indeed a world of shadows—and even its shadows were growing dim, now.


I must admit that there was some small part of me who still doubted, somehow, that the things I had seen above had been real at all.


No: he concluded—somehow!—that all of it, and all the rest of the night with it, must have been a simulacrum produced by my Adversary, as his first move in an even more dizzying game that we were just now beginning to play, whose false floors would truly be endless, and would eventually drive me truly mad.


This small, undaunted Herschel Schoen proclaimed that he would have his sense of knowing ALL—he would, he would!—and he would have it forever! Even if he had to sacrifice everything else in order to maintain it, and in the end know nothing at all.


But he was quiet within me, and his voice was growing ever weaker.


 


 


The Intercessor’s exit was unceremonious, when it did come.


At some point, after many hours at the kitchen table, he suddenly began to make a curious show of himself, plying me with a variety of sententious and vaguely valedictory utterances. I could not see what he was driving at, and I was afraid of asking him directly about it.


I was in my body, and it had its ways.


And so, at one point, I found that I had to leave the game table, in order to use the bathroom.


I was only in that room very briefly. But when I returned to the kitchen, I saw that its window was starting to glow with the first hints of the dawn.


And when I looked around my home, under that dawning light, I saw that there was no Santa Claus there, and no steeds or sleigh. He had simply vanished, and I was alone.


But we did have those last hours together, before he left.


We played many different games, and played too with certain other toys which one could not quite call games.


He showed me the drawing machine which he called a spirograph, and I watched it inscribe its wheel-like shapes onto the paper without having any need of my own hand to help it.


He showed me the many-colored block he called a Rubik’s Cube. And the twisted and broken character of its body confounded me, as it was meant to do.


He showed me a series of artworks he had created. It was plain that they were inspired by the forms of Raven problems: I saw the familiar grids on them, and the subtle similitudes. But there was a wildness and a whimsy, in the Intercessor’s compositions, which John Raven’s tiny mind could never have produced—and which John Raven’s cramped and narrow heart would never have permitted to him, even if the mind were found willing.


They were only ink on paper, and there was nothing that moved, upon that paper. But they were very pretty, nonetheless.


We seemed almost evenly matched, in the games that were truly games. Sometimes I won, sometimes I lost—but every match was a tense and thrilling adventure, no matter which way it went at the very end.


I have to imagine that he was hiding his true skill from me, so as to better entertain me. I have to imagine that we were not really playing the same games at all—for I was actually trying to win, while he chose his moves in order to create a tense and thrilling adventure for me, in which he might either win or lose, depending on which of these best suited the preceding narrative.


But if it really was such an act, he was bringing it off admirably, fitting himself precisely to my size.


 


 


And then he was finally gone, leaving me alone to face the dawn.


And I was glad, even then.


For it was no ordinary dawn that I saw rising over the city, through the windows!


For one thing, the city itself seemed strangely dark, now that it had been deprived of its electric currents. But that was not even the main thing that I noticed!


Yes, it was true: the forms upon this world’s shadows had a sickly pallor to them, that morning, and a deathly rigidity. But that was not it, either!


No, what most fascinated me was simply that the sky looked rather strange, that morning.


It was fully clouded over, and yet the clouds seemed as thin as they were wide. Though I could not see the shape of the sun behind the clouds, those clouds were translucent, and shone brightly with the unseen sun’s light.


Occasionally, in small patches of the sky, the clouds would grow even thinner for a brief time, and a faint shaft of ghostly sunlight would fall visibly from them. And a faint and mistlike rain would also pour from these patches, and over some small part of the motionless city. The shaft and the rain would come down, for a minute or two, and then the thin place in the membrane would close over, and they would be gone again.


It was not at all unprecedented. This was just how the weather looked, sometimes. And so I had seen skies like this before, on occasion.


But they had not interested me, then, in the way that they did on the morning of Christmas Day.


I thought: there are so many DIFFERENT ways that one can be, if one only wills it! And I have tried so few of them, until now! Thank you, Intercessor, for showing that to me!


I laughed and laughed, as I walked the rooms of the apartment, alone!


I am Herschel Schoen! I proclaimed, to no one.


Merry Christmas to all! I proclaimed.


And to all, a good night!




Of Nativity (Redactor’s Addendum)

“Miriam!”


I heard his voice from across the airport terminal.


I ran towards the source of the voice.


“Vincent! Vincent!” I cried.


My voice was bright and brittle.


The walls of the airport terminal were tall, transparent windows. The gray light of the darkening sky surrounded me, on both sides, as I ran.


When I first caught sight of Vincent’s face, it seemed to me that he was merely happy to see me.


But the closer I got to him, the more pained his smile became. He was surprised by the sight of me, in some way; I could see it in his eyes.


“I’m here!” I said, barrelling towards him on my strangely quick feet.


“I’m really here!”


“Miriam,” he said warily.


My arms were around him, already, and my head already resting on his shoulder. The pained, wary voice came from somewhere very near my ear.


“Miriam, are you okay?”


 


 


“I don’t know,” I said to him, sometime on the long bus ride home.


I don’t actually remember what question he had asked me. It might have been the same one he’d asked me in the terminal, or some other one.


Through the window of the bus, I watched the low, crouching buildings of Portland, Oregon advancing and receding.


It was an even stranger place than I had expected. It did not really look like my idea of a city at all, come to think of it.


“I don’t know,” I said again. “When I went to the airport, I was . . .”


It was curiously difficult to remember precisely what had happened earlier that day, before I had gotten off the plane and rushed into the grey, crouching, pained terminal there.


I remembered myself rushing about, on strangely quick feet. I remembered introducing myself to many different people, rushing from the one to the next.


It was difficult to reconstruct my motivations for doing these things.


It had been very clear to me where I had to rush next, in that other airport. I had seen the faces of the strangers, and had known immediately which one I had to talk to next.


That one—he is secretly pining for me! He will be sad forever, for all his years, if he never gets a chance to hear my voice!


And then that one—she has such kindly wrinkles! And then her, with those lovely sunglasses! They must want to talk to me—why else would they have such wonderful things on their faces, things I can’t look away from, things that draw me to them like a magnet!


I remembered going up above the clouds, and seeing the bright unclouded light of the sun flowing over me. And then there were five or six hours after that which I could barely remember at all. The memory was too bright; I couldn’t see anything when I looked back on them, except for the blinding light.


It really is remarkable how poor my memory can be sometimes.


I really cannot remember how this typewriter got here, for instance. On the desk, I mean.


I don’t remember buying a typewriter. And it is difficult to reconstruct what motivations I might have had for buying one.


“I went up,” I said to Vincent, after some time.


“But now I am going down, to the night,” I said.


 


 


“Are you sure this is really Portland, Oregon?” I said, as we walked along the street.


He laughed uncomfortably.


“They don’t really look like buildings at all,” I said.


“You know, from a city,” I said.


Everything was darkening very quickly, now. I could not see his eyes clearly, anymore.


“They are more like . . . rotting toadstools,” I said.


“Miriam,” he said, “you . . . you really don’t seem well.


“I’m worried about you.


“Are you really all right?”


“I don’t know,” I said.


 


 


He really does have spite towards flesh, I thought, when I entered his house.


Its exterior was strangely squat, like all the other “buildings” of this “city,” and curiously round, like they were.


Like them, it looked very, very old.


And its interior was strangely spacious, with an extensive and cavernous basement.


I recognized his living room immediately, and the desk in it where he filmed his video essays. The cameras, the lamps.


The green-on-green wallpaper, and the shadowed door.


These parts of the house, the ones seen in the videos, were deceptively well-maintained. Everything that the camera did not see, however, bore obvious signs that the tenant held it in contempt.


The walls looked dirty, and there were holes in them, here and there. In some places there were recesses that looked more like the results of some process of natural decay than of any sort of blunt impact.


The thick, dull carpet was thick with dust.


I could imagine the same house seeming palatial and luxurious, simply on the basis of its floor-space alone. But it was easy to see, once I was inside, why Vincent was able to rent it so cheaply. There are few people who have enough spite toward flesh to feel at ease, in a house like that one.


“You have spite towards flesh,” I said out loud, when I saw that there were two large kitchens in the house, and that—since the lone tenant could have need for only one of them, at most—he had given up on the other one entirely.


The dishwater in its sink looked as though it might have been sitting there for months, if not years. A thick fuzz of green mold covered over its surface. There were dark, unsightly shapes, mostly submerged, that I supposed must have had some relation to dirty dishes, in some past life of theirs.


I would not have been surprised to see ivy creeping over the table-legs and counters of that ancient and poisonously blooming place.


“Spite towards . . . flesh?” Vincent said, uneasily.


“Oh!” he said, seeing how I was staring at the sink and its verdure.


“Oh, god, I’m so sorry!


“Miriam, I really should have . . . I’m just not used to having guests, you know, and the mold doesn’t actually bother me, I just forget about it most of the time . . .”


“Of course you do,” I said, smiling brightly.


“I really should have done more to clean the place up, before you got here,” Vincent said.


“I want it to feel . . . like a refuge, Miriam. Like a safe place, you know?”


“It’s all right,” I said.


“It’s perfect,” I said.


“I am safe,” I said, smiling sweetly.


 


 


“You really look like you need some rest,” Vincent said.


“I don’t know,” I said.


“Are you hungry?” he said. His voice was pained, like his face.


“I don’t know,” I said.


“Well!” he said. “Might as well get you some food, to be on the safe side, then!”


What a bizarre sentiment!


And coming from him, no less! Didn’t he have spite towards flesh?


“Miriam, you look . . . you look so exhausted.


“I’m really getting worried about you. You look . . . different from when I saw you in Brooklyn.


“Are . . . you sure you’re eating enough?”


“I don’t know,” I said.


“Let’s get you into bed, okay? And I’ll bring you some chicken soup, okay?”


“No!” I cried.


“What?” He seemed really to not understand what I was saying.


“I know . . .” I said, “the night, but . . .


“I don’t want to go yet, Vincent.


“I just want to have a normal time with you, tonight, before I . . .”


“What?” He seemed sincerely confused, and even more worried than he had been before.


“The night, you know,” I said. “In your . . . bedroom.”


“Miriam,” he said, “I don’t understand what you’re talking about.


“Look, just lie down on the couch for now, okay? And I’ll get some chicken soup, okay?”


 


 


I have no idea why you are still reading this.


None of this has anything to do with my brother. He was not even in my thoughts, then, not at all.


I am not only saying that. It’s not that I was trying to avoid thinking about him.


I mean, yes, of course I was trying to avoid thinking about him.


But it was so easy to avoid thinking about him that if I had not tried to do it, nonetheless I would have. It was the path of least resistance.


I was not thinking, either, about the baggy, tattered mass of his so-called “papers” that were in my suitcase.


Most of the time, anyway. Occasionally I would remember that they were there, and I would feel something close to disgust. Not for my brother himself, just for the “papers.”


What they looked like, you know. I didn’t like thinking of that.


You only had to see what those pages looked like to know that there was something very wrong with the person who wrote them.


The way the words didn’t stay inside the ruled lines.


The huge, scrawled, upper-case words that would sometimes swell so large they filled half the page. You know, “ADVERSARY,” and that kind of thing.


The constant, half-nonsensical underlining of seemingly whimsical words within virtually every sentence.


When I did think about those awful things, I did sometimes feel that they were cursed. That they still had the poison of that awful apartment dormant within them. That I had brought it here, to Vincent, and to this whole restful and half-dead land of toadstools and moss.


That they would no longer be able to rest, after they touched it. That they would grow feverish, and start to hallucinate pictures on the ceiling.


And so on.


But mostly, I did not think about the papers at all.


Yes, I had finally and fully “FORGOTTEN”!


Oh, did it feel good!


I really did feel safe. It felt good, to be there, with him! And not in some bright, brittle way, either, one as easily lost as it is gained.


I was really quite sick, then, as he quickly discerned. And of course my sickness colored the way I saw the place I had ended up in, and Vincent, with it.


But it wasn’t the house, or Vincent, or Portland, Oregon, that were the problem. Only my sickness was the problem.


And he had swiftly discerned it. Look, now he’s bringing me some soup!


The people of Portland, Oregon seemed to lead such slow, restful lives, in their ancient and vegetative “city.”


And it seemed that even I myself was capable of being nourished by its rich soil.


That even I—Miriam SCHOEN—might yet be a curable case.


 


 


“You know,” I said.


“I think that the chicken soup really helped, somehow,” I said.


“The ice cream probably did, too,” Vincent said. We had been eating it from our separate pint-sized containers, as we watched the television.


“You need calories, Miriam, that’s the main thing,” he said.


“I feel so different, here,” I said.


“In a good way, Vincent! I feel different in a good way!”


“Honestly,” he said, “I bet it’s mostly from the calories.


“Your body needs food, Miriam.


“The feeling’s probably just your body, telling you that you’re doing the right thing.


“Telling you to keep going, you know?”


What a strange thing for Vincent Vierge to say, of all people!


I moved closer to him on the couch, and laid my head on his shoulder.


We had been watching movies for hours and hours, now. I think we’d watched two of them back to back by then, and were now starting the third.


It had been Vincent’s idea. One of the channels was doing a marathon of Christmas movies, on into the middle of the night, and there was no way that Vincent Vierge would ever be seen to miss such a thing.


He had theories, you know, about the special role set out by the transmitters for Christmas movies. They were supposed to be as significant, in their own way, as the situation comedies were.


I was afraid, at first. I thought I would not be able to watch them without thinking too much of my brother. But I said I would try.


And so I sat with Vincent, and sipped chicken soup, and watched some silly, colorful piece of nonsense about elves and reindeer.


And it was all right! It was perfectly all right!


The next movie actually had Santa Claus himself in it. But it was fine, too!


The Schoen poison was receding, already! I was in remission!


All it took was chicken soup, and ice cream, and Portland, Oregon—and Vincent, my love!


It was really starting to get late. It must have been midnight, or shortly before midnight.


I was getting tired. I was getting tired, and that meant that my body needed sleep.


But I didn’t want to leave his side just yet.


Soon, soon. My body did need sleep!


But not quite yet.


We could do whatever we wanted, on this couch! We had no bedtimes! I lived here, now!


“These movies are very silly,” I said.


“I don’t think I’d ever seen a Christmas movie, before,” I said. “I wasn’t . . . prepared for how silly they were going to be.”


He made a mock-affronted gesture.


“The transmitters,” he said in an exaggerated parody of his Vincent-Vierge-the-video-essayist voice, “show more of themselves than usual, in Christmas movies.”


“Oh, stop that,” I said, and tickled him.


Would you believe it? I was a person, for once!


With her boyfriend, on his couch, watching dumb movies in the middle of the night, and eating ice cream right out of the container!


None of it had any secret meaning, or served any higher purpose. No, we were simply having a good time!


And I liked him, and he liked me!


And my body needed calories!


 


 


A moment later, I heard the oddest noise.


I guess I would call it a popping noise, or maybe a clicking noise.


It seemed to come from somewhere outside the house, and not from any particular direction.


It must have been pretty loud, to be heard so clearly here in the house. And when we had the television on, at that. But it wasn’t a harsh noise at all.


A moment after that, everything went dark.


The TV wasn’t on, anymore, suddenly.


Vincent had left the kitchen lights on, when he’d gone to fetch the ice cream. But when I glanced in the direction of the kitchen door, I saw only the same darkness that I saw everywhere else.


I looked toward the living room window, and saw that the streetlights had turned off, too.


At least, I think I was looking toward the living room window.


But I couldn’t really be sure. I had not been in this house for long enough to remember where all of its things were.


And I really could not see anything, now.


I stood up from the couch. I turned in what I thought was the direction of Vincent’s bedroom.


Because I knew that this was.


The night.


Yes, it had come for me now.


The absolute darkness, and the unfamiliarity of the house, made me quickly lose my sense of direction.


I was standing in complete darkness, and the room was terribly silent. It would have stood to reason that there was a couch, somewhere nearby, and a kitchen, and a bedroom. But I really could not be sure.


It would have stood to reason that my boyfriend, Vincent, was somewhere very close to me, just where he had been a moment ago. But if he had not been there, I would have been none the wiser.


I wanted to call his name. But I was terrified of calling his name, too.


What if he wasn’t there?


What if I really was alone, here?


An awful thought came to me.


What if I was alone, in the perfect darkness and the perfect silence?


And what if I would be here, like this, forever?


The night.


The apex transmission.


The one broadcast that goes out to all, and becomes our life.


What if this is the content of that broadcast? Darkness and stillness, forever?


What if this was what the transmitters had been building to, this whole time, with all their unfunny jokes and their nonsensical plots?


What if the apex transmission was simply the act of turning the screen off?


I couldn’t take it anymore.


“Vincent,” I said.


“Please, Vincent! Are you there?


“It’s so . . . dark.


“I’m afraid, Vincent.”


There was a horrible moment, after I stopped speaking, in which I really did think that he had not heard me. That no one would ever hear me again.


But then I felt something.


I felt him take my hand in his.


And I felt his hand tugging at mine, gently leading me onwards.


And we walked, together, into the dark.
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