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W NTER SCOLSTI CE
by M ke Resnick

It is not easy to live backwards in time, even when you are
Merlin the Magnificent. You would think it would be otherw se,
that you would remenber all the wonders of the future, but those
menories grow di mand fade nore quickly than you m ght suppose.
know that Gallahad will win his duel tomorrow, but already the
name of his son has left nme. In fact, does he even have a son?
WIl he live |l ong enough to pass on his noble blood? | think
perhaps he may, | think that | have held his grandchild upon ny
knee, but | amnot sure. It is all slipping away from ne.

Once | knew all the secrets of the universe. Wth no nore
than a thought | could bring Tinme to a stop, reverse it inits
course, twist it around ny finger like a piece of string. By force
of will alone I could pass ampbng the stars and the gal axies. |
could create life out of nothingness, and turn living, breathing
worlds into dust.

Ti me passed -- though not the way it passes for you -- and
could no | onger do these things. But | could isolate a DNA
mol ecul e and performm crosurgery on it, and | could produce the
equations that allowed us to traverse the wormholes in space, and
I could plot the orbit of an electron

Still nmore time slipped away, and although these gifts
deserted ne, | could create penicillin out of bread nold, and
compr ehend both the General and Special Theories of Relativity,
and | could fly between the continents.

But all that has gone, and | renenber it as one renenbers a
dream on those occasions | can renenber it at all. There was --
there soneday will be, there may come to you -- a disease of the
aged, in which you | ose portions of your mnd, pieces of your
past, thoughts you've thought and feelings you' ve felt, until al

that's left is the primal _id_, screaming silently for warnth and
nouri shnment. You see parts of yourself vanishing, you try to pul
them back fromoblivion, you fail, and all the while you realize
what is happening to you until even that perception, that
realization, is lost. | will weep for you in another mllennia,
but now your | ost faces fade frommy nmenory, your desperation
recedes fromthe stage of my mnd, and soon I will remnemnber

not hi ng of you. Everything is drifting away on the w nd, eluding
my frantic efforts to clutch it and bring it back to mne.

I amwiting this down so that soneday soneone -- possibly
even _you_ -- will read it and will know that | was a good and
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moral man, that | did ny best under circunstances that a nore
conpassi onate God mi ght not have forced upon ne, that even as
events and places slipped away fromne, | did not shirk ny duties,
| served ny people as best | coul d.

They come to nme, ny people, and they say, It hurts, Merlin.
They say, Cast a spell and nake the pain go away. They say, MW
baby burns with fever, and ny milk has dried up. Do sonet hing,
Merlin, they say; you are the greatest wi zard in the kingdom the
greatest wizard who has ever lived. Surely you can do sonething

Even Arthur seeks ne out. The war goes badly, he confides to
me; the heathen fight against baptism the knights have fallen to
battling anongst thenselves, he distrusts his queen. He reninds ne
that | amhis personal wi zard, that | amhis nost trusted friend,
that it was | who taught himthe secret of Excalibur (but that was
many years ago, and of course | know nothing of it yet). | look at
hi m t houghtful ly, and though | know an Arthur who is bent with age
and beaten down by the caprices of Fate, an Arthur who has | ost
hi s Guinevere and his Round Table and all his dreans of Canel ot,
can summon no conpassion, no synpathy for this young man who is
speaking to nme. He is a stranger, as he will be yesterday, as he
will be | ast week.

An ol d woman cones to see ne in the early afternoon. Her arm
is torn and m scolored, the stench of it nakes nmy eyes water, the
flies are thick around her.

I cannot stand the pain any longer, Merlin, she weeps. It is
like childbirth, but it does not go away. You are ny only hope,
Merlin. Cast your nystic spell, charge ne what you will, but make
the pain cease

I look at her arm where the badger has ripped it with his
claws, and | want to turn ny head away and retch. | finally force
nmyself to exanine it. | have a sense that | need sonething, | am
not sure what, sonething to attach to the front of ny face, or if
not my whole face then at |east across ny nose and nouth, but |
cannot recall what it is.

The armis swollen to alnost twice its nornal size, and
al t hough the wound is hal fway between her el bow and her shoul der,
she shrieks in agony when | gently manipul ate her fingers. | want
to give her sonething for her pain. Vague visions conme to m nd,

i mges of sonething | ong and sl ender and needl elike flash briefly
before ny eyes. There nust be sonmething | can do, | think,
sonething | can give her, sonme miracle that | enployed when | was
younger and the world was ol der, but |I can no | onger renenber what
it is.

I nust do nore than mask her pain, this much | still know,
for infection has set in. The snell becones stronger as | probe
and she screans. _Gang_, | think suddenly: the word for her
condition begins with gang_ -- but there is another syllable and
| cannot recall it, and even if | could recall it | can no |onger
cure it.

But she nust have sone surcease from her agony, she believes
in my powers and she is suffering and ny heart goes out to her.
munbl e a chant, hal f-whi spering and hal f-singing. She thinks | am
calling up ny ethereal servants fromthe Netherworld, that | am
bringing ny magic to bear on the problem and because she needs to
believe in sonmething, in _anything_, because she is suffering such
agony, | do not tell her that what | amreally saying is God, just
this one tine, let ne renenber. Once, years, eons from now, |
coul d have cured her; give ne back the know edge just for an hour,
even for a minute. | did not ask to |live backward in Time, but it
is my curse and | have willingly borne it -- but don't let this
poor ol d worman di e because of it. Let ne cure her, and then You
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can ransack ny mnd and take back nmy menori es.

But God does not answer, and the wonman keeps scream ng, and
finally I gently plaster nud on the wound to keep the flies away.
There should be nedicine too, it cones in bottles -- (_bottles?_
Is that the right word?) -- but | don't know how to nmake it, |
don't even renenber its color or shape or texture, and | give the
worman a root, and nutter a spell over it, and tell her to sleep
with it between her breasts and to believe in its healing powers
and soon the pain wll subside.

She believes nme -- there is no earthly reason why she shoul d,
but | can see in her eyes that she does -- and then she kisses ny
hands and presses the root to her bosom and wanders off, and
sonmehow, for some reason, she _does_seemto be in |less
di sconfort, though the stench of the wound lingers |ong after she
has gone.

Then it is Lancelot's turn. Next week or next nonth he will
slay the Black Knight, but first I nust bless his sword. He tal ks
of things we said to each other yesterday, things of which I have
no recollection, and I think of things we will say to each other

t onor r ow.
| stare into his dark brown eyes, for | alone know his
secret, and | wonder if | should tell Arthur. I know they will

fight a war over it, but I do not renenber if | amthe catal yst or
i f Guenivere herself confesses her infidelities, and | can no

| onger recall the outcone. | concentrate and try to see the
future, but all | see is a city of towering steel and gl ass
structures, and | cannot see Arthur or Lancel ot anywhere, and then
the i mage vani shes, and | still do not know whether | amto go to

Arthur with nmy secret know edge or keep ny silence.

I realize that it has all happened, that the Round Tabl e and
the knights and even Arthur will soon be dust no matter what | say
or do, but they are living forward in Tine and this is of
nmonent ous inport to them even though | have watched it all pass
and vani sh before ny eyes.

Lancel ot is speaking now, wondering about the strength of his
faith, the purity of his virtue, filled with self-doubt. He is not
afraid to die at the hands of the Black Knight, but he is afraid
to face his God if the reason for his death lies within hinmself. |
continue to stare at him this man who daily feels the bond of our
friendship growing stronger while | daily find that I know him
|l ess and less, and finally | lay a hand on his shoul der and assure
himthat he will be victorious, that | have had a vision of the
Bl ack Kni ght |ying dead upon the field of battle as Lancel ot
rai ses his bloody sword in victorious triunph.

Are you sure, Merlin, he asks doubtfully.

I tell himthat | amsure. | could tell himnore, tell him
that | have seen the future, that | amlosing it as quickly as
am | earning the past, but he has problens of his own -- and so, |
realize, have |, for as | know less and less | nust pave the way
for that youthful Merlin who will renmenber nothing at all. It is

he that | mnust consider -- | speak of himin the third person,

for I know nothing of him and he can barely renenber ne, nor wll
he know Arthur or Lancelot or even the dark and tw sted Mddred --
for as each of ny days passes and Tinme continues to unwi nd, he
will be less able to cope, less able to define even the problens
he will face, let alone the solutions. |I nust give hima weapon
with which to defend hinmself, a weapon that he can use and

mani pul ate no matter how little he renenbers of ne, and the weapon
I choose is superstition. Were once | worked miracles that were
codified in books and natural |aw, now as their secrets vani sh one
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by one, | nust replace themwith mracles that bedazzle the eye
and terrify the heart, for only by securing the past can |
guarantee the future, and | have already lived the future. | hope
I was a good nan, | would like to think I was, but | do not know.
| examine ny mind, | try to probe for weaknesses as | probe ny
patients' bodies, searching for sources of infection, but | am
only the sum of ny experience, and ny experience has vani shed and
I will have to settle for hoping that | disgraced neither nyself
nor ny God.

After Lancelot leaves | get to ny feet and wal k around the
castle, nmy mind filled with strange i mages, fleeting pictures that
seemto nmake sense until | concentrate on themand then | find
t hem i nconpr ehensi bl e. There are enornous arm es clashing, armes
| arger than the entire populace of Arthur's kingdom and | know
that | have seen them | have actually stood on the battlefield,
perhaps | even fought for one side or the other, but | do not
recogni ze the colors they are wearing, and they use weaponry that
seens |ike magic, _true_ nagic, to ne.

I remenber huge spacefaring ships, ships that sail the
starways with neither canvas nor masts, and for a nmonment | think
that this must surely be a dream and then | seemto find nyself
standing at a small w ndow, gazing out at the stars as we rush by
them and | see the rocky surfaces and swirling colors of distant
worlds, and then | amback in the castle, and | feel a trenendous
sense of poignancy and loss, as if | know that even the dreamw ||
never visit me again.

| decide to concentrate, to force nyself to renenber, but no
i mges cone to ne, and | begin to feel like a foolish old man. Wy
am | doing this, | wonder. It was a dream and not a nmenory, for
everyone knows that the stars are nothing but |ights that God uses
to illuminate the night sky, and they are tacked onto a cl oak of
bl ack velvet, and the nmonent | realize this, | can no |onger even
recall what the starfaring ships |ooked like, and | know that soon
I will not even renmenber that | once dreamed of them

I continued to wander the castle, touching famliar objects
to reassure nyself: this pillar was here yesterday, it will be
here tonorrow, it is eternal, it will be here forever. | find
confort in the constancy of physical things, things that are not
as epheneral as ny nenories, things that cannot be ripped fromthe
Earth as easily as my past has been ripped fromne. | stop before
the church and read a small plaque. It is witten in French, and
it says that _This Church was_ sonething _by Arthur, King of the
Britains._ The fourth word makes no sense to me, and this
di stresses ne, because | have always been able to read the plaque
before, and then | renmenber that tonorrow norning I will ask Sir
Hect or whether the word nmeans _built_or _constructed , and he
will reply that it means dedicated, and | will know that for the
rest of nmy life.

But now | feel a sense of panic, because | amnot only |osing
i mges and nenories, | amactually |osing words, and | wonder if
the day will conme when people will speak to me and | will
under st and not hing of what they are saying and will nerely stare
at themin nute confusion, ny eyes as large and gentle and devoid
of intelligence as a cows. | knowthat all | have lost so far is
a single French word, but it distresses nme, because in the future
I will speak French fluently, as well as Gernan, and ltalian,
and...and | know there is another |anguage, | will be able to
speak it and read it and wite it, but suddenly it eludes ne, and
| realize that another ability, another menory, yet another
integral piece of nyself has fallen into the abyss, never to be
retrieved.
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I turn away fromthe plaque, and | go back to ny quarters,
| ooking neither right nor left for fear of seeing some building,
sone artifact that has no place in ny nmenory, sonething that reeks
of permanence and yet is unknown to me, and | find a scullery maid
waiting for nme. She is young and very pretty, and | will know her
nane tonorrow, will roll it around on ny nouth and marvel at the
mel ody it nmakes even comng forth frommy old lips, but I |ook at
her and the fact dawns upon ne that | cannot recall who she is.
hope | have not slept with her -- | have a feeling that as | grow
younger | will commit nore than ny share of indiscretions -- only
because | do not wish to hurt her feelings, and there is no
|l ogical way to explain to her than | cannot renenber her, that the
ecstacies of last night and | ast week and | ast year are stil
unknown to ne.

But she is not here as a |lover, she has conme as a supplicant,
she had a child, a son, who is standing in the shadows behind ny
door, and now she summons himforth and he hobbl es over to me. |
|l ook down at him and | see that he is a clubfoot: his ankle is
m sshapen, his foot is turned inward, and he is very obviously
ashaned of his deformty.

Can you help him asks the scullery maid; can you nmake him
run like other little boys? | will give you everything | have,
anything you ask, if you can make himlike the other children

I look at the boy, and then at his nother, and then once nore
at the boy. He is so very young, he has seen nothing of the world,
and | wish that | could do sonething to help him but | no | onger
know what to do. There was a tine when | knew, there will come a
time when no child nust linp through his life in pain and
hum liation, | knowthis is so, | knowthat soneday | will be able
to cure far worse mal adies than a clubfoot, at least | think
know this, but all that | know for sure is that the boy was born a
cripple and will live a cripple and will die a cripple, and there
is nothing | can do about it.

You are crying, Merlin, says the scullery maid. Does the
sight of ny child so offend you?

No, | say, it does not offend ne.
Then why do you cry, she asks.
I cry because there is nothing else | can do but cry, | reply.

I cry for the life your son will never know, and for the life that
I have forgotten.
I do not understand, she says.

Nor do I, | answer.

Does this nean you will not help ny son, she asks.

I do not know what it neans. | see her face grow ng ol der and
thinner and nore bitter, so | know that she will visit ne again
and again, but | cannot see her son at all, and | do not know if |
will help him or if |I do, exactly how | will help him 1 close
my eyes and concentrate, and try to renenber the future. _Is_
there a cure? Do nmen still linp on the Moon? Do old nen still weep

because they cannot help? | try, but it has slipped away again.
I nmust think about this problem | say at |ast. Cone back

tomorrow, and perhaps | will have a solution.
You nean a spell, she asks eagerly.
Yes, a spell, | say.

She calls the child to her, and together they |eave, and
realize that she will cone back alone tonight, for | amsure, at
| east | am al nost sure, that | will know her nane tonmorrow. It
will be Marian, or Mranda, sonmething beginning with an M or
possibly Elizabeth. But | think, | amreally al nost certain, that
she will return, for her face is nore real to ne now than it was
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when she stood before me. O is it that she has not stood before
me yet? It gets nore and nore difficult to separate the events
fromthe nmenories, and the nenories fromthe dreans.

I concentrate on her face, this Marian or Mranda, and it is
another face | see, a lovely face with pale blue eyes and hi gh
cheekbones, a strong jaw and |long auburn hair. It meant sonething
to me once, this face, | feel a sense of warnth and caring and
|l oss when | see it, but | don't know why. | have an instinctive
feeling that this face meant, will mean, nore to ne than any
other, that it will bring nme both happi ness and sorrow beyond any
that |'ve ever known. There is a nanme that goes with it, it is not

Marion or Mriam (or is it?), | grasp futilely for it, and the
more franticly | grasp the nore rapidly it recedes.
Did | |ove her, the owner of this face? WIIl we bring joy and

confort to one another, will we produce sturdy, healthy children
to confort us in our old age? | don't know, because ny old age has
been spent, and hers is yet to cone, and | have forgotten what she
does not yet know.

I concentrate on the inmage of her face. How will we neet?
What draws ne to you? There nust be a hundred little mannerisns,
foibles as often as virtues, that will endear you to ne. Wy can
not remenber a single one of then? How will you live, and how will
you die? WIIl | be there to confort you, and once you're |ost, who
will be there to confort ne? Is it better than | can no | onger
recall the answers to these questions?

| feel if |I concentrate hard enough, things will conme back to
me. No face was ever so inportant to nme, not even Arthur's, and so
I block out all other thoughts and close ny eyes and conjure up
her face (yes, _conjure_; | amMerlin, aml not?) -- but now | am
not so certain that it _is_her face. Was the jaw thus or so? Wre
her eyes really that pale, her hair that auburn? I amfilled with
doubt, and | inmagine her with eyes that were a deeper blue, hair
that was |ighter and shorter, a nore delicate nose -- and
realize that | have never seen this face before, that | was
del uded by ny sel f-doubts, that ny nenory has not failed ne
completely, and | attenpt to paint her portrait on the canvas of
my mind once again, but | cannot, the proportions are wong, the
colors are askew, and even so | cling to this approximation, for
once | have lost it | have |ost her forever. | concentrate on the
eyes, nmaking themlarger, bluer, paler, and finally | am pl eased
with them but nowthey are in a face that | no |onger know, her
true face as elusive now as her nane and her life.

I sit back on ny chair and I sigh. I do not know how | ong |
have been sitting here, trying to renenber a face -- a wonman's
face, | think, but I amno |onger sure -- when | hear a cough, and

I look up and Arthur is standing before ne.

We nust talk, my old friend and nentor, he says, draw ng up
his own chair and seating hinself on it.

Must we, | ask.

He nods his head firmy. The Round Table is comi ng apart, he
says, his voice concerned. The kingdomis in disarray.

You nust assert yourself and put it in order, | say,
wonderi ng what he is tal king about.

It's not that easy, he says.

It never is, | say.

I need Lancel ot, says Arthur. He is the best of them and
after you he is ny closest friend and advisor. He thinks | don't
know what he is doing, but | know, though | pretend not to.

What do you propose to do about it, | ask.
He turns to ne, his eyes tortured. | don't know, he says. |
| ove them both, | don't want to bring harmto them but the
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inmportant thing is not ne or Lancelot or the queen, but the Round
Table. | built it to last for all eternity, and it nust survive.
Nothing lasts for eternity, | say.
Ideals do, he replies with conviction. There is Good and

there is Evil, and those who believe in the Good nust stand up and
be count ed.
Isn't that what you have done, | ask

Yes, says Arthur, but until now the choice was an easy one.
Now | do not know which road to take. If | stop feigning
i gnorance, then | must kill Lancelot and burn the queen at the
stake, and this will surely destroy the Round Tabl e. He pauses and
| ooks at ne. Tell me the truth, Merlin, he says, would Lancel ot be
a better king than I? | nust know, for if it will save the Round
Table, | will step aside and he can have it all -- the throne, the
queen, Canelot. But | nust be sure.

Who can say what the future holds, | reply.

You can, he says. At least, when | was a young nman, you told
me that you coul d.

Did I, | ask curiously. | nust have been m staken. The future
i s as unknowabl e as the past.

But everyone knows the past, he says. It is the future that

men fear.

Men fear the unknown, wherever it nmay lie, | say.

I think that only cowards fear the unknown, says Arthur. Wen
I was a young nman and | was building the Table, | could not wait
for the future to arrive. | used to awaken an hour before sunrise

and lay there in ny bed, trenbling with excitenment, eager to see
what new triunphs each day woul d bring ne. Suddenly he sighs and
seens to age before nmy eyes. But | amnot that man anynore, he
continues after a thoughtful silence, and now | fear the future. |
fear for Guenivere, and for Lancelot, and for the Round Tabl e.

That is not what you fear, | say.

What do you nean, he asks.

You fear what all nen fear, | say.

I do not understand you, says Arthur

Yes, you do, | reply. And now you fear even to admt to your
fears.

He takes a deep breath and stares unblinking into ny eyes,
for he is truly a brave and honorable man. Al right, he says at

last. | fear for _me_.

That is only natural, | say.

He shakes his head. It does not feel natural, Merlin, he
says.

Ch, | say.

I have failed, Merlin, he continues. Everything is dissolving
around me -- the Round Table and the reasons for it. | have lived
the best Iife | could, but evidently I did not live it well
enough. Now all that is left to ne is ny death -- he pauses
unconfortably -- and | fear that | will die no better than I have
l'ived.

My heart goes out to him this young man that | do not know
but will know soneday, and | lay a reassuring hand on his
shoul der.

I ama king, he continues, and if a king does nothing el se,
he must die well and nobly.

You will die well, ny lord, | say.
WIIl I, he asks uncertainly. WII | die in battle, fighting
for what | believe when all others have left ny side -- or will |

die a feeble old nan, drooling, incontinent, no | onger even aware
of nmy surroundi ngs?
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| decide to try once nore to look into the future, to put his
mnd at ease. | close ny eyes and | peer ahead, and | see not a
m ndl ess babbling old man, but a m ndl ess mewl i ng baby, and that
baby is nyself.

Arthur tries to | ook ahead to the future he fears, and |
traveling in the opposite direction, |ook ahead to the future _|_
fear, and | realize that there is no difference, that this is the
humiliating state in which man both enters and | eaves the worl d,
and that he had better learn to cherish the tine in between, for
it is all that he has.

I tell Arthur again that he shall die the death he wants, and
finally he | eaves, and | amalone with ny thoughts. | hope | can
face ny fate with the same courage that Arthur will face his, but
| doubt that | can, for Arthur can only guess at his while | can
see nmine with frightening clarity. | try to renenber how Arthur's
life actually does end, but it is gone, dissipated in the msts of
Time, and | realize that there are very few pieces of nyself |eft
to | ose before | becone that crying, mndless baby, a creature of
not hi ng but appetites and fears. It is not the end that disturbs
me, but the knowl edge of the end, the terrible awareness of it
happening to me while | watch hel pl ess, al nost an observer at the
di sintegration of whatever it is that has nade me Merlin.

A young man wal ks by ny door and waves to me. | cannot recal
ever seeing himbefore.

Sir Pellinore stops to thank nme. For what? | don't renenber.

It is alnost dark. | am expecting soneone, | think it is a
worman, | can al nost picture her face. | think | should tidy up the
bedroom before she arrives, and | suddenly realize that | don't
remenber where the bedroomis. | nust wite this down while
still possess the gift of literacy.

Everything is slipping away, drifting on the w nd.
Pl ease, sonebody, hel p ne.
I'"'mfrightened.

-- The End --
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