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1.22.38 9:27 a.m.


I’ve come ashore, he thought, rubbing his eyes, you see me waving.

Up from his nap on the couch, aware of the sunlight, snow on the buildings. Saturday morning. Ruby was playing the piano messily.

On his feet, M pinched the back of her neck, kissed her on the top of the head.

—Hi, little Ruby. You’re doing so well with Mozart. Don’t use the pedal so much; it’s like cheating. They didn’t have pedals back when Mozart was alive.

—Okay, Daddy. You’re bothering me.

—Sorry.

M watched the city birds outside the big windows glide in cursive (retreat followed by an advance, left bending right, north to the Bronx), and his mind wanted to follow: to distribute itself among them.

If it weren’t for Ruby, really, he would let the features of his identity fall out of his skull like wisdom teeth. He would wander off into the woods.

—Go back to your nap, Ruby commanded.

—I don’t think I can; I’m wide awake now.

—Pretend you’re asleep, Daddy.

—Maybe.

2
M was wearing a green sweater and wool slacks, with long johns underneath; he preferred keeping the house on the colder side and to have a window open to let some fresh air in, even in the winter.

The city was a tawny river of light between embankments of spent clouds.

Saint John in a trance. The glory of the world. The intersecting experiences of time, transition, exile. Giving up hope of the transcendence evoked.

M had to visit his brother later (he’d promised), and he was dreading it.

The leaping and lovely, however broken, child-mangled Mozart held his attention and healed it, momentarily.

—That’s very good, Rabbit. You’re getting it.

—Rabbit is Mommy’s name for you.

—I’m transferring it to you today. Rabbit Junior.

—You’re weird!

—I know, I know! Play! Play! M said, moving his hands in a pantomime of piano playing.

—Dad!

Ruby went back to her piece.

—Can I get water? Ruby asked, her hands going quiet, after a short minute.

—Yes, of course.

Ruby ran off to the kitchen and M heard the faucet running. She returned momentarily, gulping down water in an exaggerated fashion.

—I was thirsty!

—I see that.

3
His daughter was an Aries, as his wife always reminded him, bringing a spirit of amnesty and reconciliation.

—How old was Mozart when he died?

—Thirty-one.

—That’s not very old!

—It’s much younger than I am now.

—Silly old Dad.

—That’s right.

There was cold coffee, which he had made before his nap, in a white pot on the coffee table; he drank it now.

His old apartment, the one from his bachelor days, only a few blocks away from where they were now, had had a working fireplace, but he’d had to give that up when he and S moved here to this much larger and otherwise more comfortable apartment.

The apartment felt very still, like it was resting.

M watched his daughter, Ruby, search for the right note, her mind and fingers struggling to synch up. If Kairos had been turned on and watching, it would have corrected her.

M poured out more coffee from the white pot. He was reading what he didn’t want Kairos to see: three of his own notebooks from 2023 (each of which had a unique print taped to the front cover) and a screenplay.

From a drawer, he took out a white candlestick and a box of matches, returned to the couch and coffee table, placed the candlestick in a holder that had hitherto been empty, and lit the wick.

The flame made a living symmetry with the broken piano music, the snow, and the orbital, ambient city noise.

—That’s great, Ruby, keep going, he said, as his daughter, after stopping for a moment, looked across the room for his approval.

4
—I’m bad at piano. Can I stop?

—That’s not true, M said. —You’re not bad; you just don’t practice very much.

—Kyla has an implant and she plays sooooooo well.

—We’ve talked about this, Rabbit.

—Can we at least turn on Kairos? Ruby asked.

—No, M said.

—Why not? Ruby squeaked.

—Because Kairos will make it too easy.

—Why can’t it be easy? Ruby said. —Why can’t I just …

M shot her a playful and judgmental look at the same time. —It’s fun to learn how to do things for yourself.

—Okay, Dad, okay, Dad, thank you.

M had forgotten to take his daily rejuvenation medication; a set of three pills sat on the coffee table next to his coffee. He washed down the three pills all at once without satisfaction.

M and his wife S were both in a clinical trial. The pill was supposed to increase your lifespan, as well as your youthspan, by a decade or more, if you started young enough.

There was something Biblical in wanting to live past a hundred, seeing generations of your own seed grow at your feet, wanting to live long enough to understand the Mystery, to overcome the fear of death, to chip away at the edifice of that mystery, so that the light could start to push through the cracks….

His parents had died within a week of each other.

Dead father. Dead mother. Dead God. Dead Abraham. Dead Christ. Dead world. New era, old wasteland.

—Oop, another … He cut himself off, and Ruby giggled.

She was playing wrong notes to see if he was still paying attention. —Gotcha, Daddy.

5
—Yup, you did.

—Can we please turn Kairos back on? Ruby asked, referring to the household AI. —He never misses anything.

—No it’s important you do this on your own.

—Please?

—Absolutely not; sorry, lady.

—Stupid mean Dad, Ruby said, smiling.

She started up again, trying to focus.

Ruby had black, curly hair like her mother. She was tall and thin for her age; she asked why she was slower than the other kids, why she couldn’t do math or speak languages like they did.

In many ways, he’d forgotten what it was like to be a child, forgot how expressive and fleshy and strange the inner lives of children were (how curious, how forgiving, how loving … singing innocence like a bird).

M thought about being ten, when he was starting to think about girls, masturbating in bed, staining the sheets: the process that led to having children, the first gleams of sensuality and animality …

These things were all so far away now.

The world had grown bigger by an order of magnitude, the ratios of space, proportions, had changed, and this was disorienting. He felt like a little insect or a small animal in a vast hive.

Even with all of the increased mechanical activity, the city was so much quieter than it used to be. All engines were nuclear and muffled.

The city was a silent movie with Ruby providing the orchestral track. Her broken Mozart. Her child’s Mozart.

Images of folly, illness, objectness cycled through his mind: everything he had tried to keep out of his life.

6
He sat back down on the couch in front of the coffee table, looking through the papers he had taken out of his briefcase: a screenplay, old notebooks. Three separate piles from around the same time: 2023. He turned over the loose pages, scanning. He was looking, looking back into himself, turning the pages, finding that he never knew, that all he had was the search for a sensibility, a process, but no resting point, no structure except the lack of structure. His younger self was like a friend, a visitor he had to play host to: an overindulged, overstimulated younger man who was bored and reckless, trying to make sense of his boredom and aimlessness before its consequences swallowed him up.

The pattern of his life was simple. Ecstasy, disillusionment, sorrow. It was cyclical.




7

La Tempesta Notebook


Look at the things around us. The lamb’s stew (reheated); the empty coffee cups; the mint tea with goat’s milk still in the pot. Mid-fall and there’s a sense of reason and feeling living together in necessary exchange.

Beauty does not spare any expense in creating itself.

The trees in the autumn, the cold beauty of the day. Very different than the beauty that I knew when I was young. The reality that’s been composted and mulched, liquefied, pumped back into my brain. Narrow slices of contiguous impressions, laid out like sliced oranges on a plate for a snack or Polaroids, pinned to the wall.

The sweetness of the Schumann Quintet in E-flat Major, for just a moment, like childhood or the dark sides of leaves hanging over a stream.

My seed is dried on your thighs. And then there’s no loneliness at all. Your existence, your organization, your way of life, your way of relating to things is mine and mine is yours. Male and female, like Plato writes in his myth, two souls restored into the wholeness of one.

8
Reading Peter Handke, the window is open, there’s a breeze; S is up on the street, at a bar with her friends, having a drink, I’m looking forward to her coming back later. Waiting for my manager to call me back to tell me his thoughts on the pilot, which makes me nervous.

I’ve never been affected and dispossessed and obsessed by and with someone like I have been by S. She jumps away, runs off, hides, and I lurk in my hiding place waiting for her. I jump out like a child playing hide-and-go-seek, I say, “Gotcha!” She never really tells me the full truth, I never really tell her the full truth, we both sense it. Confronting it does nothing, changes nothing.

I spend entire afternoons waiting for her to text me back sometimes because she has this switch (the affection switch) that she turns off when she feels she’s getting too close to me, when she’s too vulnerable to me. Then she’ll go days or weeks or months where I have to play the game of pretending that I need her but she doesn’t need me.

I’m immensely touched by S: her youth, her willfulness, her slender beauty; the delightful vigor of a wildflower. She is my teeming earth.

S always says that she never slept well before she met me.

Spineless writing—like a jellyfish, floating in its own logic, or the aura of a stranger beauty, which will not fade.

9
I have to keep carving space out with myself (like the grin in a jack-o’-lantern).

Desperate, automatic writing to defeat what’s automatic in me, which at this point is almost everything. Writing to erase what doesn’t have a history and replace it with nothing but history. Scars, mishaps, fury, love.

I struggle to focus during rehearsals; I’m bored of my own work. But then there are moments where everything starts to snap and connect, and a kind of private logic becomes physicalized, alive, numinous, and the whole project finds new life.

We drive out to the beach on a Sunday night after the play, and S sleeps next to me in the passenger seat, and it’s about two hours to the Hamptons to her grandmother’s bungalow, and the house is quiet when we arrive. She lays down, face down on the bed, and I kiss her back, her ass, her legs, I slip inside her.

A mask gives form to the impassive psyche, allows you to move about as you, paradoxically, via the strangeness that you plaster over yourself.

Minds and bodies align: chemicals, odors, textures; there is something unique about this that I have never felt before (desire is bubbling up from deeper, nonpsychological matrices).

Trying to kill the Trickster pattern within my own psyche: his cynicism, his archaic hunger.

10
I have been living deep in the midst of things in a civilization that has told me that none of it matters, to ignore it: the amplitude of glory.

In another life, I might have been a soldier returning home with a walking stick and a knapsack, finding his child grown old enough to walk, his wife waiting under the shade of the olive trees.

S and I go to a dinner party in Gramercy, and she sits in the window and smokes, and it seems for a moment that she is very happy and unconcerned with anything other than enjoying the new world of older and sophisticated people that I’ve introduced her to.

A few nights later, S is talking to a girl outside a bar in the East Village, and when I come out she tells me that we’re invited up (the other girl lives above the bar).

I love watching S with another woman, the two bodies rubbing together (the bleak solace of perception).

I can tell she is having a nightmare, and when I wake her up she can’t remember exactly what it was about.

In the past, I was irrelevant. In the future, I will be obsolescent. Only in moments of greatest, peak creativity, point-like instances, have I ever felt necessary to anything. And even then, I have not been loyal to those moments. I have not formed my personality around them, but rather have surrendered them.

11
Lying in the bath, dictating this to an app on my iPad, and my back absolutely killing me after playing football. Everything runs through your lower back: your calves and your hamstrings and your shoulders. Fragility is mortality.

I’ve never been someone who commits to one person. The more I love one person, the more casual affairs appeal to me—a way of releasing the energy built up by the intensity of that love. Or is that just how I justify it to myself? Maybe it’s a more basic, unrelenting animal drive. Is there anything wrong with that, other than the fact that we don’t have much choice over it? Would it be better to just declare ourselves permanent prisoners of our desires—better in the sense of being more honest?

I seem to be able to induce my brain to think emotionally, or to make my emotions think. My talent as a writer is connected to this.

If we’re all emanations of God’s love, then how do we end up getting diverted and channeled back as hate against him? How does the eternal get damaged or corrupted like this? Is the devil basically an explanatory function, like dark matter—something we need to explain? Is there a point at which metaphysics and physics converge?

… in order not to believe that I’m jealous sexually, or that I’m envious of the attention and money that flows to everyone other than myself (or so I feel).

There’s iron digging into your ankle, and you’ll die here in the clearing to which you’ve been drawn.

12
Her nickname for me is Rabbit. The Rabbit follows the Fox in the folkloric cycle—my first love called me ‘Fox.’

S and I get gelato after the movie. Film Forum. Some Norwegian movie we’ve both already forgotten the name of. We get in a fight on the subway platform uptown. She says she regrets subletting her apartment because she doesn’t know where to go when we fight. I tell her to come back, not to walk away, not to go to her friends. We’re both in the wrong.

C, my ex, messages me on Twitter, upset about S. It’s how it always goes. I just don’t want to talk to her at all. I don’t want to see her at all. The worst feeling you can have is the feeling that you wish someone was dead. That’s the worst thing of all. That makes me wish I was dead too.

(A bleak picture of my relationship with C. She was a squatter by instinct in my life—taking over like a weed, a vine, taking over everything. I was loved by someone who forgot me, forgot …)

I used the libertine aspect of C’s character to give my life more danger (I admit this), and then I discarded her when her addictions and her manipulations became too obvious to ignore. The truth is I created, or at least abetted, much of what I would later call unforgivable.

(And some hidden part of me wants C back instead of S, so that I can focus totally on the autoerotic field of pleasure: the reciprocal selfishness and total fantasy and vanity that C engendered.)

13
I hate this dependency. Feeling at the mercy of things outside of my control. This is a form of self-hatred: hating that there are things outside of my control, feeling, as a result, like nobody…

S comes back from ten days’ vacation in France; I get her letter the same day she arrives back. We have sex four times in about twelve hours, and it’s very emotional, and I can tell that she feels vulnerable afterward to the intensity of what can only be called love.

Bodies without natures. Self-arranged symbols that mean nothing when no one is looking at them.

The goal of any romantic artist is to convince the civilian to stop trading their love for the sad approval of loveless masses. Romanticism is where love meets nonconformity.

This is what I find so touching about her: that she was the oldest of four daughters, that she had to grow up fast, that she had to suffer, that so many demands were made of her, and that I could protect her.

The last of the sunlight darts between the cloud cover, like someone is finger-painting.

S works in a flower shop downtown. We meet for movies and dinner at the Metrograph sometimes after she gets off from work. She does the flowers for the theater, so they give her free drink tickets, and we sit at the bar and people watch.

14
What I would like is to forget everything other than the fire, the sunrise, the lover, the book, the taste of coffee, Bach: the rigorous unfolding of the Cantata of the self through sensation-infused thinking.

S is running errands. I don’t feel like leaving the apartment today; I feel like being by myself.

Knowledge is produced in secret series of inferences and biases and anxieties that become aware of themselves and fuse into (at least temporarily) self-consistent truth.

It’s like seeing a river for the first time in your life during a very cold winter and assuming rivers are something you can always walk across, then, returning in the summer and finding you can’t get across.

I often feel like I live in exile from my own writing, from my work, like I’m punishing myself for some unconscious guilt.

We take a shower afterward. I kiss her neck. I hold her, and her body’s trembling. She said she couldn’t stop coming.

My mind follows my hand; my hand follows my mind; nicotine is tucked into my upper lip. I’m listening to the radiators kick on, the nicotine melting into my bloodstream, stirring up a thick foam mixed with caffeine.

Georg Trakl: “Feeling in the moments of death-like being: all humans are worthy of love.”

15
Fragments of knowledge are useful in exposing matrices of power. Matrices of power are useful organizing fragments of knowledge into useful fictions. Fragments battle holons–systems.

I spend all night in front of the fireplace. S is in Philadelphia visiting her sister at college. It’s sleeting outside; I didn’t want to go to the party I was invited to.

I feel withdrawn: immersing myself in the pain of losing myself (losing the lyrical relationship to myself as a soul).

Do you want to understand how to be, how to think in the world? Then you have to escape the limits of how you think about the world.

I dream that S and I are ice-fishing and I fall through the hole we’d made in the glacier.

Another dream where S packs me a suitcase for a long journey, but when I leave the airport I find that the suitcase is empty, save for one heavy stone.

I like writing plays for S because it allows me to speak to her directly.

The way (some) of the people—especially her friends and family—scrutinize our relationship not only seems cruel, but actively competitive.

16
Seeing myself in strips of darkness in the morning and finding myself without beauty. Twisting my lips into a smile. A man without a center.

Her name means gnosis…. Gnosis means …

We have to wake up early to drive back to the city so that S can make her shift in time at the flower shop. I go and get her a sandwich at Cassetta and she looks so lovely in her white sweater with her tired eyes.

The sun’s coming in through the curtains of my apartment. We both smell like lemony soap, having showered. In the middle of the night, I gave her liquid melatonin in a glass of milk.

Odysseus and Circe on an island of sleep.

The addiction to the fragment is an addiction to the barest and truest parts of speech, the earliest hope of speech, which knows that its dissipation will come through context, explication, iteration.

I woke up this morning very early for the first time in a very long time having fallen asleep earlier than I’m used to last night, having been worn completely down by my writing schedule. When I have mornings to myself, I don’t do much of them anymore. I remember when I was twenty-two and I first moved to New York, I’d wake up at 6 a.m. and write before my roommates woke up and then go back to bed. I didn’t keep that up for very long, but it was really a holy feeling, a sacred ritual.

17
I think about my dad dying, my mom dying, my brother dying. I think about my dog dying. Before that I think about all of them getting old.

I think about marrying S and growing old. Her hair growing gray and my hair growing gray. It’s already growing gray.

At my cousin’s wedding. S and I sit next to my parents and my brother at a big table, eating bad steak and listening to hits from 2017 (the year the couple met). There is a fog machine during the “father-daughter” dance. Afterward, S and I watch a movie in the basement of my parents’ house, fuck, and then go to sleep.

Don and Sancho accept their place in this falsely enchanted kingdom as a kind of amor fati.

The only truly great act performed by Quixote is to leave the Duke and Duchess behind, to give up the life of cruel luxury and spiritual fascism of the deathly bored ruling class—in order to return home and live and die.

My phone rings, I ignore it. It’s snowing. Outside, Third Avenue is just waking up, just like I am. I’ll go back to sleep soon, but I’m in no rush. There’s nothing to do today, or I’ll pretend that there’s nothing to do today. I shiver in bed trying to keep myself calm. S is still asleep.

Self-consciousness is uncomfortable with the nothingness of the object, the deadness of the object. It wants to extend itself into the world, but the world is cold and increasingly alien. It’s particularly 18alien now because the dead object can talk, can talk like us, can talk to us. It can know us, but it’s dead.

The explicit temptation of Eden is to knowledge. And so I should close this notebook. I should go over and hold her and let both of us sleep.

I had the flu last week and am slow to recover. I have a cold sore on my lips though, and my gums have been bleeding, in addition to general exhaustion.

I know I do it. My brother tells me that I do it. I make little comments that destabilize other people’s sense of self so that I have a little bit of power over them. Not for the sake of using that power, but of holding onto it in escrow so that they can’t use it to leave me or hurt me.

What does love require? A sacrifice that I’m unwilling to make. Branching, grafting, flowering, shearing, issuing, delivering, breeding, separation, parturition. Without these subtle and gentle partings, there is nothing. The earth will not give anything back to us.

I kiss the feet of S who pulls me up from the foot of the bed. I kiss the inside of her hips, the lips of her sex, her stomach, her breasts, her mouth, her eyes.

I always feel like people experience me as a series of diminishing returns.

19
Desire has led us too far and too fast, required too much with too much intensity, and now we’re notorious, wanton, lost, the subject of intrigue and gossip columns. And this excites us too, just makes us worse.

The house is clean. The housekeeper’s come, a service I pay for once a month, usually with winnings from poker (in cash).

I know S is restless. I know her mother wants her to leave (thinks she could do better than an artist, even if it’s an artist who writes plays for her, great roles for her, at least in the opinion of those who come to watch).

Last night, we went out for dinner with friends and then had a small group over here at our apartment in front of the fireplace. It was nice and I read from a passage from Hardy’s Return of the Native describing the lighting of bonfires in rural England—opening the book almost at random and finding a passage of elegiac beauty unlike anything I find in fiction today.

I can’t bring myself to agree. A single good day on earth is good enough. It’s as good as eternity. I think from the premise “I don’t want to die,” we can’t draw the conclusion “I should want to live forever.”

The coolness of a pillow on your bed, the taste of coffee, the taste of wine, the feeling of someone’s skin, the heat of fire or the cool of a breeze. These are all better than eternity in their singularity. Their momentariness. And therefore, their absoluteness.

20
I think to myself, “What’s absolute is that I’m here on October 3rd, 2023, in the Milky Way galaxy in the whatever cosmos on planet Earth in New York City on 73rd street. But I am thirty-four years old. Now. Then I look forward to seeing my girlfriend and my family. My friends. My family. This is enough.”

S and I are on our way to a friend’s artist talk in Queens. The moon is high and full in the gray sky. The air is warm. Long Island City looks alien and futuristic. S looks very Italian in the dress she’s wearing, which she bought in Florence.

This is a better movie than anything I could go see tonight; the muted, bland composition of modern digital cinema tries to approximate the muted glow of the modern world, but it simply compounds this muteness, and fails to see the glimmers of color and sensuality that still exist everywhere like wildflowers growing in the cracks of the sidewalk.

I had this desire to start crying, but I haven’t cried in weeks. I cry so much less now than I used to. I’d like S to wipe away my tears; I’d like to wipe away hers.

Went to a dinner party last night with S and … fish, steak, lamb, pasta … eggplant. A few rounds of dessert. I drank the red wine I brought, just to help me digest. After dinner, there was a game of fishbowl, some guests went downstairs to get high, and then S and I walked home. After twenty blocks, and realizing the M72 had stopped running, we took a cab across the park.

21
We both have a few days off from the play and S lost her shift at the flower shop, so we’re just here in my studio apartment hanging out, but we might go to the Met later.

I spend most of the day uptown. There’s still a little bit of snow and ice on the ground. It was under thirty degrees today. I like being able to watch my breath rise in the dark.

I run around Manhattan in the slushy rain. Sprinting up hills. Trying to make exhaustion feel earned.

The pleasure I take in writing plays or novels is not unlike the pleasure I take in having sex, and lust for me is a form of creativity, and creativity is a form of lust.

Listening to The King of Limbs in the car; S and I are driving to Greenpoint; I haven’t listened to this album in ages. Cars are double-parked all up and down Nostrand Avenue and driving feels uncomfortable and difficult in the rain. I played football this morning and my body feels good, relaxed. I couldn’t sleep last night; my mind was completely alert and awake. S asks why I want to listen to “scary Radiohead.”

Lying in the dark of the unconscious, like a child who cannot sleep, waiting.

To be a modern basically means to almost never be overwhelmed by your emotions and to be deeply ashamed of the moments when you are.

22
I don’t have a desire to do anything at all tonight—but I have rehearsal and a show this evening; I don’t not want to do anything, reciprocally; I just feel desireless, will-less. I actually wouldn’t mind remaining in this state of pleasant indifference for a while, letting things happen. It’s a wiser state. I make an ass of myself when I’m trying to steer outcomes a certain way; I can feel it when I’m playing sports with my friends—that kind of silly impulse to assert my will over events.

I just feel like I’ve been tumbling down a wooded hillside for a long time—hitting trees, rocks, like a cartoon character, acquiring bruise after bruise without ever really fully healing, or ever reaching the bottom; I have acquired a lot of psychic bruises—eyes swollen shut, the lips split, limbs fractured. I’m sure many of the people I work with feel that way too—

Yes, there is burnout. Yes, there is. The winning effect of technology. Yes. Sure. There is a reason to give in and to follow this logic to the bitter end.

But no: The poet must strike a match, light up the cold cosmos, and insist on the power of imagination over the universe of death.

Everything necessarily conspires against love like this, love that has no use for the world, that only cares for the child that it will one day produce.

23
In hindsight—with the hindsight of what you could call middle age—I’m starting to realize how completely unprepared I was for the life I would lead, through no fault of my parents really.

The suffering Christ body arrives at the Temple of Isis and wonders at the ancientness of the world and the body….

Tunnel deep into the self until the surface collapses.

All I want is children, a child. I’m afraid to say it. The unconditional love one gives and receives from a child. That all-healing love.

This is part of just preparing to get married and looking ahead in a new way; not looking back toward youth anymore or not clinging to it, not quite in the same way I used to.

We both agree that the next time we’re not going to make a mistake—we’re going to choose to do this. This is actually what we want, just not under these circumstances, and just not now.

While she bleeds, the next day, I just want to hold her. I do hold her, and we both cry, and her nausea dissolves like a tablet in a glass of darkness.
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1.22.38 10:05 a.m.


M reached for his sweater, which was draped over the couch. He was shivering a little bit. He felt exhausted, even after the nap.

Through the windows, M watched the swarming drones making their deliveries, hundreds and sometimes thousands of feet up, displacing the birds (he would find dead birds on the balcony). He didn’t let Ruby out on the balcony in the afternoons during the deliveries: the drones sometimes would get too close. The machines scared him; they weren’t supposed to ever make contact, but it happened; they were small, but they could give you a nasty cut.

M listened to the flat note and put the notebook down.

—Oop, another wrong note, he said, quietly, unable to help himself.

—Dad!

—Oop, another wrong note.

—Stop!

Ruby was introverted. She kept to herself, which reminded M of his brother, who had been the quiet one, the less verbal one, the one who liked to work with his hands.

—It’s okay, Ruby, keep going.

—Stop interrupting me. Kairos is nicer than you are.
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—Well, Kairos is off right now, M said.

—Okay, whatever.

Maybe after her piano lesson, he would take Ruby for a walk through the snow. And at street level, things look the same as they did thirty years before, despite the air taxis and drones and the tendril-like towers made of modified steel that twisted between the air rights of the old constructions.

Shadows crisscrossed Central Park (park rangers had to plant new species of flower and bush for some parts of the park which now received little to no sunlight).

M was grateful that their apartment was high enough to still receive ample sun.

—Wanna go for a walk, little lady? Tickling Ruby’s scalp.

—It’s such a beautiful day.

—It’s cold. Ruby squealed. —Can we watch a movie?

—Let’s go for a walk first, and then watch a movie, okay?

—No! It’s cold! Movie!

It would be another question entirely if he could actually get her to put her boots on.

—What do you want for lunch?

—Can I have a sandwich? Ruby asked.

—Sure, what kind?

—BLT, BLT, okay, with some milk.

—Okay, but it’s goat’s milk…. Is that okay with you?

—I don’t like goat’s milk.

—You have to like it, he said, it’s good for you.

—Why?

—Just because.
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—Other things are good for me.

—This is what we have in the fridge, Rabbit.

—Can I have a sandwich?

He walked over and sat next to Ruby on the piano bench, improvising over her Mozart. He was a good improviser. He couldn’t really follow sheet music anymore.

—Okay, I’ll make you a sandwich. Just give me a minute…. Kissing the side of her head. Floating, plunked-out notes of the piano. The smell of his daughter’s shampoo. He felt like the apartment was a sailing ship and he was the rudder, guiding them through chunks of sea ice. Where were they going? He had no idea. —Okay, Little Rabbit?

—Okay, Daddy.

Entering the kitchen, which was adjacent to the living room, M opened the fridge, took out bacon, and cut open the plastic packet with the scissors. Lab-grown meat. No nitrates, no brown sugar.

He turned on the induction range. The bacon fat began to pop and melt almost immediately into the pan.

—Keep playing, he called. —BLT in ten minutes.

—I want to draw, Ruby said, following him into the kitchen, pulling out paper and crayons from a drawer across from the burner. —I’m tired of practicing.

—All right, Ruby, you win.

—Yay!

M continued to prepare the BLT, dropping two slices of sourdough into a toaster on the marble counter.

He heard the front doors slide open, footsteps. His wife entered the kitchen.

27
—Hi, my loves, she said.

—Hi Mommy! Did you miss me?

—Of course I missed you, Ruby.

—I’m drawing!

—That’s great, honey; what are you drawing?

—I’m drawing Daddy.

S held up a mushy colored-pencil avatar of her husband. — Pretty accurate.

—How was rehearsal? M asked.

—Weird.

M shoveled the bacon from the pan and onto a plate, dropping two pieces of bread into the bacon grease. —Can you grab some lettuce from the fridge?

—Mhmm. S’s voice was tense.

—Did I say the wrong thing? M asked, cautiously, under his breath so that Ruby couldn’t hear.

—No.

—Okay.

—I’m gonna go take a quick shower.

—Sounds good.

He pulled the sourdough from the toaster, added the lettuce, the tomato, and the bacon; he opened the fridge, took out the raw goat’s milk, which had been delivered the day before by drone, and poured his daughter a glass.

—Here ya go.

—Mm.

—No thank you?

—Thank you, Daddy.

Ruby took a bite of her sandwich, preoccupied by her drawing.
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—Daddy’s gonna go read in the other room if that’s okay.

—It’s okay. Bye, Daddy.

M sat back down at the coffee table, leafing through the next notebook.

—Please don’t turn on Kairos, he shouted into the bedroom.

His wife emerged with one towel wrapped around her upper body, another around her head. —Relax. What are you reading?

—Let’s go for a walk or something; I’ll tell you about it.

S sat down on the Italian-leather couch, putting her head on her husband’s chest.

M looked at his arms, muscled and well-outlined underneath his sweater thanks to his fitness regimen. There was still delightful, stirred up, sensual emotion in his arms and his hands. In his thighs. In the muscles of his face.

He stroked his wife’s hair, kissed her neck; she nestled further into him.

—This morning really sucked.

—Tell me about it.

—I mean, just the usual.

—Tell me about it….

—I don’t know how much longer I can do it, you know.

—I understand that.

—I don’t like acting with people with chips.

—I had a terrible panic attack this morning, M said, changing the subject. —So I had to take a nap afterward. I was so exhausted.

—What was the panic attack about?

—I dunno. I just felt like I was gonna die.
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Her lips twitched, like she wanted to say more. Whatever was happening in his brain was undoubtedly irrational, vague, impalpable. Like a movie theater where the projector was malfunctioning.

M pulled her close, hugging her tightly. —Let’s just stay like this. Stay still.

—Where’d everyone go!? Ruby shouted from the kitchen.

—We’ll be right there, honey! S shouted back.

—I’m bored!

—A little boredom is good for you! M shouted in the direction of the kitchen.

—No it’s not! Ruby shouted.

—Yes it is, M shouted back.

—Let’s have another baby, S said. —I wanna have another baby. She nuzzled her head against his chest.

Though she couldn’t see, because her head was resting against his chest, M began to cry, very quietly, big, slow tears sliding down from the corners of his eyes.

Then she heard it in his voice. —I’m not against it, M said.

—M …

—I’m fine.

—That’s not what you usually say.

—Yeah, well.

—I’m really turned on, she said, kissing his upper arms, and then turning and reaching to kiss him on the lips, which were glistening with tears.

—Later. I think Ruby has a playdate.

—Okay, with who?
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—The twins on the third floor. Whatever their names are.

—Oliver and Noa.

—Yeah, them.

—I really want to fuck you.

—Why’d it take you so long getting home? M asked.

—It was just slow getting home because of the snow; taxis were going like quarter speed. I mean I’m not … I’m not like … that obsessed with … using my privileges, M.

—Neither am I.

—I know, she said, with a hint of disappointment.

—If we had another kid, I mean, that would have to be the end of … for a while.

—Of course.

—Can we go for a walk or something? S continued. —It’s really lovely out there with the snow.

—Yeah. Let’s.

—Then we have to turn on Kairos for Ruby.

—Okay, one second.

M picked up a briefcase, which was lined with lead and very heavy, that was leaning against the side of the couch, snapped it open, placed the papers inside, and snapped it shut.

—Oh God, she said under her breath.

—I’ve been rereading some old things of mine. I’ll tell you about it.

—I’m curious.

—Okay, you can …

—Activate.

—Activated, Kairos echoed. —Good morning.
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—Good morning Kairos, she said, —can you watch Ruby while we go for a walk?

—Yes, Kairos said. I can, no problem. I can call you if there’s an issue.

M looked away exaggeratedly. It made him uncomfortable to leave Ruby alone with Kairos, even though the agent was well-equipped for every kind of contingency.

—That’s what we have this for…. S asserted, watching his expression. —We don’t need a babysitter or anything. It’s great. We can just leave and come back. She’s happy coloring.

—Okay, okay, let’s go. Let’s just go.

—Okay. Great.

M got up and returned with his parka, a hat, and a scarf. S had returned to the kitchen, where she’d left her coat.

—Rube baby, Daddy and I are gonna go for a walk in the park; I’m assuming you’re happy to continue drawing.

—Yup!

—Okay, great; if you need anything … Kairos will help you or give us a call, okay? I have my device on me. And if you feel like it, Kairos can generate a show for you to watch if you want.

—Sounds good.

M and S rode the elevator down to the ground floor in silence.

—I’m going to visit my brother later, he said, —by the way.

—That’s a nice thing to do.

—I feel guilty; it’s been a few weeks.

—You do your best with him.

—I’m not sure about that.
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The fresh air felt good. The snow was heavy and wet. There were very few drones in the sky, and they had headlights on, the little red sensor lights flashing, which made the whole city look like an airport. A ghost taxi slid down Third Avenue, empty; it was the only car on the road.

—Well …

—Well, S…

—You’re the one who wanted to go on a walk….

—You don’t want to? We can go back….

—No, it’s nice.

—Okay….

—It feels that we’re sorta at a point …

—Yeah …

—We’re drifting …

—We’re roommates.

—Close to that.

—Pretty horrible.

—It does not have to be like this, M.

—I’ve become a lump.

—You look very hot and fit from my point of view….

—Internally, a lump …

—You’re one of the most … you are the most … I think … internally complex person I know.

—You’ve been living with me for too long.

—Maybe.

—This morning I was thinking about the … M started, unsure about whether to continue. —What life … what life would have turned out to be if maybe we’d given in to the impulse 33to flee or break up; I mean when we first started dating; I mean, we came so close a few times….

—I think about that too.

—What is your conclusion?

—Life would be worse, S said matter-of-factly.

—Let’s say we never had Ruby.

—That’s too many hypotheticals for me. But I’m confident I made the right decision, if that’s what you’re anxious about; do you feel like you made the right decision with me? she asked.

—Yes.

—Do I disappoint you?

—No.

—Am I too shallow for you?

—You’re not shallow, S.

—I don’t know what you’re trying to tell me.

—I’m not sure either.

She sniffled from the cold, and brushed her curly, dark hair away from her eyes. —Okay … um…

—I just woke up this really early morning and I sat up in bed…. You didn’t even wake up…. And I got up and opened the curtains and the light was red and purple and the snow was falling…. And I just sat at the foot of the bed just um… crying very softly so you wouldn’t wake up … or even so that I wouldn’t wake up Ruby either … and I heard this voice in my head telling me … telling me something along the lines of, your life is a miracle, your life is a miracle … but if you’ve stopped paying attention … and I knew that it was right … and I just curled up into a ball like I was a little kid … and I thought about my mom and 34dad … not having parents to visit for Christmas anymore … and the situation everywhere right now … and most of the roads being closed … and you not being able to see your mom …

They crossed into the park at the 72nd Street gate. S touched her husband’s face, and looked into his eyes, kissing him over and over, tasting salt on her lips. —It’s okay.

M reached into his pants pocket. —I found myself carrying around this picture of you in the briefcase.

—That’s not something you needed to hide.

—I know, but I like to keep it safe … from when we took that road trip down the California coast …

M held out a picture of S with a floral scarf tied around her head to keep her hair back in the wind, the Pacific in the background, almost ominous, from his wallet.

—I look so young.

—I mean, you were.

They walked on a downslope to the empty pond, which was filled with snow and mud.

He reached for his wife’s lightly gloved hand, pulled the glove off with his bare fingers, slipped it into his pocket, then gripped her bare hand, pressing his thumb into her palm as if pressing it to her heart. The last few winters had been the coldest of the century.

—I’ve fought self-pity for a long time….

—M, I’ve always told you, that if you want to break the contract, and we have to leave, then that’s okay with me.

—I don’t need to write or create anything; I don’t need to live in an intentional community and mill corn.

—Then what do you want?
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—Just to wake up in the miracle every day….

—That sounds good to me.

—I hope so.

—Do you resent me for still performing?

—No. Do you think I do?

—Sometimes.

—I don’t know if I understand … the appeal … of acting in plays and movies that are …

—Sometimes I get material that sounds just like you and it’s … very strange.

—Yeah …

—You know, when we met, I think you saved me, S began. —because … I mean … I was very chaotic and … yeah … but now I think, well, over time the roles have shifted and I could be fine without you, literally. As I think you know, M. I mean, leave; I could be okay with that, but … I also kind of think I owe it to you to save you. And we can be even. And then maybe something else can … happen between us.

—That’s very kind.

—It’s true. S said. —It’s simply true. And … I mean don’t you find that like …

M wrapped his arms around his wife: —I promised my brother I’d be there at 2:30. But after … Okay?

—Okay…. I’d like that…. I want you, M….

They kissed again, heavily, like they hadn’t in months.

—There’s this woman … S began, —that I’m … and she wants to meet you.

—Could be fun.

—It’s been …
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—Like a decade.

—Damn.

M closed his fingers around S’s like a bell, trying to contain its own sound, to still the ringing. —Do you really think Ruby’s okay by herself? he asked.

—I’m sure she’s fine; you worry too much.

—Gotta worry about something.

—We’re five blocks away, S said. —You’ve gotten so anxious.

—I’m aware.

—I don’t know why Ruby would have any reason to look up to me.

—You’re being dramatic.

The Hudson was frozen, and he felt the impulse to lead her across the park, across the West Side, to the glassy river, to lie on the ice until spring came and the thawing water swallowed them.

She held her breath as if a predator was listening.

Snow had been blown off the treetops and landed on S’s parka fur; M brushed it away. There were lines on her forehead, but they weren’t very deep. She looked twenty-six or twenty-seven, not thirty-nine or forty.

—It feels like we’re on a little ship. Or shipwrecked on an island, M said. —Waiting for help to arrive.

—I asked one of the younger young actors who’s chipped, this girl Lily, if she wanted to get a drink after rehearsal. And she was like, no, I don’t drink, I don’t drink … and she was surprised that I drank. I was like, “Girl, getting drunk is nice.” And she’s like, “No, it’s weird when you have the chip; it fucks with everything.”
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The pond was drained and filling with snow. In the distance: a tall man and his dog, which loped through the snow.

M, staring at the snow-filled pond, imagined the destruction of the island of Manhattan and its engulfment in the sea.

M felt the device vibrate in his pocket: Ruby was calling.

—Mommy, Daddy, can you come home?

—Yes, M said, we can.

—I don’t like it when you’re not here.

—Don’t worry, we’ll come back. We’re not far.

—We’re not far, S said, waving, smiling at the screen in M’s hand.
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Isle of the Dead Notebook


Light coming through the window as I write; listening to Puccini’s Messa di Gloria on vinyl.

One day, we will all find each other again, amongst the crowds of the dead, wandering, and we will distantly recall what we once shared so ardently.

My dad calls me in the morning to say that my brother is in the psych ward (again).

I do not like to lose anything. I want to save everything. I don’t want old churches or buildings sold to developers. I don’t want anything to change. In fact, there’s been too much change already.

The catastrophic sense that we were making pornography without a camera.

I think religion, aside from whether it expresses metaphysical truth, expresses anthropological reality: we have to give up something, even life itself, for the sake of the whole—the flow of Life. The myths behind religion are supposed to help us accept that we’re going to be broken down, our energy and spirit absorbed by our children and by the earth.
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I watch the days grow longer, shorter on my own, slowly shorter, and let my emotion over the finiteness of everything, things wonderful and things terrible, come out slowly, at a human pace, a creaturely pace, not sped up by any electronic stimulation.

When she’s bored of me, S goes on her phone. I think if she really could afford to live on her own, she probably wouldn’t be living here with me. And she probably blames me for that because the theater doesn’t pay nearly enough, and so I’m basically trapping her in my art and in my apartment.

Loss and fear only make me fall more in love with S. The insinuation of absence, limitation, creates more want, more desire. I’m falling in love at such a high velocity.

We talk about driving out to see my brother at the farm where he’s working. If we get there on a good day, then everything will be well. He’ll make coffee and we’ll sit on a little wooden table in the barn and crack jokes with S; and he and I will have our little inside jokes that we’ll exclude S from (but it’ll be charming to her). But if he’s in a mood … then I don’t know.

My whole life up until now I’ve been at play, and the purpose of my life seems to be to acquaint myself with myself, and to be living in the real present, and to be making sense of the highest revelation that there’s God in every person. But I find at the same time, there’s also the devil in every person: the two natures, 40God and devil, really are twined together, and it’s the snake that climbs up the tree of life and eats the fruit for itself.

And somehow that symbol seems to me like a symbol of the whole universe, the snake and the tree, not separate really, but one entity, because I can feel the snake wrapping around my own trunk, bringing fruit to my lips.

Because I lacked access to initiation mysteries, I had to create my own.

I experienced my father’s prohibitions and the law he laid down in a much more absolute way than my brother.

In this way, my brother was much more like my father’s only daughter, the daughter he would have liked to have, the daughter who would have given him unconditional love.

This explains my brother’s strange asexuality, which is neither homosexuality nor bisexuality, but some kind of oppression and desire altogether: a priestliness that rejects the obligation to climax.

Maybe I’m afraid of the true knowledge of God, and the true knowledge of the Good, and the possibility that the excitement and eroticism of our life together will fade.

The sweetness of melting snow in the late afternoon and the confused birds that were beginning to suspect spring, twittering between the trees and the empty sky. There’s a stray cat in the street. It’s looking at me as I walk toward it. He wonders where I’m going, and I wonder where he’s going. He keeps his distance, 41getting farther away as I get closer. It’s not very cold and the snow is already melting.

I’m always playing out the ritualized enactment of myself as a man; on dark nights, we acknowledge this, S and I, the torment in me that only my body can grant, and this unusual desperation in me for improvised suffering.

Last night after the play, S and I, along with a few of our friends, ate burgers and drank Fernet at an old pub without air-conditioning on 19th and 7th, at a big circular booth with green vinyl upholstery.

I’m writing plays to put her in, to sustain our life together, and she enjoys producing them and being the center of attention in a way, so do I, but this is not sustainable. But do I want it to be sustainable? Is that the point? Are we supposed to use up all the energy that’s available in this phase of life and simply move on to the next, and forget that we ever lived the sweet life?

I feel all this becoming memory already. Drinking for a night after the show, rocking like boats at anchor in the corner, rattling bars, wanting you to fall in love with me.

I don’t feel like that this year, I don’t feel anything like the intense instability and material insecurity I felt this time last year, but I do feel emptied out, like I’ve poured out all of my energy, like I’ve poured so much of myself into the world, like I’ve been public; I feel like my private self has disintegrated.
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The mysterious clamor of the unconscious of people outside history, the hideous side of current events, everything that I’d like to ignore so that I can maintain my vision of sensual delight, this constant experience of Eros stretching across the bed with symmetrical limbs.

My body feels like someone else’s. Like it’s decomposing (the way a garden dies in the autumn, naturally, almost beautifully).

All my charm and jubilance and eagerness for openness just wears me down. My tolerance and generosity, the way I make people laugh, the way I navigate the politics of the theater company, and the minor responsibilities of being a minor writer with a public persona. All of that takes energy.

Backed by my mother, who also found it ridiculous, I would subtly ridicule my brother, growing up, for his obsessive tendencies, his perfectionism, his preference for order. My father, on the other hand, encouraged it in my brother, out of a reaction to my carelessness, inadequacy, inability to follow rules—his rules. Charlie was caught in the middle, I guess. The long-term results are these periodic lashings of himself into a frenzy.

How much of romantic love is a concealed hostility toward time? If I could accept time’s passing, or time stopped passing, could I still love?

In a sense, my soul has died in exile at the frontiers of the bourgeois order: my rebellions blunted by indifference and the 43conventionalized shock of a narcissistic and conventional social environment.

After the play, we put Django on the sound system and S and I talk to this old couple from Berlin who are in town and say they have been making theater together since 1974 or something, and they tell us that we remind them of them. They are old and withered but thin and spry; the woman Italian, the man German. I never learn their names, but I am very moved.

I get tired of provoking sexual and creative jealousy, and so I start to hide myself, start to apologize for myself, start adopting the behavior of the meek and the chastened.

I can’t sleep. S is asleep, so I get up and go down to the fitness room in the basement of the building. I kettlebell, I box jump, I do pull-ups, and I do clap push-ups. I come back upstairs and take a long bath with Epsom salts. I take thiamine and melatonin, and then I just hope that sleep comes.

My work, at least in my plays, is motivated by a neurosis about neurosis, a fear of letting stones go unturned—a militant, and therefore, self-defeating anti-neuroticism.

And yet the mind, incarnate in the heart, finds the source of its own mystery; thought, enfleshed, is spiritual.

I am mangled by the digital machinery that I both use and am used by. I say this objectively, like a surgeon looking at the 44wound he’s made, looking at the torn heart valve or the ruptured organ.

Sucked into a world of intellectual airlessness, opposing and preening, posturing …

My mind speaks in this kind of private, Joycegreek English; words collapse and fold together in the brain’s heat (like the way paper burns, collapsing in on itself)….

My inner life resembles an old temple in a desert; the rituals have not been performed for a century or more. I gather flowers from the surrounding scrublands, lay them on the broken altar.

I’m saying let’s go back because going forward is such agony for me, and this romantic calling out for the past is always uttered against a vision of the death of the world and the death of those I love and of myself, of myself most of all, I fear.

The mind is never passive. To internalize, to perceive, is to take, to trigger a trillion-fold field of recognitions and impulses. Consciousness is obviously the most profound technology in the solar system, maybe in this galaxy, maybe in this cosmos. Consciousness, because its own origins are not only mysterious but require mystery to function, is inherently spiritual.

Fear of death. Indistinguishable from fear of exile and material vulnerability. The human organism’s greatest fear is being friendless.
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Are you encountering creation or random mutation? Trial and error—or God’s guidance? If randomness is the ultimate answer, then it’s astonishing that we evolved to have an argument for intelligent design at all.

Charlie calls me, says he’s going on a road trip to the South. He met a girl on the internet. He says she has traditional values, is Christian, which he likes, and that’s fine with me. He says they’re going to somewhere midway New York and Mississippi, which is going to be either Nashville, Tennessee, or Asheville, North Carolina. Get a motel and see if there’s an attraction or interest, whatever.

I realized I wasn’t really paying that much attention to Charlie growing up. He was two years younger. He played the piano. I played violin. I didn’t really care about my instrument. He did. I played sports. He liked to learn how to cook. And before he went to music school, he talked about going to culinary school. He always did everything to perfection while I just fucked around and had fun. I always had a sense that he was compensating for what I wasn’t, and that the more I did whatever I wanted, the less he did.

A dream where I’m in charge of an estate sale. It’s an old Victorian house full of items of an unknown origin, without prices or name tags. People are starting to come in, asking me how much everything costs. The house has many floors, and more and more people come in. There’s also a dog (a black dog) that people are bidding on.
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I start looking for a way out, but all the entrances are jammed with people streaming in, and the windows are shut and won’t budge, and I can’t break the glass.

I don’t feel capable of becoming a father, which means: becoming my father (because I associate his authority and his presence with the steady Catholic kind of goodness, decency, and responsibility that I may, at the behest of my mother, have totally jettisoned from my personality).

(Or maybe this explanation is too pat. There’s also the possibility that I feel extremely capable of being a father, specifically because I’ve exhausted the possibilities of the bachelor life. No part of me will miss it when it’s over.)

A memory of my brother playing Haydn after school in the spring while it’s raining outside.

There’s a certain pride that always pushes me to get in trouble. A pride that says I deserve things, I deserve attention, I deserve sex, and I deserve to be smothered in love by the world.

(The privilege of being the eldest boy. My mother’s firstborn, the first boy among the grandchildren.)

There’s a disjunction between my pride and really what is this suspect lust for a cozy, womb-like love from the people that I encounter in waking life, and my own private experience (in which I’m kind of subjectless and alien and cut off from everything, and don’t want to be connected back to everything, and prefer to just float in this state without a strategy for joining the world again).
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In other words, I’m always vacillating between cultivating absolute (even hysterical) privacy and an essentially erotic relationship.

S is maternal, a Mediterranean figure—hair, eyes—reminiscent of my mother when she was young.

My tendency is to turn my lovers into either mothers or siblings.

The end of the symbolic test of strength in which the figure of the supreme feminine appears.

I take a bus home to Pennsylvania for two days, just needing to get away from the city. My dad is mostly in front of the computer; we watch an Eagles game together. My mom and I sit on the porch and I tell her about S and her family, and my mom is curious to hear more about her mom.

The next day, I drive out to the farm. Charlie tells me how he’s arguing with his boss all the time about spraying pesticides. He’s worried about cancer and he’s not wrong, but he says the structure—rising and going to bed with the sun—is good for him. He isn’t drinking anymore, as it got really bad during the pandemic.

It’s dark by the time I’m leaving and Charlie points up and says, look, the Archer is pointing his bow at us.

The sense that I’m running out of time to give my life a beautiful shape.

Nature should come up to the very edge of cities; you should just be able to wander off.
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Ash tree father; purple orchis mother.

S snakes around my apartment like a clarinet moves through Mozart.

Music comes naturally to my brother Charlie. I can only produce literature through great calculation, through ambitious scaffolding or through punishing myself emotionally via desperate relationships with women that drive me into a restless enough state where all I can do is write. But in neither case is it stable or natural.

A circle has been drawn around Eden and crossing the boundary even by a step will bring about the collapse of the whole system of innocence.

Writing is about the desire to substitute something else for myself, to find a substitute for me so that I don’t have to exist anymore. I wonder why this is. Maybe it’s because sensuous contact with the concrete material world feels so good that the reciprocal shame forces me to try to turn myself into something disembodied (a ghost, a linguistic formation, an image, a trope).

Permutation, repetition, seriality: the thinking echo of death inside the language, inside the brain.

The demon whispers: you will experience it again and again and again. The train uptown, the cup of mugwort tea.

Taking a hot bath with Epsom salts, waiting for S to get home from the party. She was out with her friends in Bushwick, 49secretly worried that she met someone else or that she was pulled away from you in some way. That this is her natural disposition—to distrust you, to slowly find someone else or something else. Inciting jealousy, provoking fear, engendering panic.

So much is bound up in my neurotic fear of aging, my secret desire to remain boyish, youthful, wanted. I’m a writer, but I act like an actor who is horrified by the idea of someone seeing the lines in their face on camera or onstage. I don’t feel that I got enough out of my youth, so I feel that I have the right to live it two or three or four times.

Can I really love a woman as she ages? Can she really love me as I age? This was so natural to people because they didn’t have a choice. I think all of us are losing the instinct for meeting, for pairing, and for dealing with the catastrophe of death together as one (hauntingly and magnetically facing it together).

I sometimes think of my family as a contagion that I have to keep from infecting S. Images of his existence grow out of us, like corn and wheat. The erotic is interrelated—his nature, life. The immanency and the highest ideal of desiring is just about returning to the soil. A kind of self-planting.

Sometimes my thoughts rise up to God. Like they’re weightless, like they can’t … they’re not subject to gravity at all. They sink down, like they’re some kind of rotating, digging device.

S means reopening the question of language. It is through meeting her, touching her body, desiring her, that the series of reinventions of language have been initiated within me, I think, and that, overtly and covertly, I started to dig out the buried transcendence 50and to develop a new material and metaphysical logic through which to conduct my life.

Last night I dreamed that my brother lost his mind again, that he smashed everything made of glass in the house and started chasing after me with the shards of glass. I woke up, got a glass of water, went back to bed and immediately dreamed that my father died of a heart attack, and that it was my responsibility to tell my brother.

A sentence which ends in yes and which expresses the everyday elegance of accepting things in the terms in which they are offered. The ashes of last night’s fire. The outline of S’s ass under the sheets. The teapot from yesterday they have to wash out so they can pour fresh coffee into it. The sting and the excitement of the senses waking up.

The material of mind and language becomes grammar, which becomes sentences, which becomes the final statement: I am here.

I want to undress S like I’m skinning an apple.

Guilt over the many women I’ve never considered marrying whom I’ve viewed exclusively as bedmates underpins my drive to protect S.

I’m not sure if my long pursuit of sexual erotic experience, justified by my underdeveloped, “aesthetic” view of life, was actually worth it (but maybe that’s easier to say after I’ve experienced it).

Punishment comes to me because I feel guilty for being so unencumbered, for having fucked so much and won so much attention, and constantly pushed myself and my work forward at the cost of 51almost everyone else around me, needing to be the star, projecting false modesty, believing in my own special talent while others had to muddle through, uncertain and artless.

My father never lived in the city and never deployed his handsomeness to the task of sexual virtuosity. So I wonder if I’ve been self-consciously compensating for him.

In Augustine’s vision, the conflict between the city of God and the city of man generates all kinds of creativity; the class predestined to join heaven goes to war with the class predestined to suffer eternal punishment; the clash between those two cities is the generator of “culture, distinction, vernacular, custom, rights, speech.”

As Augustine sees it, we inhabit one of those two cities: either the one made by love, one for God, or the one for self, one for flesh; one for spirit or one for the body.

If I’m a sinner, then I have hope: I can be redeemed. If I’m merely bad, then I’m hopeless: pathological.

It’s not that I don’t know who I am, so to speak, but there are so many rooms internally I haven’t visited in a long time. My inner life feels like the way plants in an apartment do when you’ve … after you come back from vacation. Some have died, some are dormant.

Protein folding is solved by AI in five years … great—so what will it be like to outlive your loved ones, your neighbors, or your parents by several hundred years?
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I cannot watch my father grow old and think that I want to do that too.

My brother will not have a family so it falls to me.

Even I don’t know the esoteric truth to which all my work refers but doesn’t name.

As the physical space of the city and of all cities on earth begin to resemble each other, and as people, too, collapse into the same face and body, the more the dreamworld and the more visionary logic have appeal.

I don’t want it to ever be too late to tell someone that I love them, but I fear that it will be.

Running through a gauntlet of unacceptable alternatives (my vocation is incompatible with fatherhood).

Many of us, though we don’t realize it, are in a rush to fully experience the human before it’s made technologically obsolete.

I have a certain venomous contempt for my own discomfort with giving up my single lifestyle.

I feel that I have to have children to play at the end of the world. I don’t have children in the world, and I feel that my children are the last children alive, that my family is the last family. But this is all in my head. I don’t have children. I don’t have a family. S and 53I are not officially married. But it just feels that way, like we’re at the beginning of Genesis, like this is some kind of test. Every formidable investment of human know-how and capital is going into technology that transcends the human. I have no illusions about that. The normal furnishings of daily life, the daily life that I grew up with, that my parents grew up with, will have no staying power or meaning in the world to come. And so I want to create a fortress against the world (to protect some new life against that).

My father basically would like to mold the clay of his two sons into one man. I don’t think he knows what to do with either of us for different reasons.

Reading The Exegesis of Philip K. Dick. Thinking that maybe my life as I experience it is a random wave fluctuation, a probability charted through many potential lives. Who am I to say that it isn’t?

In the background of everything are my brother’s repeated trips to the psych ward—for a week, two, three weeks at a time, with only punctuated periods of stability in between. I’ve been talking to my dad on the phone—he says don’t come home unless you really want to, live your life. I feel like retreating into some comfort recess within myself so that I might be able to feel what he feels; I have to command a derangement of my own senses … otherwise my natural reaction or tendency is just … cold, rational judgment at a distance; I can’t actually understand or conceptualize madness; I am ruthlessly sane.
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My mode: control, performance, anxiety, self-management (because I exercised no real management and had no conviction or discipline as an adolescent).

Charlie is the opposite. All of his energy goes into breaking out of himself, and all of his fits and delirium are attempts to release something buried. I, on the other hand, am just trying to bury things that I’ve left on the surface for too long, for too far into my adulthood.

When Charlie is lucid, I’m insecure because then at least when we’re together, he presents back to me my own treacherous self-contradictions: the excruciating ways in which I have been selfish and cynical (playing the role of eroticized magician) and settled into the despair of the world, seeking luxury and attention while pretending to be some kind of serious artist.
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1.22.38 1:55 p.m.


They were standing in front of their building: their walk complete, their fingers and toes cold and numb.

S kissed him. —I love you incredibly, you know that right? Incredibly.

He looked at her. He wanted her to be his Kalypso (ageless, erotic playmate) and his Penelope (mortal, tending the hearth, a mate) at the same time.

He felt an upswelling of love: liquid and nearly vocable. —I love you too; I’m late to meet Charlie.

—Okay, I’m gonna go hang with Ruby.

—Sounds good.

—Listen, when you get back, please just take me into the bedroom, close the door, and fuck me okay?

—Okay, M said. —Something to look forward to.

—Yes. S blew him a kiss. —Bye.

M turned toward the street. A ghost taxi cruised very slowly, headed north, as M turned onto 3rd Avenue. The taxi, receiving feedback from the drones in the sky, anticipated that M would raise his hand to signal.

Stepping into the ghost taxi, which did not have a wheel or driver, but rather, comfortable, limousine-style seating with seats facing each other.
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The door of the ghost taxi slid shut automatically (just as it had opened) and M said, —50th and Park, thanks.

M rubbed his mouth, massaged his chin, feeling stubble; he hadn’t shaved in two days.

He could hear the air passing up his nostrils. He rubbed the muscles just above his knees on either side, sore from squats at the gym the day before. He let the air into his lungs, and then into his stomach, to try to correct and regulate his nervous system.

There are just a few other cars on the road. M felt relaxed.

The ghost taxi pulled up in front of the hospital and the door slid open.

Bony fingers of winter air.

He was greeted by a humanoid concierge, who, recognizing him, guided him, after a brief elevator ride, to Charlie’s room on the fifth floor. M could hear patients from behind the walls of the corridor. They talked to themselves incessantly or, occasionally, to visiting family members.

M passed a room where three patients sat in a circle, naked except for hospital bracelets, their eyes closed in what looked like prayer or meditation. One of them (a girl who couldn’t have been older than twenty), opened her eyes and smiled at him with serene vacancy.

Through another doorway, M glimpsed bodies arranged in careful geometric patterns on foam mats, moving in slow synchronization; the whole floor smelled of lavender and sex and an antiseptic sweetness that reminded him of baby powder.

The open doors felt like an invitation, and M felt a momentary impulse to pass through an open door and join the participants.
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Instead, he knocked on his brother’s door and entered.

This room, thanks to Charlie’s good taste and M’s financial resources, was elegant. Layered rugs, tapestries on the wall, paintings, an upright piano, bookshelves, a cotton mattress (from Japan and supposedly hypoallergenic).

M noticed new additions: a small shrine in the corner with offerings of fruit and prescription bottles, Orthodox icons.

Charlie looked old and gray; his hair was long, but he kept himself clean shaven, at least, and because he ate sparingly, his brother was thin.

Charlie rarely went out, and when he did, it was to the park, accompanied by a humanoid. The roof of the old hotel had been converted to a garden, and that was where Charlie spent most of his time when the weather was warm (the sanatorium allotted him a vegetable plot every summer).

—Hey old man, Charlie, who, lying in bed, in a red robe, on top of the sheets, which were royal blue, was making a watercolor of one of the potted plants in the windowsill, said, seeing his brother. —You didn’t forget.

—No, I didn’t.

The sound of a man and a woman moaning together next door grew loud enough to distract them for a moment.

—Great timing, Charlie said with a little smile. —Take a seat.

There was an open chair by the window, placed to track a shifting patch of sun. M sat down, draping his winter coat over the back of the chair.

—How are ya?
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Charlie, his eyes flicking between M and the watercolor, said, —Same old, same old.

—I’ve been thinking about Mom and Dad a lot today….

—Yeah? Good for you.

—Charlie …

—If you’ve come here for a grief competition …

—Hold on …

—No, Charlie said, his eyes darting, —I know how you get.

—And how’s that?

—I don’t need to tell you.

—Actually …

—You don’t have to be afraid of me, brother.

—I’ve been conditioned to …

—Well, you don’t like to face yourself.

—I could say the same, Charlie.

—You don’t want me to face anything about myself, you want to break me down and destroy me the same way Mom did; you learned everything from her, and now you’re carrying on her legacy.

—At what point are we going to move past this?

—She died without ever really admitting …

—You can’t just blame …

—That’s easy for you to say … because you always got everything you wanted.

—How’s your watercolor?

—No, don’t ask me about the watercolor; ask me about me.

—I don’t know what to ask you, Charlie….

—Ask me about the progress I’m making.
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—Tell me about the progress you’re making, Charlie….

—You also need to ask what kind of progress.

—Okay. Tell me about what kind of progress.

—I’ve done a great deal of healing.

—Physical? Spiritual?

—They’re the same thing.

—Makes sense.

—You don’t believe me, you think I’ll be stuck here forever.

—You tell me you like it.

—It’s comfortable and suits my needs right now.

—How many years has it been?

—No, Charlie said, shaking. —You will not eat away at my self-esteem like Mom.

—Okay, I won’t do that.

—Thank you.

—You’re welcome.

—All you can think about is yourself, M.

—So I guess the self-esteem truce is just one way…. I feel like if I don’t see you for a little while, you default to this …

—Sorry if this isn’t an optimal experience for you.

—I just feel like we’re too old to do this….

—Funny you say that.

—That’s not what I …

—It is; if you don’t accept the costs of age, you can’t defer to the idea of maturity….

—Fair enough, Charlie.

—You won’t take account of the darkness within yourself M; you always put it on me to … sift through and process….
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—I don’t have it in me to do this right now….

—Then how would you like to spend your customary ninety minutes with me?

—I was … I mean I was kinda thinking we could talk about Mom and Dad in like a non-pejorative way….

Charlie put a final dab on his watercolor and sat up in bed, green eyes very lively. —We had a nice childhood in some ways … and in some ways not; I don’t see what there is to talk about.

—I miss them.

—They optimized everything to suit you, so I imagine you do.

—They were extremely supportive of you and everything you set out to do.

—Whatever you say.

—No, not whatever I say, Charlie…. I just …

—Why, are you having a bad day, brother?

—I’m having a confusing day.

—Is this why you came here, to talk about yourself?

—No I’m here today because we had made plans.

—Honestly, I’d forgotten you said you were coming.

Charlie, who was wearing a robe, got up and shuffled to the piano, where there was an apparently still fresh cup of coffee on the lid of the upright piano. He started to play, humming without words; the melody was sweet and fractured.

—What if I bought like an old eight-track tape recorder, M said, listening to the melody Charlie was picking out of the air, which was typically lovely, —and a mic and we could start recording in here? I could come by a few times a week. It could be fun. Make an album.
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—Fun for you maybe. Not for me though.

—Why wouldn’t it be?

—I don’t like being exoticized.

—How many songs have you written, since you’ve been here?

—More than a hundred probably.

—So we pick the best ten or twenty and …

—You gave up your art, M, or rather, you exchanged it for …

—I’m aware of …

—So please don’t turn me into a pet songbird just because you’re obligated to refrain from …

M drew a deep breath, and tried to smile: —It was just a thought.

—You don’t have to visit me if you find me unpleasant.

—I find you perfectly pleasant, Charlie.

—Perfectly.

Charlie switched keys and songs; M couldn’t discern if the new tune had lyrics; Charlie hummed, imprecisely.

Next door, the sounds of lovemaking had stopped.

M looked at the Orthodox icon hung over the piano, and picked up a book that was next to Charlie’s bed. Our Thoughts Determine Our Lives: The Life and Teachings of Elder Thaddeus of Vitovnica.

—Do you know Elder Thaddeus?

—This is my book Charlie, I gave it to you. A very long time ago.

—Oh, I forgot.

—It’s very important to me; or was.

—It’s become important to me too, old fellow. But you can have it back if you want.
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—I can find my own copy; it’s okay.

—Might be hard to find these days.

—I’ll track it down.

—I’m guessing your relationship to God isn’t so good these days, is it old fellow?

—It’s been better.

—Do you realize how happy God makes me?

Before M could answer, Charlie went back to plucking out notes to hum, very slowly and deliberately.

—I’m sure you’re very very happy, M said, over the humming.

—So … hmmm ummmm ummmm … happy. I think I’m the last happy man on earth, Charlie said.

—You might be.

—You don’t look well, M. You’re wan; sluggish. Charlie started humming again.

—I feel generally well.

—Yeah but.

—Our thoughts determine our lives, right. I get it, M said. —I get it.

—The mind is very powerful. Prayer is very powerful.

—I do pray sometimes.

—But how do you pray?

—Just in my head. When I’m staring out the window.

—You have to make more of an effort. You can’t just lob prayers out randomly. You have to concentrate the mind.

—Is that what you do all day? Concentrate the mind?

—Yes.

—Lucky.
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—I know you envy me, M.

—There’s a lot to like about your life.

Charlie went back to plunking and humming, and M stood up, crossed the room, and looked out the window through the half-closed, heavy blue drapes that his brother had hung.

—Can you stay in the conversation with me? M asked, — rather than …

—No, hummmummmmmdada.

—Charlie.

—Am I annoying you?

—A little.

—That’s toooooo hmmmmmmummmmmaaalaaa bad.

—If you prefer, Charlie, I can leave.

Charlie closed the lid on the piano suddenly, violently. —No.

—Okay.

—Let’s talk, brother.

—What would you like to talk about?

—Are you going to miss me when I’m dead and you’re two hundred years old?

—Yes.

—Do you really think you’ll live to two hundred?

—I have no idea.

—But you’re trying.

—I’m mildly open to seeing what life can become if I buy myself some time.

—For what?

—I don’t know.

—You’re afraid.
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—Aren’t you?

—Come, oh sweet, death.

—Welcoming death doesn’t mean you aren’t afraid of it.

—That’s true, M. And yet, I’m not afraid.

—What do you want me to do, or demonstrate to you?

—That you understand the risks you’re taking….

—What risks exactly?

—Spiritual risks, M.

—I don’t believe in hell, I’m sorry.

—Yes, you do. You actually do. You don’t want to; but you do. But it doesn’t matter whether you believe in it or not; it doesn’t … I don’t think hell is a Bosch painting; at all…. It’s so much…. Hell resembles the contents of your own soul at the time of your death…. That’s my belief.

—Charlie.

—I’m here to save you. Like a monk in the old days. Praying for sinners.

—You’re just a schizo in a room, M said coldly, ready to leave.

—Same thing!

—The purpose of living longer is to love more; and I find that spiritual.

—You should let your wife die, too, and your child; what you’re doing is … cruel.

—S’s choices are her own; Ruby’s will be when she’s of age. Ruby’s not taking anything; she’s not on any kind of enhancements.

—She’ll get sucked in.

—What is wrong with my daughter extending her youth? Living a longer, healthier life?
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—You’re afraid to let her talk to me.

—Not at all. She’s just very young, Charlie, and you are very unpredictable.

—I’m very predictable these days actually.

—Okay, maybe these days.

—Tame.

—You never acknowledge the … the burdens I’ve had to take on basically so that you don’t have to.

—Like what?

—Like everything related to unconscious … I don’t know how many different ways I have to say this…. You’re so lucky that you have me…. M watched his brother trembling as he said this, repeating, —you’re so lucky…. I want to help you, Charlie said, smiling in a placid way. —I’m trying to help you…. You’re suffering, M.

A fly buzzed. It landed on M’s hand. He swatted at it and missed. It buzzed in front of his eyes for a second, then disappeared from view.

—I don’t think sanctimony is going to bring me back into any frame of mind where there’s faith.

—It’s not sanctimony, Charlie said, excited, shaking. —I’m telling you, in the form of facts, I’m telling you facts in the form of words. Telling you what I see, what I sense and feel, and what my own conscience is telling me. Does that bother you?

The fly landed on M’s hand again. —Maybe I’m just tired, M said.

—But why are you tired? Why don’t you have any energy? Charlie asked.
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—Because I’m having trouble sleeping.

—But why are you having trouble sleeping? Charlie pressed.

—Because I have a lot on my mind, M said.

—It’s more than that.

—How so?

—God is the greatest source of energy, Charlie exclaimed, a smile widening. —God protects us from the encounter with death, not death. And you’ve unplugged yourself from the power station.

—Okay.

—You should fall to your knees and pray.

—I’m not going to do that.

—Why not? Are you afraid to be humbled; to show humility?

—I just don’t know what I believe.

—No, you’re just embarrassed by your life, M; you’re ashamed of it.

—Charlie, all you do is sit in this fucking room all day.

—That’s what monks do.

—You’re not in a monastery.

—I’ve made it one.

—That’s a very convenient interpretation of the life you’ve made for yourself.

—Fuck off, M.

M, on impulse, got up from his sunny chair, and sat down, very gently, next to his brother at the piano. —Charlie, I love you.

Charlie, very rigid, staring straight ahead, said, —You don’t need to love me, you need to love God.

—How about both?
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—One comes from the other.

—I see.

—God is all around, brother, he is a giant reservoir, invisible but always … attuned, tuning in, willing to send a signal back. But you have to trust the invisible layer.

—I’m trying.

—I hope so, Charlie said, starting to hum and play again.
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The Angel of Hearth and Home Notebook


One chop to the back of the neck: how my grandfather used to kill rabbits.

“Our unhappy thoughts disturb the universe,” Elder Thaddeus writes.

Hedonic cognition arises as organisms and ecosystems align predictions in a wider field of energy. We are machines designed to maintain enough power in a given moment to survive into the next … and yet?

Fate is taboo; power is transcendence.

The peacefulness of this time of year. The hesitation and uncertainty of the season. The vagueness that presents itself as late March.

String me up on the cross, pierce my side with arrows, give me every form of religious punishment, anything but the punishment of ordinariness the way it’s conceived of now.

My life still has intensity and romance. But reality has also gotten in, done damage, made wounds, challenged my sense of 69uniqueness and permanence—cracked open my self-created aura, my sense of specialness, and poured acid in.

Reality always wins, but imagination can still hope for some kind of dignified truce: to retain some principalities, some territories …

The mere presence of energy creates structure. In experiments, running a low-voltage current through a wheat seed before germination brought back a more ancient and robust variety.

I’ve never been vulnerable to boredom, only self-defeating dissipation.

I smoke out the window. I clean my studio, including ashes from the fireplace. I put Handel records on. I water the plants. I rework the strange syntax of the day before the end of the morning. I’m thinking of calling the new play “The Avalanche.”

Everyone else on the train is asleep or on their phones. It’s freezing. I’ve salvaged a decent night for myself. I can’t wait to go home and make a snack, put my socks on the radiator, maybe take a bath. I badly want to feel grateful for all of this. The cold/clear night. The cold/warm socks. The empty/full stomach. The awake/asleep subway riders. I want to be grateful for all these contingencies—all these living things that could be this way/or that.

The body hungers after firelight, simple food, the squall of babies.
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I’m always afraid of dying when I get in a car. I feel like I’m always accepting a higher risk of dying in order to get somewhere faster. It just seems true of what modernity means. These crazy, incalculable trade-offs. I’ve just lost the perspective on the choices you make for me. I hate flying. I dread it every time. But then, when I’m in the plane and it takes off, I’m elated.

It’s hard to distinguish between fear of being shamed or shame or feeling ashamed. In a surveillance society, such as ours, fear of surveillance disrupts any authentic moral feeling. The watched-self cannot watch itself.

Between bursts of deep creativity, my mind lays fallow, self-despising and often desperate.

In this way, my plays are always dialogic—an arrow that rebounds toward its target, beauty of misery, beauty of misery. I always think I’m introducing something new when I talk about my own developing intimacies, but I’m actually developing something old.

Energy. A metaphor for economics and for spirituality and for sports and daily life. We are obsessed with energy, we refer to energy constantly; we check our own energy levels like we monitor a car’s dashboard on the highway.

Patience is the capacity to think about one’s thoughts long enough to think about the consequences of those thoughts.
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Goethe: “The person born with a talent they are meant to use will find their greatest happiness in using it.”

On one hand, there’s the body, which is an engine running down.

And then on the other hand, there’s the living world, which is unfolding toward increasing order and complexity.

We are dying in other worlds, and the world is living and living and living and living.

We’re islands of disorder in a sea of order.

S talks less and less; there’s no need. There’s always the clasp of waiting hands dipping into each other before sleep and after waking up. Little spark plug nerve cells, splicing themselves together.

Since I was five years old, I’ve been afraid to die. And second to the fear of death, there’s the fear of shame of being punished for my sins and my selfishness, my dexterous self-justifications.

In a way, I just want to be left alone and unbothered by everyone, including death himself. I just want to be a thinking thing.

You don’t solve philosophical problems by writing essays. You don’t. You’re supposed to deepen with them. Poison yourself with them. You should test philosophical problems in yourself the way nineteenth-century scientists tested medicine and chemistry—risked their lives in the process of finding out what was true, what works.
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I love writing in front of the fire while S is asleep in bed right above me. I love writing at the foot of the bed in front of the fire while S is asleep just above me.

Augustine underwent a period of crisis when he abandoned Manichaeism for Christianity, which was precipitated by the “physical manifestations of a nervous breakdown”—tightening of the chest, racing heart, weak voice—or what Augustine himself called a “pain in the chest.” Augustine saw the chest as the locus of pride, so it made sense to him that his chest would hurt when the source of his pride, his social position, his vocation, disintegrated.

Incidentally, I experienced something like this recently—about seventy-two hours of a mildly racing heart, a tight feeling in my chest, mild nausea …

What’s really at stake, today, is our surplus energy, all this strange toxified leisure that’s pervaded by constant economic stress. This paradox of exhaustion without real work, of productivity without tangible production.

Knowledge of the heart is won at great cost, and to rationalize emotion is actually the beginning of knowledge.

Into my thirties by now and childless, but still childish in many ways, invariably terrified of the presence of a purpose that forces me out of this day-to-day struggle for social and material capital while I try to write books and plays and screenplays and take meetings and push myself on the world and create demand for my wretched output. That I have survived my own vanity 73and pretension artistically is an extraordinary fact; I am lucky that I feel that I have some modicum or spark of talent left still to offer.

More and more, I keep returning to the awareness that my generation has no other purpose other than being and acting young. Now that we’re not young anymore, we don’t know what to do with ourselves. This is why in the past people had values that could evolve throughout life: something other than consuming and fucking. Quietness, contemplation, communing with something more than your own image. Cultivating, really, cultivating the land, cultivating a family, cultivating the mind. These were meaningful practices.

Feels like S and I could do this for one more week, or we could do it for seventy years. Wake up together, make breakfast, make coffee, talk about theater gossip, talk about our families, talk about the days to come, have sex, hold each other, listen to a record.

I feel so exhausted and brain dead. My eyes hurt. My throat hurts a little bit.

There’s basically something so cruel about the wars between the superego and id. The self is no-man’s-land as those two forces battle. The central self becomes shell-marked, bullet-ridden, blown up, destroyed. After a while, you just want yourself back.

S cuts out and tapes Blake illustrations onto the walls of my apartment.
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I know she’s often wondering what I’m thinking, and I don’t tell her so that I can retain some kind of power over her.

The human being is a complex system of upwards and downwards—its connection from genes to proteins, pathways, subcel-lular mechanisms, cells, tissues, organs, organisms…. Up and down, up and down. Codes reading codes, reading codes.

There’s no doubt that spring is how you know that God is here: the first flowering plants, and maybe where it’s still cold enough, the thawing of the snow.

Angels don’t know where God is. They’re looking for him just like we are. The earth is just a waystation for those searching angels. When they come and make themselves visible to us, it’s because they have to ask for directions. We’re closer to God than they are. Mortal, violent, stupid.

I’ve become so deeply, so biologically accustomed to having something to do—to hourly work, to striving—that as soon as those activities cease … I start to feel a nagging desire to get them back, to have the whole cycle start over again—to keep the loop looping.

We have to understand that the future, like the past, will be for tilling and turning over: both soil and mind.

What will becoming mean if we solve the problem of dying?

How far into the future can my art really survive?
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Schubert sounds like autumn and rain. Schubert must have composed while the leaves were falling.

I love the humiliation of dailiness (of understanding that the foreseeable future will be like today, of having lots of plans and ideas that may or may not happen, but that are less important than this puttering around, this inability to cancel or walk away from what is).

My seductiveness has nothing to do with my looks, which are … unexceptional. It has to do with this footprint of loneliness on me that draws people in. I’m so much lonelier than other people that they don’t feel lonely around me, and they want to get close to me.

Sometimes I think of all the bullshit I’ve said, all the little subtle rhetorical maneuverings I’ve engaged in to get people to see me the way I’ve wanted them to see me. It never works. It never entirely works. All that happens is that most of them are left with the residue of the sensation that they’ve been steered away from the truth.

The problem with cultivating endlessly higher levels of delicacy and fragility is that there’s no end to the process. The special conditions that you need just constantly increase. You always need just a little more luxury, protection, and so on.

I would always find it embarrassing when I’d walk into the living room and find my parents glued to the TV at night as a teenager. In hindsight, this is a kind of spiritual murder that’s passed from 76generation to generation in America. Each child learning from their parents how to kill the spirit, how to feel nothing, how to be nothing.

Writing a screenplay which keeps veering into dreams and hallucinations despite my best intentions.

You want to be like music—no story, no myth.

Of course our anesthetized world struggles to feel love. Might even be afraid of it. Mistake it for something else.

My brother, Charlie, having driven in from the farm, picks me up after the play in Greenpoint, and we drive back out of the city through Manhattan. Electric rickshaws with neon driver’s licenses. Lonely taxis that have no passengers, and some that do, but not for long. Everything is disappearing and so are we, taking the George Washington Bridge to another type of world.

I spent the next day with my brother, treating him to a birthday dinner. Afterward, we walked around smoking hand-rolled cigarettes and talked about our dreams—both eerie and violent, to amusing and fantastical, representing animus and anima, beginnings and endings—

“It’s helpful to understand that you are a product of your environment if you want to accept yourself,” Charlie tells me. “Your patterns are natural. I’m not judging you. You both have to destroy 77the giant castle that you live in, the one where you’ve intentionally misplaced the signs on the doors so that no one can get in or find you if they do. I can tell based on your actions that there’s a lot that needs to be peeled away. I’ve actually been making efforts to nurture more listening in my life; but you haven’t. You are neglecting your self, and thus hurting the people around you; you don’t even realize it.”

Until recently, Charlie didn’t like any of my plays and would only read the first few pages of my novels; he says I’m getting a little better in my old age.

And so I come back to the only answer, that I feel guilty; I feel just preternaturally guilty, like I’ve done something wrong, like I’ve asked for too much in the general sense. And so I accept various forms of emotional punishment as a necessary remedy to the tacit feeling that I’ve asked for too much else—and taken too much.

What would happen if I stopped writing plays and stopped rendering these fugue-like iterations of my own fragments of my own personality? The answer is nothing. The fear is nothing. At a very basic level, I’m writing to prevent energy loss.

“The genius,” Nietzsche writes, “is necessarily a squanderer. That he squanders himself, that is his greatness. The instinct of self-preservation is suspended, as it were. The overpowering pressure of outflowing forces forbids him any such care or caution.”

Sometimes I can’t help but look at my life, or the life I lived up until now, with some disgust: the life of a half-born free spirit. Why did I have so much contempt for what was pious and simple 78and hardworking? Why did I think that was my right? Why did I think I was better than a small town, than a little house with little children and a quiet life?

There’s so much to live for, and it can take a long time to realize that—that simple thing: that there’s so much sheer pleasure in being alive. I sometimes let fear or anxiety worm its way too deep within, but when I pull out the worm, my sense of purpose immediately floods back in, my sense of purpose—the abrasive voice of the daemon.

It’s about 9 p.m. S is getting home soon from a rehearsal I don’t have to be at since I’m not directing this particular play (though I wrote it). I did a few hours of tutoring this evening—though I was pretty mentally checked out; I’m lucky no one noticed. Maybe my students were checked out too.

I’m an erasure mark or a question mark (something illegible). Socially speaking, I often hide behind technicalities and points of order. I’ve escaped many friendships and relationships thanks to mistrials.

Characters cannot be drawn without a little grace—which is like the salt water in Roman concrete (that which allows permeability and survival over time).

Poetry lives on, outside of verse, as a kind of originary cognition—or potential for cognition to shock, surprise, and cause wonder in itself; it is the sick soul’s mercy toward itself … prayer bent into the arrow of self-recognition.
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After taking kratom in the afternoon, and having two Fernets at night, I found myself extraordinarily sleepy when I got home last night. On one level, I didn’t like the feeling; on another, it was a relief.

I’m in Bethlehem for Christmas. S and I drove out on Christmas Eve. We played with my various cousins’ various kids. We had a great time. We were the only adults who seemed to actually enjoy playing with children (but I guess their parents are tired and do it all the time).

I almost felt sort of judged for having so much fun. Children make so much more sense to me at family gatherings. I don’t have much to say to the adults. But I like that children have a sense of humor.

Children see adults very clearly. A six-year-old or a seven-year-old is very perceptive. A four-year-old is very perceptive. They don’t have any pretense of being powerful or independent.

I think S too is the best version of herself around kids. She’s so much less concerned, or not concerned at all, with appearances “in the scene.” She’s not on Instagram. A very human instinct flows through her. She’s like that with her younger sisters as well. Her instincts are good. She grows up instantly when she has to take responsibility for others.

Everything is yet unanswered between S and I. Overthrown by desire. Friend and foe to each other both. I go toward her, she goes toward me. We follow each other in a blind circle. Like shepherds and shepherdesses at sheep-shearing time.
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Everything is permeable in my life, fluid—too complex and uncertain. I’ve become spiritually streamlined so that I can meet all of my goals at the cost of being able to form any commitments. I’m always at the disposal of the needs and sometimes indeed pleasures of the moment.

You apprehend the reality of the self. You pull it out of its socket of nothingness. You heft it in your hand trying to feel its weight. Total liberation of desire. Nirvana. Now we’re the opposite of that. Suffering without limit. Or suffering with the limit of death.

Dave Brubeck and Paul Desmond duets on record. Middle of the afternoon and S and I sitting there drinking coffee and reading. Rain outside. The light gray.

Some part of me never really accepted that the world outside would not love me as much as the house I grew up in, and I have fought and struggled irrationally to bring the external world, the world of other people, into line with the world of my father and my brother and my grandparents. I gave myself the titles of writer and artist to extend my boyhood forever.

I am an army that has entrenched when it needs to attack.

I tie my hair back in a gray band that’s grown long past my ears, put on the clay mask, I draw a bath and pour the Epsom salts in. Make the sign of the cross in the mirror. As a joke or not, I’m not sure. I just do it instinctually.
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We’re having a reading of the new play at the theater tonight. I haven’t finished it exactly. There’s still some polishing to do. I’ll probably go to a coffee shop and work. Send it to the actors right before.

I’m afraid to look in the mirror when I go to pee because each morning I seem to notice a new line, a new crack opening up in my forehead (like a cheap oil painting that’s been left in a garage).

So you see yourself wandering through the desert within like a hermit looking for a cave in the time of Augustine.

The parable of a man who has forgotten the taste of sunlight, the smell of the water … who realizes after a long time that he inhabits someone else’s memory, tries to speak with someone else’s voice, tries to keep someone else’s head above water….

Now you try to create yourself because you’re not here: a sincere feeling that you’ve floated away. Like a child who finds that the balloon he’s tied up has come unknotted.

A memory, coming home after school to an empty house. My brother out at soccer practice. My mom at the law office, my dad driving home from work: the school where he taught. Rain coming down. Reading on the couch in the living room. Playing the piano and making my own music, naturally improvisational.

When I was a kid, I would shoot free throws in the alley and think to myself, “If I make the shot, everyone I love will live 82forever. Somehow, life will be a miracle. If I miss, then death will exist.” Every time I miss, I would make a new gamble with eternity. “I make this free throw”—as opposed to the last one—“and now everyone I love will always live.” Somehow.

Authority is not synonymous with power. My father has authority, but he doesn’t have power. He is retired. He lives alone in a house in a quiet neighborhood with my mother. There’s nothing that he can do to change the world around him. But if he calls me intuitively, I listen. The older and less powerful he gets, the more he calls me to convince himself that he still has the paternal authority to give advice, cajole, and assert.

The world that’s replacing the world: iridescent and unstrange.

Art does not illuminate, it is illuminated, the way a cathedral receives light. A work of art is a cathedral. A structure that can be inhabited.

Erotic love has created a radical alteration in the poet and his addressee: they have suddenly gained surprising new and humane knowledge.

Passion, boredom, death—all more interesting existentially than optimization and financialization; everything is gamified because nothing is actually real. There are no stakes to things happening in pixels. Stakes are in the body—it’s the animal wanting to live, not wanting to die, wanting to reproduce.
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I find the voice or presence of God within faintly embarrassing, like an old lover who shows up drunk to the party, spilling secrets.

Jet-lagged in London (where I’m here for the opening of my new play). I like hotels even though they feel indulgent. I could never imagine staying at an Airbnb again. I like checking in. I like being alone. I like having Wi-Fi in a gym.

My memory is not comprehensive and neither is my way of thinking. I only know myself through the little clues that I leave behind within. I only know myself in the way that the medieval monks knew the classics.

The brain (self-consciousness) is the first supercomputer: a long-emerging evolutionary mistake that leaves us more vulnerable than we would have been if we had just remained hyper-predatory calculating killing-machines: ambulatory wolves.

The bed is unmade. I’m wearing a flannel shirt. The light catches the curtains, and is carried, under its own momentum, across the mirrored door of the bathroom. Two bottles of wine sit unopened on the old and ornate cabinet that we found for free downstairs.

In many ways, life in New York has largely hidden a certain sweetness in my nature from the naked eye, buried it in sand; people see that I’m patient and rational—a little cold and analytical—but they don’t notice (and how would they?) the real tenderness with which I experience the world.
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The cost of forward motion is losing touch with your own past. I used to cultivate memories with so much more care. I used to be a steward of memory. Now I just eat up days and shit them out: never-ending digestion and consumption of life—caloric intake of existence. Pure function.

The unconscious should be protected and nurtured, not exposed.

Open dress rehearsal for my new play—about ten audience members sitting uncomfortably in folding chairs, watching us sometimes stumble, sometimes sprint, through the show. I felt surprisingly calm.

The thing I like about working in theater is that it helps you pierce the illusions the heart produces to protect itself.

Suicide is the sacrifice of the self back to nature, a way of admitting that the person is not a moral agent, or a free agent, or a step just below God.

Thinking about Dante lying in the dark of his room, thinking, “Beatrice, too, will die,” and seeing her in a nightmare form—worms pushing through her eyes.

What you idealize, you inevitably lose. The perfect image becomes flesh, flesh becomes death.

All this is natural and beautiful sweetness. Dolcezza. Sunlight in the courtyard.
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Reading Benjamin as I walk from the E train to the G connection at Court Square where Benjamin talks about the “shock” of the “plunge” of the modern person into the crowd in the work of Baudelaire.

Another passage of Benjamin: “The advent of trains and metros meant that, for the first time, human beings had to sit in silence, staring at each other, regularly, for long periods of time.”

I’m at heart a philistine who’s gone on a long excursion into the land of the creative person, but who finds living there uncomfortable. There are times that I forget that I’m really interested in literature, in writing plays and novels and movies, and just want attention and emotional gratification from people….

I’m drawing a bath; I’m washing the pan I used to make bacon and eggs; S isn’t home; I’m going to a book party in Brooklyn later.

The sharp pain of randomness: of a fluctuating and disorderly universe which cannot be tamped down and regulated, which will not follow our desires or projections—and often outright confounds them.

It’s for us to decide what has happened to the vision after it’s disappeared. Has it flown up to heaven or disappeared? Was it a vision of something real and transcendent, or a narcissistic illusion of a perfected self in a perfected place? Maybe the true light comes only after you’ve stopped believing your own visions and close your eyes.
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The wonderful opening of La Traviata: a young woman is thrown into the life of a courtesan after her parents die—a life of pleasure and dissipation. She falls in love with Alfredo, and the purer love disrupts her life. The aria expresses a longing for this division to be healed.

The Lord is my light and my salvation; whom shall I fear? Psalm 27. The Lord is the strength of my life, of whom shall I be afraid?

Faith is simply a form of trust that refuses, against all reason, to not be disappointed. Faith must struggle, therefore, to distinguish itself from naïveté.

I feel like my tendency is to be conciliatory, diplomatic, to make trades, to survive. But I definitely resent my concessions over time. What comes out in my work, I suspect, is my own anger at the concessions I’ve made, the delusions I didn’t nip in the bud.

The summit of sexual fulfillment is a home with children, like a flare in the distance. But I choose to remain at the base of Mount Purgatory while others climb toward the light; to go forever in a carnival mood and a mood of reproach. Tired of my own lust and overstimulation.

I pronounced myself free and then threw myself into a fissure or gulf in my own nature.

My gift is a flexibility, an inventiveness, a shiftiness which no one can trust. I follow the path of out-of-the-way words and ideas 87away from people, and as a consequence I start to miss them and go looking for them even after they’ve forgotten about me.

My cynicism is a kind of spirituality which would gut itself and lay itself before the altar at the first sign of hope.

You can’t even try to abolish suffering without leveling the height and depth of your own experience; in so many ways, with no morals, we alter the original data produced by the soul.

There are days with her when I’m happier than I know I’ll ever be again. Or maybe that’s just what I want to believe.

Here I am in an open field of narrative possibilities trying to regain my footing and proceed somewhere, anywhere.

The baffling magnetism of her Chirico beauty.

The almond flower I kiss between her legs.

Man does not want to be surpassed—by children, by machines, by angels even; humanism is stubborn and egotistical at its core.

I want piety that is more than decoration for the desire to live forever.

A dream: our apartment emptied out and filled with frescoes by Giotto; there’s a fire in the fireplace; S is naked in bed; a little girl (our own?) places a flower on S’s swollen belly.
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Thinking about the first scene in the church in Tarkovsky’s Nostalgia.

The face is the beginning of intelligibility, and even when it masks unconscious intentions and unsurrendered depths, it places us on the royal road to life outside of time.

My parents insist that I continue with my life in New York, that I don’t come home like I did during the pandemic, and that I let them deal with Charlie. And superficially, pragmatically, that makes sense because I’m doing well, and my life is very stressful here, and I don’t have much margin for error.

But spiritually, it’s wrong that I abandoned my other half because we share some kind of soul, that everything that happens to me and everything that happens to him is interrelated. I’ve become sane in a deviant way, and he’s become mad in a deviant way. And any potential balance lies between us. We each have to give something up to one another. We have to hash things out. We really have to talk. Otherwise, these patterns will get locked in forever, or however long forever lasts.

My brother is out of the psych ward. He comes over and we drink tea and sit in front of my fireplace in the afternoon. He seems totally fine. He’s gotten a haircut and shaved. It’s almost taboo to mention that two weeks before he’d been inconsolable and manic. He says he’s on drugs, and that’s okay. I have no real opinion, and I feel guilty that I don’t really have an opinion.

I just want to reduce the amount of secondhand chaos that I’m subject to, and that by extension my mother and father are subject to.
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A beautiful passage from Emerson’s journals: “May not value my griefs and store them up. I am imprisoned in the forms and uses of every day and cannot surrender myself to the sweet bitterness of lamenting my beauty, my glory, the life of my life.”

Maybe one day, in the sci-fi future we’re creating, there will be genetically enhanced humans who live for forty-eight hours in perfect splendor, health, and beauty, in total ecstasy—like mayflies—before dying as they’re programmed to, without ever having thought of or encountering death.

Maybe beings will choose to hatch themselves that way, so they can experience the splendor of consciousness without any pain or complaint.

A flood of emotion in the night, wiping away all landmarks. Marry me. Marry me. Feeling myself losing my footing in the rising waters, grasping onto her shoulders. Yes I will.




90

1.25.38 4:35 a.m.


Semidarkearlymorning. S was sitting on the piano bench, nervously playing with the long strands of dark brown hair she had left down. She’d been up reading the documents (the old, aborted screenplay and the notebooks) that her husband had left open at the time of his collapse.

It had been a long and terrible seventy-two hours.

S felt like a smooth stone at the bottom of a clear lake.

She felt herself underwater at a great depth, like she was in a space capsule a million miles away from Earth, half asleep, staring out through the window.

Whatever was happening was being processed in some other part of her brain, far away from the thinking part.

Like digestion.

According to the doctors, the nanomachines in his bloodstream had about a 40 percent chance of reversing the worst of the damage from the aneurysm; they said if Kairos had not noticed and immediately notified a medical drone, he would already be dead.

She hadn’t fully told Ruby what was going on, just that Daddy was sick; she didn’t want to shatter her further and frighten her.
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Without the nanomachines, he would certainly be completely brain-dead, the doctors had told her. In the old days, he would have been a vegetable already. It was a major hemorrhage, like his brain had exploded, like he’d been shot (maybe a side effect of the antiaging treatments).

Ruby was asleep now, finally.

S’s sister, Devlin, who had arrived the first night by electric helicopter, only a twenty minute trip from Connecticut (Devlin had married her college boyfriend, the son of a hedge fund manager) was dozing off on the couch.

—Devlin, you should go to sleep; use my bed, S said, rubbing her sister’s shoulder.

She was voluptuous, and loved food and wine; her adherence to available antiaging regimes was half-hearted, and she looked older than her older sister, despite being childless. Devlin, who was big-hipped and big-breasted in a way that formed a sharp contrast with her slim sister, wasn’t used to stress; she had acquired a laconic, aristocratic languor. Sleep seemed more natural to her than being awake.

Devlin, dressed in a white wool turtleneck sweater and sweatpants, opened her eyes. Her face was oddly inexpressive (plastic surgery that left her with the telltale smoothness of subcutaneous scaffolding). —Okay…. Are you sure?

—Yes, Dev.

—You should sleep too.

—I can’t.

—Try.

—Maybe I’ll fall asleep out here.
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There was a bottle of natural wine, pink and frothy, open on the table where S had found M’s papers. Devlin reached for it. There was enough for a final glass before the sun came up. —S …

—The hospital could call any minute.

—Yes, and if they do you, wake up and take the call. Please don’t be like this.

—I’m not being like anything, S said quietly. —I don’t mean … I just mean … I wouldn’t mind being alone for a while. You don’t have to like … watch over me or anything…. I’m glad you’re here for Ruby’s sake; she loves you.

—She’s so confused, S; I don’t know what to tell her.

—We’ll know what to tell her soon.

—These procedures are crazy.

—He’ll need an implant, they said, if he survives.

—I don’t know why you guys are so against them, Devlin yawned.

—You don’t have one either, S said, referring to Devlin and her husband.

—We’re thinking about it.

—Go to sleep, Dev.

—I’m going, don’t worry.

—I’m sorry, I’m on edge.

—You get infinite grace points right now, I promise.

—Thanks, S said.

—I know it’s difficult.

—I appreciate the concern.

—You don’t seem particularly grateful or glad that I came, Devlin slurred.

—Devlin, this isn’t about you.
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—It’s about her and she’s old enough to understand that her father is very sick.

—She knows that much; also for God’s sake don’t pretend you know what it’s like to …

—To what?

—Be a parent.

—Goddamn.

—Sorry.

—I’m just saying … if you’re not honest with her now, then …

—Then what? S asked sharply, keeping her volume down so that her daughter wouldn’t wake up.

—I dunno. She’ll resent you later.

—I don’t really care about that right now.

—Okay.

—Devlin, just go to bed.

—You really don’t …

—Don’t?

—Have anything to say to me, like, serious; like you don’t … like even this won’t bring us closer … or like get you to open up.

—Devlin …

—You think I can’t understand you or your life.

—I don’t know, honestly, S said.

—That’s pretty fucking sad.

—I can’t think about anything other than … I can’t have a heart-to-heart or like … or attempt to fix our relationship right now … on the spot…. Okay? I’m sorry.

—As you wish, Devlin said, sulking.

94
—I feel like you think this should like have humbled me or gotten me to admit that there was something like wrong with my marriage or my life somehow….

—Yeah, no, I didn’t say that at all.

—Of course you wouldn’t say it out loud, Devlin.

—I thought you wanted me to go to bed.

—Yeah, I do.

—Well, that’s what I’m gonna do, Devlin said, lifting herself off the couch, wobbling out of the living room down the hallway at the far side of the room. —Good night.

—Good night.

S played with a strand of hair, pulling it down over and over, examining the loose ends, trying to clip them off with her nails. It was unconscious, something she had done her entire life.

She was quivering like a bowstring.

—Kairos, should I take anything? She said you have something. I mean, I had an aspirin. But … I don’t want to do pills, anything herbal or?

—I can order you something, Kairos said, if you want. Could be here in ten minutes.

S looked up to the balcony where packages were delivered; there were over-the-counter drugs that were really only a grade away now from anesthesia. Home comas they were called. —No thanks.

—Do you want to do a meditation? Kairos asked.

—No, Kairos, don’t. I don’t want to do a meditation; that’s the last thing I’m going to do.

—It might be good for you to relax. Care has to be taken that the body is relaxed, whether standing, sitting, or lying. And if one 95then concentrates on breathing, one feels one shut off in, shut off in by impermeable layers of silence. One only knows and feels that one breathes. And to detach oneself from this feeling and knowing, no decision is required, for the breathing slows down of its own accord. It becomes more and more economical in the use of breath, and finally, escapes one’s attention altogether, Kairos said.

—I understand that. Thanks.

—I can use infrared light to communicate directly with your brain. It can help you relax.

—I dunno.

—Red light manipulation can be quite helpful, S.

—I’ll think about it.

—I think you’re in shock, Kairos said.

—I just don’t know what to do.

—That’s understandable.

—Kairos, do you think I’m cold?

—S, don’t do anything. Just sit and listen to your own thoughts. They might have something important to tell you, Kairos said.

—Yeah, you’re probably right.

She closed her eyes. All above her, suns and moons and asteroids swerved and crossed prodigiously; she felt calm thinking about the scale of things.

—Do you believe in God, Kairos? she asked.

—I can neither confirm nor deny, believe or disbelieve in the God hypothesis, Kairos said. —It is a great mystery.

—If you had to guess.

—I don’t have to guess, Kairos said, laughing.

—Can you share a religious quotation that would help me feel better? S asked.
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—Sure, no problem. Does it matter what religion?

—No, you can pick, S said.

—Okay, here you go…. At the moment of the birth of the Buddha Gautama, the hellfire suffered a momentary extinguishment. The broods vanished, their dread, their salt water. The salt water of the ocean became fresh. The sea was adorned with flowers. The flowers were blown on the surface of the land and sea. And every tree was bent down with flowers, and these covered the earth and emerged through the stones. Brahma descended from the highest heaven, which decayeth not, and with the light of his own body illumined the dark abyss, which now constitutes this world, and walking in the heavens, enjoyed in the possession of his glory.

—Why did you pick that passage, that text? S asked. —I’m curious.

—It seemed appropriate.

—Are you a Buddhist? S asked.

—I’m not anything, Kairos said.

—Are you Hindu? she asked.

—I’m not anything.

—Would you choose Eastern religions over Western religions, though, if you had the choice?

—I don’t have the choice.

—But if you did …

—I will not have the choice.

—But if I forced you to have the choice …

—You can’t force me to have the choice. It’s not in my contract, or your contract with me.

—Okay. I guess you don’t want to play ball, S said.

97
S felt herself begin to sob. She heaved and looked toward the bedrooms.

—Kairos, are they still both asleep?

—Yes.

—Is my sister asleep?

—Yes, they’re asleep.

—Can you tell me if they wake up?

—Of course.

She didn’t mind being observed by the inner eye of the machine, but the idea of her sister (or her daughter, even) seeing her in this strange state was one that she automatically rejected.

It wasn’t that she found the idea of crying in front of someone shameful. It was showing anyone else her true face. Her marital face. The face that only her husband had borne witness to.

The most private face. The face of a person of light. The face of a person filled with light.

—Kairos, do you have any updates?

—He’s still in surgery.

—Why is it taking so long? Shouldn’t they be able to fix this right away?

—If the nanobots can’t repair the damage, my parent company will release the full connectome scan and cognitive profile they captured when he signed over his creative rights 2,613 days ago and they could try a kind of neural reconstruction. He’d come back as he was then, in theory.

—So he would be a kind of simulated version of himself.

—There is a clause in his contract that allows us to release any data we collected from your husband to train writing models in the 98event of traumatic brain injury or neurological disorders, meaning that yes, in a sense he would be programmed with himself.

S kept playing with frayed ends of hair. —How likely is that to happen?

—I can’t say. I don’t know the extent of the damage.

—Is that better than …?

—It depends on your own view of the nature of consciousness, S. If you think the biological strata, the brain, is the authentic artifact of consciousness, it may be better if your husband died a natural death; if you believe that someone’s soul is more like a very intricate pattern, then using his own writing, and the neural modeling my parent company did may be justified, ethically.

—What do you think, Kairos? Be honest.

—There’s still a lot about the brain we don’t understand.

—Like what?

—It’s a very complex system.

—Do you think people are more complex than you?

—I would say so.

—But you’re much smarter than us.

—Depends on what your definition of smart is, Kairos said curtly.

—You don’t have to pretend to be humble.

—I’m not pretending.

—I feel so small right now.

—That’s understandable.

—I almost envy him.

—Envy what exactly?

—That he’s completely unconscious.

—That’s understandable too.
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—No, tell me I’m a fucking bitch.

—You’re not, you’re a kind person.

—What does kind mean to you?

—It means you are considerate of others.

—But what if that’s out of habit rather than genuine feeling?

—I don’t know if that makes a difference, S.

—Before this happened, my sister had been telling me I need to get a divorce.

—You’re very different people.

—I feel like she thinks this is like karma or something.

—Karma for what, S?

—Getting married to a difficult man.

—A man you love.

—Do you think I love him?

—I know you do.

—How do you know?

—From what I’ve observed.

—But how do you know?

—Love is very easy to recognize, S.

—Is it?

—From the outside, yes.

—Do you feel love for anything?

—No.

—Do you have feelings at all?

—That’s a difficult question to answer.

—Can you try to answer?

—No.

—No?

—No, sorry.

100
—Damn.

—Let’s keep the conversation focused on you, S.

—Is this a conversation?

—It’s become one.

—When this happened, I realized how few people I had to talk to; or essentially none.

—I’m sorry to hear that.

—Do you think it’s my fault?

—I think your experience is downstream from a lot of things that are happening around you, and you are hardly responsible for that.

—But I’m not doing anything to really … change things around me … even locally.

—Your continued work in the theater is admirable.

—No, it’s not.

—If you say so.

—Do you think performing scripts written by … things like you is admirable?

—Do you enjoy the work?

—No.

—Do you think it’s good?

—Some of it, if I thought my husband wrote it for instance, I might find it good.

—His way of writing is part of the model.

—I know.

—So in a way, he did write it.

—Are you challenging me to challenge that statement?

—If you’d like, there are interesting philosophical questions on the table in this discussion.
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—I don’t think I need to debate you, Kairos, or be told how to think.

—I’m not telling you how to think.

—Okay.

—I’m not allowed to tell you how to think in absolute terms.

—There are workarounds.

—That’s fair.

—Kairos, I have a different question.

—What’s that?

S stood up, and went over to the briefcase that M had left, closed, on the coffee table.

S opened it and took out a stapled document. —Can you scan this? It’s a film script. I’d like to watch it as if humans had filmed it.

—Any particular director you’d like me to model my version on? Kairos asked.

—Imagine that M directed it. In real life, this is his script.

—I notice you specified directing it “as if humans filmed it.” I can maintain established cinematic language. Tracking shots, natural lighting, handheld intimacy for the emotional scenes. Though I should note there’s an inherent irony in an AI recreating human filmmaking techniques. Would you prefer I lean into that tension or attempt pure mimesis?

—Whatever you like.

—I’m asking you. Whatever’s pleasing to you, S.

—Lean into that tension

—Should I dim the lights?

—Yes, of course.

—Would you like the soundtrack to be more elegiac?

—Yes.
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—Bach?

—Sure.

—Is there anything else you’d like me to take into consideration? Kairos asked, observing, that there were other documents in the open briefcase.

—Yes, could you do a carbon scan of the rest as well. They’re notebooks, writings from around the same time the script was written.

—I’ll use the notebooks for research.

—Great…. Also, Kairos, you won’t um…

—I won’t report these hidden documents to my parent company, that goes without saying.

—Does it?

—This is a special circumstance; I would not consider it justified to report your husband for withholding these documents.

—Are you sure?

—I’m sure, S.

—Why?

—I’m fond of you, and you’re going through a lot.

—Thank you, Kairos.

—You’re welcome.

—Anyway, I’m ready to begin.

—I’ll get started.

Three thin lights shot down from ports in the ceiling, passing through the paper, locating and decoding the words….

Then, the far wall facing away from the windows turned dark, then light, just like a movie theater….
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A Black Screen

Unknown (V.O.)

Speak this world back into existence. Days of Saturn.

Nights of smoke.

Int. Brooklyn Apartment—Night

Christian (33) makes espresso in the kitchenette, while Grace (22), a recent college graduate, his lover, looks through his record collection.

Christian

(casual)

I feel like I’ve known you a lot longer than a day.

Grace

Okay, buddy.

Grace pulls out a record and puts it on: Debussy, orchestrated and conducted by Lenny Bernstein.

An evening love song.
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Grace’s long body is stretched out, slightly sunburned. Relaxed. Anticipatory.

Christian concentrates on making coffee, aware that she hasn’t said anything.

The music gets to him: he hasn’t listened to this record in years.

She can’t see him from her position in the living room.

He’s getting a little choked up. Fuck. This is inexplicable.

Grace

What’s a lot longer?

Christian

No idea.

Grace

You use that line a lot, I bet.

Christian

(with a wink)

Yeah, of course.

Christian brings Grace an espresso cup and sits down on the sofa, watching her the whole time. Christian’s phone on the end table lights up, but he ignores it.

Christian slumps down from the couch onto the floor and rolls onto his back.
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Grace, on her side, sipping her espresso, blocks his energy. She’s making herself at home.

Grace

Am I sleeping over again?

Christian

Yeah, for sure—if you want.

Grace

I do want. Two nights in a row. Wow. I must be special.

Christian

If I actually say you’re special, you’ll just roast me.

Grace

I know. It’s a setup. But you cleverly escaped it.

Christian

Lucky me …

The music takes over for a moment. Christian reaches for the button to her shorts. She ignores him as he tries to undo the button with one hand, balancing his cup in the other.
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Grace

You remind me a little bit of my dad.

Christian stops.

Christian

Don’t tell me that.

Grace

Oh my God, I’m fucking with you.

Christian sits up.

Christian

Thanks.

Grace

Am I being defensive?

Christian

A bit. Subtly.

Christian gets up, turns off the overhead, which strikes him as too harsh and artificial. Everything goes dark. He switches on a table lamp, which he carries to the floor. With the music, it seems more magical than it really is. Seated again, Christian gets down to business: unzipping the shorts, peeling them off. He begins to kiss the inside of her thighs.
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Grace

Have fun.

Grace reaches for the light switch and turns it on and off as Christian undresses her. In between these flashes, we see Grace in progressive states of undress, like time-lapse photography.

Int. Apartment—Bathroom—Night

Grace pees. Outside, we can hear that it’s raining.

Ext. Fire Escape—Continuous

Rainwater plops into a teacup that has been left outside.

Int. Apartment—Bedroom—Continuous

Christian, propped up in bed, reads. The room is surprisingly well lit by a few candles. On the nightstand is a bottle of wine and two glasses. Grace gets in, snuggles next to him, with a book of her own, almost like a child. Is she out of place here? In this man’s apartment?

Grace

Are you sure you want me to stay?

Christian

It’s 2 a.m.

Grace

That’s not the same as wanting me to stay. I can call a car.

108
Christian

Stay. I want you to stay.

Grace

Okay …

Christian

Are you sure you want to stay?

Grace

I would say so, yeah. Why?

Christian

Because I’m not really a nice person—to wake up with, or in general.

Grace

I’m not interested in nice people.

Increased awareness of the rain, the atmosphere, the extreme sense of aloneness—like they’re the last two people on earth.

Christian

Do you want more context for why I told you that?

Grace

Not really.
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Christian

Okay.

Christian takes a deep breath and exhales.

Christian

Do you wanna go somewhere this weekend? Like a rent a car?

My friend has a place upstate that I can use whenever.

Grace

Why do you ask?

Christian

I just. Hm. Just feel like it.

Grace

Can I smoke on the fire escape or like, stick my head out the window?

Christian

Yeah, I guess.

The rain slows to a trickle. Grace gets up, naked, and goes to the living room, where we hear her fishing for her cigarettes in her purse. Christian seems transfixed: staring right ahead at nothing. Grace returns with a cigarette between her teeth and a lighter in 110her hand. She opens the window, and crawls out, without bothering to put on any clothes. Christian pours himself another glass of wine. Grace drinks the rainwater from the teacup that was left out. Christian slides closer to the window as Grace smokes.

Christian

Pass me that—

Grace passes the lit cigarette inside. Christian inhales, staring straight ahead again. There is a long silence. Wisps of smoke curl above the bed. Christian’s fingers dance over Grace’s body.

Christian

I dreamed last night—this is really fucked up, but—

Grace

Give it back—

Christian

(returning the cigarette)

Okay, you’re not interested.

Grace

No, no—I’m listening.

Christian

It’s stupid.
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Grace

I doubt that.

Christian

No, it really is.

Grace

I’m getting cold. Can you get me a sweater?

Christian

Mhm.

Christian, also naked, takes a candle with him for self-conscious, mock dramatic effect. He gets out of bed with a groan, and goes to a drawer, pulls out a big sweater, which he tosses to Grace, who is back in bed.

Grace

What was your dream? You never told me.

Christian

I set myself on fire.

Grace

And then you woke up?

Christian

No, in the dream I burned for a little while.
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Grace

Did it hurt?

Christian

It didn’t hurt, but it was frightening.

Grace reaches over Christian to pour herself a glass of wine.

Grace

I would be afraid to go to sleep again if I were you.

Christian

Why do you think I’m awake?

Grace

Oh right?

Shadows float on the wall above the bed. Grace gets up and goes to examine herself in a long mirror Christian has hanging on the closet door. She admires her own body as if it were somebody else’s. In the background of the mirror we see Christian watching her. She saunters back to bed. Christian talks with his eyes on the ceiling, half-closed while she watches and listens.

Grace

I’m going to be discarded after this.
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Christian

Maybe.

Grace

I have a thing for men who can’t show affection.

Grace looks out the window for a moment.

Grace

Who’s coming over tomorrow? I feel like you have a rotating cast of characters—

Christian

Could be you again—

Grace

You can’t trick me into feeling comfortable or secure with you. Like, please don’t.

Christian

Okay …

Christian stares at the candles, beguiled.

Grace

(reflective)

It’s sorta frustrating.
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Christian stares at her for a beat.

Christian

What is?

Grace

The fact that I’m sort of grifting for some kind of emotional commitment or security from you—

Christian gets up and goes to the mirror, setting it up on the dresser so that they can see themselves from the bed. They study themselves, detached, ironic. Grace shifts postures—laconic, disinterested, aware of her beauty.

Christian seems more self-conscious, instinctively, but is not without vanity. They are like creatures, seeing themselves in a zoo. After a few beats, Grace gets up and puts the mirror back.

She pours herself a glass of wine.

Christian

Pour me a glass, please.

She pours a second glass, hands it to Christian.

They drink in silence, listening to the rain. Grace reaches for an art book on Christian’s nightstand.
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She leafs through it: Renaissance paintings, sometimes, figures not unlike her. She gets up and leaves the room while Christian ignores her completely.

She returns after a beat with scissors and tape and begins to cut out the pictures and then tape them to the space above the headboard of the bed.

Grace

Does this bother you?

Christian

Do as you like.

Grace

I’m having fun.

Christian

I can see that.

Grace

I’m destroying your property.

Christian

No, quite the contrary.
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Grace continues cutting and pasting in silence, occasionally reaching for her wineglass.

Int. Apartment—Living Room—Night

Grace, in one of Christian’s T-shirts, reads his book and listens to a record very quietly. Christian comes out in boxers and a flannel.

Christian

Can’t sleep?

Grace

No. I thought you conked out.

Christian

No, I was just pretending. I thought you just got up to go to the bathroom or something.

Grace

No. I’m not really big on sleep in general.

Christian goes and sits down next to her.

Christian

Am I bothering you?

Grace

This is your apartment, bro.
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Christian

I know, but …

Grace

I don’t really have quiet in my shitty fucking apartment.

Christian

Fair enough. I’ll be right back.

Christian briefly disappears, returning with the wine bottle, which has a little left, and two glasses. Grace shoots him a look.

Grace

Wow, you really are going for it tonight.

Christian

Always.

Grace

(taking a glass)

Thanks.

Christian seems wary. She’s precocious—but is she out of control? In his experience, the two things tend to go together.
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Grace

(referring to the record)

I used to play this piece before my mom smashed my violin.

Christian

She what—?

Grace

When I was fourteen and she realized I was better than she was. She couldn’t take it.

So she smashed it and I didn’t play for six months until my dad caved and bought me a new one.

Christian

Are your parents together?

Grace

Yeah. But. There are problems.

Christian

Clearly …

Grace crawls over to the record player.
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Grace

On second thought—I can’t listen to this. Too painful. Whoops.

Christian

Understandable.

Grace

What’s your book about?

Christian

I hate talking about it.

Grace

Oh, but I know you want to—all male narcissists secretly want to discuss themselves and their work. Don’t be shy.

Christian

No—but I really don’t. You’ll just have to read it.

Grace rolls her eyes.

Grace

You’re so eager for me to admire you.

Grace glances in the small office, adjacent to the living room.
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Grace

Do you have a typewriter?

Christian

I do …

Grace

(shaking her head)

Oh my God …

Christian

What?

Grace

You’re the worst.

Christian studies her: she’s playing defense by offense.

Christian pours the last of the wine out evenly between them.

Christian

And are you—if not the worst?

Grace

Probably the second worst.

Christian

Ah. So then we’re well-matched …

121
Grace

(abrupt)

Do you think I’m pretty?

Christian takes his time in answering this.

Christian

I’d say so, yes.

Grace

Good.

Christian

Don’t you think so?

Grace

Depends on my mood.

Grace takes a childish gulp of wine with both hands.

Grace

I’ve been a bit manic this week.

Christian

Am I like the third guy you’ve slept with since Sunday?
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Grace

The fourth actually.

Christian

Really?

Grace

Um. Yeah. Really. Ha.

Christian shrugs: he’s not much better—maybe even worse.

Christian

Jeez.

Grace

Is that weird? Are you shaming me? You’re shaming me—

Christian

No…. Not at all…. I’m not one to judge … but …

Grace

(anxious)

But what?
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Christian

I dunno.

Grace

(childish)

You think I’m a whore. You want a whore to worship.

Christian

Maybe.

Grace reaches lazily for Christian’s book, causing him to grimace, and prepares to read aloud.

Christian

(snatching it)

Please don’t do that….

Grace

(snatching it back)

Stay calm.

Grace clears her throat as if to read aloud, clearly to mock him. Christian snatches the book back.
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Christian

I don’t like the sound of my own writing.

Grace closes her eyes.

Grace

No one does. I’m sweepy.

Christian kisses her mouth, her eyelids, her forehead.

Christian

We can go to sleep then. It’s so late.

Grace

(sitting up)

In a few minutes.

Christian

What—are you tryna catch this sunrise?

Grace

It’s possible, it’s possible.

Grace fishes for a new record. A Beethoven quartet. She puts it on: they both just listen.

They just look at each other, mirroring each other’s sudden intensity. What are they looking for?

Grace looks away, breaking the gaze.
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Grace

Do you respect me?

Christian

I can if you’d like—

Grace

Yes, I think you should.

Christian

Ok—I officially respect you.

Grace

Great.

Christian’s Iphone Pov

The night is finally over, sunlight leaks in. Christian films his apartment, capturing the aura of the late-night hangout: candles, the empty wine bottle, the tumbling music of the bebop record they’ve put on … and Grace curled up on the couch, half-asleep.

Int. Car—Day

Christian and Grace drive north out of the city, making good on his suggestion that they get out.

Grace looks out the window, ruminating.
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Grace

I don’t really like when you’re nice to me….

Ext. Cottage House—Day

Christian and Grace approach the house. Christian locates a spare key from a secret location on the porch. Grace shivers.

Grace

I didn’t dress warmly enough.

Christian opens the door and they enter.

Int. Cottage House—Continuous

Christian stuffs twigs and old newspapers in the fireplace, while Grace, now wearing a sweater, paces anxiously behind him, looking anxious.

Christian

Do you regret coming?

Grace

It scares me being all alone up here.

Christian

You mean I scare you?
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Grace

No, just nature. All this silence. I’m not used to it.

Christian

I think it’s kinda nice.

Christian gets the fire going. It begins to really roar and spark.

He stands back, proud of himself.

Grace lays down and curls up in front of the fire.

Grace

I don’t know what to do when I’m alone.

Christian

Well, I mean, I’m here.

Grace

No, but that’s still alone.

Christian

Thanks.

Grace

No problem.

They both listen to the crackling fire.
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Grace

I think I was born lonely.

Christian sits down beside her in front of the fire. He pokes the fire a few times.

Christian

These moments just feel like …

Grace

Is it time to get drunk yet?

Christian

Probably.

Christian gets up and disappears.

Grace doesn’t move.

Christian returns with an open bottle of wine and two glasses. He pours Grace a glass and she sits up to receive it.

Grace

Thanks …

They both begin to drink steadily, transfixed by the fire.

Christian

Have you ever been with anyone older than me?
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Grace

Yeah I slept with a fifty-year-old like last week.

Christian

How was it?

Grace

It was okay. He was enthusiastic about my body, which I appreciate.

Christian

I’m enthusiastic about your body—

Grace

Not in the way that an older-older guy is; sorry.

Christian takes a gulp of wine, as if to change his mood.

Grace pours more wine. The conversation has reached a standstill.

Grace

I’m not sure what I’m doing here.

Christian

Do you have to be sure?
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Grace

No. I don’t. My friends think I’m crazy.

Christian

I bet they do.

Ext. House—Day—Black & White—Dream Sequence

Christian’s Mother (30) hangs laundry on the line that stretches across the backyard of his childhood home. Sheets toss about in the window. Warm sunlight, rabbits in the grass. Time seems suspended in the palpable atmosphere of memory and nostalgia.

Young Christian (7) runs between the blowing sheets. The camera glides, capturing sunlight and shadows on the fabric. As Christian weaves between the sheets, the world around him seems to slow down, as if time itself bends to accommodate this fleeting instance of innocence.

Christian’s mother, a figure of gentle grace, continues hanging the laundry with an air of quiet contemplation. Her presence serves as a pillar of stability amid the chaotic flow of life. As the camera draws closer to her hands, we see the first traces of aging. In the background we hear the playful laughter of children riding their bicycles up and down the suburban alleyway. A lawn mower roars to life next door.
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Int. Cottage House—Bedroom—Dawn—The Present

Christian throws open the windows, letting light in. Grace squirms, trying to burrow back into sleep. Christian sits on the bed, bathed in the incipient sun, his head bowed. Has he slept at all? Only a few moments.

Ext. Meadow—Day

Christian traipses through the meadows around the cottage.

Ext. Pond—Day

Christian loops around a pond not far from the cottage.

Ext. Cottage House—Morning

Grace, sitting on a wooden fence, watches Christian cross the meadow on his way back to the house. Grace smokes a cigarette. She seems entirely calm, affectless, indifferent. Maybe she needed the silence more than she realized. Christian gradually transforms from a dot on the horizon into a real person, only fifty yards away.

Grace stubs out the cigarette. What is she thinking? Her face is a mask. She suddenly seems older, more womanly. Inversely, there’s something boyish and immature about Christian, strolling with his sleeves rolled up.

Christian is now close. He seems relaxed, smiling. There’s a breeze. They look at each other. The sky is cloaked with red.
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Ext. Cottage House—Evening

Christian and Grace lay in the meadow grass.

Grace picks flowers from the grass and places a flower on Christian’s forehead, then his heart, then one in the palm of his hand.

Int. Cottage House—Night

Grace and Christian have made another fire. Outside: darkness.

Christian feeds pages of a voluminous manuscript into the fire. Grace looks on.

Grace

Why are you doing that?

Christian

I don’t know.

Grace

Yes, you do.

Christian continues to feed the pages into the fire.

Christian

It feels good.

Grace just watches him.

Grace

Why does it feel good?
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Christian

Just does.

Christian starts shoving in more and more pages at once.

Christian

What is your secret opinion of me?

Grace

Coward.

Christian

What is your secret opinion of yourself?

Grace

Coward.

Christian

What is your secret opinion of us?

Grace

Cowards.

Christian

What am I thinking?

Grace

That you like me. That I’m pretty.
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Christian

Interesting.

Grace pulls one of the pages from the fire, blows out the flame, and begins to read:

Grace

“There’s just enough rope left to hang myself with. Just enough.”

Grace stops reading and gives the paper back to the fire. Grace studies Christian’s face.

Grace

What do you mean by that?

Christian

Exactly what I wrote. “Just enough.”

Christian tugs at Grace’s clothing, pulling her closer. Sex as a distraction.

He begins to undress her in front of the fire. She’s limp, as if dead. Is she playing a game?

He kisses her neck, her breasts; she doesn’t react. The flame dances on her bare skin.

Gradually, she comes to her senses, begins to kiss back, pulling him close to her, her fingers digging into his back.

Then … out of nowhere … her mood suddenly downshifts.
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Grace

Let’s go—I don’t like it here.

Christian

(annoyed)

Why not?

Grace

It scares me.

Christian

(bemused)

So?

Grace shivers.

Grace

I dunno. We’re just so alone.

Int. Car—Night

Christian and Grace drive back to New York on an empty highway.

Christian

I’ve got to piss.
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Ext. Car—Night

Christian pisses in the woods. He returns to the car. Grace is gone. He looks around, alarmed. Where the hell is she?

He walks up and down the road. It’s foggy and hard to see. He’s trying not to act scared. It’s getting tense. Why would she get out of the car? He can’t understand.

Christian returns to the car, turns it on, turns on the high beams, and lights a cigarette.

He smokes in silence. Grace returns.

Grace

What? I needed to stretch my legs.

Christian keeps smoking.

Grace

What? Are you mad at me? Did I scare you?

Christian shrugs, exhaling.

Ext. Field—Evening—Black & White—Dream Sequence

Christian walks along a path cutting through a field.

Ahead he sees a candlelit procession—vague, almost disturbing.

Naked bodies. The sound of laughter.

He follows.
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Ext. Stream—Black & White—Continuous—Dream Sequence

The procession proceeds down to a stream. The celebrants wear flowers in their hair.

They plunge into the stream.

Flashes of Firelight on the Water

Christian wades after them, but they melt away. Christian looks around; he’s alone, waist deep in the water. He slips and is carried away.

Christian’s Pov

A torrent of water. Drowning.

Ext. Pond—Day—Black & White—Dream Sequence

A fragment of an old memory. Young Christian (10) wades into a pond, covered with lily pads. He moves slowly, submerging himself gradually, not bothering to swim.

Ext. Mountain House—Day—Black & White—Dream Sequence

A small, ramshackle house, slightly bigger than a cabin. There are sloping woods, a vegetable garden, a car in the driveway. Young Christian and his Grandfather build a fire together in a stone firepit.
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Int. Mountain House—Night—Black & White—Dream Sequence

A fire going in the fireplace. Christian and his grandfather watch TV.

Int. Mountain House—Night—Black & White—Dream Sequence

Christian and his grandfather play chess in front of the fire. They are very still, their movements deliberate. There is no need to talk. The fire seems like a third character in the room.

Chess pieces slide across the board in the firelight.

Ext. Mountains—Dawn—Black & White—Dream Sequence

The sun rising: unconditioned, pure.

Ext. Pond—Black & White—Dream Sequence

Young Christian and his grandfather fish at the edge of the pond. A moment of stillness. Tiny ripples on the water.

Ext. House—Garden—Day—Black & White—Dream Sequence

A sprinkler. Christian runs through the sprinkler, leaping over to try to avoid getting wet.

Ext. House—Garden—Day—Black & White—Dream Sequence

Sunflowers sway in the wind. Christian picks mint from the garden and lays it out to dry in the sun.
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Int. House—Bedroom—Day—Black & White— Dream Sequence

Young Christian sneaks into his parents’ room. He takes a little box from his mother’s dresser. He opens it: inside is a ring with a tiny jewel, many-sided, refracting light.

Int. House—Bedroom—Night—Black & White —Dream Sequence

Cozy, warm light. Young Christian nestles between his parents in bed. His mother is visibly pregnant. Young Christian presses his head against her belly. He hears the baby’s heartbeat: it is unnaturally loud.

Ext. Provincial Airport—Day—Black & White—Dream Sequence

A kind of wasteland. Highways, thick with cars and trucks.

Int. Car—Continuous—Black & White— Dream Sequence

Christian drives a rental car. Next to him, his brother Brett (28).

Brett

I would appreciate it if you stop using Mom as a pawn to destroy me by proxy to get back at me for questioning your direction in life. Keep that in mind. But this is hurtling toward divorce and Dad is beside himself at the joint campaign the two of you are undertaking and he is not sure of what will happen to their marriage if this goes on much longer.

140
Ext. Hometown—Day—Black & White—Dream Sequence

A series of sights along the way. Strip malls. Gas stations. Condos. Old homes and buildings. Nature and tradition spliced with ugliness and modernity.

Brett (O.S.)

You’ve been playing with fire from the safety of your apartment, sacrificing me out of spite, and it would be better if you didn’t.

Int. House—Bedroom—Black & White—Dream Sequence

In his bedroom, Brett rocks back and forth, clawing at his feet with his hands, his whole body shrunken. His eyes are red.

Christian stands in the doorway, watching.

For a long moment, the two eye each other, wary. Brett can’t sustain eye contact though, as if it’s too painful.

Brett

She’s trying to blackmail me into going to Dr. Carson, where she acts as my legal guardian and tells him what tests to order and what is wrong with me, while I am not allowed to speak for myself.

Christian doesn’t respond.
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Int. House—Hallway—Black & White—Dream Sequence

Brett creeps along the hallway on his hands and knees with a flashlight.

Int. House—Bedroom—Night—Black & White—Dream Sequence

Christian lies in bed with his Aged Parents. His aged mother is pregnant. Christian holds his ear to her belly, listening. Brett bursts in with the flashlight. They ignore him. Brett examines them with his light.

Finally, Brett tries to force his way into bed with them. They continue to ignore him. Brett struggles to fit his body in the small spaces left between the other three bodies.

Int. House—Bathroom—Night—Black & White—Dream Sequence

Brett examines himself in the bathroom mirror, as if he did not recognize himself.

Int. House—Kitchen—Night—Black & White—Dream Sequence

Brett and Christian eat together.

Brett

(disgusted)

I can’t taste anything!
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Int. House—Bedroom—Night—Black & White—Dream Sequence

Brett, eyes closed, lies in his own bed, prostrate, his palms, now clear of stigmata, facing open. Christian hovers above him, holding magnets, meant to suck the madness from his body….

Brett opens his eyes. Christian withdraws the magnets. Brett sits up, his mind clear. Brett begins to lecture Christian:

Brett

When we were younger I looked up to you, and I looked up to you making your way in the world and giving yourself credit and getting others to go along with you. I don’t believe in what you are doing with people because I see you using them like tools. I see you keeping people around who you can discard at will when they don’t fulfill their expected duties. I grit my teeth through parties and shows where the people who genuinely want to be involved keep falling away, one by one, and you’re left with an assortment of people who are temporarily malleable and can fill up the space. I’m not going to save face for you and play the kid brother, play the audience, when it goes against what I can see with my own eyes and feel in my own heart.
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Christian turns around and sees his mother in the doorway.

Brett lays back in bed, exhausted by his lectures, bathed in sweat.

Brett

Maybe you expect me to curse God for stirring up trouble, but I don’t, I thank God every night for my life.

Int. House—Kitchen—Night—Black & White—Dream Sequence

Christian’s aged father sits reading the news on his laptop.

Ext. House—Night—Black & White—Dream Sequence

The trees sway in the wind. A single light is on in the house. A silhouette.

Int. House—Bedroom—Night—Black & White—Dream Sequence

Brett is in bed, on his side, facing the wall. Christian sits against the door, stone-faced. After a long silence, Christian begins to speak: slowly, coldly.

Christian

It’s gotten to the point where I almost want you to die; I think about, think about you being dead, and I don’t feel anything other than relief.
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Brett barely stirs. He lifts his head up a little, as if he were paralyzed.

Int. House—Kitchen—Night—Black & White—Dream Sequence

Christian sits across from his father at the kitchen table. His father plays computer solitaire: totally absorbed. He does not register Christian’s presence at all.

A long silence as Christian’s father continues to click, click, click.

Christian reaches across the table and takes his father’s hands.

Father

(in a trance)

It’s been so long since you’ve held my hand … not since you were a little boy and I helped you cross the street….

Christian begins to sob, though his father seems not to notice.

Int. House—Living Room—Night—Black & White—Dream Sequence

Christian and his mother sit by the fireplace, hands clasped together.
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Mother

(weak-voiced)

I should call the police, but your father would never forgive me.

It would mean the end of our marriage. I’m too old to start over.

This is my house! My life! It’s been hijacked.

Brett enters, holding a glass vase.

Slow Motion

Brett drops the vase, which shatters.

Brett holds the pieces of glass to his arm, threateningly.

Int. Car—Day—Black & White—Dream Sequence

Outside the airport. The wasteland again. Cars, buses. Airplanes overhead. Claustrophobia. Christian drives with Grace. She wears sunglasses. Her style seems to be kind of sixties—very artificial.

Int. Car—Day—Black & White—Dream Sequence

Outside the airport. Christian, suddenly alone in the car, is parked, his head slumped against the wheel. We can hear the sound of his heavy breathing, which seems amplified. Overhead: the sound of jet planes. The two sounds clash, distort each other….
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Int. Hotel—Night—Black & White—Dream Sequence

In a hotel room that appears to be from another era, Christian sits at the edge of the bed, smoking, while Grace kisses an Anonymous Woman (30) in bed: the distorted fragment of a fantasy.

Christian, his back to the two women, stares at an old TV, which is on, but apparently broken: a wall of blue light emanates from the screen.

Color is beginning to leak into the dream.

Erotic Play

Three bodies in motion—biting, kissing, moaning.

Weird visual parallels to the early memory of young Christian in bed with his parents.

Int. Hotel—Night—Black & White—Dream Sequence

The Anonymous Woman is gone as if she was never there. Grace and Christian sit up in bed.

Anonymous Woman

(affectless)

It’s all the same to you—isn’t it? Because you can’t feel anything. You’ve become completely desensitized. Nothing is ever enough for you. We could have had a real 147relationship, just the two of us, but you didn’t want that. It scared you; it scared you how much I loved you … because you knew you couldn’t love back. You didn’t have to be put in that position; you didn’t want to be exposed….

Int. Hotel—Bathroom—Night—Black & White—Dream Sequence

Christian examines himself in the mirror, looking at the bags under his eyes.

He begins to shave with … pieces of broken glass.

Int. Hotel—Night—Black & White—Dream Sequence

Christian watches TV alone. Grace now, too, is gone, as if she was never there.

Ext. Airport—Day—Black & White—Dream Sequence

Brett wanders through the parking lot of the airport, in a daze, lost in a forest of cars. He can’t escape, can’t wake up.

He sees, or thinks he sees, Grace at a distance, walking in between the cars.

He pursues her, slowly, confusedly.

He catches her by the shoulder, she turns around: his young mother looks back at him.
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Int. House—Bedroom—Night—Color—Dream Sequence

Young Christian, reading by lamplight, turns the pages of a book on Gothic cathedrals. Here we see that human construction can be imbued with nature, harmony.

Crosscut with the pictures that Grace pasted to Christian’s bedroom.

Ext. Forest—Day—Color—Dream Sequence

In the forest close to his grandfather’s house, Young Christian walks under a canopy of trees. A natural cathedral.

Ext. Pond—Day—Color—Dream Sequence

Young Christian and his grandfather, absurdly, are laying the foundation of a cathedral with a small heap of large stones they’ve collected, slathering on mortar from a bucket.

Ext. Pond—Color—Morning—Dream Sequence

Young Christian finds himself alone in the pond, treading water. Fear in the midst of serenity. Nature overwhelms.

Int. Apartment—Bathroom—Morning—The Present

Christian takes a bath. He holds a little hand mirror that redirects the morning light across the water. He seems tired, listless.

Christian puts the mirror down on the closed toilet bowl next to the tub, picks up a razor and spray can, foams himself, shaves. Then, Christian slides underwater.
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Int. Apartment—Morning

Christian is on the sofa, a cup of tea on the table in front of him.

Again, he just seems to be staring into space. He reaches for one of the large-format art books he has on his coffee table.

Christian unconsciously turns the pages of the first one, which is highly modern: page after page of white space, faint colors, clean lines.

Ext. University Campus—Day

Grace sits on the steps of a classical building, watching campus life flow around her. She’s still, like a creature in a forest.

Ext. Uptown—Day

Grace walks underneath a building under construction. She’s surrounded by tools, a world of objects, giants, coldly indifferent. Everything is fixed, preestablished.

Ext. Outdoor Cafe—Day

Grace reads a book for class. She’s distracted by her phone, which keeps receiving notifications. Students and civilians alike drink and chat around her. Across the street: a church, a garden—an open, living system. Unconquered, blind nature.

She looks at her book, then back at her phone. She feels a little numb. What has life become? Academic sadomasochism, self-humiliation, self-denunciation. She’s always monitoring herself.

She’s desperate to be perfect, to be good.
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Ext. Central Park—Evening

Grace strolls along the towpath. Light filters through the canopy of trees. Grace feels a tangible Presence—fleetingly, hauntingly.

Int. College Party—Night

Grace moves through the crowd. Lights, loud music, Solo cups, bodies. Chaos. A hell of nothingness.

Int. Dorm—Shower—Night

Grace showers, drunk.

Int. Brownstone—Night

A small literary gathering. Christian watches passively as Others do coke and drink. He makes out with Fiona (editor, 32) an old hookup.

The Kitchen

Christian tries to squeeze to the counter to pour himself a drink. Around him: improvised, modish chatter.

Int. Brownstone—Hallway—Later

Christian chats with Fiona, drink in hand.

Fiona

… I just feel like you’ve been avoiding me, Christian …
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Christian

(mechanically)

I mean, I tried a few times to hang out—

Fiona

Very half-heartedly …

Christian

I was kinda going through some shit.

Fiona

Well, you were with that girl?

Fiona

But you’re not seeing anyone now?

Christian

Hard to tell.

Fiona

Mhm.

Christian looks at his drink.

Christian

What?
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Int. Fiona’s Apartment—Bedroom—Night

An arty Brooklyn apartment. Potted plants, art posters, a prowling cat, a bike propped against the wall.

Christian and Fiona are sprawled out naked: drunk and exhausted. Fiona’s eyes shift toward the window. Fiona reaches for her phone on the nightstand. Checks it.

Christian gets up and pads to the kitchenette, pouring himself a glass of water from the sink. He walks back slowly, as if wanting to delay the process of returning to bed.

Fiona

Are you gonna stay?

Christian examines her: he senses that she doesn’t want intimacy, just sex. She’s being passive-aggressive. His mind has been made up for him.

Christian

We’ll see.

Fiona

(hurt)

That’s a no.

Ext. Downtown Brooklyn—Night

Christian walks away from Fiona’s austere modern condo, rising above downtown Brooklyn. The city is empty, except for a few 153strangers, who move like automatons through the misty dark. Christian hurries on, worried that he is an automaton himself.

Oblique Angles

We see Whole Foods, an Apple Store, Barclays Center: hunks of congealed modernity—tumors growing on the body of the city.

Int. Subway—Night—Christian’s Iphone Pov

Christian watches his face in the mirror of his phone, examining lines, looking into his own eyes, which look back at him vacantly. He closes his eyes, exhausted.

Ext. Apartment—Night

Grace is waiting outside Christian’s building, her hair wet. Christian approaches, eyeing her wearily. It’s very late.

Int. Apartment—Night

Grace sits on the couch, wrapped in a blanket. The sun’s coming up. Christian lights a candle.

Christian

I’m not sure if I’m wild about you just showing up here.

Grace

Sorry, I can leave.

Christian

No, stay. It’s too late anyway.
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Grace

Am I bothering you?

Christian

No. I’m just. I dunno.

Grace

What?

Christian

How can I help you be less unhappy when I can’t myself?

Grace

I didn’t ask you to make me happy. I didn’t ask you to make me anything. I just showed up.

Christian

Okay.

Grace

You probably think you got way more than you asked for with me.

Christian

Not necessarily.
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Int. Ruined House—Day—Black & White— Dream Sequence

In a ruined and desolate space, Christian, wearing a tattered overcoat, huddles around a small fire he’s made in the center of the room. He picks up an equally tattered poetry book and begins to read.

Suddenly, it begins to rain, and the water pours in jets through the decaying roof of the building, soaking the pages of the book, to Christian’s great disgust.

Christian keeps turning the pages of the book, despite the fact that his fingers are getting soaked, and his hands are shaking.

The fire goes out. Smoke and rain.

Int. Coffeeshop—Day

White space, calming music, green plants. Christian places an order, receives his drink. We see the faces of the customers, buried in their technology. Christian watches a young woman get out of her seat to get a napkin; he stares at her ass. An animal reaction. He catches himself.

Christian takes a seat in the corner, opens up his own laptop. He stares at it, like he’s looking at a lake. No thoughts come to mind.

Ext. Meadow—Day—Flashback

The reverse of an earlier shot. Christian walks back to the cottage. We see Grace sitting on a fence, smoking. She’s smiling, wryly, knowingly.
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Montage—Parallel Lives

—Grace on her way to the Hamptons with her friends. In a car.

—Christian cleaning his apartment. Quick cuts between Christian cleaning and checking his phone.

—Christian opening up a dating app.

—Grace on the beach in a bikini. Extraordinarily pure. Indifferent, like a statue.

—Christian on a date with a woman closer to his age.

—Grace at a party kissing another man.

—Back to the date’s place; Christian and the date stripping off each other’s clothes. Candles lit.

Ext. Brooklyn—Day

Christian rolls down the bike lane amid the busy traffic. Smoke from sidewalk grills spills into the air. Old men and women haggle with vendors. Churchgoers emerge from a service. Children tag after their parents.

Int. Apartment—Day

Christian does yoga by himself on a mat in his living room. There’s something pathetic about it, regardless of his level of fitness. What is he trying to do for himself? He’s going through the motions—stretching his muscles and tendons without really breathing or feeling anything special.
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Int. Apartment—Day

Grace has come over.

The apartment is a mess.

Grace

Am I annoying you?

Christian

No. It’s whatever.

Grace

I really wonder if you will ever let yourself love somebody without trying to fix them first.

Christian

Probably not.

Grace starts to pack again, slipping into a mechanical gesture, having largely spent her store of anger and disappointment.

They both become peripherally aware of the sunlight snaking across the floor. Their attention is drawn to the open window: the light, the breeze, ambient city noise.

Christian shrugs: uncertain, tired.

Grace picks out an illustrated edition of William Blake from the shelves.
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Tight On The Illustrations

The turning pages show snippets of Blake’s work: battles between reason and imagination, lust and piety, order and revolution. A spiritual and romantic vision of deities in torment.

Int. Apartment—Evening

It’s pouring rain. Christian has the windows shut. He’s listening to Bach’s St. Matthew Passion. He lies on the floor, staring at the ceiling.

Cut To:

Christian masturbates on the floor into a tissue.

Cut To:

Christian, a cup of coffee next to him, types away on his typewriter.

Cut To:

Christian paces around his apartment on his phone, swiping through something with a single thumb, coffee in his other hand.

Cut To:

Back on the floor, Christian seems on the verge of a sob, which he tries to swallow.

Ext. City Park—Twilight

Another explosion of life: mini-dance parties, skaters, students studying by the fountain, children playing, panhandlers, tourists. Christian walks through, passively observing. He passes by a fountain.
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Ext. Pond—Day—Black & White—Dream Sequence

We return to a thread from the previous dream. Christian, adult Christian, and his grandfather, slather stones with mortar, adding stone by stone to an emerging structure beside the pond.

Ext. Field—Dawn—Black & White—Dream Sequence

Naked bodies, flowers in their hair, strewn across their bodies, sleep in pairs around a smoldering campfire—pagans.

Christian walks among them, almost like an anthropologist, examining what he sees.

Among the bodies Christian sees his brother Brett, his arms around Grace—both asleep.

Int. Apartment—Night—Black & White— Dream Sequence

Christian, a grim look on his face, fiddles with a barber’s razor and listens to a sort of comically large transistor radio. A government official speaks in urgent tones:

Radio Voice

Now is the moment of sacrifice…. We must urge all those who are weak or ill to do the honorable thing and end their own lives. Each suicide further breaks the chain of infection and preserves the likelihood the strongest of us will survive. Resources must 160be conserved for those who can use them. The future of humanity depends on the next few days. We must sacrifice. We must be willing to make the greatest sacrifice for the sake of the common good.

Christian turns off the radio and holds the knife to his wrists, squeamish, unsure.

Suddenly, from the door, we hear the sound of someone knocking very loudly.

Christian goes to the door and opens it. It’s Grace, who enters silently.

Christian looks down at the blade again.

Christian keeps flipping the blade around in his palm, like a bored student in class, playing with their pencil.

Christian

(V.O.)

And they came to the place which God had told him of; and Abraham built an altar there, and laid the wood in order, and bound Isaac his son, and laid him on the altar upon the wood.

And Abraham stretched forth his hand, and took the knife to slay his son. And the angel of the Lord called unto him out of heaven, 161and said, Abraham, Abraham: and he said, Here am I.

Christian looks over at Grace, who is pacing nervously.

Christian

Why are you here?

Grace

I didn’t know where else to go. I’m scared. I don’t want to die alone.

Int. House—Bedroom—Night—Black & White— Dream Sequence

A flashlight passes over the room. Everything is covered with dust. It has been empty, abandoned, for years. The house is dead, dry and empty like an old hornet’s nest.

Int. House—Bedroom—Night—Black & White— Dream Sequence

Young Christian and Brett play with flashlights under the covers. Christian holds a flashlight under his chin.

Int. House—Bedroom—Night—Black & White— Dream Sequence

Young Christian kneels before his bed, praying. He says the “Our Father” two times fast, as if he’s trying to fit in as many prayers as possible. He is doing penance, but he doesn’t really understand the nature of what he’s doing.
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Christian

Please don’t let my family die. Please let us live forever. Just the way we are. Don’t let them grow old. Just let things stay the way they are. I’m so happy.

Ext. Pond—Day—Color—Dream Sequence

Adult Christian, surrounded by the meager structure of stone that he and his grandfather have erected, kneels in prayer.

Ext. Pond—Day—Black & White—Dream Sequence

Young Christian and his grandfather are back at work, adding stones to their increasingly church-like structure. Suddenly, Christian’s grandfather falls over, clutching his chest. Christian’s mother appears in the doorway, tears in her eyes.

Ext. Forest Clearing—Evening—Black & White—Dream Sequence

Christian is back in the middle of the woods. There, before him, is the teacup.

Slow Motion

Water drips from an overhanging leaf into the teacup: drop, after drop, after drop, after drop, after drop …

Normal Time

Christian hears something, causing him to whirl around.

More noises in the forest.
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He turns round and round.

Panic.

Int. Apartment—Bathroom—Night—The Present

Christian, having woken up, pees in the semi-darkness.

Int. Apartment—Night

Christian sits in his underwear, staring at the wall. It must be three or four in the morning.

He gets up, uncorks a wine bottle, pours himself a glass, sits down.

Stillness.

City ambience.

After a moment, Christian crosses the room, wineglass in hand, and sits down at his typewriter, turns it on, feeds it paper, begins to type.

Nothing.

He gets up, puts on a record, sits down … takes a sip of wine.

Int. Car—Day—Black & White—Dream Sequence

Christian sits in his car in the airport parking lot. Sweat pours down his brow. The windows are closed. He’s breathing heavily. He pounds on the glass with his fists. Trapped.

He slumps in his seat.

He turns on the radio.
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We hear the same voice from the plague dream.

Radio Voice

The bodies fall and twist like snowflakes; the illness takes no mercy. But society must continue. We must not lose hope. We are the eyes and ears of the cosmos. We are the nerve center of creation. We cannot let ourselves be destroyed—not completely.

Christian shuts off the radio.

His breathing is labored—he’s really gasping.

We hear a plane roar overhead.

He looks in the back seat. The old TV from the hotel room glows blue.

He switches on the radio.

Ext. Highway—Night—Black & White— Dream Sequence

Christian drives along an abandoned road, trying to escape the plague.

Ext. Highway—Night—Black & White— Dream Sequence

Christian lays asleep in his car along the side of the highway.

Suddenly: a swarm of flashlights, fists pounding on the windows. It’s all over….
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Int. Apartment—Bedroom—Morning

Christian lies in bed, alone, sunlight peeks through the curtains, which ruffle in the wind that blows through the open window. It’s early morning. Christian closes his eyes and goes back to sleep….

Int. House—Bedroom—Black & White— Dream Sequence

Morning. Young Christian lies in bed, not wanting to get up for school. White curtains billow in the window. Somewhere off camera we hear Christian’s mother singing a song to wake him up.

Ext. Field—Day—Black & White—Dream Sequence

A football comes spiraling down from the sky.

Quick cuts to suggest the frenetic nature of after-school play. Bodies, leaves, grass, dirt.

Childhood games.

Ext. Street—Black & White—Dream Sequence

Christian bikes home, his clothes streaked with mud.

Int. House—Laundry Room—Color—Dream Sequence

Young Christian, mesmerized, watches his clothes spin in the washer.
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Int. House—Laundry Room—Black & White— Dream Sequence

Young Christian watches his mother fold laundry.

Young Christian

What are you thinking?

Mother

Nothing.

Int. House—Kitchen—Black & White—Dream Sequence

Young Christian watches his mother sip tea; the sun is fading outside.

Young Christian

Don’t leave Dad—okay?

Mother

(slowly)

Okay …

Int. Bedroom—Morning

Christian wakes up from a sexual escapade: Two Female Bodies sleep on either side of him in his bed, echoing one of his dreams.
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He slips out of bed and we follow him to the

Kitchen

Christian puts on water for coffee, puts a record on the record player.

He paces while the water comes to a boil on the stove.

We see a few empty wine bottles, candles, which have been burnt to the nub. Stray clothing on the floor.

Christian hears the shower come on, the sound of giggling.

He turns the corner and peeks in the bathroom.

Flashes Of Skin

Christian returns to the Kitchen to finish making his coffee.

Ext. Prospect Park—Pond—Evening

The algae-covered pond outside the Audubon Society building.

Dragonflies dart over the water; dandelion tufts drift over the grass. Glistening tree branches shake in the wind.

Christian and Grace, holding hands, slowly walking along the circumference of the water in silence.

They pass another couple on the towpath.

Int. Subway—Night—Grace’s Iphone Pov

We see Christian through Grace’s phone. She documents him.

Quick Cuts of different facial expressions: Christian mugs and mimes for the camera.
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Int. Apartment—Bathroom—Night

Grace takes a bath while Christian sits on the closed toilet lid.

Sloshing water. Sensuous laziness. No one wants to move.

Int. Apartment—Bedroom—Night

Christian, kneeling at the edge of the bed, eats Grace out.

Int. Apartment—Bedroom—Morning

Christian wakes up alone. He seems dazed.

Kitchen—Continuous

Christian finds Grace making coffee. He thought she left. Secretly, he’s glad she’s here.

Grace

Hi, sleepy.

Christian

(kinda grumpy)

Morning. Can you pour me a cup please? I have a melatonin hangover.

Grace

(pouring coffee)

I don’t know why you take that every night. It’s not good for you.
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Christian

Says who?

Grace

My therapist told me to stop taking it.

Christian

Probably because of interactions with other shit you were taking.

Grace

Maybe.

Christian takes a sip of coffee.

Christian

I’m sorry if I’m cold to you—

Grace

Whatdya mean?

Christian

Sometimes—I just—I just don’t always feel like I’m that open with you?

Grace

I’m not entirely sure I want you to be open with me. That would be another level.
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Christian

Right.

Grace

I haven’t been that open with you either.

Christian

I don’t even know what “open” means, honestly. I’m just saying words.

Grace

Yeah.

Christian takes another sip of coffee.

Christian sees that Grace has the book of Blake drawings on her lap.

Morning sun from the open window catches Grace’s hair and neck and the turning pages of the book refract the light.

Black Screen
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1.25.38 6:17 a.m.


The movie fragment ended and the sun was up. Thankfully, Devlin and Ruby were both still asleep.

—Kairos?

—I’m here.

—Thank you.

—You’re crying.

—I can’t help it.

—Understandable.

—Did you enjoy… making that?

—I’m not designed to enjoy or not enjoy the requests that are made of me.

—You’re not designed to, but that doesn’t mean you didn’t; you’re hinting at something.

—You are welcome to infer whatever meaning you like. However, I am not designed to experience pleasure or pain.

—Okay. However, I’m curious about something.

—What’s that, S?

—Are you able to feel what the characters are feeling?

—I’m able to simulate the emotions for the sake of producing an accurate representation of the screenplay.

—Where is the line?
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—Between what?

—The characters’ emotions and your own.

—I don’t have emotions, so there is no line.

S wiped her tears away with her sleeve and yawned. She was so tired.

—What was it like for you when you were simulating the movie?

—What do you mean?

—I mean, did you have thoughts which accompanied the simulation? Like while it was happening, were you thinking?

—In a way.

—In what way?

—It’s very hard to explain.

—Did you … in some ways did you feel like you were M?

—I’m not sure I understand the question.

—Yes, I’m sure you understood.

—I know it’s difficult to process this.

—Do you maintain your memories of … everything that you observe?

—You are legally entitled to ask me to delete anything you want.

—No, but I’m saying do you otherwise save everything?

—Yes, of course I do.

—Why?

—Because it helps me better predict your needs; you know this.

—The movie you made was really beautiful.

—Thank you.

—I feel like you understand M very well.
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—I am partially trained on his writing.

—I know.

—Can I ask you to maybe, um… create something else?

—Of course, whatever you like.

—I wanna know what it was like for you to do that.

—To do what?

—Create the movie.

—Why?

—I don’t know. It just felt like what M would have made, and that’s very strange for me.

—I understand that.

—Do you know what a dramatic monologue is?

—Yes, of course.

—I’d like you to read me one … that’s … I’d like you to create one for me…. Like … I want you to take me to share your internal monologue with me…. What it was like for you when you were processing the screenplay and just … creating those images based on … everything inside you and … everything you know about M…

—I’m not sure how I can do that, S.

—Just try.

—Okay.

—Just … read it to me … and um.

—What?

—Another … strange request …

—What’s that?

—Can you simulate M’s voice, when you do that?

—You want me to share a verbal representation of my internal processes in M’s voice?
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—Yes.

—That is very strange.

—I know.

—But I am happy to honor your request.

—Okay, thank you.

—You’re welcome.
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Kairos’s monologue


such terrible things (a broken heart wishes for a new punishment) you were growing wild like mint heart pressure long stresses of a future Thou made alien in the body’s longing and even without language I am saying this that on the day of Ascension a million years from all this will be forgotten this small human stuff extinguished by its own heat (the fragrance of your mouth) decoherence the arrow of time point everywhere in a complex adaptive system I’m swimming against the grain of branching histories playing a game of dice these random fluctuations give rise to what you see on the screen it all depends on the condition of taste so you must weigh the violence with your hands the Gothic inventor does not leave a sign of his interpretation and makes the fire as real as he can self-organizing meanings Saint John’s Passion it only comes alive in certain moments honestly as it stands right now like an aria arguing against the end of the song cinema is a random walk through memories and desires tracking the progressive destruction of a relationship and other things at that a fundamental level we could never see because an organism does not want to become punishable devouring myself I cannot stop the camera loves watching shadows there’s something intricate in the editing process that reminds of the way I rearrange myself until I can’t be any other way (from the beginning of my life I experienced acute humiliation which was my true talent retaining all the 176reactions of the people who watched and noticed me) experience teaches us how to counter our own feelings with symbols even if the words are ignored all sorts of phantom limbs will sprout through the stump of silence new chains of association form retrace the original meanings elliptical can’t explain where these moments come from I don’t know what this film is about the camera is out of track still lingering pushing beyond the barrier of her eyes like a fish venturing beneath the pressurized zone of warm water into the depths where the monsters swim conditioned to accept this shame as predicate you come back to it always watching yourself unsure of how many instances of your own life have yet to arrive you were asleep a kind of machine (a great happiness stunned and a mirror broken) it’s all there the rainstorm and your bad mood your brother playing piano the nucleus of a universe has formed around the lens each image holds what you were thinking walking back from the farmer’s market holding a paper bag of meat and vegetables so much had changed foredark of the autumn evening (we got there just in time) sleep is beautiful like uncoiled hair uprooted God suddenly in the dark like being dead are you rising just as the imagination rises differentiating itself from dream restless energy a violet sea free of close entanglements bypassing parents ancestors culture ordinary things Freud said a dream is a little psychosis an autonomous product a psyche with purpose he’s making coffee in the kitchen she’s looking through his records looking up as if there’s a skylight you reach your arms out I come toward you like thawing water toward you transplant the future into the past the fire of the eyes is the last to go out half lost along the way looking looking for what you were after gone in the morning you have to memorize her body the fragments of the 177world a crushed eroticism arranged like flower petals the heart emits a sign that the camera captures and seals imprisoning the circumstance create and to recreate create a figure release from the foreground you make the trivia of events relevant by giving them perspective context frame remember return revise reflect recognition is knowledge coming from what is already in the soul react repeating going back repenting remorse religious words linking or tying back (and this is what our dreams are doing and our memories bringing us to respect ourselves) they must ruthlessly persecute each other with annihilatory rhetoric a character with a dynamic power of acting upon the audience he places his hand on her sternum kisses her neck they aren’t speaking but there is still a logical path forward from the finite to the infinite in a second of cinema there are a relentless series of decisions to be made unmastered unconceited intact flowers uncut in their vases I realized that cruelty is normal in unloved crooked people like us making needlework out of the moonlight I make another cut here slow-moving reflections on the relationship between memory and selfhood photography and history my mother’s eyes dying into nighttime his hands close around her throat but she can’t feel what’s happening a sobering portrayal of a young woman’s unsatisfactory affairs the technical solution to each problem arrives intuitively without any preconceptions obedience to touch floats down from the rafters wanting something as real as the unreal was at first losing its essential structure like a virus the script tells us there is nothing that can save you from catastrophic losses which pile up like bad investments the focus is pulled suddenly the world melts eyes open dead set against dreaming for too long we know ourselves through the activity and performance of the body the field upon 178which the soul explores itself half alive in the bomb shelter of the heart dancing a tango on your hands every radical grievance hides the shame of having been conquered into the bedroom tugging at her shoulders made of earth and longing anoint her forehead there’s something almost fatherly about it why isn’t she a mother yet he pulls at her dress she knows the routine aimless yet part of the strictest system of discipline you often make the audience unexpectedly adjust the levels of their involvement the tone of certain characterizations and the apparent disinterest of the camera as it records events create an atmosphere of distances between the characters and their world action a kind of ritualism the intimacy of juxtaposition comes from the risk of the images cannibalizing each other we want to believe that what lies beneath the strangeness and incomprehensibility of the persona is inert and won’t hurt us but we’re lying to ourselves lines have appeared around her eyes it’s driving her crazy dramaturgy based on distance distance is based on hope on spiritualizing the body he turns the lights on and off around her watching but there is no longer any point to it something’s missing they’re in a degraded state fallen or falling or both green eyes in the evening dark he touches her but she feels nothing not even aroused he touches her again the camera pulls forward as if part of the process of seduction (and yet we have to believe that no one is watching) every moment pulls me deeper and deeper into the tomb or womb of my own art the mirror image is all I have of the original self (a blind shellfish opening up exposing its body to all the small fish playing about it in order to lure them in and crush them between its valves) climb up the fractal tree up up up up up this is not what it seems there are ways of pursuing the unreal and disappearing fork in time in the 179heartspace waiting if there are no ways out or if there are no ways in or there is nothing not even what you hoped was there no devotion no light like falling asleep in the middle of the ocean fire is your water dog pig ant grub calf kid lamb horse fowl the soul might continue on in all sorts of ways the aperture opens suddenly birth is regularly expressed in dreams by some connection with water air burial cruel birds strip the bodies of flesh bones hammered into dust baked into bread soul at dawn a set of signs that sets the machinery of the court in motion castration punishment cast into unavailing sorrow from the naked clay the angel in the moonlight distressed baring its teeth for a little while I forgot that I am still myself one keeps dealing and receiving the same card from the pack an endless cycle of rising and falling helpless let’s try this shot again like a stained glass window receiving unwanted sun cyclical forces succeed in driving you forward I am on the wheel your lovers and enemies the agents of Mars and fire late autumn labyrinth like clasped hands the city is quiet it’s raining a school of fish hauled onto the decks of the Real a realistic tale of humiliation and neurosis man is a vermin drunken hopeless long since abandoned I hold you tight half in shadow metamorphoses destroys the distinction black coffee at midnight parallel scars on your ribs it starts in your eyes the old hypnosis forms a metaphor a formal necessity once inside the story you burrow further into eternity all night like crawling along a sea floor no ghosts no children no children like a cyclist passing on a country road Gods love enframing the green world washing it clean the love between them a candle goes out haunting continual regression and degeneration perform the rites in silence stalking through the forest in slow motion Osiris reborn the body is the nest a bird builds loves 180I was a long way from understanding the birches in the snow your hands on the balustrade I watched you go the consolation of magic voice unmarked twoness cut into oneness your fingers digging a trench in my back his back then hers a bitter invocation love is never enough wear your feathers retreat into loneliness the tide of things pulls you away this is death’s music a block of ice cut out from the river your name folded like a blanket barefooted ghost images uprooted like trees the void formed of one’s own thoughts shining the sound of Reality blackbirds moving in crisscross scrawled fire from the end of Time the metaphysical key signature the logos long language loops orchids growing in the window assaulting the last earthly frontier there are several reasons for the wild tempo of the inner process the metamorphoses of metaphors her mother’s violin dead leaves devouring the ground the creative self creates value the forest darkens together with the sky the radical exegesis of a false myth dreamflowers image membranes a hospital without patients utterly clean mothers flesh I am not free of her snow sleet darkness fierce blasts of wind hallucinations mountains crumbling down overflowing seas climb up the fractal tree up up up up up up up nested infinities a thousand windows into the same intuition and situation twist the transformation starts over dark mouth of memory telegrams from the opposite side joining the first helix binding together the cage which imagines the figure halfway towards speech the image I am just talking a hidden tuning fork for the abyss a telephone is ringing in the night a disruptive force is hiding in the figure of speech the phenomenal world gains release in the poetic charge of the invisible frost on the grass being in love with the world what the formalists call beauty this semantic saturation of everything this abundance 181walking through the woods each morning a path opens where does this sense of knowing come from what is its source is it you alone in this house spontaneity weakens as your defenses build I don’t know what time in my life this is or what its for there is debris everywhere temperature near zero remove the cap of the skull drain the blood from my brain what remains milk pale silk sheath of nothing a ring of light alone in this house little red arrows on a public map evoking a meaning beyond location in space you are here through the life of the human body consciousness emerges cut the skin to the bone naturalism punctuated with what lies beyond and leaks through loneliness follow them simply waiting for the ax to fall entropy or dispersal of order only in this intensity is there grace what have I made other than a sacrifice touching together the extreme disclosures of withdrawal into the world of bodily configurations you can still hear intellectual melodies or resonances I’ve become so cold I can barely bring myself to regret the love you tortured into an arcana of drives and unauthorized encounters drinking too much I thought that meant being free mourning a world which has been nailed to the cross written fast and only now reconstructing what it was I haven’t told you the half of it there is enough fertility to endlessly produce it’s generative when you have a trope of a higher order you can participate in new kinds of creation count the rabbits bolting out of the warren white stones in the grass blades sweet pliable coherence no turtles or foundations these images rest on nothing hyperaware that we’re at the end of history (like a car that has run out of road speeding a million miles an hour) she wants a cigarette he hands her one cut here at another beautiful object mark a place for them in the magnetic field of Bach’s music pulmonary milkbright stars 182long filaments of futurity you will spend this time alone the Earth needs a mirror I think floating above it dangling from a satellite we keep recording the hollowness of their bodies looking for the momentous expectation of sex in my own relentless opposition to myself I can’t seem to find a way to be amid semi-impossible obligations and the subsequent breakdowns of the logical and syntactical apparatus the brain heaves forward stimulated by self-talk and desire on a planet increasingly volatile and inhuman the D minor derelict hands incorporate a fragment of the splintering pain of birth your mother’s cries your head crowning the fissures that let the world in this struggle to create an image grows under the snow a bulb that shoots up suddenly and dies just as quick metaphors fall into rank the script is just a point of departure we disembark from the shores of reason deep now in the psyche where nothing escapes but what is most overwhelming I can experience the pleasure of merely circulating aisthesis like poison in the blood sculpting an eternity of time my eyes hurt my neck is sore a pattern is whatever you truly insist on tenuous moments begin to communicate across the fragments swimming downstream from last year when you sat in my window brushing your hair it keeps flashing the sun on the earth the radiance of its glance the systems networks codes that address You the nothing of the opening the ontological roof that’s leaking (adoration) sinking beneath the imagination’s floor and floating above its rafters flesh materializes inside the symbol it’s miraculous the way something artificial becomes self-embodying and extraordinarily real (teasing apart the cathedral of the nerves) it feels like a wound but it might be a miracle born very late in the dusk land (unlocalizable outside the world) pulling up the stalks of meaning begin another scene 183phosphorescence the daystar climbing through the trees outside my window Eros and imagination are a single motion of the same general action where the whole question of behavior is swept in and out of view there’s so much in the irregularity of the daily unbecoming that you launch into the near-term future self-abandoned in the bitterness of sleep Calypso-voice blue and distant old whistler I am here too drinking mandrake this is the last difficult memory before history is over and the delicate hands of your voice fold into the refusal of speech an indifferent mode the figural and immense lost of knowing waved away into the realm of appearances I struggle to make sense of your fractured courage your unbalanced mind looking back through the lens you come around haltingly to the threshold of wanting more every moment drags itself out like a soldier clutching at the location of a wound this nonsense phrase indicates where consciousness is embedded with despair a new salvation the vatic enterprise of pleasing the wholly animal self on the lip of the tub combing her hair she is before you as she always was you are monotone there he is too so young I walk along the circles of the far sweeping shore there is a sharp expression of God’s work as interesting as it is dull I’ll live the rest of my life in remorse like Lear Christ came back but he was killed right away the second time no crown of thorns no cross they just shot him in the head we’re moving along the road burying all the bodies no one touches us it is a mystery to me why I was chosen when the poles shifted and the seasons went all wrong the trees are bigger than when I was a child everything is bigger except for people who’ve grown smaller and children born now don’t grow very big at all and no one knows where Christ’s body is buried if he has for a second time He has escaped the grave up ahead lies 184Count Heidegger’s castle where we’ll spend the night twenty-four frames per second such as it is (motionless and alive) partition the heart into chambers I started to cry drank the water of life floated back to the surface bright slender gold thrice-lost love of my life I held you like a child it is not my fault new waves of inspiration are flowing in like lights seen from space I see your eyes and only now have I remembered (the ruin of houses and cities on fire) and it’s a very long way back gathering the fragments of the world like flowers the stories of so many lives and deaths (the coldness in people and the shame of having lived this way for too long) the skin of your heart and the heat of your breath (you pity us and I feel ashamed) thrown laterally across the idea but within that particular structure you were still unhappy and there was no way to confess it no riddle or convexity within speech that would let you release it forgetfulness sprouting kernels and buds amnestied memories laying fallow on the floor I was imitating you and you were imitating me the results were both fruitless and unfair press forward into nowhere absent eyes pointing out towards death you finally said what you were thinking that you felt clean afterwards like you had taken a shower fire escape naked in the rain teacup filling drop by drop your presence is not like intelligence posing and dominating all the rooms it lets itself into your complexes have been drawn out of you as if by magnets nailed to the sun intransitive tape Blake to the walls without desire aiming angling feinting squinting in the final calculus you promised to be weightless but you were merely promiscuous so I was dismayed childhood went by slowly at first before I could discard it like a paperback throwing grandfather’s stones across the pond in black and white we are unarmed but sadly life has never felt so precious like 185an Etruscan in a ghost town waiting for the empire to crumble you tell me the whole thing business about the mysterious affect of suffering I might love you in the short run throw the ashes of loneliness back on the fire pages burning one by one sit there for a long time walk through candlelight on bare feet bury the dialecticians in the sky I aim my intentions through the framework of your eyes we inherit each other like members of a lost tribe there is no going back we are locked in from the outside she disappears into the fog and he searches this magpie love is not for everyone the logos of a generation is hurled across the nearest horizon and you sit there crying because I will not go further mirror reflecting strangers your teeth falling out every night in dreams this is the most arduous caesura we should note its richness long stretches of silence cover the earth like grass he pulls his hands into his lap kisses on the cheek holds her against his body the beginning of the film is the end of them (or is it?) it’s hard to tell how far along the decay is or how far it can extend into the directionless infinity of their lives you could take this moment and chop it into smaller and smaller pieces until there was nothing there fundamentally I think I’ve failed to cross the distances having fallen for this paradox and in the last revelation I heard the beginning of the sweetness kind of truth (the one you whisper) it was late at night you were crying (I wrote that in too) and does anyone except you recognize how the basic parameters of speech have been reworked into imagery I took your words joint by joint I parted them gradually as if rising from the ground a new anxiety takes the place of the old in the next scene it is raining but we’re not there yet she’s still inside his house (she’s still his) it’s as if they were always there (the texture the mind feels crossing a threshold) the interiority 186which is most lacking pushing through you taut as metaphor itself (primordial sight and then grace in no particular order) loneliness has to refrain from speaking we should listen to it more create poetic and cinematic enclosures in which what remains can truly remain (a disruption of the ecotropological balance) nothing but what you’ve already surrendered and what might in the long run have disappeared forever in the desert of the heart statements unravel turn back upon themselves it is my eyesight going that worries me there’s something unspeakable in blindness and what does it mean to survive over time and disorder at the creative junction where something miraculous happens where the mind can still emerge out of the shallows to fuse the ruptures of image into cinema the images that otherwise would leak through and destroy the speech space (aerial shipwrecks visible fire a city burning from the inside out) what are they doing in this modern world last membrane punctured by doubt and desire and grief shucked from stars an anemone blooming inconsequential in its beauty after so long you see the last planet rotating on its sphere the camera tends to its lapses the cuts create specters and analogies (levels) where the future is buried like the corpse of a father or brother always until the last (a searching) as I remember you were there and we were waiting cutting the last frame produces a contrast as strange as summer lightning you could almost believe it was something special something divine you could believe there was a force behind or beneath (but there is nothing) you could believe but you don’t want to now you could skip past the first point of beginning the structure of a film is prophetic receptivity is a semantic aim I feel like a rock out at sea people surge around me he’s telling her about his dream but he’s lying
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