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ANGELS

by Matthew Weiss

PART ONE

THE KING

Once there was a kingdom which was divided into three classes of people. One class of people walked with their eyes on the ground; another class of people walked with their eyes straight ahead; and the last class of people walked with their eyes directed up at the sky. The society was organized in the following manner. Those who walked with their eyes on the ground attended to the king and offered him schemes of their own devising. There was one such schemer who approached the king with the following idea, that man is composed of two separate animals, one which looks out from the left eye and one which looks out from the right eye. These two separate animals are forced to do battle for control of that which comes singly: the mouth, the anus, and the genitalia. 


As they conversed, the king and the schemer were walking arm in arm along a certain path in the city, and as they walked, the king steered the schemer away from the laundry hanging from window to window, lest he become tangled in it. 


“And how will I know which one has won?” asked the king.


The schemer answered in the following way: “When one animal has subdued the other, we feel regret. When the two animals work in concert, we feel at peace.”


“And what are the consequences of this view?”


“They say that the eyes once crossed can never be uncrossed, but in the course of my travels I’ve never gotten that far. But if it were possible, then one eye could contemplate the sights of the other, and harmony would result. So every day I attempt it.”


And the king looked into the face of the schemer and saw that this was true. But he argued in the following way: “Surely when we look into the eyes of another person, we nevertheless see one person who looks out.”


“But how is it,” asked the schemer, “that one looks into the eyes of another person? For we only see our own eyes, which we can open and close separately!” 


And so, it is for this reason that the schemers keep mirrors upon their person for the king granted them this privilege so that they could see the eyes of another. 


Now understand that when the kingdom was young and had no king, the whole land lay in chaos. Those who walked with their eyes on the ground knew nothing of the make-up of the kingdom. Although they conceived a great many schemes, it was only when they happened to bump into someone by accident that they could explain them. They procured their livelihood in this way, by exchanging schemes for charity, and they would also eat the tubers that grew on the ground. Very often, it happened that these schemers would follow paths that led them beyond the kingdom into strange and dangerous lands, and because they did not have the sense to turn back, they would continue on their way until they ended up starving in the pathless desert.


Now those who walked with their eyes straight ahead were involved principally in the construction of the cities of the kingdom. They built their houses one after another along straight lines. Because it never occurred to them to build a second storey, the kingdom became very large with the houses of these laborers, and it took a great deal of time to go anywhere or get anything done. For this reason the oldest city of the kingdom was shaped like an arrow. The fletchings of the arrow was an ancient quarry from which those who walked with their eyes straight ahead got their materials. The first laborer emerged from the quarry and built a house at that spot, and the second laborer built a house just beyond the first house and so on, and in this way the shaft of the arrow was the houses of the laborers, which they built one after the other. When the children of these people were old enough, they were instructed to return to the ancient quarry. There, the men collected materials for their own dwelling places and returned the other way in order to build houses of their own. Along the shaft of the arrow, they met women who were also returning, and when a man and a woman met in this way, they were married, and settled together, and had children. 


There came a time when those who walked with their eyes straight ahead exhausted the materials of the ancient quarry. The men and women of this class now had no indication of the proper place to cease walking and return. They continued to walk unceasingly so that very soon the number of such people started to decline as they fell pray to holes, streams and other obstructions in the path. In some places, however, the arrow of the city of the laborers happened to point to another quarry, and so some perished and others did not.


Finally, those who walked with their eyes fixed to the sky came to know a great deal of the geography of the kingdom, and its cycles. They came to understand the movements of the sun, moon, and stars, as well as the birth and death of trees, and decline of houses, and the activities of birds. They had a tendency to wander where their eyes took them, and because the past and future of the kingdom was written in the rising and falling things, they could tell one place from another, and thus choose to go wherever they desired. But because they could not see the dangers before or below them, their numbers also came to decrease. Those who survived subsisted on the fruits of trees and on the gifts of those they talked to. They talked about the things they had seen, and those who looked down talked about the things they had heard, and those looking straight ahead talked about the things they had done.


One day a stranger appeared in the kingdom. He alone could see the nature of the disorder of the kingdom because he was able to pivot his head up, down, or straight ahead just as he wished. This is the story of how that happened. When this stranger was a boy, he was of the type whose eyes were directed towards the sky. He had the habit of wandering around his village every day. One time he decided to walk into a forest. He wandered from place to place until he found a certain tree which he liked to look at, a tree of pure white bark, which would change colors when the sun and moon shone on it. Every day he wished to return to the tree, and because he could not see the path leading to the tree, he found this very difficult. After several weeks, however, he was able to memorize the route to the tree and return to it when he liked. Afterwards, he would approach the tree daily and look at it. One time he saw a dozen hawks circling above the tree, and that night, he saw the moon spying on the tree through a break in the clouds. As he watched, the clouds covered up the moon, but when the clouds passed, a great rustling came from the tree, and a thousand bats rose up and covered the moon from sight. The next morning he resolved to climb the tree in order to speak to the birds. 


He came to the tree, and found that while he could see very well the branches above him, nevertheless he had no idea how to reach them. He approached the tree closer and closer until he and it were touching. The tree was warm, which reminded him of his parents, whose voices he had often heard, but whose faces he had never seen; for they too stared up at the sky, and the boy had only ever seen their chins. Therefore, the boy embraced the tree and clung to it. Thus he was able to shimmy up the tree, and once he had reached a certain height, he was able to reach for the branches and hoist himself up onto them. After a while, he found a place where the branches diverged, and there he could stand straight up among them, as if on a platform. The birds he had seen the day before were roosting on the branches, and they stared at him from above as if they had never seen anything like him before.


“What are you?” they asked.


“A human being,” said the boy.


At this they clucked, and fluttered up into the sky. As if to please him, they formed themselves into a great many shapes, each of which made the boy happier and happier. Finally, they returned to the branches where they had been sitting before.


“What were those lovely shapes you were making?” asked the boy.


“Those are the shapes the branches make. We memorize the shapes so we can remember which trees are good and which trees are bad.”


“They didn’t look like any branches I’ve seen,” said the boy doubtfully.


“That’s because you’ve never seen them from above,” answered the birds.


“Will you show me them like that?”


“Certainly.”


At this, the birds each grabbed a piece of the boy’s clothing, and carried him up into the sky. 


“How lovely and cool these clouds are!” he said. “And how bright is the sun!”


The boy turned his face to try to see the sun up close, but just as he did, the birds let him go from their hold, and he tumbled out of the sky, twirling in circles. Just before he was about to crash into the tree, the birds grabbed his shoes, and let him hang upside down above the tree. The boy had never seen the world like this before.


“That is the shape you made!” the boy exclaimed.


“Yes, it is,” said the birds. And after a moment, they lowered him to the ground, and set him right side up.


The boy craned his neck to look at them.


“I would like to make as lovely shapes as that, but I don’t know how,” he said.


“Sometimes we make shapes with our footprints in the ground,” the birds said. “Maybe you can do that as well.”


With that in mind, the boy found a tough vine and climbed the tree again. He wrapped one end of the vine around his feet and the other end around a branch. Then he let himself fall back into the air, until he fell just barely a foot above the ground. He reached out his hands and using them like feet, he traced in the dirt the shape of the tree that he’d seen. He spent all day making the picture as detailed as he could, until night fell, and the birds departed to roost.


Now it had gotten dark, and the boy was afraid because he couldn’t reach up to untie himself. Nor could he see his drawing any more. Suddenly, the moon came into view, and the boy was pleased because he could see his work again. But then the bats who cover up the moon appeared and drenched the ground in darkness once more. In fact, the bats were flying around the boy faster and faster, and some were landing on him, and he was very frightened.


“What shall I do?” he wondered.


Thinking quickly, he pushed himself off the ground with his hands, and started to swing with the vine. By twisting his body back and forth, he was able to knock the bats out of their flight with great force. Incensed by this behavior, the bats began to claw at him. But before they were able to hurt the boy, they clawed through the vine, and the boy fell in a heap. The bats, however, followed him, and he ran away into a large clearing, drawing the bats closer and closer, until soon he was able to see the light of the moon.


“Stop!” he cried to the bats.


At this loud noise, they paused. Taking his hands and closing his eyes, the boy felt for the ground and drew the loveliest tree he could imagine, such as the bats might like to roost in at the end of the night. The bats saw the drawing and, entranced by its beauty, the greatest part of them flew off in search of such a lovely tree. A few, however, remained behind.


“How did you come to draw such a lovely tree?” they asked the boy.


“I don’t know,” the boy said. “I closed my eyes and saw it in my mind.”


The bats were impressed.


“We would like to see more such lovely trees, but we need to find somewhere to roost before the night is over.”


“Perhaps we can make a deal,” the boy said. “I think I could draw even lovelier trees than this, if only I could see the ground while I worked. But I can’t see the ground unless I’m upside down. Therefore, this is the deal we ought to make. I will draw a tree for you every night, if you will live upside down, and roost on my chin, and weigh my head down so that I can see the world in front of and below me.” 


The bats agreed, and the boy became famous for the great heavy beard he wore, which weighed his head down whenever he liked. He alone could see everything above, below, and straight ahead of him. He became very wise not only because he had seen more of the world than anyone else, but also because he was able to draw pictures of both what he had seen as well as what he could imagine. When the boy became older, he appeared in the aforementioned kingdom, and came up with a scheme to put the kingdom in order.


And this is what he did. 


He called together all the people in the kingdom, and divided them into bodies of three, one of each class, and he called the parts of the body head, middle and tail. And he called the whole a body because three parts coming together in this way does not occur among inanimate things. 


Now, the kingdom happened to be bordered by a great forest on one side, a golden mountain on another, a very large lake on the other, and a desert on the last. The bodies were dispersed to these places with the following orders. To the tail, he said, “Keep your eyes on the sky, and look out for the places where one landscape changes into another, where the forest turns into the mountain, where the mountain turns into the lake, where the lake turns into the desert, and the desert turns into the forest. And when you come to a place like that, stop.” To the middle, he said, “Make sure the path ahead is clear so your companions don’t trip and fall.” And to the head, he said, “Make sure that no one waylays you in the course of your journey.”


When this was done, they rested for one night and then set off for another corner of the kingdom and then another, and so on. It happened that after a while some of them came to encounter the tracks of the others. And the man had foreseen this and told them to follow the heaviest tracks. And the people of the kingdom did this for one year, and a path was cleared surrounding the kingdom, and beaten by their feet.


Now, the man had said to middle, “Separate from the rest, and walk from corner to corner, keeping your eyes on the ground, and put down rocks on either side of the path.” And he had said to the tail, “Walk across the kingdom, and start at dawn, and trace the movement of the sun with your eyes, and mark its location when you reach the other side. And then sleep for one night, and when you wake up, turn around and walk half the sun’s course, and then stop.” And he had said to the head, “Keep the path of the tail straight, and when you stop, point straight ahead.”


And the king waited until this had been done, and then found the center of the kingdom easily, for the people had formed four arrows pointing to that very place. The king laid four sticks on the ground which radiated out from the center, and each stick was placed between two arrows. There the king built his city, and the city had four gates, one in place of each stick, so that they faced the corners of the kingdom, and led forth paths to those places.


Now those who walked with their eyes straight ahead were happy to live along these paths, for they were clear and easy to follow. By walking back and forth they could trade among themselves, and bring whatever they desired from any corner of the kingdom. Those who walked with their eyes on the ground were also happy because there was a series of paths that, no matter how long they followed them, would always lead them home. And those who walked with their eyes fixed to the sky were happy to be able to wander freely and explore within the safety of the kingdom’s walls. All this was so pleasing to the people of the kingdom that the king was made king.


The kingdom was nevertheless large, and the king often had need of the advice of the people, and so desired to keep them close. Therefore, he drew on a piece of paper a labyrinth made all of straight lines. Along each line, he made a mark at every breadth of his finger. He told those who walked with their eyes straight ahead to build this labyrinth by following the piece of paper, and for every mark taking a single step. The people who desired to give service to the king were placed in the labyrinth so that they could walk as they pleased, and always return to the same spot. And just there, at the entrance to the labyrinth, a guard was posted, and he carried with him a piece of paper, and he was looking down at it constantly. He used this paper to draw the schemes which the people would offer to him while they were passing by, and the guard would provide them with a little food and water, and send them back inside.


As the months passed, however, it happened that those who walked with their eyes fixed to the sky refused to stay in the labyrinth. If they came to a wall, they would begin to try to climb it in order to get closer to the sky, and so on. The king saw this was the case, and this is what he did.


He had those who walked with their eyes fixed to the sky go down into the homes of those who walked with their eyes straight ahead, and teach them to build houses which had more than one storey, throwing ropes up to the top of each house, and knotting ropes at intervals between them, and forming ladders. And they fixed some ropes to a platform so that materials could be hoisted. Then the king had them build houses of three stories, and so on. Next, the distances between houses were spanned with boards, and the king had them build railings so that no one would fall off the boards, and the boards were aligned so that they began and ended at the same spot, which was at the entrance to the labyrinth. Those who walked with their eyes fixed to the sky went up into this new labyrinth, which was raised above the houses, and wandered as they liked, protected by the railings. And because, as the months wore on, the houses grew taller and taller, they were always able to go a little bit further towards the sky. At the highest point, when their eyes flashed with the most excitement, the king posted a guard who listened to what each had seen, and took messages to the king. Then the men and women would turn back, and descend for a bit, and wait to go a little higher.


Years passed in this way, and the people of the kingdom were happy. But soon, they found that they could build their houses no higher or else they would collapse. And at night they heard crashes in the distance, and then other crashes, followed by crashes and crashes around them. And the people became unhappy. 


The king did not know how to solve this problem, and so he went to walk in the labyrinth with the schemers, and ask them what they were thinking. Now, in the close confines of the labyrinth, the schemers had begun to confer with one another, and they were beginning to think alike. When the king told them his problem, they began to talk together. They wondered, “What tends to rise ever higher and never come down?” And the answer was fire, which alone of all the elements, always tends upwards. So they told the king to equip the people with fires, and they had a great many ideas about how to accomplish this. So king gathered the wisest of those who look up, and he related to them these suggestions. 


One said, “It may be the case that fire goes up, but it can’t go up forever. Since every day, we see the sun rise and set, so that even fire must come back to the earth.”


And to this another one said, “Although the sun sets, the stars remain, which are also made of fire, and they stay at a very great height.” 


And another one said, “Although the stars seem to remain in place, they also rise and fall, only more slowly.”


 And another one said, “We have never seen a thing that rises, but never falls. Even birds come home at night to roost.”


So the king asked them, “But how is it possible that the fires we see on the earth always tend to rise, whereas the fires in the sky tend to rise and fall?”


And they answered, “We don’t know.”


Therefore, the king returned to the schemers to ask them why this was the case.


Meanwhile, the houses of the people continued to collapse, and they began to demand a new king.


The schemers asked the king to leave them for a while so that they could think, and for many days they conferred among themselves. 


Finally, they gave this answer to the king: “Perhaps the sky is like this labyrinth so that, no matter how far you enter into it, you always return to the same spot.”


To see if this were true, the king placed the most trusted man in charge of the kingdom and returned to the white tree where he had been taught by birds. He climbed the tree and asked the birds, “Have you ever flown around the whole world?”


“Of course,” they answered.


“And do you come back to where you began?”


“Yes,” they answered. “No matter how far you fly, you always return to the same tree.”


“But you only fly from side to side, you never fly straight upwards?”


“No, we always follow the ground when we fly,” they answered.


“What happens if you fly upwards?”


“We can’t. The air becomes too cold and windy, and it’s very dangerous.”


“Have you ever seen the sun?”


“No,” they answered. “We can’t get close to it.”


“If only those who look at the sky were like birds, and only desired to fly from side to side,” the king thought.


“We have heard of things that fly only upwards and downwards,” the birds said to him.


“Really?”


“Yes, but they are very rare. They live with the sun and moon, and on the various stars. They like to ascend ever higher so they rarely come to earth. In fact, they only come down when they are given orders.”


“Who gives them orders?”


“Their king.”


“Who is their king?”


“We’re not sure. They think that their king lives at the end of the world, and so they go up higher and higher in hopes of reaching him. They say that the higher they go, the more orders they receive from him.”


“And then they return to earth?”


“Sometimes they are asked to carry orders to earth, but before long they leave and try to fly up as high as they can. Because of this, it has taken them a very long time to get close to their king. Maybe some of them have reached him by now. We have no way of knowing.”


And saying this, the birds fell silent.


So the king thanked them, and descended from the tree, and returned to his kingdom. And coming up the hills, beside the forest, he saw the gates of his kingdom, and he went through them, and he stopped in each house, and spoke to the people there, and he comforted them. And when he was about to leave, he would ask them, “Have you ever heard from a thing that always tries to rise ever higher?”


And many of the people said that they had. 


And the king asked, “What did they say to you?”


“They gave us advice, usually.”


And the king thought about this, and then went to the labyrinth of the schemers, and he asked them the same question. And they answered, “Of course, we see them all the time! For a while, we thought they were only inside us, but we’ve talked together, and we’ve all seen and heard them. Sometimes they only whisper to us, and we can’t see them exactly. But every once and a while, in particular, when we’re sleeping, they come to us in a flash of light.”


And the king laughed and said, “So then it’s not just fire that always tries to rise!”


“Well,” they answered, “if they come to us when we hear them, then they don’t only rise, but also fall.”


And the king went to his palace to think about this answer. He lay upon his bed and fell into a deep sleep, but had no dreams, and so for days he wandered the palace deep in thought. 

MALACH

On the other side of the world, there was a kingdom in which the eyes of the people shone with light. The light originated from somewhere behind the eyes, and shot out from the eyes and touched an object, and in that way the object was illuminated, and therefore seen. The people were ruled by a king, and the king presided over a court very famous throughout the land. The members of the court each governed a portion of the kingdom wisely, and because the court was in harmony, the land was in harmony as well. The court was not so small that any of its members felt lonely and unable to speak to another, nor was it so large that any of its members felt envious because another carried out some duty more competently. Rather, the court was exactly the size of a family, and the child they raised was the people, and because the family was in harmony, the people were in harmony as well.


Now, it happened to be the time of year when new representatives were chosen for the court. This was a time of great activity and celebration throughout the land. In one small corner of the kingdom, there lived a young girl, whose parents desired that she apply to become a representative, for her eyes shone very brightly.


“Well, how do they choose people?” she asked her parents.


“The position is inherited from one’s ancestors,” her father explained.


“Well, I suppose I have no chance then,” said the girl doubtfully.


And her mother laughed. “What your father means to say,” she said, “is this, that our ancestors built many things for our benefit. Some of these things are visible things like castles and roads, and others are invisible things that can’t be put into words. They placed these invisible things onto their children as if loading a fleet of ships for a great voyage. Some of the ships have been lost, and will never again be found. Other ships have been attacked by pirates, and their treasure stolen. And some ships have docked together and exchanged their goods. Because these goods are invisible, however, we don’t know where the whole of them have ended up, but when you arrive at the palace, they will inspect you in order to see what goods are hidden on your person, and you don’t need to worry.”


And in this way, the young girl was induced to travel to the palace. She traveled there with her young brother, whose name was Malach. Together with Malach, she waited in a very long line, and then she was taken down into a vault in the bowels of the palace, while her brother waited outside. She found herself alone, in the dark, with the king.


“Hello?” she said.


“Please wait.”


Now, in the middle of the room was a chest. Inside the chest was a piece of the sun which had been kept from times long past. The king produced a small key from his robes, and unlocking the chest, opened it just a crack, and a blinding white light shone from inside the chest and was thrown onto one of the walls of the vault. The king fixed a prism between the sun and the wall, and the light was shattered into colors, each of the purest, most beautiful hue. With a flick of his fingers, the king set the prism spinning, so that the colors formed a twisting circular shape, which the girl had at times seen while in the midst of dancing and catching sight of the sun in the sky.


Now, the king asked the girl to stand behind the chest and face the opposite wall. Thus the light of her own eyes was projected there. The king took in hand another prism, and fixed it between the girl and the wall, so that the light of her eyes was shattered into colors as well. Whereas some of the colors were faint, the color blue was particularly pure, and the girl saw that this was the case. Then the king sent the colors spinning and in doing so, the blue color seemed to deepen.


“Keep your eyes steady, my dear.”


And upon saying this, the king pulled on a tasseled rope that hung from the ceiling, and curtains rose up from the walls, and revealed two mirrors on either side of the girl. And the spinning colors met in a flash and mingled, and the vault became unbearably bright, and the most the girl could see was her own color blue struggling against a white hot fire that seemed to swirl like the foam on the edge of a lake. And the girl began to weep, and through her tears, the color blue seemed to deepen even more.


Then all at once the king shut the chest and the room was darkened so quickly that the girl could see nothing at all. She felt the king take her hand, and lead her to the door. And he thanked her, and told her she could leave. 


“But I can’t see!”


“If you follow the corridor, your brother will find you,” said the king, and she followed his instructions. She made her way down the corridor, and she trailed her hand against the walls. The door to the vault was shut, and she could hear voices behind her and in front of her, and they spoke in whispers, and someone seemed to speak her name, and she began to smell something, the trees outside the palace.


“What happened to you!”


She heard Malach’s voice. His voice seemed unbearably loud.


“Oh, I don’t know,” said the girl. “It’s very hard to see.”


Malach took his sister by the hand, and led her outside. She felt his hand in hers, and then in her mind’s eye, she saw the arm of her brother, and his shoulder, and his head, and at last his eyes. Staring at the spot where she knew they must be, she thought she could see a glimmer of something, and the glimmer died out, and the world became very red and painful.


“The light hurts,” she said, and her voice wavered, as if she were about to fall asleep.


“We’re outside,” said Malach. “Here, let me make this for you.”


He ripped off a portion of his shirt, and he wrapped it around his sister’s head, so that it concealed her eyes. 


“Did you see anyone else come out of there, and they couldn’t see?” asked the girl.


“I saw some people,” Malach said. “But I don’t know if they were just walking slowly or if their eyes hurt.”


And the girl thought about this. Her brother continued to lead her through the warren of streets outside the palace. She heard a few men shouting, and a woman’s voice, trailing behind them, very softly, very sternly, and sometimes she could hear marching in the distance somewhere to the right. Mainly she tried to listen to her brother’s steps and the way that he walked.


“We’re at the gates,” Malach said. “Are you tired? Do you want a fig? They were giving them out to the people waiting.”



And the girl took a fig in her hand, and started to chew on it, and felt it in her mouth, and the brother and sister began their journey back. When night fell, and the girl’s eyes came to hurt less and less, she took off the blindfold, and she squinted at the fuzzy shape of her brother beside her.


“Look at the moon!” her brother said. “It’s huge and right in front of us!”


And the girl squinted ahead, and she thought she could see the moon, but it reminded her of the twisting shape she had seen, and she decided she would rather not look at it now. At last, they came in through a break in the fence, and the girl let Malach answer her parent’s questions, and then she went to bed. The room was very dark and she was staring up at the ceiling, and she could see a great many strange, twisting shapes, some of them red, some of them green or grey, yellow or blue. And at times, they boiled like water, each bubble flashing with a different color, and at other times, they seemed to enlarge and contract and combine, their insides and outsides cycling between colors. Other violet shapes seemed to cross the ceiling like on bridges and they went from one side to the other. Wherever she looked, directly in front of her, she could see a circular area filled with these shapes, moving around like bees move around a hive. She wasn’t sure if these shapes were new, or if they had always been there since when she closed her eyes tight, she could still see them as if they were within her own eyes.


And so, she was very relieved when Malach came into the room and lay down next to her since the light of their eyes together illuminated the room so that those shapes became harder to see, and the girl preferred it that way. 


But after a while, she asked Malach to squint his eyes and look up at the ceiling and see if he could see the shapes too.


“Oh, I guess I do,” he said after a moment. “You know, I saw them once before when the sky was grey, and it looked like there were very clear slugs crawling across it. I think those might be the invisible things that mom was talking about.”


“Really?”


“Oh, I don’t know... But I think I’m invisible too,” Malach said. “But it’s a secret.”


Her sister laughed.   


“What do you mean?”


“Well, I guess you’ve never noticed either. Look over at the door,” he said, “and keep your eyes thrown there.”


The girl did so, and a spot of light appeared on the door.


“Now hold up your fingers in front of your eyes, and keep looking past them at the door. You can see right through your fingers! And if you bring your fingers all the way up to your face, you can still see the door behind them!” 


And the girl saw that it was true.


“That’s why we’re secretly invisible,” Malach concluded.


“I see what you mean,” she said.


And they continued to talk until they fell asleep.


Now, a few weeks later a messenger arrived from the king, and the message said that the girl had been selected to become a member of the court. The girl’s parents were overjoyed, but the girl, who had been spending a lot of time lying in bed, day and night, said to them, “I don’t want to go.”


“Why not?” they asked.


“I don’t want to go. I like my own family.”


“Honey, we’ll still be here,” her mother said.


“But why should I have to give up my real family for a fake one! How is Malach going to fall asleep at night?” she asked.


“Listen,” her mother said. “You will always have your real family. And the king and his court will come to love you too, and then you’ll have two families, both of them real, whereas most people only have one.”


And the girl refused, and she went back into her room to escape the disappointment of her parents. That night, she fell into uneasy dreams. The devil knocked on her door, and her parents welcomed him inside. The devil offered her parents ever more tantalizing gifts, luxurious decorations and secret knowledge, and the devil offered to Malach even more. The girl watched as her family accepted gift after gift, and in exchange, they gave up first their hair, then their skin, then their muscles, then their organs, then at last the light in their eyes, so that in the end her mother and father and brother became nothing more than skeletons. 



Then the devil turning to the girl, who was cowering in the corner, said, “Look at these bones, and see your family like they really are. For all human beings come down to this: the bones.”


And the girl was frightened and she flew out the window and ran as fast as she could into the street. The moon was high over head, and it smiled down at her, and projected a beam of light onto the street which formed the shape of an angel.


“Hello,” said the girl.


“Don’t be frightened,” said the angel.


“Will you give me my family back?” she asked.


“I will try,” said the angel, and they placed their hand on the girl’s forehead.


And at the coolness of the angel’s touch, the girl fell down through a thousand faces, and the faces of her parents were among them running beside her, and she wept harder and harder the more she remembered those things she had forgotten. And then all at once, the memories froze and melted away, as if they had splattered against a sheet of glass, and were dripping down it. The girl pressed her hands against the glass and felt uneasy in her gut.


“But where’s the rest?” she asked.


“It’s still inside you,” answered the angel.


“But why can’t I see them? I very much want to see my parents again. It feels awful that I can’t.”


The angel bent down and embraced the girl, and held her close. They stroked her hair, and as they did, they said, “If you didn’t feel uneasy, nothing would prevent you from seeing them clearly.”


And the angel raised up the girl’s face so they were looking eye to eye. And each time the angel blinked, the air became hotter and hotter, and the girl’s face began to shine with sweat, and she was breathing heavily, and she wished very much to close her eyes, and bury herself in the angel’s arms.


And the angel murmured something, and carried her far up into the sky. 


And looking down, the girl could see the thousand forms of the devil toiling over the earth. In the dead of night, the devils entered the houses of every girl and boy, and threw their parents over their shoulders, and carried them to pyres they had built in the center of town. They tossed the parents into those places where the vital smoke disappeared into the air, and only the cracked bones were left, and the devils arranged them in the shapes of men and women until the whole earth was covered with those shapes. A fire came then and engulfed the whole earth, and the earth was a skull, and the smoke around it was made of the pieces of all the parents.


“What are they doing?” asked the girl.


“The devil was born into the world like an orphan, and he searches the universe for a glimpse of his parents.”


Then the girl looked up into the mass of stars, and in the blur of the sky, she thought she could see a group of figures embracing.


“And what are those?” she asked.



“In the beginning of time,” the angel said, “there was the family, and the family lived in the stars, and governed all things. From the eyes of family emerged a light which shot through the smoke of the universe, and entered the first things. And as it entered the first things, it reflected off them, and bounced from eye to eye, and entered the second things. And from the second things, it entered the third things, and so on, and even today, this light emanates from the eyes of all things. But because the light is distributed among all things, and there are a great many things, it’s very difficult to see the family clearly in any single thing. For each thing reflects the family only weakly. But if the light of all things were to be bent and focused, and strengthened from all quarters, the family could be seen as clearly as in the beginning of time. For there are no families, but the one family, and no families are different.”


“Then that’s my family there?”


“Everything is yours,” the angel said. 


And the girl dropped back to earth, and she woke from her dream with a cry. Malach, lying beside her, started to cry as well, and their mother and father rushed into the room. And the girl looked into their eyes, and tried to perceive what lay inside them, but the more she tried, the harder it became, and she felt herself getting brighter and brighter, until at last cried out, “I don’t want to go!”


And she burned up there, and what was left in her bed was ashes, and where her eyes had been, a diamond prism lay. And his parents wept, and Malach took in hand the prism, and the light of his eyes hit it, and it glowed ever so slightly. 


He took the prism and kept it on his person for the rest of his days.

THE QUEEN

Now the bat king had taken himself a queen when he ascended to the throne. This is the story of how that happened. In the north of the kingdom there was place called Kof. The people rarely left this place because in one part of the land there was a lake blessed with fishes, and in another part of the land there was forest blessed with timber, and in another part of the land there was a field blessed with sheep. The people of Kof were all of the class who walked with their eyes straight ahead. They, however, had the custom of instructing their children to beat drums at each of the three blessed places so that they only had to listen for the sound of the drums in order to walk in a straight line to whichever place they wished to go.


 There was a young girl who lived by the lake, and she would swim across it and back every day, and would look down at the fish, and would hide when people came near. This is why that should have been the case. The people of Kof were divided into two clans, and the blessedness of each of the three places was apportioned to them. There was a rule that one could only wed a man or a woman in the opposite clan. This practice developed for the following reason. There was a story about the man who invented the first drum. This man had the habit of delighting the people of Kof by playing music. He would do this by beating on his own body, his chest, his stomach, his legs, and his cheeks, and also the bodies of others who helped him. In fact, he taught this art to many willing students. As word of this man’s art spread throughout Kof, more and more people congregated in order to see him, so that those farthest away couldn’t hear his beating. One of the man’s students solved this problem in the following way. He collected up stumps from the forest as many as he could uproot. And he told his students, “This is my body.” Then he built a fire in the stumps so that they became hollowed out, and he said, “This is the fire of the sun which enters us and hollows out our ignorance.” And finally he strung the hide of a sheep across each stump, and bound it tightly, and said, “This is our clothing so that what’s inside us can be seen from out.” 


So the first drum was built, and by beating the drum in place of his body, the man was able to delight even those who stood farthest away. Now, the students of the man came to have students of their own, and one of them saw the practice of the man, to beat the drum before he began to play in earnest, so that those passing by would be attracted to him. This student stole one of the drums, and in order to impress the others, he began to beat the drum loudly by the lake. The people came and they ran in a straight path there and were disappointed not to find the famous drummer. But the student reminded them of how quickly and easily they had found him, and how they were not twisting around the paths between the trees. So this practice became established among the people of Kof. There is another version of the story in which this last student was in fact the inventor of the first drum, and that the man who is acclaimed to have turned it into an art was in fact a student of his student. 


So it happened that the people of Kof were happy in that place, and they did not go hungry, and they were bound together by the drumming in the three blessed places, and they neither gained nor lost their number but by a free choice. There was, however, a disagreement between the family of the inventor of the drum and the man who was the student of his student, that is, a disagreement over the origin of the drum, and neither family was willing to leave the land of Kof. Therefore, the people became divided, and they began to speak more and more harshly. For the people of the first clan said, “The beating of the drum is like the sweet voice of a child, or the terrible pounding of a cursed place, or the movements of the excited body. It is not like a message as one gives when, coming to a place in search of someone and finding them absent, one says: ‘Let them know I was here.’ Rather it is like the message a teacher leaves to a student, as when the one says to the other: ‘Seek me out when you remember what you had to say.’” And the people of the second clan said, “All things are expressed in the beating of the drum by the changing of one rhythm into another, and in order to speak with the drum, these different rhythms must be understood. We must understand these rhythms in order to bind ourselves tightly to the land of Kof.”


So the drums came to be like very loud mouths. There is a story about how this came about too. One of the men went to the opposite clan, and listened to the sound of their drums, and he thought what he heard was a voice, and he laughed at what it said. And he explained what he’d heard to a woman whom he desired, and he taught her to hear what the drums said. Her brothers laughed at her because she had talked to this man of the other clan, and she came to greatly distrust what those around her said. When the man attempted to seduce her by beating on his chest words meant to entice her and then saying them aloud, she cut his tongue out of his mouth. When the man returned to his clan, he could speak only in grunts and had to learn to make himself be understood. As a joke, one of his brothers went around imitating his speech, and because he also happened to be one of the drummers of the clan, he began to imitate the speech of the grunting man on his drum in order to make his brothers and sisters laugh. This art spread to many people, and they used it at first to tell jokes, but then they applied the same art for other messages, and soon the drums came to be used for slander and flattery. And when one clan would speak to the other, they would complain, “I listened to what they had to say, and all I heard was grunting.” 


So all day and night the land of Kof thundered with the sound of its drums, and the people attached drums to their bodies so that as they walked from place to place, they could beat them. And in this way, the people became incensed and began to harm each other. When they were exhausted, they repented, and so established the law that a member of a clan could only wed a member of the opposite clan. For one of their number spoke like this: “Now, there’s a lot that’s valuable in each clan. What we can’t agree on is: what’s natural to drumming, and what’s not. Therefore a man must wed a woman of the opposite clan and the man should go to live with the clan of the woman so that the children will see the virtues of both clans, and we can show them that the source of our disagreement does not lie in our being dull-witted by nature, but that our disagreement is a disagreement as among friends. For in this way, our two clans will bear children who are a combination of their parents, and they won’t be strangers to one another.”


At first this was done willingly, but soon the people became forgetful and bore children with members of the same clan, and so it happened that such people came to be punished severely. Now, the young girl who lived by the lake had just such parents, and her father now lived among the opposite clan with a proper wife, and her mother raised her along with the sons and daughters of another man, and both regretted this fact. And so, the girl came to feel that she was unwanted by her parents. And although she had met her father, she had been very young when she had met him, and she distrusted herself to recognize him if she were to run into him again. For this reason, she became very adept at studying the faces of others, especially in the eyes, in hopes of discovering whether they might be related to her or not. 


Now, the king had come to the land of Kof in order to meet the people there, and he was treated to a great feast, and the people of both clans drummed for him. They set their drums in a line, and marched back and forth, and argued. When night fell, and the people were sleeping, the king went to walk by the lake. The moon was out, and the king greeted the moon like an old friend. He spoke to the moon as he walked by the lake, until he saw a glimmer in the sand, and he walked over to that place, and he saw the girl lying on the shore of the lake, and the glimmer had come from her eyes.


“Who are you?” asked the king.


And the girl did not answer, and the king sat down on the shore, and leaned over her face, so that he blocked out the moon, and he looked down at her. And the girl was astonished to see his eyes, for she thought she recognized him.


“Who are you?” she asked.


“I’m the king,” he answered.


“Then I don’t know you.”


“No, I don’t think so.”


And the girl said something, and then got up, and took a stick, and began to draw the face of the king in the sand as he looked directly at her. And the king waited, and went over to see the drawing, and he saw that his legs were the roots of a tree, and his face was in the leaves, and above his head fluttered a ring of birds.


“Where did you see this?” asked the king.


And the girl said, “I was looking at you.” And the king took the girl in his hands, and tested her neck, and he saw that it would not move, and she could only look straight ahead. 


And the king asked her to draw him again while he looked up at the moon, and this time she drew him with bats flying across his face. And he asked her to draw him while he looked down at the ground, and this time she drew him with his fingers outstretched. And he asked her again, “Where did you see these things?”


And she said, “I don’t know, I guess.”


“And you don’t need to look down at the sand while you work?”


“Why would I? I know how my hands work.”


“Then will you draw yourself for me?”


And the girl set to work in the moonlight. And she worked for some time, and then she showed the king what she had done. And the king saw that she had drawn herself kneeling at the edge of a cliff and beyond her he could see a mass of clouds that were dark and twisted near the ground and light and delicate near the sky, and light was thrown out of these clouds, or so it seemed, for the face of the girl also seemed to throw out light. And there was a ring around her head.


“What is this?” asked the king, pointing to the ring.


And the girl answered, “That’s what I can see with my eyes.”


And the king laughed. Now he had never encountered a person like this before, and so he asked her mother for her hand in marriage, and in this way the girl became queen. For he had asked her, “Would you like to live with me?”


And she had asked, “Are there drums at the place where you live?”


And the king had said no, and the girl had said, “Yes, I’ll go with you then.”


But as he was leaving, the mother of the girl said to him, “You must know: the girl has been torn inside.”


And the king laughed, because to him she seemed more than healthy.


Now, the king and queen lived in the palace, and shared in the administration of the kingdom. The queen had never been in such a place before where people of the three classes mingled together, and every night she posed a new question to the king.


One night she asked, “Why do some of the people look down at my feet? It hurts me like they know some secret about me and don’t want to say it.”


Another night she asked, “Why do some people look over my head? When they do, it hurts me like they’re ignoring me, too disgusting to look at.”


And on another night, she asked, “Why do you turn your head away from me sometimes like my eyes are too terrible to look into?”


And each time, the king answered that this was the nature of the people in the kingdom, and he said that she alone had a gift.


“For you alone,” he said to her, “can see what’s above and below by looking straight ahead.”


“And what are you?” she asked the king. “Why are you the only one who can look in all three places?”


And the king did not know what to say. 


In order to please her, the king took her to the forest near where he used to live and showed her the birds who lived in that place, and she was very pleased with those things. So that they could speak in secret, the king and queen adopted the calls of birds and made noises to each other throughout the day, and only they could hear them. And in this fashion, the king and queen went on many adventures together and traveled from one corner of the kingdom to the other. They would travel in separate wagons and whistle to each other as they went, and in each place they would inspect the tracks of the birds in order to see how they had perfected the art of representation. 


Upon returning to the kingdom, however, the queen was again stricken with another illness. One night she said to the king, “My knees hurt like they’re covered in ice, and it’s painful to move them.”


And the king wrapped her in blankets, and he asked what had happened that day.


“Nothing,” she said. “Only I saw some men asking after ladders.”


On another night, she said to the king, “My stomach hurts like there’s something rotten inside it.”


And the king had the windows opened, so that she might get some fresh air.


“It’s cold,” she said.


And the king wrapped his own arms around her, and asked her what had happened.


“Nothing,” said the queen. “I only went for a walk in the labyrinth.”


And on a third night, she said to the king, “My head hurts, as if there’s something very knotted up inside it.”


And the king massaged her forehead, and asked what had happened.


“Nothing,” she said. “Only I felt very lonely today. Why do I feel this way?”


“I don’t know,” said the king.


And the queen asked, “Why does my body hurt?”


And the king began to think, but his thoughts led him nowhere.


Now because of the illness of the queen, the king had cleared away an expanse by the palace, and had a great hole dug and fortified with stone, and in this way he built a lake for the queen so that she could swim back and forth because she was always happy doing that. For this reason, however, the people became resentful of the queen because she alone was able to float as she pleased, and turn and be as inconstant as a wave. Some said that the queen was like a fire on the earth which jumps from place to place without any reason for being in one place or another, and others said the queen was like the fire of the sun when clouds conceal its reflection on earth. For when they approached the queen for advice, she behaved inconstantly towards them, and sometimes granted their requests and other times did not.


One night, while the king and the queen were lying in bed, the queen asked him, “Why won’t you take off your beard?” For he had told her the story whereby he had obtained the beard. “Because I want to see you as you are,” she said. 


And the king whispered to the bats that roosted on his chin, and he asked them to depart for a while. But they were used to hanging there, and liked it, and refused. And so the king told them that they could also roost on the chin of the queen, and she would draw for them even more lovely trees that he could. And so the bats spoke among themselves, and glided gently to the queen, and settled there. 


Now the queen was able to see that which was above and below her. She beheld her own body, and she ran her hands along it. And she ran out onto the balcony and saw the stars and the moon as they were and not as they appeared in the water. And she said, “How solid everything is!” And the king was sitting on the bed, and he could only see the mosaics on the ceiling.


Now, the queen went down into the city, and she said that looking above a person, she could see the hanging strings that stretch from their necks to the farthest reaches of the sky, and looking below, she could see the snares that reach out from the earth and bind themselves around the knees. And she whispered to the bats that they might lunge out and bite through those strings, and the people began to fall one by one. And she took the loose strings and knotted them up and added them to the knot that was growing ever tighter inside her. And the king followed in her wake, staring up at the sky, trying to see the strings, until he was almost able, and the longer he walked with his eyes fixed to the sky, the more like a child he became, for he was unused to walking in this way. Much time passed, and the king grew ever younger, for the queen fed the bats berries and blood, and they had no desire to return to the chin of the king. 


So, in accordance with his nature, the king began to wander in earnest, and every sight brought him close to tears. For it was as if he had awoken from some strange dream, and was again the person who had wandered as a boy. He would find himself staring at a candle fastened to the wall, and the invisible finger that had lit it for him, or he would be plucking a fruit from a tree, and he would feel the invisible hand that had plucked it for him. And he looked at the necks of women that had a few freckles on it, and he would feel the warmth of a neck against his face, and a soft chin on his head, since this was how his mother had taught him that love inheres in all things. 


And the king worried over his memories fearing that one or another of them might be missing, and he repeated to himself, again and again, “Nothing can be lost. Nothing is ever lost. There is nothing that cannot be regained.”


But being unable to look into the eyes of the people, the king was no longer fit to rule the kingdom. And his soul wept in secret, and he sat among the people and would not speak. And the people brought him gifts in order to cheer him, and the king turned the gifts over in his hands, and because he could not see the face of the giver, he turned away for every gift threw him into greater and greater debt. 


And he saw himself at the bottom of a great pit, and he loved the light which sunk down into the hole from the air above him, and a thousand hands reached out from holes in the sides of the pit, and petted him and offered him things. And he took them, and he could not carry them upon his person, and so he dropped them, and they accumulated beneath him, and with each gift he rose ever higher upon a mountain of debt that never diminished. And he cringed from the touch of the fingers as he loved them, and the hands began to wither and fall, and each finger turned dry and gray, and crunched beneath him. The pit became cloudy with dust, and the dust blocked out the grasping hands, and the entire tunnel shimmered in a cloud of light. And the king loved it and he was bathed in it, and every nail that fell onto him cut him, and every nail was beautiful, and he breathed in deeply the dust of the pit so that it choked him. And he hugged the dust to him, for he saw that the ways of every man and woman are pure. And he sat on the arms and hands in a pile, and he knew no man more lowly than he, since he was filled to brimming with love. And deep within the pit, and without a thought, the king cried out, and he saw that his heart was broken, and that it leaked. 


And so, when the people came to be judged, he could not judge them. He rested his head against the shoulder of the queen, and he said to her, “Every word they speak is like a beautiful, sad child, and nothing a child says can be judged.”


And she spoke to him in anger, and she cried, “You want the people to torture me! Don’t you know that all of them hate me, and think that I’ve done this to you, and crippled you, and hurt you? Well, are you so strong that you won’t pass judgement on me?”


And she left him, and she judged the people harshly, and sent them from the palace bent in fear. 


And she asked the king, “And you won’t pass judgement on me?” 


And he refused.


And the queen went down into the city and gathered up the good and the bad alike, and she sent them away into exile, and she asked the king again, “And you won’t pass judgement on me?”


And the king said to her, “I can’t.”


And the queen cried out, “Am I so beneath your notice that you can refuse me? Every pain is the judgement of the world, and you feel none of it!” And she hurled the most terrible insults at him, and drove him from the palace. For his very presence seemed to mock her.


So the king went down into the city, and it did not seem like he walked on his own, and instead it seemed like the city walked up towards him, and it covered him from sight.


And on the first night of hiding, a house came to him, and in the house lived a family who walked with their eyes on the ground, and the king was their guest. He was treated to a meal, and the family collected it from the ground. And the boy of the family washed his feet, and the king listened to their conversation, and they talked about how the carpets seemed to stretch away from them when they got back home, and how their bodies had ceased to move although their eyes were still running forward. And the king watched the tops of their heads as they took turns holding the baby girl tight against their chests, and their heads rocked back and forth so that the ground came up to meet them and receded again, and they hummed a song for the girl that moved in time with the rising and falling of their heads. As they slept, too, they rocked themselves against each other, and rested their heads on the chests of the mother and father, and the children fell asleep stroking their fingers against their lips, and the father fell asleep as well. But the mother stirred herself and began to pace back and forth, and she spoke to the king. 


“How many steps did you take today?” she asked.


And the king had no answer.


“It’s important to remember the number of steps you’ve taken,” the mother said, “so you can always return to a certain place. For every morning, we look at our hands, and we’ve arranged our hands in the following manner. The thumb of the left hand is two steps, and each finger is twice as many steps as the previous finger. So that the next finger is four steps, and then eight steps, and so on. And each finger but the thumb has four places: the three joints and the tip. And the four places are: forward, back, left, and right. And so when we look at our hands, we know what places are so many steps away and in a certain place, and we never forget those places we’ve been and return to. Of course, a thumb can only tell us three directions, but since the left thumb is the home, and the right thumb is the farthest, it’s easy to remember those places, in any case.”


She finished her explanation, and the king thanked her for what she said, and he laid himself out to sleep, but he could not sleep for thinking of her. And in the middle of the night, there was a knock at the door, and when the door was opened, a messenger was there, and he came from the queen. And he said, “The queen wants you to come back to the palace. She says she needs your help because she’s lost the use of her legs.” 


But the king sent the messenger back to the queen and did not follow him.


And on the second night of hiding, the city took the king to a house where lights danced on the roof, and the roof was made of pine branches laid across the tops of the walls, and from these branches hung various objects that sparkled and gathered in the light. And those who lived there could only look up at them. And the king was welcomed inside, and he was treated to the fruits that grow on trees. 


Now, the king knew something of these people, being of the same class, and so as he ate, the king asked them, “How is it that when you walk around you don’t get lost? Or maybe you do, and you don’t want to?”


“Maybe you haven’t heard,” said the husband. “Our lives are marked up in the stars.”


“I don’t understand.”


The husband cleared away some of the branches of the roof so that the stars were shining through and said, “For a long time, we’ve looked up at the stars, and we know about how they move. So if you tell us where the stars have been all your life, we can see how those stars have moved, and by seeing how those stars have moved, you can guess how you yourself are going to move.”


But the king did not know how the stars had been in his case, so he watched as the husband looked at the stars for his wife, and for their children. 


He started with the smallest child, a young girl. When a certain star rose against another star, her father said to her, “There is something very important you are forgetting.” And because this star happened to be in the middle of the sky, her father said, “Maybe it has to do with us.”


And the girl said, “I know! Tomorrow I have carry in the water and place it on the shelf.”


And when a certain star fell against another star, her father said, “You’ve finished something very important recently.” And because this star happened to be near the horizon, her father said, “Maybe it has to do with the kingdom.”


And the girl said, “Yes! Just today I finished helping our neighbors build the second storey of their house, and I remembered to bring them fruit using one of the ladders.”


And the father embraced his daughter and held her up so that he could see her face, only now her father’s face was hidden from her, and all she could see were the branches of the roof and the stars. So he kissed her on the chin, and moved on to the next member of the family, and the king waited until they had finished. 


Then the father turned to him and said, “You see, we don’t have to wander because by looking at the stars we can remember everything we need to know.”


And the king asked, “But how do you know what a person will do just by looking at the stars?”


And the father laughed and said, “After all, we all see the same stars.”


And a knock came on the door, and the father opened it, and there was a messenger there from the queen, and the messenger said, “The queen needs you. She’s alone in the palace and afraid, and she says she’s lost the use of her arms.” 


But the king did not go back to her.


And on the third night of hiding, the king stayed at a house where people walked with their eyes straight ahead. And whereas in the first house, the people knelt as they ate, and in the second house, the people stood as they ate, in this house, the people sat across from one another as they ate. And after dinner, the mother massaged the faces of her children with oil, and the father massaged the mother’s face. And afterwards, they gathered together various small pots in which were held certain pigments. And the father, the mother, and the three children took turns making marks on the faces of the others. 


“Why are you painting your faces?” asked the king.


And the youngest boy explained, “I will tell you why! Each of us is different from the other. For example, my sister there acts like a cat, being always neat and clean. My other sister there is like a little bird, always hopping around and pecking at seeds. I myself am like a bear, because I am always lumbering around and like to give hugs. My mother is like a doe, because she has very gentle eyes, and my father is like a bull, because he can carry the most out of all of us. Now, everyone has an animal that is like them, and many people have the same animal.”


His sister, the bird, now spoke, “But, of course, we aren’t really the same as animals. Only, everyone has a certain type of face, and a certain type of eye, and we think of those different types as different kinds of animals.”


“So if I have a friend who has eyes like a bird’s, like my sister’s,” continued the boy, “and I have to do something for my friend, I make a mark on my sister’s face. So that when I look at my sister, I think of my friend, and what I have to do for him.”


“Of course, we like to make our marks attractive,” said the cat sister. “Otherwise, we’ll be made fun of.”


“Of course,” said the king. “What type of animal do you think I am?”


“But we can’t see your eyes!” said the boy.


Just then a knock came on the door, and the boy ran to answer it, and a messenger from the queen was there. And the messenger said, “I came with you, and now you’ve abandoned me! I’m confined to my bed, and I cannot move, and no one can save me because when anyone draws near, my body twists in pain, and my face is twisted too. I can’t control myself, and I have given myself up to it. That is my message to you this night.”


As the messenger was speaking, the king went out into the street and heard what was there. And he gazed up at the houses around him and saw that the same life ran through them, like when a wheel turns, and the wheel touches the ground, and the wheel connects to the axle, and the wheel rises to the body of the wagon, even as the wheel is going forward. He thanked the family for their hospitality, and left for the palace, because he had conceived a plan by which to save the life of the queen. 


What he did was this. He went to the garden of the palace, where a tree grew that could be seen from the window of the queen. And he had his arms and legs bound, and he had himself hung from a branch of the tree upside down, and a pit dug underneath him. And he began to cry aloud, and as he did this, he sent attendants to the queen so that she might be moved to the window and see him there. And they did this, and they opened the window, and the queen was afraid at what she saw, the bound king hanging above the pit.


And the king shouted, “Come to me!”


And the queen shouted, “I cannot move!”


And the king shouted, “How do you feel?”


And the queen did not respond.


And the king shouted, “How do you feel?”


And the queen did not respond.


And so the king bade one of his female attendants beat him with a club from the back. And the attendant did so, and the king began to swing back and forth, and the queen cried aloud, “It’s like there are hot embers on my feet!”


And the king bade his attendant put hot embers on his feet, and a few fell off his feet and singed the hair of the king, and the garden stank with the smell of his flesh.


And the king shouted to the queen, “How do you feel?”


And the queen did not respond.


And the attendant beat the king with her club.


And the king shouted, “Come to me!”


And the queen cried out, “I can’t move!”


And the attendant beat the king with her club.


And the king shouted, “How do you feel?”


And through her weeping, the queen said, “It’s like there are needles in my thighs.”


And the king bade the attendant pierce his thighs with needles, and she did so, and little streams of blood trickled down his thighs.


And the king shouted, “How do you feel?”


And the queen cried out, “Stop!”


And the attendant beat the king with her club.


And the king shouted, “How do you feel?”


And the queen cried out, “Please stop!”


And the attendant beat the king with her club.


And the queen said softly, “It’s like there is hot poison in my belly.”


And king bade the attendant give him a draught of poison, and she did so, and the king began to vomit. And through his vomit, he shouted: “Come to me!”


And the queen shouted, “Please stop! I can’t move!”


And the attendant beat the king with her club.


And the king shouted, “How do you feel?”


And the queen whispered, “Like I can’t breathe.”


And the king bade the attendant wrap a rope around his chest so that his breathing would be constricted, and the king began to choke as he tried to draw in air through his vomit, and he shouted once more, “How do you feel?”


And the queen whispered, “Like my head is spinning.”


And the king bade the attendant twist the rope from which he hung, so that it would spin around unbearably, and she did so, and the king began to spin.


And the queen cried, “Stop! Please stop!”


And the king wept, “What other pains do you feel?”


And the queen whispered hoarsely, “I want to die.”


And the king bade the attendant hold his head up, and pour spirits into it, until the king was so inebriated that he lost control of his body. 


And the queen began to whisper to herself over and over again. And she watched the attendant place her neck against the face of the king so that he could smell her scent, and so that he could feel the warmth of it. And the king began to nuzzle the neck of the attendant, and weep, and then the attendant removed her neck, and the king began to wail and struggle against his bonds. And he cried, “Nothing is lost! Nothing is lost!”


Then the attendant cut the rope from which he hung, and the king fell into the dark pit beneath him, and groveled in the dirt, and cried aloud, “I want to die.”


And the attendant handed him a knife.


And the queen saw the glimmer of the knife, and it cut through her bonds, and she forgot herself, and leapt from the window, and rushed to the king. She crawled down into the pit, and undid the ropes that bound him, and held his head against her own.


“You don’t want to die,” she said to him. “I want to die.”


And the king whispered to her, as if not understanding his own words, “You are not your body; your body is a part of you. You are not your pain; your pain is a part of you. You came to me.”


“I came to you,” the queen said.


“You are not your pain.”


And the bats flew from her chin to his, and they rested there.


And the king stroked them with his hand, and took them from his chin, and held them, and said to them, “You cannot stay with me any longer.” And for this reason, he taught the bats the art of seeing in the dark by drawing pictures with sound so that they could seek out places to roost for the night.


“For,” he told them, “when sight fails, you may see with your ear.”

PART TWO

THE PRINCESSES

Now, it happened that the king and queen had two beautiful daughters, and at the time of their birth, the king had a vision in a dream. In his dream, he had come to the throne very early, and had never known his parents. He was not ignorant of the laws of the kingdom however, because all the laws of the kingdom were written in a book which was kept in the palace. They said that the previous king had inherited the book from his father and he from his father before him, and that the laws had been formulated with great wisdom to guarantee the harmony of the kingdom. This is the vision that the king saw.


Many years ago, the first king, whose name had been forgotten, had snatched the laws from a great whirlwind that had invaded the kingdom. The king flew into the whirlwind, where leaves ripped from all the trees in the kingdom were fluttering around each other, and some of the leaves had dates written in the veins on them, and others had names, and written accounts of ancient voyages, or the stories of wise kings, or great romances, or the history of disputes and tragedies, and accounts of the various powers of men and women and children. And the king had flown into the whirlwind with the help of a wagon, and he tried in vain to collect up all the leaves, but after many hours, he had only collected a few. Seeing that this was the case, he took his wagon and rather than fly against the current of the wind, he began to circle around the whirlwind, thereby increasing its speed and intensity. And he flew in ever tighter circles so that the whirlwind grew thinner and thinner, and spun more intensely, until at last the whirlwind was reduced to the width of a human hair, being spun between the fingers, and extended all the way from the ground to sky. And along the length of the whirlwind were suspended all the spinning leaves in a column that could be seen from all over the world. And then, with a great crack, the whirlwind died away, and the lightest of the leaves were flung into the sky; the leaves of medium weight were flung in all directions across the earth; and the heaviest leaves fluttered onto the ground of the kingdom.


The king directed his chariot to that place, and collected up the leaves that had fallen there, and copied out what was written on the leaves, and this was the book of laws. The leaves were of different shapes and colors depending on which tree they had come from, and because there are twelve types of trees, the king organized his book of laws into twelve sections, each of which put forth the laws that governed the twelve tribes of the kingdom. Each tribe kept its own laws, and because these laws were the most profound laws, they were complementary to the laws of the other tribes, and disputes rarely arose.


Now, the king saw that the neighboring kingdoms had only the middle leaves, on which a great many stories were written. They knew, because of the shape and color of the leaves, to whom each of these stories applied, but when these stories were lived, they resulted only in grief and violence. Therefore, their ranks grew confused, and these people were easily defeated, and they were jealous of the wisdom of the king.


Finally, the lightest of the leaves, which had been thrown into the sky, only descended every once and a while, and only the quickest and most agile people could catch them. Each of these leaves had a joke written on it so subtle that anyone who heard it laughed.


Now the king decided to review the state of the kingdom in order to learn more of the wisdom of his great grandfather. He spent a great deal of time searching the book of laws to uncover its secrets. He would lean over the book deep into the night until sand leaked from his eyes, and fell onto the pages, and little piles would accumulate and disperse and when the piles became too large, he would wipe the sand away, and when he did so, he would feel the raised letters with each finger, as they swam from column to column unmoored.


One night, as rain was falling softly into the stone basins outside, the knees of the king shook terribly, and he felt a thread of pain, which ran from the back of his neck, through his shoulders, and down to his seat, lift and rise delicately into the air, and then another, and then another. Clarity extended in all directions around him as if a window had been opened somewhere; like a sudden lull, it hovered over the palace, and entered his mouth and lungs. The room was on fire, and smoke churned across the floor, and the wind swept up the flames in waves and waves, darkening the pools of water that trembled underneath. The king lifted his head as if remembering his name had been called; and at once, unknowingly, he breathed the fresh air above his head, which the fire had not yet consumed. And in that moment, the letters came to rest in place, like children settling their heads between a sleeping father and mother.


So he king awoke from his dream. He told the dream to the queen who was lying at his side. And he asked her, “What does it mean?”


And she cried, “How should I know?”


And she struck the king on his breast, and she kept her hand there, and she felt a great pain, and in this way the two princesses were born.


And it soon came to pass that they wept when they were parted, and so they were always kept together. Now, the princesses were both of the class whose eyes are fixed to the sky, and they had a habit of lying together and looking up and murmuring to each other. And the first princess was fascinated by her sister’s body, and she would grasp at her sister’s arms and legs, as if to move them; and the second princess would feel it and laugh, and she would move her arms as well. And the first princess would swipe her hand against her sister’s face, and the second princess would swipe at her own face. And at times, the first princess would grow excited and press herself against her sister, and try to climb atop her. And she would swipe at her sister’s face as if trying to gather it up, and she did this for hours and hours, and she would pounce upon her sister when they were re-united after a time, and the second princess would laugh, and she would not laugh unless her sister were near; and as she laughed, the first princess would bat against her face again and again until there came a time when the second princess began to look down in place of up.


And when the two princess became old enough, they were allowed to enter the garden beside the palace, and it was there that they played. They would toss about the grass, and they would walk back and forth and practice, for they had seen many elegant walks in the palace. And there was a certain boy who lived among them, and he had a very bad walk. And he would swing his arms from side to side and he would walk with wide steps, and his head would jerk to the side. And this made the princesses think about walking. And they decided that they did not want to walk like him.


And as they practiced their walk every morning, they made a certain journey around the garden which began by the steps, and they were left there by the young girl who was ordered so as to oversee them. And the two princesses would free their hands, and set off along a corridor formed by cracked stone on either side, and it was open to the sky, and vines grew along it.


“The leaves!” said the first princess.


And they grabbed a few as they came to the garden proper and they turned to the left as usual. In the middle of the garden was the tree and various children played around it, and the princesses walked along wall of the garden, and glanced at the other children. Small, slender trees had been planted along the sides, and the princesses stopped at each one and walked around it; and then they came to a place where a tree had been removed recently, and all that remained of it was a mound of dirt, and they talked about the tree that was missing, and they placed a little grass on the mound as if to remember it. 

And then they came to the open spot where there were no trees, and they spun around until they were dizzy, and it seemed as the world itself was spinning, and it spun on the ground. And they sat down abruptly. And then they got up, and joined hands, and spun around together, until they could hold on no longer, and then they were thrown away in different directions.


Soon they came to a place where a wall had been built, and a pump was there, and they performed their usual action, which was to throw themselves against the wall, and make as if to bounce off of it, and they reeled away from the wall, and fell against the wall of the palace nearby, and fell back and forth, and with each bounce they called out “Oof!” until they determined it was time to move on, and then they ended up back where they started.


So they began to walk around the garden again somewhat more regally, and this time they spoke, and the second princess said, “Let’s have a conversation!”


“What should we talk about?” asked the first princess.


The second princess gazed furiously at the things around them and at last she asked, “Which do you like better, day or night?”


“I suppose I like the day better,” the first princess said.


They walked a little further.


“But we hardly have a choice,” she mused.


“For my own part, I like the day as well,” said the second princess.


And they walked a little further, and came to the place where the tree had been uprooted.


“That was a bad conversation,” said the first princess.


“Well,” the second princess said, “the night is very different from the day. Of course, one sees the same things.”


“Yes. In the day, things are friendly--”


“When the weather is nice.”


“Yes. Whereas at night, things are more unfriendly.”


“Yes, I don’t like going out at night,” agreed the second princess.


And they walked a little further.


“But of course one does see the same things,” said the first princess.


“They seem different.”


“Yes,” said the first princess, thinking. “I’ve changed my mind. I like the night better.”


“Really?”


“Well, I was thinking. In the day, things are there for us as we like them, whereas in the night things are there whether we like them or not.”


“And you like that better?”


And the first princess laughed, and said: “Yes, I like that. Though--”


“What sorts of things do you like?” asked the second princess, intrigued. “Do you like me?”


“Yes, I like you,” said the first princess. “Don’t you think this is a much better conversation now?”


“Yes! What shall we talk about next?”


“Oh-- but what would be the best conversation?” asked the first princess.


And the second princess did not quite know how to answer; and as she stood thinking about it, the boy with the bad walk came up to them, and he spoke, saying to the princesses, “Hello. What are you doing?”


“We were just having a conversation,” answered the first princess with a certain air about her.


The boy hesitated, and he looked from the face of the first princess to the face of the second princesses, and the first princess had very large eyes, and her face reminded him of a bird, a very beautiful bird; and the second princess reminded him more of a rabbit, but also the way that his mother looked. And he asked, “May I join you?”


And the first princess said, “You want to join us?”


“Yes, I’m very bored over there.”


And he gestured back towards the other children, and then he waited for their answer.


“What do you like better, night or day?” asked the second princess, and they began to walk.


“But it’s a silly question. Everybody likes day!” interrupted the first princess.


“I like the morning,” said the boy.


“Well,” said the first princess, and the second princess laughed.


“I think we have to put it to the test,” the first princess continued. “I think we should come here and meet in the middle of the night, and see if we like that better, and come out in the morning, and so on.”


“I still like the morning best,” the boy said.


“Well, I don’t believe you,” said the first princess.


And they walked a little further.


And then the first princess said, “You two will have a conversation. I’m going to go prepare things for tonight.”


And she walked off and began to gather some sticks.


And the second princess and the boy continued to walk around the garden.


“You do walk strangely,” said the second princess.


“Really?”


“It’s alright,” said the princess, and she walked with him, and they went by the flower bed. And the second princess took the boy by the hand, and they began to walk, and the second princess tried to walk like him, in order to show him how he looked. And he laughed. And then he tried to walk as the princess walked, and it was different from how he usually walked. 


“But how do you do it?” he asked her.


And she walked in her usual fashion.


And the boy tried to walk as she walked, and it was again something different.


“I’m sorry,” she said,  “you see I don’t move my shoulders like that.”


“But!” said the boy, and he did the walk again, and the princess saw that beneath him was a little ant-hill, and she saw that he was avoiding it, and she wondered if perhaps she had avoided it as well. And she laughed. And she got up and walked with a little dip in her shoulder, and the boy followed her, and the second princess watched his feet which swung out to the side, and she said, “Here, I’ll show you.”


And she knelt down and crawled along beside the boy, and she moved his legs this way and that, and she got up, and she carried his arms along.


“See, walk like this. You’re very silly.”


And she let go of him, and he tottered off.


“No, no!”


And the second princess had him stand on her own feet, and she held his hands from behind him.


“Now, start with your right foot.”


And she went with her right foot.


“And then with the left.”


And she went with her left foot.


“But that’s not right,” said the princess. “You have to walk, you can’t just take steps, you see.”


And the second princess covered the boy’s eyes from behind, and she shouted, “Let’s go!”


And she started to race forward, and the boy tried to help her, and they ended up tumbling into the flowers.


“What do you think of that?” the second princess asked.


“My brother crawls everywhere, and I think I like that better.”


“Well, I like crawling too, but it is slower, after all.”


And the second princess began to crawl among the flowers.


“What are those flowers?” asked the boy.


“What do you mean?”


“These yellow ones.”


“I’m sorry, I can’t quite see them. I’m looking at some moss.”


“Oh.”


“Here, let me climb atop you,” said the second princess.


And she clambered atop the boy’s shoulders, and he carried her as he crawled, and now her nose was buried in the flowers.


“Yes, I like them.”


And the boy continued to crawl deeper and deeper into the flowers. And the princess picked one on the way, and she played with it.


“Where are we going?” she asked.


And the boy stopped, and the princess slid over his head, and they knelt across from each other, hidden in the grass.


The boy was very still for a moment, and then he said, “May I kiss you?”


“Kiss me?” the second princess laughed.


“I like to kiss the people that I like. Don’t your parents kiss?”


“I suppose they do.”


There was a moment of silence.


“I should like to be kissed,” the boy whispered.


And the second princess thought for a moment, and then she said, “Alright.”


And the boy leaned over and he kissed her, and then he grabbed her hair as he kissed her, and the second princess laughed and she leapt up.


“That feels very strange!” she said.


And the boy became very still again, and the princess knelt down.


“I’m sorry,” he said softly.


And she heard his breath come very shortly. And as if without thinking, he began to crawl away.


“Don’t go!” said the princess.


“But--”


“I kissed you!” said the second princess. “Aren’t we friends?”


And the boy began to move strangely, and he went up to her, and he very carefully felt for the flower that she had in her hand, and he took it from her, and he said again, “I’m sorry.” And thereafter, he crawled quickly away, and when he got to the end of the flowers, he stood and ran towards the palace, with the flower in his hand.


And the second princess lay down in the flower bed, and she inspected the dirt, and she thought about how strange the boy had been, and how she liked him, and this is where the first princess found her.


“I hope that boy comes to see the night with us, but I don’t think he will,” the second princess said.


“Look at this,” the first princess said, and she laid out a bundle of sticks and some rocks.


“What should we do with those?” asked the second princess.


And the first princess explained to her sister the purpose of each of the things she had collected, and in this way the two sisters passed the remainder of the day. When night fell, they were visited by their mother, who led them back to their room. And the girls leapt upon the bed, and the queen sat down beside them, and she was carrying a bag, and from the bag she took a book.


Now the book was filled with writing, for this was the practice of the queen. Since the princesses were born, she no longer cried out so frequently from pain, but there were periods in which she became very distraught. And she wished nothing more than to hide away, even from her children, although she could not say the reason why. The king would question her, and she would give different reasons, and the king would laugh because they seemed to deny one another. And in anger, she would leave him, and go into the palace, and the people there told stories about her, and they would laugh or be afraid at them. And the queen was ashamed of herself. 


So she kept a record of her wrongs in this book, and she would list them there upon the bed, and each morning she would look at the list, and seek the forgiveness of a few each day, and she would draw a line through them when they had forgiven her. And this is what the queen did, and she had a book made for each of her daughters because she had inducted them into the practice as well. And the princesses enjoyed the task very much, and each night they used to talk about their books, and offer each other advice as to how to seek forgiveness.


“And now, what did you do today?” the queen asked the sisters, who had come to sit on either side of her. “Well, you smell exactly like flowers,” she said to the second princess, and brought her head close to her nose.


“Yes, a certain boy and I were crawling in the flowers.”


“We had tried to have a conversation with him,” said the first princess.


“Yes, and then she decided to go make tools,” said the second princess.


“And what was his name?” asked their mother.


“I don’t know,” the second princess said.


“The boy with the funny walk,” the first princess said.


The queen laughed.


“How does he walk?”


And the two princesses jumped off the bed and demonstrated.


“I think I know him,” said the queen, and she got up and walked in the same way with her feet jutting out to the side. And the princesses laughed. “Yes, but he’s good.”


“He’s alright,” said the first princess.


“I like him,” said the second princess.


“Well, since we’re all agreed,” the queen said, “we won’t have to ask his forgiveness for making fun of him.”


“After all, he does walk like that,” said the first princess.


“I don’t think he minds,” said the second princess. “I don’t think he can walk any other way.”


And the queen sat down again on the bed, and asked, “What else happened today?”


“A schemer asked us the strangest question on our way to breakfast!” said the first princess.


“Oh yes,” said the second princess. “What did he ask us?”


“About conversations, silly!” said the first princess. 


She turned to her mother. 


“He asked us--”


“He asked us if we’d ever had a conversation.”


“That’s not what he said!”


“Yes, it is!”


“He asked us--”


“Yes, it is!”


 “If we’d-- no, he said, ‘Have you ever had a conversation?’”


The queen laughed.


“He asked you that?”


“Yes.”


“Yes.”


“And in what tone of voice?”


“He was serious,” said the second princess.


“I had never heard anyone ask that before.”


“And what did you say?”


“Well, we hadn’t had any conversations, but we had one this afternoon.”


“Yes, we ought to tell him.”


“But of course you’ve had conversations,” said the queen.


“No, he said what a conversation was,” said the second princess. “And we hadn’t.”


“What’s wrong?” the queen asked the first princess, who had fallen silent.


“Where does that boy live? I would like to see him again,” she said.


And the queen laughed, and told her where he lived.


“Now, do you have anything to write down?” she asked, and she brought their books out of the bag, and they were newly bound.


“Yes,” the two princesses said, and they took their books, and they lay down on the bed, and propped the books up on the pillow, and began to write.


And the queen busied herself in her own book, and she raised her eyes and tried to remember certain things, and at times she folded a page in worry. And at length she went to look over the princesses’ shoulders, and she saw that both of them had written the boy’s name, and crossed it out.


“And what have you done here?” asked their mother.


“But I thought you said that we didn’t need to ask him for forgiveness!” said the first princess.


“But if that’s the case, you don’t need to put him in the book at all.”


“I think he would forgive us,” said the second princess.


“But what if he didn’t!” said the first princess. She turned to her mother and said, “What if he refused?”


“Oh, he won’t refuse you!” said the queen.


“But what if he did?”


And the queen said to them, “When I began my own book, I asked your father what he thought of it, and he asked me the same thing, what I would do if someone refused me. And I said that I wasn’t sure, and he said to me, ‘I think if you seek forgiveness three times, and each time you’re denied, then the other person become guilty in your place.’ And in fact, he said that he’d draw a line though them for me. And I think we should do the same thing. If anyone refuses you three times, then come to me, and I’ll cross out their name for you.”


“And then they shall have to ask us for forgiveness?” asked the second princess.


And the queen laughed.


“Not everyone keeps books,” she said, and she had them cross out the boy’s name a second time, and she left the books by the bed, and kissed them goodnight, and left the room. 


And when she had gone the princesses were quiet for a moment, and then they snuck out of the room, and made their way to the room of the boy. 


And they ducked under the curtain, and crawled through the room where he and his parents lay, and he was lying on the side, and they tugged at his arm, which was hanging over the bed, and he would not wake, and they tugged harder, and his parents seemed to shift. And the first princess licked the hand of the boy, and he burst awake, and the princesses shushed him, and they told him to follow them, and he did. 


Once they were outside, and they were standing in the blue light of the inner hallway, the second princess said, “We’re going to go take a look at the night.”


And the boy said, “You want to me to come?”


“Well,” said the first princess. “Do you want to come?”


“Yes.”


And the first princess thought for a moment, and then she said, “Then you should have to give us something for it.”


“I have the flower.”


“No, not the flower,” said the first princess. 


“I don’t think I have anything else.”


“Then I think,” the first princess said, “that if you come out with us tonight, you should have to do whatever we say.”


“What do you mean?”


“You should be our slave, for-- how long?”


“I don’t know,” said the second princess. “Why do you want him to be a slave?”


“Think of all the things we can do!” said the first princess.


And the second princess thought about this, and then she said, “It would be nice to have someone to go around with, and we can have conversations.”


“Yes!”


“Okay, I’d like to have a slave.”


“Good.”


And there was a moment of silence.


“Yes, okay,” said the boy.


“You’ll do it?”


“I’ll do whatever you say.”


“For a day,” said the second princess.


“Yes, for a whole day.”


“Well then,” said the first princess, and she distributed a handful of sticks to each of them. They snuck to the garden, and they felt along the vines in the corridor, and they came into the place that was lit by the fires of the palace. And the grass was soft underneath their feet, and they could hear people laughing from within the palace, and they heard the water moving in the stream.


“It’s very peaceful,” said the second princess.


“Yes,” said the first. “We’ll have to go somewhere else.”


“But why?” asked the boy.


“Things look different in the night,” said the first princess. “But not like this.”


And she took them up to the tree, and she said, “What we’ll have to do is climb this tree, and go out onto that branch there, and then we’ll be able to get to the top of the wall.”


“The tree look strange, doesn’t it?” said the boy. “It’s like a very large piece of grass.”


And the second princess laughed with delight, and she clambered up after the first princess, and the boy followed, and he turned out to be very good at climbing. And they got to the top of the tree, and they crawled along the branch, and they came to the wall, and they stood upon it. And the first princess could see the moon, and it was very large. And the boy gave a shout.


“There’s a staircase here!”


And the princesses rushed over, and he was right, and they descended the staircase to the ground. And as they descended, the sky was lit at its horizon, and they could see rocky hills, and trees, and there were many paths which criss-crossed them, and the wind swept over the hills, and it batted at them.


“Yes, this is what I meant!” said the first princess.


And the second princess could see that it looked as if something were flowing across the trees below them.


And they reached the bottom of the staircase, and they began to walk, and the three of them held hands, although sometimes the second princess would stoop to inspect something. 


“Where should we go?” she asked aloud. 


And no one answered, but they continued to follow the path, for it was lit by the light of the moon, and they followed it and the grass was short and stiff, and there were a few garments, and the remnants of a fire here and there. And then up ahead they could see lights reflecting off the air. And as they drew near, they saw a group of men and women and they carried a great box from which light issued.


“I can’t make out what they’re saying,” said the first princess.


“We should go around the path, and come out on the other side of them,” said the boy.


And they bent down, and crawled along the path, and a great rocky hill rose up to the left. And before they had gotten halfway to the lights, they came near a cave, and the cave was cut into the hill, and roots from two trees hung down from the top of it, and between the trees was a great boulder, and the mouth of the cave seemed to gather up the dust from the path.


“What’s in there?” asked the first princess.


“Maybe someone lives there,” said the second princess.


“It would be cold,” said the first.


“I would like to make my home there. It would be nice to live under trees,” said the second.


And the boy went to stand in the mouth of the cave and he looked out, and he said, “You can just see the golden mountain.”


“Yes, perhaps I would live here,” said the first princess. “We could bring blankets, and fold ourselves up at night, and unfold ourselves in the morning, and maybe the cave extends through the whole hill!”


“We could have the whole hill for a palace!” said the boy.


“Yes,” said the first princess. “You would live with us too?”


“Well,” said the boy.


“No, I think it would be good to live with you,” said the first princess. “Don’t you agree?”


And the second princess agreed.


“Well, then, would you like to go first into the cave?” the first princess asked. “After all, you are our slave.”


“We will reward you!” said the second princess.


“It is dark in there.”


“Yes,” said the first princess, “but can’t you feel your way? Just step carefully, and shout to us, and we’ll follow you.”


And the boy agreed, and he began to walk slowly into the cave, putting one foot out in front of him, and then another. 


And just as he disappeared, the princesses heard noises behind them, and they saw that the men and women carrying the box were coming near, and they turned to each other, and then the princesses ran into the shadows. They watched the box set down, and the people had leaves in their hair, and dirt covered their legs. And they placed the box across from the cave, and they turned their backs to it, and they knelt down before the front of the cave, and some had their arms around a neighbor, and as they knelt, they stroked each other’s hair, and they ran their hands down the legs of those in front of them. And one of them spoke, and said, “There is a fire that burns underneath the earth, and as the light of the sun imbues the plant with new fire, underneath the earth is old fire, and it burns more slowly, and snatches us when we fall.”


And the crowd murmured their assent. 


And one among them said, “Is this what we came here to see?”


And the first said, “We will descend.”


And as he said it, the princesses heard a shout from above, and a dozen people appeared above the cave, and they appeared in the trees above it, and along the boulder between the trees. And they were panting, and one of them cried, “The rock crushes!” 


And there rose a murmur, and a man kneeling below stood, while the others still knelt, and he shouted up into the darkness, “All rocks break!”


And from above came dead silence, and then a creak, and the man below squinted up into the night. And from where they crouched, the princesses could see the boulder above the cave begin to move. And the second princess cried out, and then the dirt above the cave began to shimmer and fall, and the boulder slipped down, and without a pause, it crushed the people underneath. And not even a groan was heard, only a long, floating gasp when the boulder rolled backwards over the people. And the rock fell against the mouth of the cave, and sealed it up.


And the rest threw themselves against the boulder, but they could not move it; and a few ventured wildly up, as if to leap into the trees and take those who had done it; but dirt flew into their eyes, and they could not.


And the second princess was looking at the box of light, and it turned pink, and it turned green, and then it turned purple, and she saw her sister’s feet, and the purple part appeared there too, and larger. And the first princess spoke very quickly, and she said, “Do we go? Do we go?”


“We can’t leave him,” said the second princess.


And the first princess said softly without turning to her sister,“You heard what they said. There’s fire in the cave.”


“And dad--!”


“I know we can’t leave him!”


And just at that moment the princesses heard a noise from behind, like the drawing up of a bridge with chains, and they were dragged from behind, and in this way, the two princesses were kidnapped.


And soon thereafter the sun rose, and the king and queen rose.


And the king sat on the bed, and he looked at the queen and he murmured, “I’m a fool.”


And the queen was hovering over her book, and she was transferring a list of names to another piece of paper. And he went up behind her, and he kissed her.


“Who’s on your list today?” he asked.


And she told him a few stories, and he listened to them, and he watched as the queen concentrated upon the list, and sliced the paper with her pen, and underlined certain things. 


And he said to her, “You know, you might not have to keep the book.”


And the queen looked at him, and she closed the book, and she said to him firmly, “I want to get better.”


“I know,” said the king.


“Have you heard of dignity?” asked the queen. “I think we should all be dignified.  This is what nobody realizes.”


“What do you mean, dignified?”


“Aren’t there certain people who walk around with us, and have a certain grace, and move fluidly, and beautifully?”


And the king laughed, “Well, yes. I wonder if they’re born that way.”


He got up and walked to the window. 


“What secret do they have?” he asked aloud.


“I think you are dignified,” the queen said to him. 


“Well.”


And the king continued, “I think it isn’t people who are dignified, but things that are done with dignity. After all, haven’t you seen one of those slaves doing the most common task and acting very uncommonly?”


“Yes, things are done for their own sake, and not for something else. We can be better.”


“But there is some secret to it,” the king said, and he looked out the window, and he wondered if the plants were dignified, and the trees were dignified, and the sky. 


“The morning has a certain dignity,” he said. And he thought, but he did not say what he thought the secret was. For it seemed to him that he could not speak it, and what he wanted to say was: nothing is undignified. And at a stroke he understood why he must never speak that aloud.


“I think I’ll go wandering today,” he said to the queen, and the queen laughed.


“I had my dream again, you see,” he said.


“Yes.”


And he embraced the queen, and he left, and he wondered as he left, whether the queen had heard his thoughts. He wandered through the palace, and several people asked him where he was going. And he laughed, and after a moment, he said to them, “I have heard that sometimes the sun is crossed by the moon, and when this occurs, the world turns into night, and people act very strangely.”


“Yes?”


“I wish to find signs of it,” the king said since he had no wish to explain.


“And what are you looking for?”


“Oh,” he said. “I’m a fool, and I’m looking for someone like me.”


And the people did not know what he meant, and he left the palace, and he imagined the people talking behind him, and he wondered what would satisfy him. And he walked away from the city, and he followed the paths through the hills there, and he kept in sight of the golden mountain in the distance. 


And as he walked, he began to hear the whistling of someone, but it was not whistling like whistling at night to keep company, but the sort of whistling that moves with the feet, and only those who have walked for a very long time whistle in that way. 


And as he turned along the path, he came upon a man eating his lunch outside a cave, and the cave had a rock in front of it, and there was a mark on the rock. Now, the king had not eaten, and so he went up to the man to ask him for some food.The man gave some food to the king, and they sat together.


“You can have a little more if you want,” the man said.


 There were flowers growing around them, and the king said, “That’s alright. It’s funny how happy we get when the flowers return.”


“Yes, they carry a great distance,” said the man.


And the king asked him who he was, and the man told him that he was Baruch, the wise man.


“Oh, you are a wise man?” asked the king.


“I will tell you the truth. It’s not true.”


“You’re not wise, then?”


“You tell me,” said Baruch. “Look at this mark on the rock.”


“I can’t see the mark,” said the king.


“What do you mean?”


“My eyes are fixed to the sky, and I can’t look much lower than that.”


Baruch laughed and said, “And I thought you were looking down on me!”


He stood up, and said to the king, “Wait and I’ll describe the mark to you. It’s made up of two marks like the peak of a mountain, or the wings of a bird when they beat down. Just like when the sun shines on you, and you outstretch your left and right hands, and a ray of the sun hits your left hand and another ray of the sun hits your right hand. What do you think it means?”


“Maybe it doesn’t mean anything,” answered the king. “Just like a mountain forms a peak of its own accord, and the birds flap their wings downward in order to fly, in the same way this mark might have been formed for no other reason than itself.”


“Well, I’ll give you the answer. It’s a mark made by the people who live around here and it means, a door.” 


“How does it mean, a door?” 


“Because at a door, one either goes through it or waits outside. This’s what the people say. At first there’s only waiting in a place, and that’s only one thing. And the one who’s waiting explores the place, and comes upon a door. And now, there’s two things: there’s waiting in the place, and there’s going through the door. And the man has to decide, to wait or to go through the door. And the fact is, the one place has turned into two places even for the man who decides to wait.”


“So there’s something in this cave.”


“That’s what I’ve decided.”


“And if there’s nothing behind the rock? Will you agree that the mark doesn’t mean anything?”


“If there is nothing inside the cave, then I don’t know, maybe it’s been stolen. Or someone plans to put something inside it someday, and they haven’t done it yet.”


“Are you waiting for them?”


“Maybe there’s other caves like this,” Baruch said, and he made as if to look around for them. And the king wished to move the rock in order to discover what lay beyond it. And the wise man pushed him back and said, “Wait! Imagine there was only this cave in the beginning. And all that existed was this cave. And there was something inside the cave. And you saw that something was inside the cave. And you imagined, maybe there wouldn’t have been something inside the cave. And you imagined what it would be like if there wasn’t anything inside this cave. And then you imagined, what it would be like if you hadn’t ever thought about whether there was something inside the cave, and what it would be like if you’d never imagined what it would be like if you’d never thought about whether there was something inside this cave. And you did this forever.”


“But just as easily,” answered the king, “there might not have been anything in the cave from the beginning, and I imagined, maybe there might have been something in the cave, then I imagined what it would be like if I had never thought that there might have been something in the cave, and so on.”


“So you see why it doesn’t matter if there’s something inside the cave or not,” said Baruch


And the king laughed.


“For someone who doesn’t care about it, you are very interested in this cave.”


“Of course I care,” said Baruch. “Don’t you care?”


“I care,” said the king. 


“Then you are just as much a fool as I am,” said Baruch, and he turned to the king, who laughed. Then they finished eating, and the king asked Baruch, “Well, where are you going?”


“I’m going towards the ocean,” Baruch said. 


And the king had never seen the ocean.


“What do you plan to do there?”


“I want to sail across it,” Baruch said. “The lake in your kingdom is not a lake, you know,” Baruch said. “It leads out into the ocean.”


“What is the ocean?” the king asked.


“Do you think everything is made of water? For there is more water than earth, and maybe the earth floats atop the water, or else the water floats atop the earth. Maybe the earth itself was born out of the water as things washed up out of it.”


“All lakes that I know have a bottom,” said the king.


“Yes, but haven’t you seen water coming out of the earth sometimes, when you digs down, or in a cave?”


The king admitted it was so.


“The ocean is source of the water,” Baruch said. “And it’s easier to move around on the water, and I want to follow it. I have heard very profound things that sailors see, that when they sail towards a place it aways seems to rise out of the water.” 



And the king said that there were boats which went out onto the lake, and some which traveled to the lands around it, and docks had been recently built there. And as he spoke, he decided that he wanted Baruch to come to the kingdom and advise him, and so he said, “If you come to my kingdom and educate my daughters, then I’ll give you passage on one of those ships.”


And Baruch was pleased with this, and he agreed to accompany the king, and they began to return along the path by which the king had come. And they curved around various hills, and they began to walk down to the city, and the city fell below them, and the grasses led down to it. The forest was on one side, and they walked along it, and birds flew from tree to tree, and they alternated red and blue, and red and blue. And the land was flat on the other side, and a few monuments rose in the distance there.


And they walked in silence for a time, and Baruch asked the king, “Well, how should we walk?”


“How do you mean?” asked the king.


“Should we entertain each other, or--”


“Well,” said the king. “Where are you from? Have you been walking long?”


And Baruch laughed.


“Yes, I’ve been walking for a very long time. You’re the king who organized this place?”


And the king said yes, and Baruch threw his hands out in front of them as if carrying on an argument with a person he could not see. “Ah,” he said, “but even before that time, you wandered in circles in forests, and you were caught up in trees, and you shuffled from river to river, and so on.”


And he turned to the king.


“At least, that’s what I’ve heard,” he said.


“Sometimes people would strike off and never return,” said the king. “It was hard keeping things straight.”


“Ah,” said Baruch, and gave a great sigh. “But that’s only because you refused to move.”


“Well,” said the king. “But not only me. My family, and the rest. Of course, we stayed.”


“Yes, and you sat and walked a little of the way, and went back and forth, and so on, and you wandered in circles. I believe that walking means something very different.”


“And you’ve been walking for a very long time,” said the king.


“Yes. I got here recently. Originally, I came from that way,” he said, and he pointed away from the forest at the flat, grassy land. “We walked in the desert for a very long time.”


He looked over at the king.


“Have you heard that things are moving away from each other?” he asked.


“Things?”


“Places, cities, and so on. I wondered if you knew.”


“Where’d you hear that?”


“In the desert, you can see it because the cities are so far apart. You can walk for days and nights, and there will be very little around, and only every so often does a city come to you, and you can see the spires and walls. It’s very beautiful because the stones turn to white in the sun. But it takes a long time to get to the next city, and when you happen to walk to the same city twice, you notice that it takes a little longer each time. And if the cities are very far away it takes even longer. So when you live close together like this, you don’t notice.”


And the king thought about this.


“But I was saying,” said Baruch. “Where I come from everybody walks continuously more or less, and so everybody has their own practice. For example, I’m still visited by my friend Lamed, who died a long time ago, and I know that he doesn’t visit anybody else. I think he uses me to see the sights that he often liked to see.”


And Baruch looked over at the king.


“Don’t you think it’s strange that something from behind us can appear before us? And that only people in front of us can see us as we are?”


And the king laughed. But as he laughed, he heard a great shaking behind him, and Baruch heard it too, it was like a rumbling in the air. And they turned around and there above the golden mountain the king saw that down through the sky came a fire and a fire, and it was hard to look at, and it trailed more fire behind it. And it came down through the air as if being thrown down at the ground, and it came towards the ground as if it would miss it. And the king’s eyes were on it, and it burst into the forest beside them. And after a moment, when the shaking of the leaves and the flight of the birds were exhausted, it was silent there.


And Baruch and the king ran into the forest to see the thing, and they went in the direction towards it. And as they ran, they heard a shout, and then another.


“Wait,” said the king.


And the two of them stopped for a moment to listen. They heard something crashing through the trees, and it was getting closer. And the king concealed himself behind a tree, and Baruch bent down close to the ground to watch. They could hear twigs breaking, and they waited for it, until then through the bushes came two deer, and the deer were burnt on their sides, and they looked as if they had been burnt many times. They ran past, and did not stop.


Then the king hurried in the direction from which the deer had come and Baruch followed, and they went past broken branches, and at length they came to a spot where the trees had been blasted, and a few flames flickered here and there, and the place was empty and still.


When they saw this, they walked around the circle of flattened trees, and Baruch stooped to pick up some rocks. The king stood in the middle of the circle and looked back at the path the falling fire had followed. And taking to each other, they returned to the city, and they went into the palace, and there the queen met them. She told them the princesses had gone missing, and the boy. 


And the queen drew the king away from Baruch, and she took him down to their room. She pressed the king down on the bed, and she placed her head against him, and pressed her cheek against his neck. And she listened to the beat of his heart, as it beat within his neck, and to her it sounded like footsteps, like someone within the king were walking inexorably against the back of him. He stroked her hair, and it was in time with the beat, and she waited as if blindly for the next stroke. And in turn the king felt the queen’s heart against him, and each beat of it was like the pull of an oar against the water, and between each beat, he imagined the oars slipping loose, and the rower’s strength running out.


And just then a shout went up, for the first princess had appeared at the palace gates, and the king and queen went down to see her, and her face was dirty, and she clung to her parents. And her eyes were clear and bright, and the skin around them was ill and tired.


And she spoke and said, “There’s a cave blocked by a rock, and we were there last night--” And even before she finished, king and queen had gathered a party, and they walked in front, and the first princess was in the arms of the king, and Baruch walked behind them, and the people formed columns beyond that. And the king bent low and asked the first princess, “Have you seen that man, Baruch?” And he gestured back towards him, and the princess said that she had not. 


And they came to the cave and the rock, and ten men tried to move the rock from its place, but they were unable to do so, and the first princess shouted to the boy, and wept. And Baruch returned with yet more men, and they too tried their strength, but the rock did not move since no more than a few men could grasp the rock firmly enough to stir it. They merely crowded each other, and bruised their feet. 


After many hours, the princess collapsed and could not move or speak and she could only look. The king drew up the princess and carried her. And they returned to the palace, and when the princess woke up, she along with the whole palace mourned. 

THE PRINCESS, FIRST PART

This is the first part of the story of the first princess after that. In time, the princess had a dream in which a woman cast a spell on her, and she sat in a chair, and the woman stood behind her, and she moved her hands up and down on the first princess’s back. And she pressed them against her spine and as she did the princesses heard the word spine as if a star had come into view and it had been hidden by an invisible branch. And the woman reached into her shoulder and brought her hand up behind the princess’s neck, and it was on the left side, and then she did it on the right. And the princess thought of course the stars flickered anyway, and they swung down through a kind of fog, and the yellow moon too was covered up by something that could not be seen and it was dark and round.


And the woman placed her hands behind the princess’s ears and brought them down to the nape of her neck. And as she did, she asked the princess to place a ball in front of her and have it be at the horizon like the moon, and have a small light flicker next to it, as if beside the moon rose a mountain, and on the mountain was a cradle made of stone, and in the stone was a fire, and men and women slept nearby. And the woman brought her hands down to the princess’s ribs and felt them, and drew her hands back, and down her sides, and touched where they met. And she pressed her hands upward as if she were shaving the bark of a young tree with a gentle, golden plane. And she told the princess to take the ball and have it swing around her to the right, and run in circles around the horizon, and to keep the moon running as if it were being chased. And she placed her fingers against the temples of the princess, and placed one finger on the back lobes each, and one finger at the crease between the back and forward lobes of her head. And she blew gently on the strong part of princess’s back, near the shoulder blades, and the princesses left and right fingers twitched. 


And the woman said to keep the moon running around and around, and then at once to have it turn around and run the other way. And she bent down to the princess’s ear and she whispered, “Did you feel the resistance?”


And the woman dug her hands into the back of the princess, and she stuck her fingers into the flesh around her spine and walked up it, and along the way, they burrowed into knots within her flesh, and the fingers loosened them. And the woman said, “Do you feel these knots?”


And the princess whispered, “What do you mean, knots?”


And the woman said, “When you feel the back, you can feel these knots under your fingers. You got to work to untie them.”


“There’s thread inside us?”


“The day is forced on you, on your hands and neck and back, and forces its way into your eyes, and goes into the various orifices and crackles there like the oils coming out of cooking meat. And the limbs are molded into various poses, and the fibers weaken and tangle into knots.”


And the woman moved her hands over the head of the princess, and she said, “Can you feel the subtle pain in your head, and in your eyes too? They’re too small to be felt with your fingers so you can only feel them from inside. Of course, you can still loosen them up.” 


And she worked to untie them.


“I think I’ll make the sun run around,” said the princess, and she began to.


“It will be too bright, you should probably use the moon. You’re tightening your throat.”


And the princess tried to still her throat.


And the woman said, “I can still feel it moving. Your throat’s going up and down, and your jaw’s going side to side.”


“I can’t stop it.”


“Turn the moon around and have it run the other way.”


And the princess did so, and the woman felt it stop and turn around.


“You cannot keep your body still. Untie all knots, and there’s one knot that can’t be untied, and that’s the muscle itself. And so you have to make the moon run with something else.”


And the woman closed the princess’s eyes, and she ran a finger from the top of her head to the seat of her spine, and she stroked it once, and then she stroked it again, and then she worked from the shoulders to the middle, and then from the shoulders to the head. And she dug beneath the skin of the princess, and she stirred the flesh beneath it from the neck to the shoulder, and she pressed in the hips, and she eased her ribs, and she breathed on the back of the princess, and slowly she began to blow in this way until the spell had been cast.


And upon waking, the spell did not disperse, but it hung over her and the princess wondered if she still had to wake up. And she went down to the garden, and it had been cleared of children, and in the middle of it was a table, and around the table there were couches, and on the couches sat various people, and they were eating a meal. And the table was organized like this. On two opposite sides sat those who walked with their eyes straight ahead, and those who walked with their eyes fixed to the sky sat on the other side, and across from them sat those who walked with their eyes on the ground. And the king and the queen sat together on a throne beyond the table, and the queen sat on the lap of the king. And in front of them were those who looked down at the ground, and there were three to the left and three to the right, and in the middle an empty space for the king and the queen. And in front of the table was a fire, and in the fire a tube made of very thick felt had been placed, and the one end was in the fire, and it burned slowly, and these flames were carried into the tube, and they flared out the other end, and licked the air. 


And the king was silent, and one of the people sitting there raised his glass to the king, and the others also raised their glasses to the king, and they spilled some of it on the ground. And the king stood, and was excused, and he left the garden in order to relieve himself. And the queen was silent, and she closed her eyes, and could not follow the conversation, and she pretended to be asleep so she could listen to them without responding. And now the princess came up to the table, and she saw the people there, and she said,  “My father is distraught.”


And the people turned to look at her, and she looked at them each in turn, and she began to walk up and down the garden, and she urged them with her hands. 


“Don’t you see he’s thinking about my sister already, and you planted the thought in him? And he has to sit there guilty for his awkwardness, and you’re all too afraid to share in it! Or maybe you’re waiting there like children waiting for the chance to speak, since you won’t speak first. Because you want to choose your words carefully for him,” she said, and she lifted her head, and she looked up at the sky, and saw the moon was there even in the day, and it seemed like an imperfection in the glass, a dent that was milky and untransparent, and she thought she could see the part that was covered up. And she blinked, and she decided that she could not see it after all, yet when she looked it was still there. And because of it the moon seemed to yell at her very loudly, and she said, “I don’t know what to do.” 


And she paused, and her face was torn, and she raised her head as if listening silently to something. And the people waited, and they turned to look at their plates and cups. And they jumped when she turned back to them, and they saw that her eyes had been very deep before and now they were bright and shallow.


“We are going to play a joke,” she said.


And the people laughed.


“We’re going to bring my sister back to life for him. This is how we’ll do it. Each of you remember the morning she was lost, and imagine she were found, and what would happen. And tell it to the person sitting to your left, and that person decides what happens after that, and tells it to the next person, and so on. And each of you keeping going, and trust me, the king will smile again.”


And the princess withdrew, and watched. And the queen was silent, and when the king returned, the people did as the princess suggested, and the life of the second princess went swirling around the table, and each person told what happened next at the same moment. And they could all hear how similar or different they were, and if they were all the same, the people would laugh, and if they were all different, they would laugh too. And sometimes they would murmur when the table was divided in different pleasing ways. And the king stood in the middle of them, and tried to hear them all clearly. But too many of them spoke at once, and the king could not listen, and he raised a finger, and went to pass a message to the first princess since he did not know that she was there.


And when he was gone, the first princess came again to the table, and she said, “I can help.” And she said, “Do the same as before, only now which way you turn is up to you, left or right. And speak in a whisper. And sometimes you will be told two different things at once from either side. When this happens, stand up and hold both of them in mind, and say aloud what happens next, and only speak aloud when no one else is speaking. So the king can hear you better this way.”


And the princess withdrew, and the king returned, and the conversation continued, and the king could now hear different parts of the princess’s life clearly, and he laughed when the things surprised him, and he nodded to them. But the people were no longer listening to each other and focused more on their whispers than what was spoken aloud, and the king alone could hear the whole of it, so that by the time the food and drink were cleared away, he again was silent. 


And the princess saw this and she came out of hiding and went up to him and bent close to his ear, and drew him away. The king and the princess climbed up the tree, and stood on the wall, and the princess pointed out the moon to him which could still be seen, and she told him to think of the people looking at it and people who had looked at it, and all the things that acted in accordance with it, and loved or hated it.


And the king said to the princess, “I see it.”


And the princess brought her thumb to her mouth, and then she slipped down the tree, and spoke to the people, and said, “Now do exactly as I say. Go out of here and gather up all your family and friends and all your slaves, and bring them here, and sit them at tables around the garden, and give them things to eat and drink, and have each table imagine what happens next. And the rule is that someone must always be leaving a table and heading to another one, and when a person arrives, another person must leave.”


And the people did as they were told, and when the king returned, he found the garden full of people already half-drunk shouting about his daughter and people were running from table to table, and he could walk between them and hear the stories as they became similar and different. And some of the stories were good and some of them were bad since all the people mingled together. And the king watched them, and he listened, and he smiled, and he began to laugh.


And the princess went up to him, and she said, “What do you think?”


And the king brought her against him, and just as he did, the people’s shouting seemed to clash, and then break into harmony, and his eyes began to hurt.


“Thank you,” he said, and he thanked her again, and he paused, and he thought, and then he told her the truth. “But I don’t know what kinds of questions I want to ask her now that she’s here,” he said.


“But every day we have lots of questions about all sorts of things! And when those questions come to you and you’re thinking about what to do, you can hear her answer!”


And the king said after a moment, “But what would she ask me?”


And the princess heard this, and she looked out at the corridor that led out the garden, and she looked up at the branches over her shoulder, and she could feel herself being pulled as if in a sled, and a pack of dogs was tied to the sled, and the dogs were fighting over the direction she would take. And she was headed to a certain place, and she felt herself being pulled, and she heard a voice, and it appeared in her mind like a thought but it did not waver. And the voice was very clear and it said, “I won’t have her question me,” as if a hand had been placed on her shoulder, and she untied the dogs all at once from the sled, and they sped off without her. 


And the sled came to a stop, and the snow muffled the sound of itself falling. And across her lips seemed to blow something warm, and she knelt down in the snow, and lay and felt as if she had eaten the fat of an animal and it was lying inside her. And her eyes again became very shallow, and she turned to her father, and said, “I don’t need that.”


And she left him. 


Now, the queen had heard what the princess said, and later she went to see her, and she was lying in her room. And she asked the princess about her behavior, and the princess lifted herself up a little, and she looked at her mother and said what came into her mind, which was that the table was a dance and the dancers moved towards an end, and the dance she gave them was patterned after her sister. And she spoke strangely and her mother perceived that a spell had been cast on her since her own mother had also been afflicted with them. So she called on Baruch to ask his advice, and she left the princess, and the princess was alone.


Now the princess thought of the dance of her sister and as she thought, she felt the dance of the subtle pains in her head. And she saw that her own dancers were circling around the dance of her sister, and those at the border mingled and danced with each other, and sometimes they would exchange places, and she saw that the number of dancers that joined her sister’s dance was much greater than the number of dancers that left. And it became harder to see her sister’s dance when she looked down at the dancers, and she was looking at them as if from above, and she couldn’t go down and walk with her, and thank her for her conversation. And the princess felt ill, and she wanted to be released from the feeling, and she had to ask her sister to forgive her this, for her sister would have given her everything, and this is what she thought, and her face became blurred and twisted.


And she asked her sister’s dance even as it was shrinking and she saw that her sister’s dance was awkward and did not flow, and the dancers jumped from place to place as new dancers interrupted them. And when the awkward dancers left, they made the whole dance awkward, and the dancers as a whole began to spin more wildly and went farther away than she could see. And she asked again and the dancers jumped and even began to knock into each other, and she asked a third time and out of the pocket of her sister came a wave of motion, and the wave dispersed over the whole dance, and when the wave passed, the dancers were all facing the opposite direction.


And she thought, “She refused three times, and now she herself is guilty.” 


But when she started waiting for her sister’s question, she couldn’t see her anymore, and the dance as a whole asked for forgiveness and it could only give itself. So the dance seemed to run to a point, and retreat, and the dancers were building and flowing from one point to another, and with each change of place the dancers grew harder and harder and pressed against each other, and grabbed each other, and pushed each other more violently, more slowly, and more forcefully. And when the princess saw this happen with her eyes, she felt it happen in her muscles, and it came into her thoughts, and her thoughts flickered in a dark space between the dancers, and her thoughts themselves were complete like them, and they glowed there and had taken on the form of words and rose and fell along the peaks of their letters. And from behind them as if coming forward were other words hovering around the first ones and commenting on them, and they dripped from the branch of the first thought and fell like sap and ran along the glassy pane that was in front of her. And the first words were like sap of another kind which continued to fall and covered over the whole pane, and everything was turgid and refusing itself and in turn refusing, and the princess was lying in her bed, and she was dazed.


And while she was lying there, she happened to open her eyes. The sun had gone down to the trees, and the evening star was there, and she looked through the curtains, and the curtains were askew, and she heard that someone was in the room. And she went on her elbows and she looked at him and he was a man and he stood there and he looked at her, and it was Baruch. 


He sat down next to her on the bed, and smiled and asked, “Are you tired?”


And the princess said, “No.”


“I heard what you said to the king,” Baruch said.


“What do you mean?”


“About the moon.”


“Oh.”


“I liked it, you know,” he said. And he looked out at the room, and they heard a few night birds calling to each other outside.


“You know,” he said. “I think we should take a walk. We haven’t talked about the stars in a while.” And then he looked down at her and said, “I have something to show you.”


“What’s that?”


And from his pocket, Baruch brought out a prism, and it was broken in two, and it gathered in the light and shone. And he said, “Your eyes look all clouded up.”


And the princess said she felt like she was in a daze.


And Baruch said, “Well, look through the prism.”


And he handed the prism to her, and she brought it up to her eyes. And as she looked out at the room, the night from outside seemed to rush in through the window and cover up the ceiling, and the furniture all seemed to lean towards her, and Baruch placed his hands on his thighs, and his body became splendid, and his hands were like hot irons and she saw sparks flying from them. And he turned to her, and his face became like lightning and his eyes became like rays of the sun, and she felt as if she ought to reach out and touch him, and she brought out her hand, and she placed it on his chest, and it was firm there. And all the daze that was hanging in the air seemed to shimmer and rush towards her and sharpen into little lights. 


Then she took the prism from her eye, and everything suddenly sat back away from her. 


“What is this?” she asked.


“I got it from a friend of mine,” he said. “It gathers up the light that you see. I don’t know how it works, but I’ve been carrying it for a long time, and I thought you could use it. I know--”


And he paused, and he gathered up the princess’s hair, and brought it back behind her ears. 


“Well,” he said. “I’m here to help you after all.”


And the princess laughed, and together they left the palace, and they walked down to the labyrinth, and beside the labyrinth was a tower all made out of white stone, and it had a golden top so that at sunset it looked like a candle. And this tower was the entrance to the upper labyrinth where those who looked up at the sky wandered from roof to roof along their bridges. And Baruch and princess went up to the bridges and they wandered across the city, and they heard the people down below them, and sometimes the people rushed by with lights which were thrown up against the walls. The city, however, was muted where they walked, and their heads were thrown back, and there were the stars. And only every once and a while would a person pass them, and the old bridges would creak, and they would move to the side, and keep themselves steady, for the railings had long since fallen off.


Now in their time together Baruch and the princess had traced the sun, the moon, and the stars, and they had seen them move against each other in certain ways, and some would herald others or beg them to delay, and others bore with them trains of followers, and formed lines and shapes as if working together towards a common goal. And walking together now looking up, the princess raised the prism to her eye, and she saw the stars reach out to her and she was seeing them as they were when they moved and she turned suddenly to Baruch, and said something she would not have ordinarily said. 


“The stars push and pull on each other just like people, and some of them are like brothers or sisters and strangers and friends, and sometimes they throw themselves across the sky like solitary individuals and disappear!”


And he turned to her, and said “I’ve seen that too, but I can’t see it all the time, you know.”


“Oh really?” asked the princess, and she took the prism from her eye. “What do you see now?”


And Baruch squinted up at the sky, and waited to think of an answer. But the princess had a thought instead and suddenly said, “Baruch, I want to know, are you a good man?”


And Baruch laughed. “I think so,” he replied.


“And how do I know you’re a good man?”


“I mean, I act like a good man, and I say what a good men say.”


“But maybe you’re only acting, and you’re not really good at all.”


“Well, maybe there is something other than what I say or do,” Baruch said. “But still.”


“I think you’re a good man,” the princess said.


And she looked up at the stars again, and she saw them dancing very slowly across the sky. “But I think the same thing that makes me think you’re a good man makes me think those stars up there are acting like people.”


“Maybe we think different things about people,” said Baruch.


And the princess stamped her foot, and she looked out over the bridge into the city, and she saw that between the houses there rose a hill, and the moon was shining on it, and it was one of the places where the children played at night. And she grabbed Baruch’s sleeve, and dragged him down onto the stairs nearest to them, and she took him to the foot of a hill, and told him to look at the children there.


“Look at them,” she said. “And I know it’s the same in the garden in the palace!”


And Baruch looked, and he saw the children running along the hill, and they were dressed very lightly. And some of the children went around with others in groups and in single-file, and some children went alone as if they’d fallen behind. And many children clutched multi-colored streamers in their hands that seemed to glow in the dark. And a few stood in place, attracted to a stump or a rock, and a few children looked lost, and a few more walked in pairs, leisurely, around the hill, as if observing the sights. And sometimes children would burst out of groups and radiate in all directions, and at the top, a mass of children flickered, and they had built a fire there. And suddenly out of the long shadows thrown down on the hill leapt one of the children, and she had caught sight of Baruch and the princess, and she stretched out her hands towards them, and jumped excitedly into the air, then darted away and a few children began to orbit around her and she dove into a pack and sent a few kids racing away from her.


“I see what you mean,” Baruch replied. “But this is what I think. So you see stars that move like people and people that move like stars, and what I want to know is when do you see the stars?”


And the princess didn’t know what to say, and she let Baruch’s sleeve fall. She walked ahead down the street away from the hill, and Baruch let her go for a while. 


And she walked past the closed and dark houses of the city. Outside some of them were beds of mint and other special flavors, and she heard music in the distance and shouting, and she wandered in that direction, and her clothes trailed on the ground. And she was thinking about what Baruch had said, and she was playing with the prism, and she saw a flowerbed and the sign above a door that hung over it, and the princess could see the shadow it cast when the sun was shining since the flowers all had their faces turned in the same direction and only those in the shadow were looking elsewhere and wilted. And she turned a corner, and she saw three dogs, and they were lying in the road, and one was to her right, and two were before her, and one was to the left of a tree, and the other to the right of it. And as she walked between them, their eyes turned to watch her. So she turned around and walked among them, and one of the dogs followed her and it ran up against her legs and she played with it, and she walked on, and it ran up against her, and so on. And then she left, and she turned back, and the dog had its eyes on her.


And then a wagon appeared, and it was full of large even blocks of stone, and it was being hauled by a few men. And as the wagon came up, the dog that was closest to it ran forward and followed it, and the other one stood and barked at the wagon as if to signal its arrival, and lifted its head and whistled through its teeth, and the third dog remained lying down and it barked and wheezed as it did. And in the door appeared a woman, and the woman went to meet the men with the wagon, and they talked for a while. And the two dogs walked around each other, and the third dog remained behind, and it was curled up, and it had white hairs, and in the light of the woman, the princess could see that they were tangled up by the wind, and the dog threw its head back onto the ground and lay back and welcomed the light. And then the two other dogs began to bark and growl and bat at each other and the man yelled at them, and the two dogs slunk away in opposite directions, and their tails were between their legs.


And the princess walked on, and she followed the path the wagon had taken, and it led her near to the sounds that she had head before. And she turned a corner and sitting on a stool outside a house sat a woman and she had a scarf around her neck and she was crying and kept crossing and uncrossing her arms. And the woman looked at the princess and she smiled and said, “You’re very pretty.” 


And the princess stopped. And the woman said, “I like to see a pretty girl. I can understand falling in love with one.”


“Falling in love?”


“Yes, people are falling in love all the time,” the woman said. “I should just understand that.”


“What’s wrong?” asked the princess.


“I’m just sad,” said the woman. And she touched the princess’s hand, and she said, “We’re of the same kind, aren’t we? Only you’re much more beautiful than I am.”


And the princess did not know what to say. “Do you know what’s going on over there?” she asked. But Baruch came around the corner, and the woman waved, and disappeared into the house. The princess turned to him and took his hand, and they continued to walk in silence for a while. And when the princess let go of his hand, she asked him, “Baruch, what is a human being?”


“You are, my dear.”


“And doesn’t that mean I move like a human being, that I laugh and cry, and so on?”


“Yes, that’s part of what makes a human being,” Baruch answered.


“And sometimes, don’t I hang my head in unhappiness when something is stolen from me, and sometimes don’t I retreat to my room with my face downcast when I’ve been shamed, and don’t sometimes human beings cry when they see others cry, and laugh when others laugh, and yawn when others yawn?”


“All this is true,” said Baruch. “Though, I thought you were always looking up at the sky!”


“That doesn’t mean my head does not hang in unhappiness!”


And Baruch laughed, and said, “I understand.”


“Now, when I hang my head, I feel a certain way. For the fact is, I feel a certain way, and then I’m told, I am hanging my head. Now I see another thing hanging its head, and I think it also feels a certain way.”


“But a flower cannot laugh it can only bloom or wilt, and a dog cannot laugh, it can only move about and bark, and so on,” said Baruch.


“But aren’t there human beings who never laugh, and human beings who never cry?”


“Well, yes. But those are strange human beings.”


“But how do I know they’re human beings if they don’t move around like us? Are they human beings because they look like human beings?”


“That’s part of it, I suppose.”


“But couldn’t a human being take another shape and move around like we move but in a different way? Like when a man has lost control over his own body and talks by blinking.”


“That is possible,” Baruch agreed.


“And if the stars move in every way that we move, but in a different way, wouldn’t they be human too?”


Baruch thought for a time, and it was as if he did not see the road, and the princess waiting for his answer did not see it either.


“But what does it mean to move in the same way?” he asked. “When your mom or dad moves their hands across a page and makes a drawing of a person, we say the drawing looks like a human, and we don’t think that the drawing is a human being. We say it’s a drawing of a human being.”


“Yes, but we also say that because a human being made it, and their hands moved that way because of how a human being moves! And so a drawing moves like a human being, only it’s harder to see it since the human being is folded up inside the drawing as opposed to being on the outside.”


“And the stars are like that?”


“Yes, they’re like us, only folded up. And sometimes they unfold themselves and can move in different ways, and we can see them!” said the princess, and she raised her hands up in excitement.


And Baruch laughed, and he bent down to remove a pebble from his shoe. “But why should things unfold at all?” he asked.


And the princess asked, “What do you mean?”


“Well, if we place drawings on a wheel and spin the wheel around, it looks like the drawings are moving and it makes a scene, and you can see a little bit of the scene before and the scene after. And then another scene appears. And you would only think the scenes unfolded of their own accord, if you didn’t know that someone were pulling the string that makes the wheel turn. And perhaps the stars and everything we see are like that and someone pulls the string, and the scenes follow one after another!”


“But what difference would that make?”


And Baruch said to her, “Well, what I don’t understand is why the drawings are in the proper order for us to see the scenes. There must be many different ways to put the drawings in order, and since we see them in one order and not another, we ourselves have to be the ones that put them that way! And if that’s true, then we can’t be drawings because we’re the ones who see them.”


And the princess thought for a time, and then she said, “But that’s silly! I see you as a drawing and you see me as a drawing. So maybe drawings don’t need seers, but are seeable by themselves!”


“But we still see things in different ways,” said Baruch. “And why should that be the case if all things are just seeable by themselves? If what is seen is all there is, why should it split apart as if someone were seeing it two different ways in order to decipher it?”


“Perhaps what is seen is deciphering itself,” surmised the princess.


And Baruch laughed.


“Who do you think you are?” he asked, and the princess laughed at this, and they were nearing the place were people were singing, and they could hear lots of footsteps, and smoke was starting to hang in the air. They rounded a corner and the people came into view and they were drumming in a circle, and around the circle there was a crowd of people, and they were watching a place along the edge of a circle.


And the princess saw that there was a paper egg there, and out of the paper egg burst two girls, and they wore masks. The one girl had dark rings around her eyes and her mask was very thin, and the other girl was flushed and very bright. And they each carried a bowl of grain in the opposite hand. And they began to walk towards the crowd and separate, and they tossed the grains behind them and between them. And when the two girls reached the crowd, the one caught hold of a man and brought him forward, and another man caught hold of the other one, and she was dragged into the crowd which cleared away so that both could be seen.


And the girls set aside their bowls of grain, and they began to move with these men. And the one girl clung to the man, and knelt before him, and pressed herself up against him, and the other girl allowed the man to watch her while she danced. And the drums began to beat more intensely, and the first girl climbed atop the man, and moved from his chest, to his shoulders, and the second girl began to shift from side to side to avoid the man who moved with her. And she began to swirl backwards and let him brush against her here, but not there, and they would turn around each other and spin as they retreated. And the first girl pressed her mouth against the mouth of her man, and put one hand behind his back, and she began to walk forward, pushing him back, as well. And the crowd shouted out when they liked or disliked a part of it, and the girls would graciously repeat a part and they became more and more wild, and the first girl ran her body up and down the body of the man, and the second girl fell over and barely caught herself as the man leapt to obtain her. 


Then the princess saw the men arrive at the paper egg and the one was facing forward and the other was facing back, and they raised their arms in the air. And now the women knelt and tore off their masks, and the princess was amazed to see their beauty, and how exhaustion and excitement shone on their faces.


And she stood there watching while the girls stood up, and the people hugged them and applauded. And she whispered to Baruch, “What were those people doing?”


“I don’t know,” he confessed.


And the princess said, “Don’t you think that looked like my sister there?”


And Baruch looked over and he saw that the prism was by her eye, and he saw her murmur, “That’s very strange.” And she thought to herself and did not speak as they walked back to the palace together. And when they got there, the princess turned to Baruch and she was very sleepy and she said goodnight and he said goodnight and they parted.


And so the princess returned to her room, and when she fell asleep, she had a dream in which she saw a thousand dogs chasing each other. She was floating above them and saw them from a great height and in a mass they made a face. Then she saw the grasses underneath the dogs shoot up between them and form great stalks and some of them turned into trees or bushes, and vines crept along them. The dogs began to move faster and faster until they became a blur, while the plants began to move at the speed of the dogs, and crawl across the earth, and she saw that they made a face as well. 


And she awoke with a gasp, and she looked through the curtains, and saw the last stars fading into the morning there.

THE PRINCESS, SECOND PART

This is the second part of the story of the first princess. The next day the princess woke up very late and she waited for a very long time to open her eyes, and when she did, she walked around the palace in a daze, and tried to think about the night before. And she came near the place where Baruch lived, and she snuck into his room, and he was napping there, and snoring in his bed. She reached inside his pocket and took the prism, and she wrote him a note that said that she had taken it.


And then she went outside, and she brought the prism to her eye, and she gazed up at the sky, and all its blue and white and clouds bent towards her, and she gazed harder and harder, and tried to bring it in as fast as she could. And when she took the prism from her eye, it was as if she had been spinning around, and world turned around its center. And the city beckoned her down, and she walked quickly from the palace, and she went into the city. It was full of wagons, and the people were walking around in strange clothes, which she had not seen the night before, and some were better dressed than others. She saw a man dressed like a pig dragging two men dressed like pigeons, she saw men moving in packs like dogs, and she saw rats entering and stealing goods hanging in a shop that no rat could ever reach. In other parts of the city, she saw women dressed like vipers and scorpions and some covered themselves in decorations and others left themselves bare, and elsewhere men and women scurried like mice from building to building and gathered in certain places like cats to lap up water.



And she came to the square where she thought she’d seen her sister the night before, and people were crossing back and forth through it, and there was no trace of the dance. But sitting on a window-sill, the princess saw a woman who looked like an owl, and she went over to her, and asked, “Do you know about the dance that was here last night?


“Oh that was a very special dance,” the woman said. “The grain was dancing, and the two girls were the winds who toss the grain, and the one is a good angel and the other is a bad angel.”


“That was the grain?”


“Yes, don’t you think they were very convincing? I think a lot of people are going to start heading to the grain.”


Now the princess looked at her and asked, “Now why are you dressed like an owl?”


And the woman opened her eyes wide and took her in. 


“Well, why aren’t you dressed like anything at all?” she said. 


And the princess did not know what to say.


“Are you looking for an angel?” the woman asked. “Because the owls know how to get them as well.” She took out a bowl of grain from the folds of her clothing, and she began to eat it, and she offered some to the princess. “You’re very pretty, after all.”


And the princess laughed, and shook her head and said, “I’m sorry, can you tell me where the grain are?”


“That way, I think,” said the owl-woman pointing, and when the princess started walking, she called out after her. But the princess continued to walk, and the city was on a slope, and she went downhill, and the farther she went, the more the people were headed in the same direction. And night began to fall and she came to a place where the buildings were made of clay, and they were cracked, and vines were growing on them. 


And the princess walked between the buildings, and the walls of the buildings were open to the street, and there were shadows in the stalls as she passed, and there were ladders that led to them. And the buildings were five stalls wide by five stalls tall, and in these rooms men and women flaunted and exposed themselves in oil light, and atop them on the roofs walked various men and women looking up into the sky. And men and women walking on the street tried climb up the ladders and as they did, they pushed each other, and fell over into puddles and heaps. And the princess saw snakes and reptiles and sands standing in a circle and in the middle of them, one held a pipe, and his friends crumpled up leaves into the pipe, and the man had to smoke all the leaves until they were burnt away. And the princesses watched as he inhaled the smoke, and then twitched, and the smoke went up from his lungs and filled his mouth, and then he inhaled the smoke again into his lungs, and twitched, and brought it into his mouth again, and continued to inhale until the leaves were all gone. And when he was finished, he was sweating, and the men surrounding him, patting him on the back, and he had no expression on his face, and he merely said, over and over again, “My boys, my boys.”


And then the princess reached a large building, and on the building there was a picture carved out of wood and it showed a man who had six arms and six hands, and in the lowest hands he held bundles of wood, and on the palms of the middle two burned flames, and in the hands of the highest he held two sticks, and atop them burned suns, and carved rays came from them, and went into the eyes of two women who stood beside him, leaning on the walls. 


And the princess was staring up at it, and she held the prism in her hand, and she brought it to her eye, and she drank it in. And she saw that below the man sat two children kneeling, and around him men and women who carried various implements were in their homes, and on stools above him there were men floating, and their heads had flames which whirled around them. And a few burst from their chairs and were diving down towards the seething clouds, and they sheltered the man’s head and there was one on either side, and the princess squinted against the prism, and tried to draw the divers into her eyes. 


And then she took the prism from her eye, and the divers receded back into the wood, and her stomach was quieted, and she entered the building, and it was filled with people. 


And it was arranged in a ring, and there were doors along the edge like the spokes on a wheel, and in the middle, there were three men who had drums, and they were drumming, and as they were drumming, they were singing. And when they saw the first princess at the door, they poked each other, and they began to look, and they sang about her. 


And the one sang, “I see.”


And the second sang, “I see I see.”


And the third sang, “I see I see.”


And the one sang, “I see I see I see.”


And the second sang, “I see I see.”


And the third sang, “I see I see I see.”


And the one sang, “I see I see I see.”


And the second sang, “I see I see I see I see.”


And the third sang, “I see I see.”


And the one sang, “I see I see I see.”


And the second sang, “I see I see I see.”


And the third sang, “I see I see I see I see.”


And the one sang, “I see I see I see.”


And the second sang, “I see I see I see I see.”


And the third sang, “I see I see I see I see.”


And the one sang, “I see I see I see I see I see.”


And the princess could see dark figures swirling around the walls like plumes of smoke, and they were covered in fabric. And in the front of them were other figures, and they also wore fabric, but their heads were left uncovered. And in front of them were grayish figures, and they were covered in fabric, and it went from the waist down, and in front of them there were figures very pale, and they wore fabric, and it only covered their feet. And men and women dressed in red moved among them, stopping here and now there, and dancing in that place.


And the one drummer sang, “Get ready.”


And the second sang, “Get ready, shouting in the wilderness.”


And the third sang, “Get ready, shouting in the wilderness, straighten up the path!”


And the one stood up on his drum and shouted, “I don’t see!”


And at once the people began to dance without order, and mingled themselves, and began to shout in clashing tones, and the princess held her prism tight, and she was knocked from all around, and as she struggled to keep herself upright, she caught sight of a girl like herself dressed in linen. But when the music ceased, the people all threw themselves onto the ground, and they fell upon the floor there, and a man fell atop the princess, and he was dressed in red.


And the first princess felt the man atop her, and she asked the man, “Are you from this place?”


And he said to her, “No, I’m dressed in red. The other ones are from this place.”


And the first princess looked up at the others. And they were lying on top of each other, and although they had mingled, they were ordered from darkest to lightest. The drummers played softly and the men and women who had fallen into each other slow began to rise, and walk towards the doors at the edge of the room. And there were a few places where red seemed to move, and at one of them the princess saw the girl she had seen before. 


And she rose to her feet, and as she rose, she looked up into the face of the man who had fallen atop her, and she could not not see his eyes, but she saw his lips, and she saw his chin, and she saw his bones, and she saw them blush and pulse, and the faces of the men and women beside him were pale and burnt. And the princess leaned forward, and she said, “I’m looking at you. And this is what it’s like: it’s like on the dark earth there are ashes scattered, and dark coals, and beyond the ashes, there are burning coals, and a flame.”


“And above the flame, the water is boiling,” the man said, as if he continuing for her.


“Ah, that’s why you’re dressed in red!” the princess said.


“The flames consume the trees so that the angels can be seen beyond them.”


“Oh, but what about the animals!” said the princess.


“The flames consume the animals.”


“And water consumes the flames, though I admit I don’t know what comes out of it. Maybe it goes into the air,” said the princess.


And the man became uncomfortable and said, “I’m certain there’s no one being consumed right now. We have to search for a very long time for the proper kindling that will burn well.”


And the man fell silent for a moment. 


“I don’t understand,” said the princess.


And the man drew the princess near, and he placed his hands on her head. 


And he felt her skin, and he was careful, and he lingered. 


And their veins interchanged and the princess began to feel his pulse as well as her own, and she felt pain all over her body. And it was hot, and she touched his skin, and the air was cool.


But at length he drew away, and he stood before her.


“I disgust you, don’t I?” he asked, and the princess laughed aloud.


“Oh, I’m sorry that I look this way!” And the first princess explained, “I can only look up at the sky.” But as if without thinking, she frowned and continued, “On the other hand, I see that the ashes have all had to choose among themselves, whereas you flames got to choose freely.”


And the man laughed.


“That’s why we come here. We would take them all if we could,” he said, and he placed his fingers over the princess’s eyes. And he said to her, “For we all know that in the end fire will consume everything.”


And the princess thought of herself lying on the quilts of her bed as if on top of a mountain or on top of a tower. The people below were muted, and a golden cloud was flowing into her almost completely. And she whispered, and she asked herself, “This is me as well?”


And she very softly inhaled the man’s breath, and it was perfumed, and she felt it drop inside her. 


And she shut her eyes. 


But his very splendor made her resist, and she bent to the side. 


“I have to find my sister,” she said.


“Your sister is here?” the man asked.


“Come find her with me,” said the princess, and she took the man by his hand. And she went to where the other girl was standing, and another man in red stood next to her. And when the princess went near, she saw that she no longer looked like her sister.


“I’m not teasing you!” the girl said to the man, and she laughed, and she brought his hands around her body, and as she wrapped herself there. “How can I make it up to you?” she asked, as if as a joke, and the man reached out and bit her lip, and she laughed and said, “No, I understand.” And the pair briefly turned to acknowledge the princess and the other man, and the door to the room opened, and they went in, and the princess followed them. And the floor was covered in hay, and the princess was struck by the feel of it. 


And she saw that the other people were preparing to have sex. And she saw that they were the kinds of flames who mingle in the bright part of the fire where red and white interchange. And as she saw this, and she put a hand on the back of the man, and he was warm, and the princess thought of the boy in the cave. And she turned the man around, and she looked at him, and she asked him, “Will you help me find my sister?”


And the man said, “Your sister?”


And he looked at the other girl who was with them, and she was confused as well. And the princess apologized, “I’m sorry, I’m looking for my sister. She was taken a long time ago when the rocks crushed some plants, and I thought I saw her dancing the other day in the grain.”


And the man laughed, and took up a few strands of hay, and he placed them in her hair so that she could seem them over her brow. And the other girl threw hay atop them, and laughed, and the second man pulled her to the ground, and the princess ducked to the side.


“What’s that thing you’re carrying?” he asked.


And the princess did not answer, but she brought the prism to her eye. 


And she saw the other man atop the girl, and the man standing before her, and burnt markings went down his chest and arms, and she saw them standing in place of an enormous mountain, and the mountain was made out of white and sandy stone, and in places it seemed shine softly. And the mountain was made of naked bathers and they held each other up and crawled atop each other and men and women bathed each other, and as they worked, the mountain seemed to shimmer, and the bathers went in circles and the mountain seemed to turn. And from up the mountain came a stream of water and it had its source at the top of the mountain, and the stream fell down the mountain slowly, and it could only fall in between the bodies of the bathers, and trickle down between them, and over them, and join itself at the bottom.


And the man reached over and he pressed down the princess’s head until it was against her chest, and he took a piece of fabric, and he wrapped it around her eyes so that she could not see. And the princess surrendered, and the man fell atop her, and she participated in the dance. And the man growled as his knees were bent into the gravel underneath the hay, and the lips of the second girl were puffed and and her eyes were overly bright and awkward.


And when it was done, the men said to the women, “And now you’re both flames as well.” And they hit their flanks, and asked, “Will you join us?”


And the girl went up to the princess, and she held her hand, and said to the men, “Only if we go together.” And she turned to the princess. “Would you like to be my sister?”


And the princess said, “Well, I was wondering, do you know who the sisters are who are carved on the outside of this place?”


And the girl laughed. 


“The two sisters! That’s us,” said the girl. “The two sisters are angels and they were separated and one day they meet each other.”


“But you’re not my sister.”


And the girl said, “I know you’re not, but would you like to be? We would make good sisters for the flames.”


And the princess confessed, “I don’t understand.”


And one of the men turned to the girl and said, “Maybe she hasn’t heard!”


And the other man turned to the princess and said, “The flames have the sisters now.”


“Really?” asked the princess. “What does that mean?”


“Well, you must know that the grain originally had the sisters, and they thought that the sisters watched over them.”


“But that was a long time ago,” said the girl.


And the other man touched the princess’s hair, and said, “And then the rocks crushed the grain. I used to be a rock. And we divided their power and most of the grain is now chaff.”


“And then the fire came down and burst apart the rocks and found the angels.”


“We send flames far and wide,” one of the men said softly. “And we attend to the kindling so it’s all burnt thoroughly.”


“But don’t the sisters watch over the grain?” the princess asked. “That’s what I heard.”


“That’s what they think. They think the angels are just going to fly over them.”


“So of course there are always some people dancing with the grain, but everything returns into the fire, and so the best angels can be found here.”


And while they talked, they left the building, and the men said goodbye to the girls, and they bent down and kissed their hands, and then began to walk back home together. And above the stalls the princess could see the sun rising. The girl touched her arm, and led her behind the building, and a basin was there, and a toilet. And the princess went in to relieve herself, and she came out, and while the girl was inside, the princess washed her face. And the girl came out, and the princess saw that her lips were still raw, and her eyes were dazed.


And the girl looked away from the princess, and said goodbye to her and walked away. And the princess leaned against the basin, and waited. And when a few moments had passed, she went and she followed the girl to see where she was going. 


And the girl walked sometimes with very slow strides, and other times rushed forward, and her arms were crossed. And when the princess became exhausted, she would peek into the prism, and she would move forward again, and in this way, she followed the girl beyond the houses, and they walked for a while and the sun came up overhead, and they came to a hill and the girl climbed up it, and disappeared beyond it. And the princess waited, and she crept up the hill, and she looked beyond it into the valley. And beyond the other rise, she could see the lake and the wind was blowing off it, and in the middle of the valley there was a light structure all made out of fluttering cloth. 


And the girl went into it, and the princess sighed, and she rolled over onto the grass, and fell asleep, and did not dream. 


And when she awoke, she kept her eyes closed because she felt certain pains like a piece of soft metal were being gradually pressed into her skull, a little bit on the left side, and a little bit on the right, and her nose was stopped with fluid, and when she breathed in the air, she felt her chest creak, and none of her limbs would move. And the sun was setting. And she crawled up to the top of the hill again, and the wind from the lake was blowing across her head in one way and then the other, and she looked up, and the criss-crossing winds slowed and crawled their way into the sky. Rays of the sun cut down through them like ladders and leaned on them, and they fell and melted in places and went across the lake and the hill. And the princess followed them up to the sun and she stared at it, and it was green and blue and yellow and red, and it came down, and the princess stared at it with fixed eyes, and she thought that it was a terrible thing to be shining. 


And the princess stood up against the wind, and she brought the prism to her eye, and immediately she stumbled because the light seemed to come out and hit her and knock her to the ground. And she concentrated herself, and the light coming in seemed to spin around her, and she started to walk forward to the building, and it seemed to hammer onto her, and then the sun receded, and the moon rose above the valley and it was so clear that it seemed to shine right through her, and she no longer struggled against it, even as it knocked her over, and instead it lifted her up and let her flutter.


And a fire had been lit outside the building, and she walked across the grass, and in the early night, the sheets that made the walls were glowing from the light inside them. And the princess ducked under a sheet, and she saw that the rooms within were open to the sky. And as she entered, the flames hissed and the wind started to blow, and the clouds increased their cover, and the princess watched as hands appeared over the tops of the walls and they pulled cloth over the roof, and covered them up. And the princess could hear voices from inside and the smell of meat and vegetables cooking. 


And she turned into the next room, and there were people were seated on couches, and they barely turned to look at her. So she moved through the rooms quickly, and the people seemed to flutter by as the one followed the other. Until she came upon a room, and the floor of the room was soft clay, and two men were working in the clay, and when the princess passed through, one grabbed her clothing, and left a mark there.


“Wait,” he said to her.


And the princess turned to look at the men, and she saw that they were sculpting. And they looked directly at the princesses, and they each gathered up a mound of clay, and were working them into shapes. 


But one of them had very deep eyes, and he tossed his clay to the side, and rose and went up to the first princess, and she saw that he was very slender, and the princess saw a glimmer in the movement of his limbs as they were working towards her. 


And he asked her to hold still, and he set himself before her and he began to describe her, and he lingered over her, and he said, “You are very beautiful. And you have distracted eyes, and you smile to yourself, and then some stone is knocked loose, and your eyes fix upon a place, and your brow is very serious and steady the way that parents hold their children in front of them. And then you look up, and it’s as if you are placing a child to rest, and watching the sky above them! Of course, you turn away!”


And the princess laughed, and she said to him, “Now, why doesn’t everyone talk like that?” 


And he said that one had only to look upon her.

 
“I would follow you and turn with you,” he went on, “and every day sit together and decide which way to walk, and you would find clear rocks on the shore and look through them, and I would put my eye up to them too, and we would outlast the stars, and the people of every age would come and look at us and laugh!”


And he paused, and turned away from her.


“You will not stay, I know,” he said. “And yet, beautiful one, the rocks will outlast us.”


And just then the other man stood and presented to the princess his sculpture, and in it she saw herself, and her head was very large and beautiful, and eyes were half-closed, and her body was very thin and frail, and she was squatting on the ground, and her elbows were on her knees, and her arms rose up and her hands were by her ears. But her belly was very big for her body and round.


“I don’t know if you know very much about me,” the princess said.


“You like it, don’t you?” the man said.


And the princess confessed that she did. “But you must be thinking of someone else,” the princess said. “I mean, you didn’t make that up on the spot. But you are very talented. You must be very well known.”


It was true, the men admitted, that their work was widely admired throughout the kingdom. And the princess saw that in one of the corners of the room was a pile of sculptures that the men had made.


“I say words along with the sculptures,” the first man explained. “And we give them to people.”


“I’ve never seen that done before,” said the princess.


“Really?” the man asked. “People like them a lot. Because there’s two kinds of angels. Some angels you want to come to you, and other angels you want to stay away. And people try to please them both, and that awkwardness accumulates in their heads. So some people like to come here and get the sculptures.”


“You can see them if you climb on the roof,” the other one said.


“We go up there sometimes to see what kind of sculptures help people,” the first man explained. “And sometimes we give people extra sculptures if they let us watch.”


“Do you want to see?”


And the princess said she would. 


And they hoisted her up through the branches, and she saw that she could crawl along the tops of the walls, and the three of them crawled up there, and unfolded the coverings on the little rooms, and peeked inside.


And in one the princess saw a young girl and she was sitting very still before her sculpture, and it was a sculpture of a wolf, and the wolf ate a fox, and the fox ate a rabbit, and the rabbit was chewing up the grass. And the woman was whispering to herself very quietly and held a stick clutched in her hands very tightly against her stomach. And in the next room the princess saw a young man and he was staring down at a face made of very few lines, and he traced those lines upon his face. And then he traced other lines, and ran his hands against his cheeks as if to feel them. And in the next room there was a woman and she held pillows in her hands, and she was thrashing them on the ground, and she hummed to herself a very sweet song, but the melody was bunched up and it spun around very quickly. And her sculpture was her own body lying back on the ground and her clothes were ripped. And she tore at her clothes, and she exposed herself to the sculpture, and she ripped at her clothes as if she had been ordered to do it, and then she ripped her clothes as if to defy the sculpture, as if to ward it off, and then she turned to face the sculpture as if it had taunted her. And in the next room there was a man who had a piece of wire in his hands, and he was turning his fingers about, and turning the wire, and the wire was bent around his fingers just so it could be turned, and it was in the shape of a bunch of grapes. And in the next room, the princess saw the girl they had followed, and she was sitting before her sculpture and it had many branches, and along the branches curled a living plant, and the girl was staring at the leaves of the plant, and then she would shake her head, and try to look away from it, and she would avoid it until her eyes were drawn back to it. And then she shut her eyes, and her breathing became steady, and then it was as if she were jolted awake, and she stared again at the leaves, and she looked away, and then she quickly reached up, and she took a leaf, and she chewed on it, and then she waited. And she closed her eyes, and her breathing was deep and heavy. And she took another leaf, and chewed on it, and then one more, and then she opened her eyes and she took from the plant just one more leaf, and placed it in the palm of her hands, so that its veins matched up with her veins. And then she took the leaf away, and she buried her hands in her clothes, and as she did so, the wind let up, and the clouds let through a little light that came into the room, and the girl turned her eyes towards it, and her hands fell to her sides, and she did not look at the plant.


And in the next room the princess saw a man with his back turned towards his own sculpture, and the man was himself working with clay.


“Some people like to copy us,” one of the men whispered to the princess.


“Hey!” shouted the other.


And the man turned from his sculpture and waved. And he stood up and left the room, and the men hopped down from their perches, and followed him, and the princess did too. And they went out of the building, and they were behind it now, and the earth was covered with mounds. And there was a small pile of sculptures nearby, and the third sculptor went up to it and took one and placed it in a hole in the ground, and began to make a mound atop it. And the men joined in, and the one who liked her explained to the princess, “Sometimes people like to get rid of their sculptures, and they don’t like to break them, so they come here and bury them.”


“And some people don’t even like to do that, so we bury their sculptures for them.”


“People seem to be very frightened of their sculptures,” said the princess.


“Well, that’s just the ones that come out here. Most of the people take them home and enjoy them. There’s good and there’s bad,” he said, and the man who spoke was the man who had described her, and he started to walk up the hill, and he asked her if she wanted to follow him. And she did, and he took her up to the top of the hill, and she lingered behind him.


“And people have trouble keeping the good in sight,” he continued. “And we try to pull them out of it so that the good will be seen. All things pull on each other, and they form rivers and plummets, and we are on the edge of a plummet, and we ride from sight to sight. And things appear to move towards and away from us, and we can gather things by pulling in sights along with us that fill and empty out into each other. And the people go into and out of the sculptures like that, and in that way, they keep the good in sight.”


And the princess stood beside him on the top of the hill.


“Would you like to have sex?” he asked her.


“What kind of question is that, really?” asked the princess.


“You’re very beautiful, and this is why people come out at night.”


And the princess laughed out of exhaustion, and she said, “Beautiful.”


“Yes,” said the man. “There’s more beautiful and there’s less beautiful. And we seek out the most beautiful. And when we do, all we want to do is look at it. And we don’t think about whether it’s more beautiful or less beautiful, we only think about how beautiful it is. And that is what it is like to live beautifully. And that is how we live, between the more beautiful and the less beautiful.”


“Do you ever describe the grain?” asked the princess.


“It’s hard to describe anything without describing the grain.”


“Because I’m looking for my sister, and thought I saw her in one of their dances.”


“The grain?”


“Yes.”


“Everybody’s looking for their sister in the grain! Every night a few girls come through here, and a few guys too.”


“So do you think my sister might be there?”


“If you want to go,” the man said, “there’s a group of people who were going to go there, if you wanted to go with them.”


“What do the grain do, anyway?” the princess asked.


“Oh, I don’t know. They go out in the hills sometimes. They aren’t hard to find,” he said. “But I think I know why so many people are going to the grain? Do you want to hear?”


The princess said she would.


“Normally when people come in, they want their description to talk about their kind, of course, and they like it when I put in stories about how the dogs helped the chickens and protected them from the foxes, and about how the vines attached themselves to the trees, and about how the mosses and grasses were friendly, and so on. And a lot of these stories go in circles and come back together, and you can go to other circles, and so you can go on for as long as you want. Of course, we could tell even more stories too because the stories are also about people. But when the grain come in, they don’t want to hear stories like that. They just want to hear stories about hills of grain, and they just want sway back and forth and back and forth.”


And he demonstrated as he talked, and swayed his arms in the air.


“How can you tell?” asked the princess.


“Well, some of them tell me how excited they are, and others look sad when I tell stories about other things or argue. Of course, the old stories about the grain are still around and some of people like to hear them as well, especially people like you.”


“I think I’m going to go with the other girls,” the princess said.


“But wait,” the man said. “I love you.”


And the princess laughed.


“No, I suppose I don’t,” said the man. “I just want to be left alone.”


“To do what?”


“I don’t know,” said the man. “Wait? Don’t you walk around most of the time and feel like nothing at all, and then for a moment you’re a child again, and you’re someplace else. Like I’ll be describing something, and suddenly it will feel like it’s night somewhere, and I’m in the city, and my aunt is near me, and we’re in the same house. I don’t know when it happened, but it feels entirely like another moment in my life. I wonder if all we do is repeat moments we’ve already had forever, and we don’t notice the first time around.”


“I suppose that’s possible.”


“Or maybe we just go from scene to scene, and we follow the scenes back to the source. And when we’ve gone through all the scenes and experienced our moments twice, we die.”


And the man laid back on the ground, and he was looking up, and the princess couldn’t see him anymore.


“Should I fall down on you?” she asked.


“I would never ask you to,” said the man.


So the princess sat down next to him instead.


“Can we have a conversation?” the princess asked him.


“Sure.”


“I think my sister loves everything,” the princess said to him.


“What does that mean?”


“I don’t know. I’m the princess at the palace, and I’m looking for my sister who was lost, and everyone’s been trying to have sex with me. And I notice that the more they ask, the closer I get to finding my sister.”


And she paused.


“Do all things come to an end?” she asked.


And the man laughed. And he said, “I’ve heard that a person should sing again and again to themselves that we are immortal.”


“But I’d like some things to end and not others, and I don’t know what will end and what will never. And I don’t know what I want to end in the first place.”


“Don’t you have hope?”


“What’s that?”


“It’s when you remember something beautiful, and even though you stop seeing it for a moment, you think you could do anything with a thing that beautiful.”


“I don’t understand.”


“Well, I can say for myself,” the man said, “that when I was a kid, my sister died and she left me this prism. And for a long time, every morning I would look up through the prism, and hold it to my eyes as I walked. And I looked until all the colors had exhausted themselves, and faded away, and then I would become blind. And it was humiliating when someone was standing next to me and saw something in the distance, and I saw nothing there. And when I woke up in the morning, nothing would appear until I looked into the prism, and I would blind myself to see things that I could show to people, and I wanted only to help them with the things that I saw, though I turned my head away from them so they wouldn’t feel uncomfortable by my eyes. And there came to be a voice in my head that told me things. 


“It happened to me one day when I had been walking for a very long. And I learned to be very happy because I had a voice that told me things that I liked. I would see something, and I would think something, and then I would wait and the voice would surprise me, and say something that I liked. And I would agree or disagree with the voice. And one day I heard my voice and my voice said something that I liked about whether taking gentle tiny steps was better than striding around and walking against the wind. 


“And I said aloud, ‘I like that.’ And then I said, ‘Yes, why don’t I just talk out loud, since you’re here anyway.’ And I did that. And I spoke, and I would ask questions of myself and so on. And sometimes I recognized the voices as people that I used to know, and if they were among my people or not, and so on. And later on I thought I discovered a third person with me who was just the pains in my body, and sometimes they would speak through one of the other voices, and say things like ‘I just don’t want to,’ and so on. And I said to myself, ‘I don’t think we’re all really that different from each other. Sometimes I think we’re different people, but other times we only seem to change places.’ ‘Though I don’t know if we change or we just disagree unexpectedly.’ And I agreed and said, ‘It’s just that we need enough people for a conversation.’ ‘Do you think some people don’t want to have conversations?’ ‘Some people are afraid of conversations.’ ‘Maybe some people don’t like their voices.’ ‘Sometimes I don’t like my voices.’ And they laughed. ‘Well.’ ‘When I’m sad or tired, or the angry ones make me feel bad, or the very eloquent ones distract me, or the slow and confused ones make me slow and confused.’ ‘But things are beautiful and I don’t just mean the thoughts which are not always beautiful, but the things themselves are.’ ‘Yes, but you listen to the voice and the beauty runs away and you have to decide to go after it.’ ‘Since, after all, people want what they say to be considered beautiful and not how they look.’ ‘But in the end it’s about watching how they move.’ ‘But I think it’s because you find different things awkward in movement and speech.’ ‘Or maybe it’s too hard to watch anything for that long.’ ‘But we’re always watching something.’ ‘But there’s watching and then there’s watching.’ ‘And you want them to be the same?’ ‘Yes, and how could they be the same unless they were always the same, and got covered up?’ ‘Or maybe they aren’t the same. The problem is that there aren’t two things, there’s just two people seeing them.’ ‘But people are things too.’ ‘Once you know about it, you trust it will happen again. And you can still think about it, of course, and act accordingly. And it always happens again.’ ‘At least as much as the sun always rises unless its covered up by clouds.’ ‘And until the sun dies.’ ‘I will wait that long.’ ‘And yet you’re sad because you know you won’t and its your own fault.’ ‘One day, I will.’ And there was a silence. And one of the voices said, ‘A persistent wrong perfumes the mind.’”


And the man finished, and he lay back again, and threw his arms up in the air.


And the princess asked softly, “What did you do?”


“Nothing, I guess,” said the man. “I said my sister left me this prism when she died. And she died very suddenly, and I missed her a lot. And I played with the prism, of course, but I never looked through it. And I just kept it with me, and I kept it wrapped up in felt in my bag, and I tied the bag to my waist. And you might think I would have looked through the prism sometimes to remember her by, but I thought just the opposite. As long as I had the prism with me it felt like my sister was there, and I didn’t want to use it unless I absolutely needed her. And so I learned to do a lot of things on my own. And I decided I didn’t need the prism, or that what I saw with my own eyes was no more and no less than I would see through it anyway. And in any case, I became very good at looking and people came to me to have things explained to them because I could see how one thing diminished and another thing increased, and how people felt because of it. And one day I met a girl and this is what it was like. It was like we were two children and we were circling around each other, and I would try to fall to where she had been, and she would try to fall to where I had been, and we would always miss, and as we missed, we would keep circling around each other. And we were spinning around at the same time, but we were spinning in different directions and slower or faster, and sometimes we would see each other’s faces and run towards each other even faster, and sometimes we would see the other’s back, and we would spin faster to avoid it, and sometimes we would look away, and then we would try to run in that direction. And so we spent a lot of time together, and I was spinning around and circling, and this was very unfamiliar to me, and I loved it because I was always on the brink of touching her. And one day, she asked to look at the prism, and she looked through it, and said it was really nice. And she started to look into the prism every once and a while, and one day I looked through the prism too. And I was excited to do it, and I liked it too. And so, I became careless with the prism, and one day I went up to the palace because there was a beautiful tree there, and its flowers had the shapes of stars, and thought that I wanted to learn to fold that shape out of a piece of paper. And I looked at the flowers through the prism, and they were white and pink, and while I had the prism to my eye, a man came up to me, and he said to me, ‘I have to rob you.’ And he repeated it over and over again. And he took my prism, and I followed him to regain it. Only he joined a group of people, and I could only follow him at a distance. And I did that for days until one night I cornered him and demanded back the prism. And he refused, and I argued with him, and he began to whistle. And at the whistle, I was surrounded and I was taken to see a man who was sitting on a stool, and he held the prism in his hands. And he was rolling it in his fingers. And he said, ‘Is this your prism?’ And I said it was, and I explained what it was. And he said, ‘I’m sorry it was taken from you. My friends and I are about to leave this kingdom and set off for another one. Since everyone here tells us we’re a part of the same family, but the family doesn’t seem like us at all, and we all agree. And we’re preparing to set off, and each of us has to contribute towards the journey, and one of my men got desperate, and stole your prism.’ And he said, ‘You can certainly have it back. Only, I wonder if you would like to come along with us?’ And I didn’t trust him, and I played along, and I told him that I would like to come. And he said, ‘But you’ll need to contribute to the journey.’ And I told him I had nothing. ‘In that case,’ he said, ‘let me take your prism.’ And he laughed. And I said I couldn’t do that, and therefore he offered to break the prism in half, and I would keep half, and he would hold on to half. And I said that I didn’t want to do that. And then he asked, ‘Are you sure?’ And I was scared, and in that moment I thought that even if I could only have half my prism it would be better than nothing, or maybe I thought they would hurt me, or maybe I thought I would have the chance to steal it back in time. And so I said, ‘No, okay. Fine, I think I’ll do it.’ And then the man took out a saw and cut the prism in half right there, and then he had the ends polished. And he gave me my half, and nothing happened after that. So I left that place in order to think, and I returned home since I had no intention of leaving. And I didn’t tell the girl I knew about it. And I did not sleep or eat, and every question was painful. And I realized that I had made a mistake and I tried to live having made this mistake. But something was heating up inside me, and it was like I had my back turned to the girl that I loved and a lot of other people as well, and it was like I was tumbling forward and backwards instead of spinning around. And so I decided to go after my prism, and I knew that the man was headed to this kingdom, and I wrote something down for the ones that I loved the most and then I left without saying a word. And I walked for a very long time, and at times I slept soundly, and other times I thought to overtake them and I ran for hours at a time. And when I couldn’t run any more, I would look through the prism and then I could run. And when I was lonely I would look through the prism and I would forget about the way I had come and the way I was going and I would listen and talk to the path in front of me. And I would lie down to sleep in a daze, and I would feel myself in the middle of the path and far from the beginning and far from the end, and I would cough, and the end would draw towards me, and I would get up and stagger and run to meet it. And when I encountered people on the road, I would ask them the way, and they talked to me, I would talk to them and I talked a lot until I almost forgot that they were there. And then I was scared that they would disappear, and I would take out the prism and show them things, and I would hear what they liked and disliked, and they would explain them to me, and I would try to make what everyone said make sense to me. And later out of gratitude for their company, I would think of them and talk with them, and look into the prism to discover things to say to them if they came back to me. And I tied the prism with a string around my head, and kept it before my eyes, and walked towards the end, and didn’t think about it unless my eyes were closed. And I forgot about the slowness of my pace and the times when I went in circles, and only remembered that I was still walking. And I thought of how happy I would be if I could still be helpful to the people that I had known after I was gone. 


“And then one day I arrived here at last and I was coming down from the golden mountain and keeping the city in view, and I stared at it and the more I stared at it, the slower I walked. And each step I took was shorter than the last. And as I stared, the city was reaching out to me, and I looked into it, and I kept looking into it, and did not see into it. And I struggled against the air thickening around me until I was crawling on my hands and knees, and I crawled on my stomach, and my arms and legs were thin and twisted, and I thought that if my sister could see me now, I would disgust her. And then I ceased. And I let the prism fall from my eyes and it landed on the dirt in front of me, and I looked at it with my chin in the dirt, and it sparkled there. And then I knocked it away with my arm and I knew that if I were to look into it again, I would die. So I buried the thing, and I didn’t search the city, and now I live here and I try to live rightly and wait to die with joy. And if it happens before we’re finished what we’re doing, then it does come too soon. But don’t you think we should be happy no matter when it comes, since it will free us from this painful thing that doesn’t end but in confusion? I’ll meet death bravely, I will. Because I see and love all this and I see you and all the people and things, I’m constantly saying goodbye. And I only hope that you don’t entirely forget me. I think I deserve at least that, because during my lifetime I have been thinking of people often and of ways to make them happy.”


And this is the way the man finished.


“And you don’t want to look through the prism again?” asked the princess. 


“Maybe I would,” he said. “But I’ll never find the spot where I buried it.”


“And you still think of your sister?”


And the man laughed, and said, “Of course.”


And the princess raised herself up from the ground, and she could feel the wind on her arms, and she could see down into the little valley and it was quiet in the distance. And she felt the man to the side of her, and he was lying down very still and looking up at the clouds. And she pulled herself over to him, and she kissed him on the lips. And she put a hand on his face, and she said, “I have something that you might not want to see.”


And the man said, “What do you mean?”


“Do you want to come with me and help me find my sister?” the princess asked.


And the man laughed.


“What are you talking about?”


And the princess brought out of hiding the prism that she carried, and she showed it to the man, and said, “I have a prism just like yours.”


And the man sat up, and took it in his hands, and he felt that it was broken.


“How did you get this?” he asked softly.


“My teacher Baruch gave it to me, and I’m using it to find my sister.”


And the man turned the prism over and over in his hands, and ran his fingers along its surface. 


“You can have it, of course,” the princess said. “Or you can let me keep it, if you’d rather do that. Only, will you help me find her?”


And the man brought the prism slowly up to his eye, and as he did his hand faltered, but he looked through it just the same, and then he breathed out. And he turned to the princess and said, “You’ll really give me the prism?”


And the princess said yes, and she turned to him, and she took the prism from his hands, and she brought her face very close to his face, and she put the prism between their eyes. And they blinked at each other.


And the man put his arms around her, and he kissed her. And she bit him on the arm and without a pause he bit her back, and they rolled over, and they rolled down the hill, and then they rolled over and up it, and the grass and their breath made a sound as they moved across it, and they heard certain melodies that rose and fell, and rose and fell in certain ways, and they did not do it in the same way each time. And these melodies had certain spaces between their notes, and one melody interspersed with another, and they continued of their own accord as motion resists stillness. And the winding melodies scraped against each other like two wheels turning and interchanging their teeth, and sometimes a tooth would be knocked out and sometimes the teeth would scrape and vibrate, and make another note that hung in the air. And sometimes the teeth would grind down in places and the wheels would turn freely against each other and harmonize, and only little bumps would set the wheels apart, and these would build up or deepen, and teeth would grow out of the wheels. 


And then they heard a dozen voices near them, and they heard that the girls were ready to go out to see the grain. And the princess stood up, and the man stood up too, and they went to go meet them. And while they were walking the princess asked, “What’s your name?”


And the man said, “Malach.”


And the girls were standing outside the building, and the sheets were whipping around them, and they were talking to one another and gesturing. And a few men stood interspersed between them and sometimes they spoke too or ran back inside to collect something and return. And when they were all ready to leave, they walked around the building and there was a wagon there and the wagon belonged to Malach. And a few of the girls got into the wagon, and a few more walked beside it, and they took turns pulling the wagon for the others. And Malach and the princess pulled the wagon together, and they pulled it over the hill, and down to the path, and then the city was around them. And while they pulled the wagon, the sun was just barely rising, and they turned into the city, and they started to creak down into an empty uneven street, and from a corner up ahead they saw three girls all dressed alike turn onto the street, and walk down it. And they saw other girls wandering on different streets, and some walked singly and in pairs or in groups, and they joined with each other when they met. And then they saw some girls come down from the hillsides, and Malach pointed at them, and they followed them to a place where girls were rushing from house to house and all talking to each other, and leaving their doors, and heading in various directions, and the city was rising into a chatter.


“Who are all these people?” asked the princess.


“Well, I bet they’re headed to the grain too.”


And the pair pulled the wagon deeper into the city, and as they pulled, the girls became younger and older, and they saw young girls running after their sisters, and older women whispering in groups, and men started to follow them, and soon entire families were walking hand in hand. And groups of people came rushing into them from other streets, and they would be enveloped in a flock of birds, and then dogs would run and snap at them, and lions and bears would lope and saunter among them, and groups of men and women all of them young would walk together and argue and some would drag the others along. And then the sun peeked out over the roofs of the buildings and the princess saw many faces in the windows, and some of them disappeared from there and went down to the street, and some of them packed up wagons with food and clothing and other necessities and creaked into the road, and every once and a while Malach and the princess would come into an open area and all the houses would be strangely silent. And they would cut across those areas and soon they would find a crowd and disappear into it until more and more wagons appeared in the streets, and the wagons pushed the people against the walls of the houses, and the streets became packed with them. And the wagons would start forward and stop and rush forward as a whole and cease and people would abandon their wagons and sometimes rush across the tops of the wagons, hopping and tripping on sacks and bundles, and the princess heard people talking around her, and they said that the people were going to need things to eat and things to drink while they were out there, and other people were looking for their sons or daughters or their friends.


“I don’t think we’re going to be able to move,” the princess said.


And Malach agreed, and she took his hand, and they abandoned the wagon, and ducked between the houses, and found one of the staircases leading to the bridges, and they wound their way up the staircase, and emerged onto the roof. And people were there too, and men and women were looking down at the crowds and explaining what was happening to people looking up at the sky, and sometimes those doing the explaining would fall silent, and look, and then descend into the crowd.


And they went to the railing and Malach told the princess what was happening, and he said he saw dances across the city in different places. And he saw dark figures start very still in the center of a crowd, and people from crowds coming into the center and starting to dance. And the more people who came into the center, the more the people moved faster and faster and spread out from the center, and the more people who danced and the more wildly they danced, the more they were pressed in against each other, and they locked arms and started to dance together, and they formed new dances, and some were like rings, and some were like crosses that spin, and some were like rivers that flow into each other, and they made all kinds of shapes with their arms interlocked and within these dances still more people danced. And the dances moved around, and only a few people were left outside of the dances, and the dances connected up, and when they connected up some of the people in the middle escaped, and ran out into the empty spaces between the dances, and sometimes they joined the other dances, and sometimes they did not, and they sometimes they turned around and sometimes they returned. And so the spaces in between the dances made them visible, and people seemed to avoid the dark spaces as if they were repelled by them. And the dances moved away from each other and gave each other space, and the crowd gave way. And when a dancer returned to a dance, they made those dances similar. And when a dancer returned, the whole dance made room for the dancer, and so the dances changed for one another. And many dances took place within one dance, and sometimes there were dances within dances, and each one was formed from the interlocking of the arms. And each dance took in new dancers and threw them out in different ways. But all over the city, the same dances were danced everywhere, and the people would end up in one dance or the other. And when two dances that were very similar collided and formed one dance, the new dance was like the old dances, but because the dance was larger, the people had to move faster in order to dance it. And all sorts of dances collided, and some of them scattered when they collided, and sometimes two dances that were very dissimilar would combine and create a very wild dance.


And through the dances, wagons were led in circles and curled around the city like the roots of a tree, and the circles pushed father and farther from the center of the city, and one crowd of people was rushing into another, and another crowd rushed from the other way, and people were pushed out of the gate, and they ran out of the city, and one crowd twisted around another, and they were flung towards the hills, and Malach and the princess raced across the roofs to follow them, and when they got to the hills, they walked among them. 


And they walked for a very long time and the day began to grow misty and strange and Malach and the princess came down from the city. And suddenly across the way, they saw that people were blanketing the hills. And they walked forward, and this is what they saw. They saw that the people were flowing in one stream towards a single point and they curled around it, and it was always growing, and they pleaded with their hands, and cast their eyes in joy at it, and some walked back and mingled into the crowd to get a second look. But the rest continued on beyond it, and beyond it the people split into two, and of the first, one part gathered up rocks, and another part gathered up mud, and another part gathered up wood, and these things were all in huge piles as large as the hills, and people were radiating from them and then returning to them and adding to them. And the rest were taking from the piles and they walked ahead and there was an enormous statue there rising from the earth, and the people walked up a spiral scaffold, and they build the scaffold as they went with wood, and they added stone and mud, and neither Malach nor the princess could see what the statue was, and the surface of it was uneven and constantly being added to, and it seemed to reach up like boiling water above the heads of the people building it. And people went up and down the scaffolding in spirals. And below it stood crowds and they all had their eyes fixed above them, and they were pointing and shouting, and suggesting things. 


But some did not go to the statue, but went onto the hills, and spilled out there, and they covered the hills as far as the princess could see, and they were arranged in perfect lines, and they kept their eyes on the ground, and it seemed they were constantly falling to the ground, and then catching themselves, and planting grain there, and they planted it in rows from bags they carried. And the princess and Malach came very close to them as they moved up in line towards the point the people were swirling around, and they heard that they were murmuring to themselves as they did it. 


And then they were near the point and the people were moving around it, and the princess came up near it, and she saw what was there. And there were dozens and dozens of young girls and they were all dressed in linen, and they were seated there so that they could be seen by everyone, and sometimes people would rush into them and collect a girl, and they would embrace and weep, and other times people would rush into them and the girls would resist, and sometimes it seemed like they were mothers, and other times fathers or brothers or sisters. And every once and a while a stranger would go up to a girl who was sitting there and say something to her, and sometimes they would leave, and sometimes they would not. And so all the girls who had been sought were here where they could be found. And the princess tried to run her eyes among them to find her own sister, if she were there, but she could not look down from the sky. And so she grabbed Malach and had him look there and describe the women who were there so that she could see them.


And he described them as fast as he could, but he was not fast enough, and they had walked a circuit around them, and then they were forced to go back into the crowd and wait in line, and it was like marching up wet sand blindly. And they walked and walked for hours until the crowds thinned and women disappeared, and the princess did not see her sister there. 


And she sat down on a little stump near the scaffolding and she rested her head on her hands. And Malach stood in front of her, and he was turned around and watching the people drift away, and some of them went back to the city, and others of them stayed in the fields, and still more still went up and down the scaffolding. And a few had planted tents, and fires were burning, and they intended to stay the night.


“I’m sorry,” he said.


And she did not speak to him.


And he turned and looked at her for a long time and then he smiled and took out his knife. 


“You want to play a game with me?”


“What is it?” asked the princess.


And Malach explained, “Oh, what you have to do is this. We take turns and you try to balance the knife, point down, on the tip of your finger, and then you quickly lift up your finger like this--and try to make the knife flip over and bury itself in the dirt. It’s hard,” he said. “You can do it with your eyes closed too, I know it’s possible. So you can play.”


And the princess laughed, and Malach balance the knife on his finger and tossed it up and the princess heard it flop on the ground, and he laughed.


“It’s hard, I said. Now you try.”


And the princess stood up, and she balanced the knife on her finger, and she tossed it up to where she could not see it, and then she heard it fall.


“Almost!” said Malach, and he tried again himself. And although at first they were unable to get the knife to sink into the ground, every once and a while Malach would shout, and it would come close, and soon it came close enough. And the princess closed her eyes and concentrated, and she tried lifting her arms up more, or stepping backwards and forwards so as to balance the knife, and Malach watched her attentively, and the princess watched the top of his head attentively, to see how the other was doing, and soon the knife sunk into the earth most of the time, but other times it did not, and Malach would growl, and the princess would laugh. And then Malach burst out, “Watch this!” and he flipped the knife up so violently that it stuck into the scaffold above them and vibrated there. And for a moment all was silent, and then the princess burst out into laughter.


“Well, now how are we going to get that?”


And Malach took her hand and they joined with the people building the statue and walked up the scaffolding among them, and pushed their way through them, and when they came to the spot where the knife was stuck, Malach knelt, and keeping his eyes to the sky, reached underneath the floor and took it. And he stood up, and rested his hands on the banister of the scaffolding, and looked out over the fields of grain, and the princess stood beside him.


“I’m glad they finally found something to do for people who look down at the ground all the time,” Malach said.


“It’s never enough,” said the princess, and Malach laughed, and looked down.


“I wonder if I can get the blade to stick in from up here?”


And the princess laughed.


“You know, where I’m from,” Malach said. “we play that game and some people say it has a secret lesson.”


“What is it?” asked the princess.


“I can’t tell you,” he said. “It’s a secret.”


“So you don’t know.”


“Well,” he said. “I don’t know if I can explain it. I think there’s only two ways to explain something and then a secret way. Half the world is satisfied by the first kind and half the world is satisfied by the second kind. And the first one is when you explain something to someone you love, and there are strings attached from that person to you, and they go across the space between the two people, and you describe something that swings across the strings and walks on them and hangs. And the thing carries a string of its own, and it jumps to the other person, and it ties onto something there. And the second kind is when you explain something by establishing a law, like a certain kind of net, and in full view of the other person you cast the net, and it drags in only certain things, and those things are all alike. And then the other person carries the net with them, and when something jumps out at them, they can catch it.”


And Malach leaned over and he kissed the princess on the lips.


“For example, that’s a kind of explanation,” he said. “But I won’t say what kind it is.”


“Clever. But what about the secret explanation? Or should I not ask that?”


“Well, this is what I think about,” Malach said. 


“Yes?”


“Well, what if I drop this knife over the edge and it falls to the ground, and I tap on the railing as its falling. Here, you tap, and I’ll drop it.”


And he held the knife over the edge.


“Ready?”


“Go!” said the princess, and she started to tap, and Malach dropped the knife.


“It took six taps,” said the princess.


“Okay,” said Malach, and he ran down to get the knife, and pushed his way back to where the princess stood. “So I drop the knife and it takes six taps. Okay, now can we do it again?”


And the princess raised her finger.


“But this time I’m just going to throw it as far as I can,” Malach said, and he cocked his hand back and the blade was facing forward.


“Okay, go.”


And Malach hurled the knife as far as he could, and it flew through the air, and it came down to the ground and slid there, and then tumbled.


“How many taps was that?” Malach asked.


“Well, six,” she said. “But as you were watching it, it seemed to take much longer.”


“Maybe you thought it was more interesting to look at.”


“Maybe. It did look like it sailed through the air!”


“But it took six taps each time! It’s funny,” he said. “So if we had two knives, and you just dropped your knife point down and I threw my knife as hard as I could, no matter how far I threw it from me, the knives would hit the ground at the same time.”


“Yes,” said the princess.


“It’s one of those things you learn as a kid where I’m from. Though I think I figured it out on my own first, since I liked to play the game by myself, and I would try to get lots of knives to stick in the ground at the same time. And one day I told it to one of the other kids, and he liked it, and I started telling it to a lot of people, and I started to meet kids who laughed at me because they had already heard of it. Since all the kids love to play that game. But some of the people doubted it, and they teased us for not being able to throw the knife hard enough, and they boasted about how their knives could chase men down, so one day I went off into a field on my own to throw the knife as far as I could. And I kept throwing it and throwing it, and it kept going farther and farther, but no matter how quickly the knife was going, it still eventually dug into the earth. And I closed my eyes and bent my arm back and I imagined I could just throw the knife so fast that it would just go forward and never fall!


“And I opened my eyes and the knife fell on the ground. And I decided it couldn’t be done because no matter how hard I threw it, it would always come down to the ground eventually, and I would always know when because I could just drop a knife nearby and see how long it took to fall. And I almost decided to stop throwing knives altogether! And I sat down and I started to think, and I thought a bird would have no trouble flying and flying, and never falling, but they’re always flapping their wings, and I was just throwing the knife.”


“And even when the birds do fly around the world, they stop to roost sometimes,” the princess said.


“Yes, but is there something even better than the birds!” Malach said, and he was excited. “Because I think the kids who used to tease me were right!”


And he cocked back his arm as if to throw a knife.


“So I wandered around the field and I came to a hill and I threw the knife at the hill and it stuck there, and I reached down and grabbed it up. And I kept walking up the hill, and then just as I was coming up to the crest of it, I threw the knife at the top of the hill and it fell towards the top of it, but it went too far, and the ground disappeared from under it, and it fell on the other side. And then I thought it’s like the knife is chasing the earth and it tries to find it. And then I thought, but what if every time the knife tried to grab earth, the ground beneath it danced away, like the other side of the hill going down. And I thought, what if I could just throw the knife fast enough that whenever it tried to grab the earth, the earth danced away from it. And even if it grazed a leaf, it would still be going so quickly that before it fell to the ground, the ground would fall away from it, and they would fall together, and the knife would return to the place where it started, just like the birds do. And it would do that forever! And it could stick you in the back!”


And Malach look at the princess and he saw her smile, and then from the very corners of her eyes, she began to cry, and the tears hung down her cheek. And she said, “Yes, I suppose so. But only if you’re fast enough to begin with.”


And she wiped her eyes.


“How do you go that fast?” she asked.


And Malach said, “I don’t know.”


And by then, night had fallen, and the people were headed to sleep. And Malach led the princess down the scaffolding onto the grass, and they started to walk back to the city.


And they came to the city gates, and they went through them, and people were outside, and fires were burning here and there, and some people were still celebrating. And they went up to the palace, and they passed by the entrance to the labyrinth with its shining white tower, and the garden beside it. And noises and shouting came from inside, and some of it was happy and some of it was sad.


And at the doors to the palace, Malach stopped and he turned to her, and he said, “I guess I have to go.”


And the princess turned to him.


“You can stay here,” she said.


“I don’t know what Baruch will do once he knows I have the prism.”


“I don’t think he’ll do anything,” said the princess. “Maybe he was different then, but he’s one of my friends now. And I’m sure once I explain it to him, he’ll let you have it.”


“No, I don’t want to,” said Malach, and he took out the prism and he held it up to the light of the moon, and tangled up stars glimmered on its surface. “I’d rather not.”


“Well, then, where can I find you? At the sculpture place?”


“I think I’m going to go down to the docks,” he said. “And I’m going to sail across the lake. Can you imagine what the water will look like and the land when it comes through the prism? I don’t want to have to walk anymore, and I just want to cut through the water, and I’ll find some place to live or maybe I’ll try to return home on water, since I don’t know how far the lake goes, or if the river near where I live flows from it.”


And he paused.


“You can come with me if you want,” he said.


And the princess thought about it, and she shook her head.


“No, I don’t think I can.”


And she hugged him.


“Thank you, though.”


And Malach laughed, and they sat down by the door and they talked for a while, and the princess gave him some of the gold she carried, and then he said goodbye, and he kissed her tightly, and he ran off towards the lake.


And the princess went inside the palace, and she could still hear voices, and she followed them and they led to the garden, and through the windows she could see fires were lit, and people were sitting around a table, and she came out the door, and walked down the corridor with the vines, and came into the garden, and she saw that dozens and dozens of people were crowded into the garden, and a few people sat at the table in the midst of them, and some had climbed up the trees and were looking down at them. And the princess pushed through the crowd, and she came to the table, and at the table sat her father and her mother and between them sat her sister and standing behind her stood Baruch.


And they cried out to see her, and her parents embraced her, and her sister was standing off to the side, and she was crying, and she was trying to smile through it, and she was wearing linen, and she had turned into a very beautiful woman. 


“Where were you?” the queen cried. “Where have you been?”


And the first princess ran to her sister and they embraced, and they stood there against each other, under the tree, and one looked up and one looked down.


“Where were you? Where were you?” the first princess asked, and she kept asking, and her mouth was near her sister’s hair and her ear.


“Baruch came to the grain and found me,” the second princess said, and she laughed, and then her face twisted, and she shook her head. “The rocks were divided, and some of them made a deal with the grain to crush them into flour, and we all dressed in white and went, and Baruch saw me in the crowd, and got me to come home.”


“I was there too,” the first princess said, and she laughed. And her mother and father and Baruch were watching. “You were with the rocks? I thought--”


“No, I never left them. After all, you made it home, so how could the fire have us?”


And she turned away, and she kept her eyes on the ground.


“You know, when I was with the rocks, I learned a lot,” she said, and she sighed. “I want you to understand why I did what I did.”


And she was speaking to all of them.


“I learned a lot about how people live down in the city, and I stayed with the rocks because they convinced me that this kingdom deserves a new king, and that I was an important piece in this struggle. The grasses had seen us that night, and they told stories about us, about how we watched over them, and everyone tried to claim us. And the rocks convinced me to stay with them, and not leave. You know, nobody was crushed under that rock! It was all part of a dance! And I knew that if I came here and let you know that I was alive, you would never let me return, and I couldn’t argue with you because I did not know how to speak well. But when I saw Baruch tonight, I decided that it was time. And I want you all to know that those like me who look down have joined with the grass to make grain, and the rocks will crush the grain, and soon we will have a deal with the fire to cook it into bread, and the people will be fed by the fields, and not go hungry, and tonight was a celebration of that. And this thing we call a city will be a hundred times as big. And I am to represent that, and I will.”


And the second princess turned to her sister, and she said, “I’m sorry.”


And the first princess laughed, and she said, “I just can’t believe it.” And then she laughed again, and said, “You’re very strong.” And finally she said, “No, I forgive you,” and she laughed one last time, and she hugged her sister again, and they both collapsed in tears. 


“We’ll figure something out,” the first princess said. “We’ll figure it out.”


And she turned to her father and mother.


And her father said, “Of course, we’ll figure it out.”


And then they all sat down at the table and started to talk. And when the celebration was over, and the people were returning to their rooms, the king and the queen gave their daughters last hugs, and went inside. And the two princesses were left along with Baruch. And Baruch turned to the first princess, and said, “You took my prism.”


“I needed it,” she said. “I don’t have it anymore, I’m sorry. I can explain. Do you remember Malach?”


And Baruch closed his eyes, and nodded his head, and he said, “We’ll talk.” And he smiled.


“Yes, we’ll talk,” said the first princess, and Baruch left the sisters alone. And the first princess turned to her sister.


“You’ll stay for a while?” she asked.


“Yes, I’ll stay for a while. And later, I’ll go in between,” the second princess replied, and then she turned to her sister, and said, “I want to show you something.” 


And she bent down to the ground near the tree and picked up two pebbles. 


“I learned this from the rocks,” she said, and she handed one of the pebbles to the first princess, and she held the other in her hand. 


“Put it in your mouth,” she continued, and she put the other pebble in her own mouth, and she held it there in her cheek while she talked. “When you hear a ringing in your ears, and your eyes grow dim, hold onto the rock inside you, and you will be preserved. When a thousand hands reach out for you and a thousand smiles put you to sleep, hold onto the rock inside you, and you will be preserved. Now swallow.”


And she swallowed her pebble, and the first princess did the same.


“The rock is a secret king, and when all thoughts depart, and all feelings rise into a roar, and all desires are fixed by fate, this rock will remain for you to grab hold of. And when you grab the rock you will not be swept away, and in all times and all places, the rock is within reach.”


And the first princess said, “This is what the rocks do?”


And the second princess said yes, and the second princess said she understood.


And they walked out of the garden and into the palace, and they went into their own room, and they lay upon the bed there, and they had not lain together for a very long time, and they played a game that they used to play, and they took turns using their fingers to imitate various creatures. They used their forefingers and middle fingers to make their hands walk across the side of the other like a little girl on two legs. And the little girl would ascend the curves of their bodies, up the swell of their hips, and then slide down along the path of the belly. And they would make ant-eaters by raising their middle fingers, and keeping the rest against the other’s skin, and the ant-eaters would walk slowly from place to place, and circle the entire world, inspecting with its snout a freckle or a nipple or a bit of hair. And when they laid on their backs, and connected their bellies, they could both make ant-eaters, whose snouts would gently touch, and communicate, only to run off in fear, or return for another round. And as dawn approached, the princesses saw themselves from above, on the body of the earth, just as they had seen their fingers sit on the world of their bodies. And they imagined the world as one body resting on another body, which itself rested on another, so that just as one could walk around the entirety of the world, one could walk from body to body.


And so, they fell asleep. And the next morning the first princess woke up early, and she got up and she looked out the window, and the sun was rising, and the moon was still hanging there, and she looked out across the city, and she heard her sister turn behind her in her sleep, and the room was very quiet, and the larks were waking up outside, and the city seemed very far away and distant and blurry from where she looked, although the sky was clear. And she could see dust start to rise from the streets.


And she sat down, and she got a piece of paper, and she wrote a note to her father and mother and to her sister and to Baruch and some other people, and then she slipped out of the palace, and went down to the docks. And she paid passage on a boat, and she got on the boat, and the sail unfurled, and it cut from swell to swell, and she stood on the prow, and she watched the clouds rush past above her. And behind her the boat was filled with people all talking and looking up at the sky, and when the wind faltered, some of them began to row. And while they rowed and sweated, they sang, 

taking a break

taking a break, from the things we like to do

we do them for you

taking a break

taking a break, from the things I like to do

I do them for you

forget about things

forget about the things you like to do

I do them for you.


And this is the reason why the people who live around the lake build their ships with figureheads of angels, and why two angels embrace each other, one hundred feet tall, above the grain fields there.
�
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