Mercury
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Look Up
Mercury can only be seen at twilight, and only then if you know
where to look.
I was always attracted to twilight when I was a boy.
Summer was a magical time. Fireflies arose from nowhere
just as the noise of the city began to fade with the heat. In
winter, snowflakes faded to grey before being freshened by
streetlamps.
One twilight, the man I knew as my father took me out
with a Palomar telescope he’d bought me for my seventh
birthday. The largest mirror, at the base of a plastic cylinder,
caught the image of the planet, and reflected it on to a
smaller mirror, which bounced it onto the lens. So you saw
only the apparition of your target as a cooling light wave.
Mercury was small, but I did make it out through the
telescope, once. It was a quivering violin string for seconds
before vanishing into the darkness.
I pestered my father to find Mercury for me again, but he
refused. He doubted that I had seen it at all. Venus and
Mars and even Jupiter were easier, he said. For Mercury,
you had to be in the right place at the right time. My father
thought himself unlucky. And I guess he saw no reason to
dwell on it by pursuing Mercury night after night.
Until he passed it on his way to the stars.
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How Mercury was born
In the old days people were not the chiefs and did not
hunt animals. Animals were the gods and they hunted
people. They killed all of them except for one girl and her
little brother. Who hid in a cave. The boy learned to kill
snowbirds with a bow and arrow and make a robe from
the feathers. The girl made soup from the bodies of the
birds and that was the first time people ate flesh. When
the bright Sun ruined the robe one day the little brother
swore revenge. His sister helped him fashion a snare. He
searched for the hole in the ground where the Sun rises. As
the Sun rose the next day he caught it and tied it up so that
there was no light or warmth. The animals were afraid and
amazed by this. They sent the biggest and most fearsome
animal to try to free the Sun. This was the dormouse,
which in those days was as big as a mountain. The mouse
chewed through the snare freeing the Sun but meanwhile
the intense heat shrunk him down to his present size. Since
that time the people have been the chiefs and the hunters,
and the Sun has found a new hole for sleeping.
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Ice
Mercury is our hottest planet, but pockets of ice cling to
the shadows of its mountains. Where do they hide during
the day? Would you recognize your unmet half-brother
when he passes you on the street?
As a child I hung out for the first ice of autumn. Not
the frost that skiffs a forgettable dew. An Elijah breath,
shards of colors at an intersection of concrete and grass.
The instant when a mirror knows it has more words than
reflections.
The next dare after snowflakes is DNA.
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Mercury in 3D
Apollo is the son you’d bring home to mother. He studies
hard, doesn’t do drugs, escapes the Draft lottery, and
becomes a doctor like all good Jewish boys. A specialist,
even. He’s much better with money than you, buys shares
before the Bull, sells before the Bear. He trashes the little
he had to learn about the Holocaust and wishes that others
would do the same. Getting even is a fatter bank account,
and imagination is the shortest path to bronze.
Hermes is the null to his cross. He played hard, did every
drug he could scrounge, never registered for the Draft,
and shortened the straightest line between college and a
pay slip. He becomes an IT specialist – that is, he flogs
barcode readers to merchants who think “dpi” stands for
Department of Primary Industries. He keeps his money
unrolled and doesn’t mind when it dissolves in his fingers.
He will watch a Holocaust video on his cellular phone with
a widescreen attitude. He knows that imagination means
market share, so he buys it fresh, at full retail.
Vulcan is the chink in their armor. Scientists blame him
for the tic in Apollo’s cheek, and Hermes’ larrikin streak.
Microcephalic at birth, due to brutal forceps, he was
excused from study, ignored by the Draft, and content
enough to conspire in tongues with the other vegetables.
Some of his best doctors are German and he is grateful for
any attention the Holocaust and anything else brings him.
He is pure imagination, and finds it a warm word under
the stars.
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Boiler Room
The apartment we rented on East Overlook was in the
basement. You had to enter from the back of the apartment
block, down some wrought iron stairs, then you came to a
security door at the base, with the stench of garbage from
a chute open to the upper floors. The overhead light bulbs
hadn’t been dusted for years.
The walls of the hallway were rendered brick that must
have been whitewashed ages ago, and the floor was smooth
concrete, painted bright ochre. On your right, you passed a
laundry room, with coin-operated machines that ran from
dawn to dusk, and then, just across from our apartment
door, the boiler room.
The door to the boiler room was kept shut, but, in the
winter, you could still hear it rumbling away like a rocket
engine getting up the nerve to blast off. Some kids on the
upper floors reckoned it was fuelled with the carcasses
of rats and stray cats, but further investigations revealed
it was oil heating the water that produced the steam that
sputtered through the radiators in the apartments. Not that
we needed our radiators: the boiler was close enough to
heat our unit by simple convection.
It was a place that Dickens and even Dante could have
drawn inspiration from, and I hated it. I heard my mother
cry some nights when she thought I was asleep lying on the
bed next to hers, and I knew why. The Fates had dealt us a
bad hand. The only thing worse than being a young widow
was being a poor one.
We had a roof over our heads, but only just. You could not
see the stars at night. In winter, the window wells filled
with snow. Like a glacier nudging your shoulder.
There was no place to go from East Overlook except out
on the street and, hopefully, up.
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Paperboy
My first real job. I only had thirty customers or so, but it
gave me something to do after school, and a first taste of
independence – how money could set you free.
Back then you were expected to deliver your papers to a
doorstep. There was no hurling of plastic-sheathed missiles
from a car. Every customer had a preference, and you were
expected to meet it – if you wanted a tip.
Most of my customers on East Overlook Road lived in
apartment blocks, so I had a pretty easy time of it, even in
the winter. And I didn’t have to worry about snarling dogs.
When Christmas came I said nothing about being Jewish,
and even my scabby customers gave me a tip – a quarter,
maybe even a dollar, and sometimes a bag of homemade
chocolates too.
The hardest part was coming in when a family celebration
was in full swing, with a turkey, ham and the trimmings.
I was the Ghost of Christmas Present, but I managed to
smile for my tip.
But then I had to go home, to the gloom, and the waiting
rings of cigarette smoke.
I was ashamed of our shabby apartment across from the
boiler room. I never invited friends back. I yearned for
fresh, cold air.
And to have my own bed.
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