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        When we remember that we are all mad, the mysteries disappear and life stands explained.

        Mark Twain

      

      

      

      
        
        
        The capacity for self-reflection is given to man alone…that is why he has, so to speak, the privilege of madness.

        Friedrich Hegel

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Men are so necessarily mad that not to be mad would only be another form of madness.

        Blaise Pascal

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Certain attainments of the soul and the intellect are impossible without disease, without insanity, without spiritual crime.

        Thomas Mann

      

      

      

      
        
        
        No Prelate’s lawn with hair shirt lined is half so incoherent as my mind.

        Alexander Pope

      

      

      

      
        
        
        It seems that God took away the minds of poets that they might better express his.

        Attributed to Socrates

      

      

      

      
        
        
        We do not have to visit a madhouse to find disordered minds; our planet is the mental institution of the universe.

        Johann Wolfgang von Goethe

      

      

      

      
        
        
        My story…has the taste of nonsense and chaos, of madness and dreams—like the lives of all men who stop deceiving themselves.

        Herman Hesse (Demian)

      

      

      

      
        
        
        There is so much in man that is hideous! Too long, the earth has been a madhouse.

        Friedrich Nietzsche

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        The soul demands your folly, not your wisdom.

        Carl Jung
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        Though this pen

        Did never aim to grieve, but better men;

        Howe’er the age he lives in doth endure

        The vices that she breeds, above their cure.

        But when the wholesome remedies are sweet,

        And in their working gain and profit meet,

        He hopes to find no spirit so much diseas’d,

        But will with such fair correctives be pleas’d:

        For here he doth not fear who can apply.

        If there be any that will sit so nigh

        Unto the stream, to look what it doth run,

        They shall find things, they’d think or wish were done:

        They are a madman’s follies, but so shown,

      
        As even the sane may see, and yet will own.

        Ben Jonson

      

      

      

      

      My wife Mary and I couldn’t have real children. Now, after giving birth to this book, I finally understand how it must feel to have a child. If I happen to see you reading it, I’ll probably wrestle it from your firm grasp and say, “Look at you. Just look at you. I’m ashamed to say I’m your father. Let me fix your collar, and let’s pat that hair down (blood of my blood, we have the same horrible cowlick). Did you brush your teeth this morning? My God! Look at those dirty fingernails.” I’m speaking figuratively of course (I got a little carried away; I promise it won’t happen again), for the fretful way I’d grab a pen from my shirt pocket and try to make the book more presentable, deleting a word here, adding a word there, tidying up a paragraph or two, and maybe adding some footnotes.

      You hold in your hands a new life form, a result of recombinant literary engineering, a breakthrough that was bound to follow genetic engineering sooner or later. But I should warn you that a breakthrough always looks like a breakdown to the uninformed (especially to the one having it). Those already familiar with recombinant literary engineering can take a short intermission to freshen up, because this is a very important concept, and I don’t want to leave the other readers behind. For those who haven’t heard of it, don’t be alarmed. Recombinant literary engineering is just the technical term for when a work of literature, deliberately or not, doesn’t make any sense.

      Nietzsche said that out of profound weariness in our search for the truth, we sometimes embrace a lie. Now we have embraced the lie that life has no meaning. “All is chaos,” we say. Man is in a forest called reality and can no longer see the forest for the trees. I stand outside the forest. Every possible combination and permutation of literature has tried to give order to the universe and meaning to our lives. But all they have done is whet our appetite.

      Literature needs a mutation. The truth is buried so deep in the chaos that you can’t dig it up with scalpels and dental picks. You can’t find it with Nietzsche’s tuning fork. You need a bulldozer.

      
        
        Knowledge has grown so fast and so vast

        That it’s reached a critical mass, like uranium.

        And there’s too much to organize in our cranium.

        You hold in your hands the high-grade plutonium

        That can rocket us out of the pandemonium.

      

      

      Like Nietzsche’s Superman, Zarathustra, I roam where I please to pillage literature, and like the Old Testament’s Jeremiah, I root it up and destroy it to rebuild it. But to keep my editor from pulling his hair out, and so that he could save face over at the Editor’s Bar & Grille, the “structure” alludes to the ancient Greek precursor of the novel, the Menippean satire, which always included some light verse.

      In a nutshell--forgive my redundancy, everything I say is literally in a nutshell--you have to stand on another planet to see ours clearly. That’s the main reason I think NASA might try to kidnap me for their space program. I’m already there.
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        Whoever believes himself mad when he is not, is mad by virtue of that very belief.

        Shoshana Felman

      

      

      

      You’d be there too, if God spoke to you. I should hasten to add that it was not the God of any religion. Indeed, what he said would be heresy in most religions. And he is most definitely not a he, a she, or an it for that matter. I was raised in the Catholic church. So even though I am no longer a Catholic, nor a Christian, I can’t help but see God as an old grandfatherly figure. But that is only a mask, an avatar, that I make God wear. So please don’t mistake my use of the grandfather mask for the actual God—to borrow from Judaism, the Ein Sof, God the Unknowable.

      God didn’t speak in words, of course. If I had to put it in words, I’d say it was similar to the famous cartoon by James Thurber, of a plump, middle-aged man who thought he heard a seal barking behind his headboard. Except in my case, while the man was middle-aged or at least late-middle-aged, he wasn’t plump, there was no sound and it didn’t come from behind the headboard.

      On second thought, it wasn’t that similar, but nothing else even comes close. The non-visual, non-auditory, divine communiqué came from somewhere in the kitchen (at first I thought something was wrong with the refrigerator). And to say I “wasn’t plump” is a Litotes, a polite way of saying that the other reason NASA might try to kidnap me is for their weightless experiments, because I’m practically weightless already. In my youth and early adulthood I looked like a toothpick. This kitchen episode happened ten years ago, when I was fifty-seven. By then I had filled out and looked like a Popsicle stick. But now at sixty-seven, I’ve filled out even more and I look like a beanpole. Well, maybe a fava beanpole.

      (Readers who share my philological ken will recognize Litotes, a singular noun with an “s” on the end that expresses the negation of the opposite of the intended meaning. So “not a warm day” means “a cold day.” Truthfully, I’m almost positive that I do not have a philological ken; words pop into my head with no rhyme or reason.)

      If the FBI commandeers your car to chase a fugitive, you don’t argue. If the DEA commandeers your boat for a drug interdiction, you don’t argue. And similarly, if God, with all the choices available to him, decides to commandeer a potentially certifiable crazy person to be the official tour guide to the soul, who am I to complain?

      But I did complain. I said, “This isn’t God; this is some sort of mental breakdown.” The thought occurred to me that I probably needed a straitjacket and some very soothing music. Kierkegaard said that when God speaks to you, you should not make him sit in the waiting room, like you’re some important doctor, while you decide if it’s really him. For once I agree with Kierkegaard. God did not have to sit in my “waiting room” very long before I grabbed a broom from beside the refrigerator and tried to chase him out of my little bungalow.

      I shouldn’t have to tell you that an argument ensued. I wish I could say I won. I wish I could say, “That’s right. I’m in charge now. Omniscience is one rung below madness on the evolutionary ladder.” But this is not a work of fiction, in spite of what it says on the cover, so I have to tell the truth. The publisher’s legal department said they had to call it a novel to comply with the truth-in-advertising laws, because they think I live in a fictional world.

      Great discoveries take time to be understood. Scientists recently discovered that gypsy moths, with brains between the size of a pinhead and a matchhead, communicate over distances that sight, sound and even pheromones can’t reach. There have been many other discoveries about the uncanny abilities of dolphins and household pets, and even about telepathy in rats. Combine them with the concept of quantum entanglement (Einstein’s “spooky action at a distance”) in physics and it’s easy to see how these discoveries will soon throw a monkey wrench into the mind-body debate, concerning whether or not the mind is more than the sum of its parts. Then the publisher’s legal department will finally understand how it’s possible for God to speak to a human. And this book will no longer have to say “A Novel” on the cover.

      We’re moving at quite a pace here. Some of you are probably delirious by now. I know how that feels, because I was born that way. And some of you are probably confused. “Yeah, sure,” you’re thinking, “the quantum mechanics of the soul explained by a crazy person. Why does every book proclaim itself as the Holy Grail, the pearl of great price and the living waters that you have thirsted for all your life, only to turn around and slam you pell-mell into another brick wall?”

      Jung explained it best. The writer’s overactive imagination comes from watching too many cartoons in his formative years, where The Brick Wall assumes the stature of a religious icon. Children find nothing so ecstatic as watching someone slam into a brick wall, after being fooled by a trick road sign, or more commonly by a false mural of a road painted on the wall itself. The writer’s refusal to get a real job is ipso facto proof that he is trapped in this childhood world. I’m not a hundred percent sure that Jung said it, but I’m pretty sure he would agree.

      Don’t worry, I’ll show you the hand and footholds to climb over the wall. Confucius said, “In seeking a foothold for self, love finds a foothold for others; seeking light for itself, it enlightens others also.” Those readers who aren’t confused can go amuse themselves for a few minutes, while I give the others a boost.

      
        
        As we begin our climb, I must ensure

        The hand and footholds, so all endure.

        Not every hand can hold the same brick,

        Nor can every foot fit the same niche.

      

      

      Mary and I were married on June 3rd in 1978, just before college graduation. For wedding presents, her friends gave her all sorts of gardening implements. She loved gardening. It’s a great way to occupy time. Our wedding was at the cemetery in Cedar Mills, New Jersey, about a week after her funeral.

      That was around forty-five years ago. Some classmates staged the wedding to humor me in my grief. Before she died, we were engaged. We shared a sense of humor, especially about religious matters, and our friends thought that she, or her ghost at least, would enjoy the gravesite wedding. Our real wedding invitations, mailed shortly before the car accident, announced that Mary Ruth Malin and Joseph Colocento were to be married on June 10th, in the Unitarian Church of Princeton, “neutral territory for our Jewish and Catholic relatives,” we said.

      For her sixty-sixth birthday, which was last August 2nd, I took a train from my home in Saint Augustine, Florida to the cemetery where she was buried in New Jersey. I bought her a size XXXL tee shirt, so I could slip it over her gravestone. It said, “I’m Recycled.” As I slipped it on, I could hear her cosmic laughter. I laughed too, I think. I have so many nostalgic reflections that it’s hard to sort out the real ones. In all honesty, I have to admit that we’re an unusual couple.

      Hungry for answers to the meaning of life, if for no other reason than to make sense of Mary’s death, I dug everywhere, like a dog--a mad dog--looking for bones, and I found a few small bones in every hole. Now I have the whole skeleton. The deepest hole I dug was in my own mind. I’m a cranial geologist, and I’m happy to report that the subsurface explorations are complete.

      This brings me full circle to my central discussion (don’t expect one every time) about my argument with God. It wasn’t a verbal argument, but I’ll try to translate it anyway. Imagine two gypsy moths having a non-verbal, non-visual, non-tactile and non-olfactory conversation (perhaps they are in a state of quantum entanglement). One’s about six feet tall and a hundred and forty-two pounds. He doesn’t fly. In fact he’s afraid of flying. If he has to travel far, he takes the train. Mostly he just walks around fidgeting. That’s me. Now for the hard part. Suddenly, the sky turns dark, and the entire universe as we know it is eclipsed by what can only be described as the “Holy Mother of all Moths.” That’s You-Know-Who.

      And you thought I was mad. You should listen to him. Buddhism teaches that the perfect mind is at rest. Since thinking is a process by which we come to know, the perfect mind doesn’t have to think. Where on earth did they ever get this idea? God’s infinite and omniscient mind, not limited by space or time, is on everything at once. (My doctor advised me to stay away from Buddhism, because they teach detachment, and he says I’m far too detached already.)

      I talk in circles. Doctor Christiane Northrop said that people who talk in circles may take longer to make their point, but when they finally do, it will be a richer experience for the listener. At least that’s what I think she said. God talks in spirals. When he’s feeling expansive, he works out from the center. What follows is admittedly an oversimplification, but I assure you I did not put words into his mouth. I took them out. Had I not, this book would stretch from earth all the way to the planet I seem to be from.
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        It is of great benefit to the soul, working in secret, that at the height of consciousness it moves away from consciousness.

        Friedrich Hölderlin

      

      

      

      Little moth (me), with a nervous flit-flit of his tiny wings: “You idiot. Now you did it. I didn’t drop those coffee beans this time. I saw them jump right off the refrigerator shelf and onto the floor. Explain that, will you. I’ve suspected you for a long time. No one can be as clumsy as I seem to be, always dropping things, getting my shoelaces tied together and my belt all tangled up in my pant loops every morning. Finally, I caught you red-handed. I can’t believe all that codependent blather they say about you, ‘He chastens those he loves; he’s purging me with hyssop; he’s purifying me in the crucible; he’s the potter and I’m the clay; weeping endureth for a night, but joy cometh in the morning.’ I am not one of your enablers. Now clean them up, or they’ll lie on the floor till you do.

      Big Moth (God): Utter silence, but I had a palpable feeling that he was sulking.

      Little moth, about an hour later, feeling a little gutsy, since God didn’t strike him with lightning after the first remark: “And don’t even try to weasel your way out of last year’s Macarena episode. The fire department had to untangle my arms and legs with a come-a-long, while the whole school stared in disbelief. It couldn’t be that hard, I thought; even the blind kids were doing it. So why shouldn’t a fifty-six-year-old volunteer chaperone be able to do something as simple as the Macarena?”

      (Saint Augustine is home to the renowned Florida School for the Deaf & the Blind. For some years I had volunteered on occasion to tape-record books that they could not get from the Books on Tape organization. My reading for them is generally no longer needed, since anything available digitally is read for them on their own digital devices by software that was developed for that purpose, such as JAWS. But on rare occasions I am still needed. I like to read, so it has been a volunteer match made in heaven.)

      Big Moth, with an ear-deafening FLUB-FLUB of his Concorde-sized wings: “Joseph, if you weren’t hiding under the dining room table, you’d see I’m waving a white flag, the sign of surrender.”

      Little moth, puffing up his thorax, in the way David might, after striking Goliath with his slingshot: “Well, it’s about time. They’ve been sitting there for over an hour now. You’ll find the broom and the dustpan by the refrigerator.”

      Big Moth, rolling his compound eyes, and muttering to himself, so that you could barely see his proboscis moving (it looked like the Eiffel tower swaying ever so slightly in a strong breeze): “Not the coffee beans, Joseph; I had nothing to do with that. I meant about coming here. It’s against the rules.”

      Little moth, with all six arms, three on each side, akimbo: “I heard that. What rules?”

      Big Moth, with all six arms, the size of construction excavator arms, akimbo: “They’re not my rules; they’re yours. Remember when your father taught you to bat a ball? First he pitched the ball underhand, and slowly. Then he gradually built up speed, and finally pitched it overhand. And you said, ‘Throw me a fastball, Daddy. I can hit it.’ And when he taught you to play cards? He let you win at first, and only gradually made you play by the rules. And you said, ‘Don’t let me win, Daddy. I want to play by the real rules.’ That’s what your soul thought it was ready for in coming here.”

      Little moth, with his little compound eyes practically bulging out of their sockets, and his mouth spewing saliva (not due to madness, but to a misaligned jaw from the car accident), as he interrupted God: “You’re a bigger idiot than I thought. Was Mary’s death a game? Was the truck that my car went under your idea of a fastball, and my poor roommate, Tiger, a game? He sits around like a vegetable. I nicknamed him Tiger in college, because he was fast and stealthy like a Tiger. And he was as ferocious as one, especially when he’d spend hours beating on that crazy Wooden Dummy Kung Fu contraption that he had in our dorm room. Now he’s fatter than a Panda, from sitting around like a zucchini. I talk to him as though he can talk back, hoping Goethe was right when he said to treat someone as you imagine he could be, and he’ll rise to it. But now I know what’s wrong. Tiger’s just sitting there thinking about the accident, saying, ‘Whoa, what kind of curveball was that?’ That’s why I yelled and screamed at you all these years. You took my Mary. And you might as well have taken Tiger. She spent most of her short life trying to make sense of your ‘role’ in The Holocaust. She said she saw you in a flash of lightning when she was twelve years old. I thought she was as crazy as I was, until she beat me and Tiger at pool by shooting all the balls into a central hub on the table. We thought she was some sort of magician, but she said it was from her work on the nature of God. (Her senior thesis was titled Chaos Theory and the Nature of God.) Was she an umpire about to bench the pitcher for six million bad throws? So you ran up to her behind home plate and bashed her brains in with the bat?”

      Big Moth, with tears the size of kidney-shaped swimming pools forming along the circumference of his compound eyes: “Now Joseph, you have no idea what you’re saying. I have many other universes out there, beyond this one, all in various stages of expansion and contraction. But in this one alone, there are Holocausts, and car accidents. At this very moment, in this universe, in distant galaxies, there are Holocausts occurring, each involving many souls. And they make me weep. Genocide in all its forms and degrees is one of the saddest things about this universe. Understand that when something makes me sad, I am infinitely sad. My heart bursts like a giant supernova. There are places along your soul’s journey, in other universes, where I do swoop down like Superman to prevent evil, and car accidents, but not here. Everyone’s fond of saying that I’m the ‘unmoved mover.’ What a comforting thought, but it’s just the opposite. Here, I’m the moved unmover. Everything is real here and has to obey the laws of nature. It wasn’t my nature that Mary stumbled upon while playing billiards. That was the Federal Express hub system. It’s very efficient, but not divine. This is the last stop before your soul returns home, like a drop of water returning to the sea. There are rapids and waterfalls and all sorts of rough spots along the way, but nothing as rough as the final inlet into the ocean. The return to the womb is just as painful as the birth, for the mother as well as the child. It’s not a game. It’s not a ‘growth opportunity,’ as some of you call it. No one’s ‘karma’ deals the hand they’re given. It’s random, because you want it that way. For one brief instant in your soul’s very long life, longer than you have numbers to describe, you want to know what it feels like to live in a real world. Like the child begging for a fastball, or a real poker hand, you all beg me to come here. ‘You treat me like a paper doll,’ you cry. ‘When can I live in a real world?’ There are so many stages along your journey, places where there is no evil, where there are no accidents of birth, of life, or of death, on down to intermediate stages that are more and more real, until you finally come here. Heaven is not the end of your journey; it’s the maternity ward. I’m the beginning and the end. But this is your last stop; I have many others like it.”

      Little moth, pacing wildly about the house, from the kitchen to the dining room to the living room, then into his bedroom, then into Tiger’s bedroom, where Tiger sat looking out the window, even though it was dark out, then back to the kitchen, pacing for what seemed like hours, but it all took place in nanoseconds, as he slowly, with his syncerebral brain, absorbed Big Moth’s words: “The Federal Express hub system? And all this time I thought I was mad, because it made no sense to believe in you. But I did believe, not in my head, but in my gut. I stopped believing in you in high school. But my Catholic upbringing remained in my gut like a cancer in remission. Mary brought it out of remission, partly with her almost magical command of the pool table. But still, my head and my gut were at war. In college I idolized Professor Kaufmann, who idolized Nietzsche, who said you were dead. I didn’t think you were dead. It made better sense to think you never existed. And yet I yelled and screamed at you every time I saw a redhead on the street who reminded me of Mary, and every time I thought I heard Tiger say something, when it was only the wind, even though intellectually, I knew that you didn’t exist. ‘It’s schizophrenia, of course, that’s it,’ I’d tell myself, ‘I have to be crazy.’ But I’m not? Tell me I’m not.”

      Big Moth, gesturing with his wings for little moth to sit down, as though he were about to deliver some bad news: “Joseph, in the whole history of this planet, indeed of this entire universe, your years and years of constant ranting and raving at me far exceeds anyone else’s. In that sense you are mad—mad as in ‘angry.’ And you must admit, yelling and screaming for years and years at a God in whom you don’t believe sounds a little crazy as well. But if you mean ‘reality challenged,’ then I don’t have an answer. You’re a bold new experiment that nature is conducting. I know there’s a fence separating the subconscious from the conscious, because I built it with my own hands. The conscious is like a corral, where thoughts parade around like tame horses. You filled your conscious mind beyond its capacity—I’m not saying that its capacity is especially large or small, and . . . I’ve already told you more than I should. I’m taking a calculated risk that you can keep our visit a secret, but if you can’t, then everyone will think you’re having another one of your episodes. That’s one of my little loopholes; I can provide a little extra comfort to those who, for various reasons, will never be able to tell on me, and to those who will never be believed if they do tell.”

      Little moth, with tiny feet fidgeting wildly, as though he had just set all six of them at once on a hot light bulb: “What? You mean I’m really mad? I knew it. I knew it. Those idiots at Princeton said that they had some students and faculty who were so brilliant it bordered on madness, as well as some who were so mad it bordered on brilliance. But they told me that I wasn’t mad. They said, ‘Be assured that you’re not mad.’ It was Princeton, wasn’t it? My everyday existence is constantly informed by so many nostalgic reflections that it’s hard to believe one person could have done so much. Didn’t I build the Panama Canal? I seem to remember something about that. But I’m sure I went to Princeton. I remember no one else would take me.”

      Big Moth, rolling on the floor laughing, and kicking all six of his feet in the air in convulsions: “Oh, of course you went there. No one else would take you. All the other colleges thought that you were so mad it bordered on brilliance, not the other way around. Princeton saw it too. ‘His thoughts gallop around in his head like wild horses,’ they said, ‘but we can tame them.’ Soon, they thought, they would have your horses walking in calm circles and doing tricks. But as usual, you weren’t paying attention. They didn’t say, ‘Be assured that you’re not mad.’ They said, ‘We’re not sure that you’re not mad.’”

      If I might digress for just one brief moment, I should tell you that in my youth I read too much. I was by no means a fast reader. The real Rain Man, Kim Peek, who could read two pages at once in about ten seconds, would get no competition from me. I just read a lot. I read to make new friends. I hesitate to say imaginary friends, but they were at least very literary friends. My classmates were friendly enough, but they could never, or at least would never invite me into their lives and adventures in the way Tom Sawyer and Huck Finn did. While reading I hung my feet over the edge of my bed to feel the Mississippi river swish through my toes as I floated along with them on the raft. I practiced the “mind control” I learned from Hesse’s Demian on my father, so he wouldn’t catch me reading it while I was supposed to be cleaning sawdust off the tools in his basement woodshop. When Tuesday Lobsang Rampa got The Third Eye from the Tibetan Lamas, I imagined that I could see people’s auras and levitate just like he did. I remembered a lot of snippets, but I had great trouble organizing my thoughts, and I spouted a lot of nonsense. You’d think that Princeton could tell the difference between brilliance and madness, but they really couldn’t. It’s not their fault; we’re intersecting sets.

      My father was a simple, salt of the earth carpenter, not some sort of genius. He just had common sense, but he could tell. He’d say, “Joseph, you’re crazy, son. Come help me install Mrs. Feaster’s bookcases this weekend. Working with your hands always seems to calm you down.” The school counselor told him I was reading too much, after I turned in a two-page, eighth grade paper with too many footnotes. I’m not saying that it was a good paper; just that it had too many footnotes. In fact my entire academic career, from the earliest beginning until the very end, and I must admit, my home life during that period as well, was marked by the constant refrains, “Joseph, you didn’t understand a word I said,” and “Joseph, you’re not making any sense.” (A lie of omission. I promise it won’t happen again. These refrains can still be heard today.)

      My father’s intelligence could not be measured by book learning. In school he went as far as sixth grade. At home he did not sit around at night reading Popular Mechanics, as some fathers did. He smoked a pack a day of Marlboros, and at night he watched John Wayne movies and Archie Bunker on TV. But he was a Master Carpenter, and an absolute perfectionist. After learning his trade since childhood, and practicing it for years and years, he had the sort of muscle memory that Olympic athletes have, where he could lay out and cut stair stringers and roof rafters, build custom Formica cabinets, rabbit doors for hinges, and all sorts of other carpentry skills, without thinking. He had a certain self-assuredness, common sense and wisdom that carried over from his work into all aspects of life. Tiger admonished me all through college—I can’t remember if it’s from the Tao or Confucius—to dig one deep well in life, and then I would hit water. Tiger did that with his Kung Fu.

      He’d say, “Joey, you try everything, but you never stay with anything. You dig a hundred shallow wells and you never hit water. Why do you try to play the congas, try to be an artist, try sailing club, try gymnastics, try everything, but never stay with anything? That’s an awful lot of work with nothing to show for it.”

      My father may have consciously emulated Archie Bunker and John Wayne. But subconsciously he emulated the ancient Eastern philosophers, and dug that deep well in carpentry, like the ferryman did in his lifetime of ferrying passengers in Hesse’s Siddhartha, like Julia Child with her lifetime as a chef, and like my two favorites of all time, Click and Clack with their auto mechanics. Tiger said that the Gautama Buddha sat and meditated under the Bodhi tree for forty-nine days straight, without getting up, before attaining enlightenment. I could not sit still long enough to dig a deep well, or so I thought. It never occurred to me that carpentry was the one deep well that I had been digging since childhood and would continue to dig after Princeton. I was clumsy and disorganized; I accidentally snipped off my left thumb with an electric saw at sixteen. I’ve been especially careful with saws ever since then, but I constantly trip over extension cords, drop things, and generally maintain my jobsites in a state of chaos.

      
        
        Look all around you as we begin,

        But there is no cause for alarm.

        I’m building a house for you to live in,

        From the lumber strewn in your yard.

      

      

      I was a clumsy child, but I was a quick study when it came to carpentry. And I emulated my father, who started teaching me at an early age. I had a scholarship and financial aid at Princeton, but it didn’t cover the incidentals that a college student might require, such as regular trips to my grandparents in Camden, or to my parents in Bridgeview, to get my pasta fix. Princeton had the Annex, a basement-Italian restaurant-pub right across Nassau Street from campus, which could pinch-hit for my Nonna (grandmother) in an emergency. But she had a much wider repertoire—homemade Orecchiette, Veal Scallopini, Veal Marsala, the real homemade meatballs—that don’t bounce, brasciole (every family had their own secret recipe), Calamari, Vongole, Melanzane and this is really making me hungry.

      Fortunately, I had a steady stream of little repair jobs, mainly fixing damaged walls, doors, windows, and furniture at the Prospect Avenue eating clubs, after their weekend parties. Built in the late 1800’s through the early 1900’s, they had the look and size of opulent mansions, in a variety of styles, including Tudor, Queen Anne, Gothic, Edwardian and Colonial Revival. Lucky for me, they needed constant upkeep.

      By the time I graduated, I had a backlog of work to do for professors and townsfolk as well. Our plan, which obviously never materialized, was for me to continue with my carpentry projects, while Mary would attend graduate school at Princeton. Then I would go to graduate school, but only if I could decide what I wanted to study. So I just fell into carpentry without having any real plan to do that or anything else. And I have been content to stay with it all these years. Now where was I?

      Little moth, circling back to the kitchen encounter, after assuring the readers that there will be absolutely no more digressions, with antennae hunkered down like furrowed brows, in deep thought: “Wait a minute. They weren’t horses; they were plates. And they were spinning, in the nightmare I had over and over the whole time I was at Princeton. I was some sort of juggler on a stage, spinning plates on these tall sticks. There were dozens of sticks with plates spinning on them. And I had to run all over the stage to keep them spinning, except more kept appearing out of nowhere. And I got more and more frantic, trying to keep them spinning, until they all came crashing down, and I was laughed at and booed off the stage.”

      Big Moth, with antennae the size of two TV towers wiggling all over the place: “Joseph, those weren’t plates crashing. Your horses were stampeding out of the corral, where they could roam free on the wide prairie. That’s the true meaning of an unbridled mind—while not necessarily an unbridled genius. Your thoughts will never walk in calm circles, let alone in straight lines, but out on the prairie they can see beautiful vistas, and they have a lot more elbow room.”

      Little moth, shivering from the wind Big Moth created, when his Concorde-sized wings started fluttering in preparation for takeoff: “Hey! Hey! One more question. Am I really that clumsy, or were you doing it?”

      Big Moth, speaking thunderously, over the FLUB-BUB-BUB-BUB of his wings: “Joseph, when Mary criticized you for driving like Mr. Magoo, I thought, if only he could drive that well.”

      Although it happened about ten years ago, I remember it like it was yesterday. Our conversation seemed to have lasted for hours. But it was at the speed of light, in dimensions of reality that the string theorists recently discovered, where a thousand angels can not only stand on the head of a pin; they can spread out and do the Macarena, without getting their arms and legs tangled. He told me much more than I’ve told you so far, but I have to weave in the rest of his words like a fine gold thread purposely hidden in a seemingly worthless tapestry. God’s words are not ineffable. But, to paraphrase Nietzsche, they’re like a refreshing, ice-cold spring that nevertheless should be entered slowly.
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