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  Introduction by Jack Dann

 

An Introduction to the Introduction

 

 

D o you remember Carl Jung’s idea of synchronicity, which The American Heritage Dictionary defines as “Coincidence of events that appear meaningfully related but do not seem to be causally connected…”? My friend Gardner Dozois once referred to that idea as “sunspots.” But whether you call it synchronicity or sunspots or just plain old coincidence, something was going on.

            (I personally think of this particular something as some sort of a “New Wave” Jewish zeitgeist.)

            In May of 2022, author and scholar Valerie Estelle Frankel asked me to write a preface to Jewish Science Fiction and Fantasy of the 1960s and 70s: The Post-Holocaust Authors, which is the second volume of her magisterial series on Jewish SF and fantasy. She asked me if I could write something about what Jewish science fiction was like as an emerging genre during that time. And so I leafed through the yellowing pages of memory and wrote Valerie an autobiographical reminiscence of those halcyon times, my very own (and very compressed!) iteration of A Moveable Feast.

            She liked it.

            Jewish preface done and dusted.

            And then in September of 2022, Michael Burstein and his publisher Ian Randal Strock asked me if I would write an introduction for their anthology Jewish Futures: Stories from the World’s Oldest Diaspora.

What we’re looking for: a general introduction at the front of the book, where you talk about your own history and interest in Jewish science fiction; i.e., how you came to put together Wandering Stars,1 why you think Jewish SF is still of major interest, and what you think it does that differs from other SF and other Jewish fiction.

            Uh, oh. Hadn’t I just done something just like that?

            I told Michael and Ian that I was keen to be involved in the project, but that I wasn’t really keen on rehashing what I’d written earlier; and I sent them the preface that I’d written for Valerie. Science fiction publishing is a small world… and the subgenre of Jewish science fiction is even smaller. So I wasn’t surprised when Michael and Ian told me that they had contacted Valerie and asked if they could publish a modified and expanded version of the preface. Valerie (who in my estimation is a lamed vovnik, one of the hidden righteous ones—or, rather, she was until I just outed her here!) was fine with the idea; and that’s the reason I’m sitting in my studio now on a wintry Monday in Australia, squinting into the screen of my laptop and writing this introduction to an introduction. (And if I’m not careful, I’ll end up writing an introduction to the introduction to the introduction!)

 

I remember that way back when… when Isaac Asimov wrote the introduction to Wandering Stars, he titled it “Why Me?”

            And that’s exactly what I asked Michael. “Why Me?”

            Michael Burstein:

You mean beyond my growing up with Wandering Stars and it being an influence on me and my writing of Jewish science fiction?

I can tell you this:

Wandering Stars came out when I was just four years old, but already I was a big reader of comic books and science fiction. My father, who was also a reader of science fiction much of his life and the son of a rabbi, bought the original hardcover edition and brought it home for all of us to read. I probably didn’t pick it up until a few years later, but once I did, I must have read the stories in this book dozens of times. I met Isaac Asimov for the first time when I was nine years old, as my dad took us to meet him at a bookstore signing, and so Wandering Stars was one of the first books where I could connect a real writer I had met with a book I held in my hands.

I was particularly taken with four stories in the book:

“On Venus, Have We Got a Rabbi” by William Tenn was just delightful. Years later, when I was secretary of the Science Fiction and Fantasy Writers of America, I got to meet Tenn, real name Philip Klass, when we honored him as Author Emeritus at the Nebula Awards in 1999. I vividly recall the part in the story where Rabbi Joseph Smallman tests the can of food with a hair to determine its kosher status for Pesach. The Jewish law in the story may have been made up, but the principle of how the law was applied was rooted in Judaism, and I was enthralled.

“Unto the Fourth Generation” by Isaac Asimov: my recollection is that this was the first time I read this story. Having not known either of my grandfathers, as they had both died before I was born, I was deeply moved by the connection between the modern man of Sam Marten and his ancestor Phinehas. The idea that for a brief moment, time and space could be eradicated so an ancestor and a descendent could connect has influenced me even to today. Some of my stories, such as “Cosmic Corkscrew” and “Paying It Forward,” are based on the wonder of how the people of the future will remember the people of the past.

“Paradise Last” by George Alec Effinger was a story that had me wishing for a sequel, or an expansion to a novel. Portraying a future where Jews were being scattered and encouraged to forget their heritage seemed important just a few decades after the Holocaust. But the story ended on a hopeful note, and was one of the reasons I was drawn to embrace my Jewishness in my adulthood.

Finally, “I’m Looking for Kadak” by Harlan Ellison was just plain fun. The drawing of Evsise, the multi-armed and multi-eyed alien, wearing a kippah and tallis, made me want to read more about Jewish aliens. And to this day, I have never forgotten the idea in the story that the Torah scroll could serve as the tenth in a minyan, although it’s not something done in common practice.

Beyond the book, for many years when attending science fiction conventions, my family would join with other observant Jews for a Friday night Shabbat dinner. Years ago, Harry Turtledove joined us for the Shabbat dinner at Arisia.2 I think that was the same weekend Ilan Ramon was on the space shuttle. And at some conventions, I’ve been on panels where we discuss issues of how halakha applies in science-fictional scenarios. Can one use a time machine to travel into Shabbat? Can one consider vat meat kosher? (Oh wait, that’s becoming a reality.)

 

A s I was one of many people who grew up with copies of Wandering Stars and More Wandering Stars, I always knew Jewish science fiction was a possibility. I’ve written Jewish SF over the years, but my most well-known Jewish SF story is “Kaddish for the Last Survivor” (Analog, November 2000). There’s also “The Great Miracle” (Analog, December 2001), my SF take on Hanukkah. Note that neither of these stories are in Jewish Futures, as this book contains only new stories.

But I can tell you explicitly that I was inspired to create Jewish Futures because of Wandering Stars.

            So that’s why.

            I might note that writers often change roles and edit anthologies; and I would suggest that you seek out Michael’s fiction. I might also note that the aforementioned Valerie Estelle Frankel has a story in this collection. Well, as Walt Whitman has suggested, we all contain multitudes!

            And so gentle, perspicacious, and (obviously very) patient reader, if you turn the page, you will find the real, actual, honest-to-goodness introduction to Jewish Futures…

 

History?

How the Hell Did That Happen?

 

I t feels like only a few weeks since I was joyously jumping up and down on Pam Sargent’s and George Zebrowski’s secondhand mattress in Johnson City, New York.

                 George and Pam—they who had incited the aforementioned jumping up and down—could but nod sagely and giggle.

 

G eorge and Pam were living in a huge apartment in Binghamton, New York; and vagabond that I was, I sometimes lived there, too. I remember that place of theirs, which was situated on the first floor of an old lady of a Victorian building on Oak Street. Except for the kitchen and the bathroom, there were no doors in any of the high-ceilinged rooms. We led a sort of communal lifestyle: we were always in one room or another, always chatting, arguing, pacing, discussing story ideas, the state of science fiction, philosophy, literature, movies, politics, and current events… and George and I were also writing short stories together. Pam, probably to her credit, would have no truck with our collaborative frivolity.

            It was 1969, our green-green years of youth when everything was writ large and the future was a golden chalice that was, or at least certainly would be, within our grasp. We were living the proverbial writer’s life, or, rather, the myth of the writer’s life. Although we were poor as church mice, we pitied our financially stable friends who had their feet firmly planted on the various escalators of proven success. Why? Because we were living our own upstate New York version of A Moveable Feast 3; and from our buoyant, exuberant perspective, this was the best, the very best minute-by-minute, hour-by-hour, and day-by-day life imaginable. It was as glamorous as being a movie star or a racing car driver, which at the time, I considered to be pretty damn glamorous.

            During that naïve “glamorous time,” I drove a Toyota Corona that was falling apart; and when I was on the road, which I often was, I’d roll down the windows, inhale the perfumed fumes of fancy, and think up story ideas. And when brand new supercharged and oversized Cadillacs, Lincolns, or Oldsmobiles would accelerate past me, I’d think “Not for me, suckers! No nine-to-five suit-and-tie office job for me! I’m a writer, and real writers drive old gas-guzzling, oil-leaking wrecks just like mine!”

            So much for being the very personification of an environmentally conscious visionary.

 

B est to return to the aforementioned jumping-on-the-bed scene…

 

 

I have no idea why we were all hanging out in George and Pam’s bedroom that day. George’s desk and old Remington typewriter were in the living room, so we weren’t working on a story together. Pam’s desk, however, was in the bedroom, so we were probably just being rambunctious and preventing her from getting any work done. However, I do remember with an almost hallucinatory clarity that I was jumping around like a howler monkey on a trampoline because George and Pam had just suggested the title for what was to become my first anthology.

            We had been discussing the idea of Jewish science fiction when George, I think, mentioned that no one had ever done a Jewish SF anthology before; and then we started listing Jewish SF writers: some wrote under their real names such as Bob Silverberg, Isaac Asimov, Avram Davidson, Horace Gold; others, such as Phillip Klass (aka William Tenn), used pseudonyms to sidestep the prevalent anti-Semitism of the time. And at some point, George, I think, said, “You should do it. You should edit that book”; and Pam said, “Wandering Stars… you could call it Wandering Stars,” thus initiating the idea for the first-ever anthology of Jewish science fiction and fantasy and my callisthenic jumping up and down on the mattress reaction.

 

A s I skip, jump, and lurch through this introduction—this very personal memoir masquerading as an introduction—I will discuss how I built the Wandering Stars anthology, the writers involved, and how and why I came to create my own body of work to “testify” to the horrors of the Holocaust.

            At the time, I didn’t know I was involved in anything that could be considered a zeitgeist: that emerging subgenre(?) of Jewish SF.

            ​I was writing short fiction, living in Binghamton, New York, and then in New York City. By 1972, I had dropped out of law school, moved back to Binghamton (again), met my (other) long-time writing and editing collaborator Gardner Dozois, attended the first Guilford Writers’ Workshop with Gardner, which was held in Jack C. Haldeman II’s old mansion in the Guilford section of Baltimore. It was there that I met Joe Haldeman, George Alec Effinger, Tom Monteleone, Ted White, and our grand patron and supporter, Roger Zelazny. And I had also caught the tail-end of another science fiction zeitgeist now referred to as the New Wave, and was selling fiction to Michael Moorcock’s New Worlds in Great Britain and Damon Knight’s Orbit series in the US… and I sold Wandering Stars to Victoria Schochet at Harper & Row. (I would later sell More Wandering Stars to Doubleday, and much later both volumes would be published by Jewish Lights, where they are still in print today.)

            And so I had to figure out how to compile an anthology by trial and error. I envisioned the book as a reprint anthology, and had figured on using such classic SF stories as Avram Davidson’s “The Golem” and his wickedly stylish “Goslin Day,” Horace Gold’s “The Trouble With Water,” Bernard Malamud’s “The Jewbird,” Pam Sargent’s “Gather Blue Roses,” Isaac Asimov’s “Unto the Fourth Generation,” Isaac Bashevis Singer’s “Jachid and Jachidah,” and Carol Carr’s very funny, “Look, You Think You’ve Got Troubles.” That should have done it. But the book needed an introduction, an introduction by someone with gravitas, someone who was very well known… and someone I knew who might consider doing a neophyte a favor. So I asked Isaac Asimov, and he accepted the job for the grand sum of $45.00. Ah, yes, we were talking big money in those days! And in case you didn’t know, Isaac was a card-carrying atheist (as I am), but he made the case for being “Jewish enough,” for being a cultural Jew; and he explained why he didn’t use a pen name:

As far as I know, though, I was the first science fiction writer of note who used his own name, where that name was a mixture of a Biblical and a Slavic Asimov.

Why? Because I didn’t know any better, that’s why. To me, the name Isaac Asimov had a swing to it. For some reason (possibly superior genes) I was happy with it. I never longed for anything more glamorous. Had someone offered me the name Leslie Fotheringay-Phipps and begged me to take it, I would have refused.4

            And so without changing a letter of his name, Isaac gave the anti-Semites the proverbial bird.

 

I’ ve never much liked “naked anthologies,” anthologies that lacked introductions and interstitial story notes to guide the reader through the book, as if each story was a chapter. Well, Isaac had written a perfect introduction to Wandering Stars. It was pithy, funny, and serious; and so I took my shot at writing my own small introductions to the stories. Although the book now felt “warm” and what I considered compelling, something vital was missing: original, never-before-seen stories by other famous Jewish authors, specifically Robert Silverberg, Harlan Ellison, and Phil Klass.5

            Harlan, George, and Bob, all consummate professionals, came through on time with superlative stories. But Phil hadn’t been writing for a while. He was teaching at university and enjoying being the consummate raconteur. (Attending a party with Phil was almost as much fun as being in a room with his fellow raconteurs Isaac Asimov and Harlan Ellison!)

            “Oh, sure,” Phil said, “I’ll write you a story; but “Oh-sure-I’ll-write-you-a-story” involved some serious hocking his chinik, which, roughly translated, meant pestering him until he wrote a story for me out of desperation just to get rid of me. I called him every month until he… produced!

            The result was well worth the effort: “On Venus, Have We Got a Rabbi” became an instant classic.6

            And the rest, as they say, is history.

 

B efore I leave the subject of the Wandering Stars volumes, I should mention Barry N. Malzberg, who is perhaps one of our genre’s most influential iconoclasts. I was privileged to include two of his stories in More Wandering Stars. We have been close friends and writing partners for some fifty years, and the dark shadows of the Holocaust, which inform much of our individual oeuvres, also come to life in our collaborative short fiction. Why? As Valerie Frankel writes in Jewish Science Fiction and Fantasy of the 1960s and 70s: The Post-Holocaust Authors: “Author Barry N. Malzberg explains fantasy’s draw for Jews as ‘the means by which we try to extract ourselves from guilt.’” And more than that, perhaps, it’s the call to testify, lest the generations forget what happened in the camps. Or perhaps it’s the guilt of being an outsider—and a metaphorical, cultural survivor!—that marks our work, and perhaps also subtly marks the work of such influential Jewish genre practitioners as Bob Silverberg, Joanna Russ, Harlan Ellison, Bob Sheckley, Alfie Bester, Neil Gaiman, Avram Davidson, Jane Yolen… and the list goes on.

            And we don’t have to write explicitly Jewish stories to write “Jewish science fiction and fantasy.”

            I certainly consider my own oeuvre of Holocaust fiction as my attempt as a post-Holocaust Jew—a Jew who carries the burden, but not the experience of the Holocaust—to testify.7 After rereading my stories included in the recent collection Jack Dann: Masters of Science Fiction (Centipede Press, 2022), I was surprised to discover how many of my Holocaust stories contain strong autobiographical elements. (Why I did not recognize this before beats me. Who says writers have to be self-aware?)

            So in my story “Tattoos,” the tattoo artist is based on my now sadly departed friend Michael Tanzer, a fine artist who began painting circus people and became interested in their tattoos, so interested that he became a tattoo artist for a time. As regards the state fair background of the story, I had worked as a roustabout in a carnie way-back-when. And in my story “Camps,” Stephen—the main character caught between life and death in a hospital terminal ward—is me. And his nurse Josie was my own nurse Rosie. Only the protagonist’s shadow-life in the concentration camp was fictionalized. The central idea of this story germinated years after my hospitalization, when I recalled that Rosie had told me that she was one of the first American nurses to witness the horrors of Auschwitz.

            Many writers write to answer.

            I write to question.

            Stories are journeys for me, and I often don’t know how they will end.

            I leave that to my characters.

            In a story called “Tea,” my protagonist discovers that the man she has over for tea every Wednesday afternoon might have been a Nazi who sent Jews to their deaths in the camps. I had to write the story to find out if she continued to have tea with him. And in my short novel The Economy of Light, I questioned the nature of forgiveness by asking myself what I would do if, after surviving Auschwitz as a child, I tracked down my tormentor Josef Mengele, only to discover that he had transformed himself into an Albert Schweitzer, ministering to the natives deep in the jungles of Brazil.

            Would I kill him as I had intended?

            I had no idea how to answer that until I finished the story.

            And so novel followed novel, anthology followed anthology, story followed story; and suddenly here I am in 2023; and like Isak Borg in Ingmar Bergman’s iconic film Wild Strawberries, I’m caught in this ghostly present and remembering (or perhaps misremembering) the fixed mass that is the past.

            But from my perspective the present—this present—is alive and well. I’ve just read (and reread) the excellent volume you’re holding in your hands (or reading on a tablet); I have a new Holocaust story in the anthology Other Covenants: Alternate Histories of the Jewish People, edited by Mark Shainblum and Andrea D. Lobel; I’m looking forward to writing an introduction to Marleen Barr’s new volume in her Future Females critical anthology series called Jewish Future Females; and, of course, Valerie Frankel’s aforementioned historical volume is now out there for all to see, as is her edited anthology Jewish Fantasy Worldwide. Perhaps that so-called zeitgeist I was talking about never ended: check out Jews vs Zombies and Jews vs Aliens edited by Lavie Tidhar and Rebecca Levene, and Zion’s Fiction and More Zion’s Fiction (the first English language anthologies of Israeli science fiction and fantasy), edited by Sheldon Teitelbaum; and take a look at…

 

M ercifully, I’m going to stop while I’m ahead, lest I descend into dreaded listomania mode. And there is another thing that I’m not going to do: try to synopsize the manifold stories in this volume. Nor will I tell you which stories particularly spoke to me, moved me, shifted my perspective, cheered me, made me angry, optimistic… or nervous. Why? Because reading the stories that follow should be as personal as falling in love, and I have no business influencing or breaking up potential relationships. I will, however, predict that you will absolutely and most definitely find stories that speak directly to you, that will make you think and consider, that will move you, cheer you, and perhaps terrify you. The editor and the extraordinarily talented authors of these magical and extrapolative tales have together created something akin to a guided meditation, for by viewing these fictions through the lens of your own unique experiences and sensorium, you become not only a collaborative co-creator, but the ultimate arbiter.

            Welcome to the most interactive game in town!

—Jack Dann

Windhover Farm

Victoria, Australia

6 June 2023


  SHEMA by Samantha Katz

 

 

“S hema yisrael adonai eloheinu adonai ekhad.”

                             “Good,” the Rabbi had told me. “Very good.”

                             Even at six, I knew better than to ask its meaning.

            As I pulled my pants on, I wondered why that memory kept echoing in my ears.

 

A shockwave slams into my back. This one is bigger than the others. Reflexively, my hands go out in front of me, breaking my fall. I get to my knees and feel a warm liquid run down my palm. My eyes spot a rock in front of me. It is soaked in blood. I press my mouth together to keep from screaming. Quiet as an owl.

            I stand. My knees want to give out, but imagined images of my home being burned and bombed keep me standing. I can easily imagine that that last blast was those bastards turning my Shema, my village, into cinders.

            Now I don’t want to scream; I want to cry. I close my eyes. I try not to see my loved ones’ last moments with me.

            I see them anyway.

            Focus, I tell myself, prying my eyes open. We are strong. We survived before. An injured hand is nothing. You can survive this. You will find other survivors. You can survive this. I look to the sliver of darkening sky visible through the canopy. God, give me strength. There is no sign. My pain doesn’t go away. I’m still tired. Guess I’m on my own. Move.

            They are hunting in the woods.

            I really need to move.

            But the column of smoke behind me keeps drawing my eyes back.

            By sunrise the next day, I find a paved road. If I’m going to find civilization, the best way is to become an “amnesiac” hitchhiker. I’ve torn my shirt as much as I’m comfortable with to make bandages for my hand. The blood flow is still too heavy. I have two bandages left after this. Then I’ll have to deconstruct my pants. After that… I don’t know.

            Probably panic.

            “Shema yisrael adonai eloheinu adonai ekhad,” I whisper to myself. The words have always calmed me, but they don’t now. I’m muttering nonsense.

            I don’t even know how often this road gets traveled. If I don’t see anyone by midday, I resolve, I’ll abandon this temporarily to find food. My stomach is already growling. By then, I’ll not have eaten for over a day.

            I shudder. I should’ve learned how to live off the woods. There are so many things I should’ve learned.

            I shake my head. It’s too late now. There is no point in regret. Stay alive. It’s what—

            I don’t get to finish my thought. Out of the corner of my eye, I see movement. I’m squinting, but I recognize the vehicle out of newspaper pictures. A car. A real car. If I can get it to stop, I’m saved.

            I shout, jump, and wave my hands. My ankle hurts, but I don’t care. I have to get their attention.

            The car stops. I shield my eyes as the doors turn to light. Three people step out, two adults and a teenager who’s about my age. The adults glance at me. I can tell, I look revolting. Especially compared to them and their pristine appearances, with new clothes and perfectly groomed faces.

            “Hello,” an adult woman says, her nose wrinkling. “What are you doing here?”

            “I woke up in a wrecked plane,” I explain, my practiced lie coming easily. “Everyone’s dead.” I let my voice choke up. I close my eyes to stop the tears. So many of my people dead. “I can’t remember much. A few things from my childhood, but nothing else.” I look at them and give my best pleading eyes. “Please, I just need a ride to civilization. I need to start my life again.”

            They all consider me for the moment. I can see disgust in the adults’ eyes. I see them wrinkle their noses, at me or at my smell, I don’t know. They probably think my family sold me as a servant to a rich family to pay off loans. It’s happened before, even to thirteen-year-olds. And since it actually makes sense with my clothes and cover story, I don’t say anything to contradict it. Finally, the teenager says, “We’ll help you.” The teenager turns to his parents. “We wouldn’t disgrace Christine by not helping someone in need. Right?”

            They’re Neo-Christians. My chest tightens, but the parents nod condescendingly and smile and promise to help me, so I can’t exactly tell them to shove off. I tearfully thank them instead and grovel a bit, even though I’d rather vomit.

            Shema yisrael adonai eloheinu adonai ekhad.

            A few minutes later, I’m in the car and it’s off again. It’s a smooth ride, especially compared to the nearly condemned vehicles at home.

            I look out the window. The trees really are very pretty. My sister loved the trees. She’d know what type they are. I’ll have to.…

            I blink. Right. Sh… she’s…

            The kid next to me laughs. I turn. He’s reading something on a device of some kind that emits a glow. Nnet9, I realize. That’s what it must look like.

            “What’s so funny?” I ask mildly.

            “Just this article,” the kid says, gesturing to the device. “Here.” He hands it to me. “You’ll like it.”

            I blink. My eyes are unused to this kind of reading. Good God, how does anyone read with this kind of light being pelted into their eyes?

            “You didn’t have access to nnet9 as a kid?” the teenager asks. “Did you?”

            “No,” I say carefully. “I remember trees. And a rural town. We got physical newspapers. By drone.”

            “Oh,” the kid says. He can’t imagine that kind of life. Then he launches into a quick explanation of the device, a tablet, for when you aren’t feeling like using your implant or prefer something physical. Apparently, he falls into the latter. “I’m Kim, by the way. What’s your name?”

            Shit. I don’t have a lie ready. I can’t give my real name. I need something Neo-Christian. I rack my brain for something suitable out of a newspaper, and pray to God that it looks like I’m sifting through my memories. “Chrissi.” That’s Neo-Christian enough.

            Kim smiles. “It’s wonderful to meet you, Chrissi.” He clicks a few buttons and brings something to the screen. “Read the article. You’ll like it.”

            I glance down, and it feels like I have been hit with another shock wave. Latest: The Last Jewish Infestation Has Been Wiped Out.

            When Leah came down to the breakfast table with Josie guiltily trailing behind her, my mother just rolled her eyes and told both of them to sit down.

            They’re to be married next week, and we already thought of Josie as part of the family.

            Breakfast passed normally, with David wrinkling his nose every time Leah and Josie showed affection.

            He’s six. He would find love like theirs eventually.

            We were cleaning up the table when we heard the first shot. There were no guns in our town, not like those. Leah and I exchanged frightened glances.

            As the screams began, we ran.

 

I n my home, in Shema, we had wondered if we had been the last ones left, but we had never known. Now… now they are all gone.

                 Now I’m the last Jew left.

            I’m the only one. The thought seems as impossible as the size of the universe. I owe it to them to survive. I owe it to them to remember them. Always.

            God, why did you abandon us?

            I open my eyes. I’ve already examined the guest room of Kim’s household. It’s very much what I suspected a Neo-Christian house to look like. Clean, modern, no personality in the slightest. I have already found a copy of their Holy Lyric Book in the night stand.

            I want to burn it.

            Neo-Christians. I get angry every time I think about them. I’m going to have to control that. I don’t think God would be happy with me if I murdered my host family.

            So what? I think. What God is there that could have let us die out? Aren’t we supposed to be God’s chosen people?

            There are so many things I should have learned. There are so many things I couldn’t have learned. I wish that the Orthodox Jews hadn’t stayed on Earth five hundred years ago when humanity moved to Mars. Why had they stayed? Burial customs? Am I making this up? It was something to do with Israel… I’m certain of that. We could remember so much more if their knowledge hadn’t been lost.

            Instead, we remember bits and pieces. How to pronounce the old Hebrew in the prayer books, but not what it means. That we believe in one God, but not the God’s name. That Israel was our homeland, but not where it was. That the Holocaust was horrible for us, but not why. There are so many other bits and scraps that have survived over the years, but God help me if I know which ones are real, or we made up.

            The Orthodox probably died out a long time ago. Earth has just become more toxic in the recent centuries. I should get the idea of going there out of my head. They’re dead. I’ll die if I go, and then where will I be?

            Probably with Mom, Dad, Leah, and David.

            Probably dead with them. But that’s stupid. I’ve already decided to live.

            I turn over in bed and punch the pillow. Then I cringe. Are there any cameras? I need to do something to contradict it if there are. Shema yisrael adonai eloheinu adonai ekhad. The calm from the words washes over me, but it is infected with a dim frustration. I don’t know what I am thinking.

            On impulse, I pull out the Holy Lyric Book. I read a few of the songs and I want to cringe. This is what they worship? It’s so… so… corny. And cliche.

            I can’t believe Neo-Christains actually believe that the pop star Christine Cabot was the Messiah and Daughter of God. Hell, these are essentially love songs that preach peace. They’ve been genociding us for a hundred years over this?

            I’m seeing red. These people have had everything. They have had books on their culture that they can read. We had old text books that were in dead languages! They will never know what it is like to be hunted! They will never know what it is like to get newspaper after newspaper and praying that you don’t read a story about the brutal slaughtering of yet another town! What it is like to read about it in casual terms and then comfort the sobbing Mrs. Hijoso because that was her sister who was killed! What it is like to hear your parents whisper that it’s getting closer! What it’s like not getting newspapers because the secret Jews living within the goyim have been found out and killed! What it is like to practice evacuation and then it not making one bit of difference on the day it actually matters!

            I glance at my body, hating the new clothes I have on. I glare at my injured hand and the pristine bandage they put on it. Damn them all. Damn them all. Damn them all and their perfect little lives and their nnet9—

            My eye snags on a device I had let go unnoticed in the room. It’s similar to the tablet Kim showed me earlier. New Internet version nine, nnet9, was something we could never afford in Shema. It was too expensive. But… if they have it here, maybe I could do something useful.

            I push myself out of bed and approach the device as one approaches a sleeping tiger. I look at the buttons. Kim showed me what the on bu—found it.

            The screen lights up. I am unprepared for this. What are all of these icons and how do I get to nnet9?

            As I contemplate, I hear a knock at the door. I nearly jump, but instead I recite my calming prayer and turn. Kim is already in the doorway, the door already ajar. Knocking is not something to do after you open the door, jackass.

            “Hello, Chrissi. Are you feeling better this morning?”

            “Very much so,” I say with a pleasant smile. I have no idea how I am being polite instead of strangling him.

            Kim’s smile broadens. “Excellent! My parents are taking you to the doctor in an hour.” He nods at the hated bandage. “You need that fixed up.”

            “I can wear this, right?”

            He laughs. How was that funny? “Of course. Although, if you wanted to change in—”

            “I’m good,” I say quickly. I glance at the device. “Can you show me how to work this?”

            “You don’t…? Oh, yeah, of course.”

            It takes him the better part of an hour to explain all the different functions that the computer has. A lot of things can operate on it without nnet9, although the computer is completely unnecessary with implants. He keeps mentioning implants. When did that happen?

            Afterwards, he looks at me, gets out of the chair, and says, “Try something.”

            Timidly, I sit and pull up nnet9. I can’t search for anything Jewish, that would be suspicious. So I put in, history of the rise of Neo-Christianity. That’s simple enough. Inconspicuous enough.

            I don’t understand what’s on the screen. Why does it tell me I can’t search for that?

            At my shoulder, Kim laughs. I shudder. I hadn’t realized that he had been so close to me. “I should have explained,” he says, shaking his head. “A week ago, the Romanovs reorganized the system. You can only search in the topics you’ve paid for. We only have news and entertainment.”

            “Why didn’t you get history?”

            He chuckles. “Damn, Chrissi. That’s the most expensive one. We’re well off, but we’re not that well off.”

            Shit. Why couldn’t the Romanovs just have made nnet9 free? Life would’ve been so much easier. I would know something about my culture, and not be wondering what a silly prayer meant. I scrunch up my brows. Breathe. Anger will get you nowhere right now. “What do you do when you need to learn something about history?”

            Kim shrugs. “Go to the library and ask a librarian. They can download the right book onto a tablet or your implant. What kind of a question is that?”

            Implants again. As far as I know, I have no implants and no Neo-Christian library would have books on Judaism. “Just a question.” Breathe. Just breathe. “Amnesia, remember?”

            Kim looks like someone mentally smacked him upside the head. Good. Someone needed to. “Oh. Sorry.”

            “It’s okay,” I say.

            “Come on,” Kim grabs my hand. “We don’t want to be late.”

 

W e ran out the back door as our parents ran out the front to help. David, scared, squeezed my hand. I murmured something vague about everything going to be all right and God watching over us. He tried to look like he believed me, but I knew that he hadn’t.

            Our house was on the edge of town. The woods were right in front of us. We could make it if we stuck together.

            We had gone a hundred feet into the forest when we stopped. I wanted to keep moving, but David was tired, and none of us had the strength to carry him. “Five minutes,” Leah whispered to me. “Five minutes for our little brother. Then we can move.” I assented. But we kept hearing screams.

            If we had gone farther, we wouldn’t have been able to hear them. Leah stood. I knew what she wanted

            “No!” I told Leah, grabbing her. “We cannot go back.”

            “That was Mom screaming!” she yelled, hysterical, tears in her eyes, and trying to pull away. That was Mom!

            “We cannot know that!” I argued. But she was so much older than me. She broke free and ran towards home.

            I was about to run to bring her back when Josie put a hand on my shoulder. Our eyes met, and an understanding passed between us. If anyone could make Leah see sense, it would be Josie.

            I waited in silence with David for too long before I made us move again. He asked, over and over and over again, why we were abandoning them. I didn’t have the strength to tell him that they were most likely already dead.

 

I go over everything I can remember about nnet9. It’s the ninth version of the new interconnected world wide webs, which was deleted for the first time a thousand years ago and, despite the Romanovs’ efforts to keep undesirables off of their technology by continuously cranking up subscription fees, had gotten deleted nine times since. I also know that there are some rumors that the Romanovs are the ones deleting it, but although I’d love to prove that, I can’t. Ever.

            The fourth deletion was the most disastrous of them all. Humanity had continuously recovered from the deletions and had started storing increasingly more information digitally as technology advanced. So with each deletion, it was not just Jews who lost valuable information, but everyone.

            Then the Romanovs took over. It was immediately after that they announced that they had backed up the internet. They had a private monopoly—and Mom said the government’s in their back pocket—so everyone had to pay the annual fee to access it and for their special, secure wifi. In Shema, we were not wealthy. We had enough to get by and were happy, but we couldn’t pay for any of the new internets produced by the Romanovs. The fourth deletion was the seal of the coffin for us. We had lost access to all remaining information about our culture.

            I’m sure that it still exists, somewhere on nnet9. All I have to do is find it.

            But where? Where do I look? I need a computer that won’t be scrutinized. The Romanovs almost certainly have spyware on every computer that has access to nnet9, and they’re Neo-Christian. That was part of the reason we hadn’t wanted it in Shema. And, if they find a computer that’s researching Jews, I’ll be dead within hours. Mom and Dad used to say it was only so long before the Romanovs made the entire world their personal playground.

            It comes to me like the sea crashing down from high above. I’ll use a Romanov computer. They would never put spyware on their own device; that would be ludicrous. Somehow, I will find a way into their house and use one of their computers.

            I have a plan.

            It’s an insane plan.

            I will never be able to execute it.

            Shema yisrael adonai eloheinu adonai ekhad. I have to know what those words mean. I have to. I have an opportunity. I cannot waste it.

            The car stops. We must be at the hospital. I step outside, and my eyes instantly snag on a building on the edge of the city. It is both gorgeous and gross at the same time. I have never seen a mansion so big, so grand, and yet with so little taste before.

            Granted, I have never seen that many mansions before.

            “What’s that?” I ask Kim, pointing.

            “That’s the Romanov Mansion,” he tells me. “Yeah, The Romanovs. Pretty incredible, isn’t it?” He leans in toward me, his mouth right next to my ear. “Their youngest girl, Mary, is our age, and I’ve got three invites to her birthday party in two weeks. If you can convince my parents to let you stay, I’ll convince them to take you to the party with me. You in?”

            It’s like God has intervened to help me on my quest. Maybe this is the sign I asked for, I think, giving Kim a conspiratorial smile. Maybe God hasn’t abandoned me.

            “I wouldn’t miss it for the world.”

            Dodging questions about how I had injured my hand is easy with the claim of amnesia. The doctors use some sort of technology unknown to me, and heal it in half an hour.

            Kim’s parents and I have been dodging the topic of my house squatting and each other for four days. I have tried; I cannot come up with a good enough excuse for why they should just let me stay.

            I need to stay. I hate this house and their glares with everything in me, but if I’m going to have any hope of finding some of the lost information, then I have to make it to that party. I have to stay for another two weeks.

            I sigh. I’m lost. I’ve been avoiding this, but I need help. Shema yisrael adonai eloheinu adonai ekhad. The words give me strength. They’re all I have left. I feel a soul-deep need to know what they mean. If I am going to find out, I need to do this. I drag myself to my feet and walk across the hall to Kim’s room.

            I knock on the door and when he tells me to come in, I explain my problem.

            “Hmm,” he muses, leaning back against his pillows. “I’ve been thinking about this, too.” He stands. “Let me talk to them. I’ve got an idea, and it should be me.”

            I stand too. “What are you going to do?”

            He smiles mischievously. “Wait for me here, Chrissi. Don’t worry, I’ll convince them.” And then he’s gone.

            I wait for seven minutes before God rewards my patience. Kim walks into the room and closes the door as I stand. He avoids looking at me. “Well?” My heart is much too loud. They’re kicking me out.

            He turns with a wide smile on his face. He walks up and then he is hugging me. “You can stay for as long as you need.”

            “How?” I ask as he steps back.

            “I reminded them of their duty to the Lady,” he says, waving his hand as if it’s nothing. “Take in those who need it,” he sings. “Or else you’ll feel like shit.”

            I laugh. The lyrics are so stupid, but they’ve saved me. I’m going! I’m going!

            Kim laughs. Suddenly, his arms are around my waist, and I’m swept off my feet. He turns me around in the air, holding me close, before gently setting me down. He says, “I’m glad you are coming.”

            The smile on my face is genuine for the first time in ages. “So am I.”

            Then he leans in, and when he kisses me, I let him. I don’t kiss him back nor let him do anything more. I won’t. Because while the kiss is part of my cover, I don’t want it or him.

            And it feels like a betrayal.

 

“S hema yisrael adonai eloheinu adonai ekhad,” I muttered, dragging David behind me and glancing toward the sky. “Shema yisrael adonai eloheinu adonai ekhad.”

                             “Stop that!” David yelled at me. I shushed him, but he continued




























































OEBPS/Images/cover.jpeg
P, 'Ill'll, " =
% ./.J4,n\|. ﬂun,ll, .‘
\.\“-N:LAVA 1‘

s A e yﬂ‘m&‘ i

.
i /ey






