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I sat staring at it for hours. Timeless hours, just as he had taught me. My back straight, my chin up, legs crossed in a half lotus, which my stiffening joints still permitted without excessive discomfort.
I pinned the mirror to a curtain, directly in front of me, just above the eye level. A small, oval mirror, less then four inches at its widest, hardly two on the narrow side. The glass was held in a delicate carved frame, which looked like golden vine surrounding a deep pool of crystal water. But the frame could not have been made of gold. After all, where would a ancient vagabond, who spent his life begging for a bowl of rice, get the money to buy a gold frame.
It seemed a long, long time since he gave me this single gift—just before he left me. Before he left this world; dissolved, perhaps, is a better word. The small rug on which the old man sat, day after day, regardless of the weather, was all that was left. One day the Master, for such he had been, disappeared—only the rug lingered behind. As with the Cheshire cat. And, even as with the Cheshire cat, I still remember, his slow, enigmatic smile lingering carelessly, effortlessly, on his parched lips, then on, or was it in, his pale, sun-bleached eyes. The smile lingered on, even after his lean, brown face, the thin, beaklike nose, his grey, mottled hair, probably never combed, began to loose its definition. Then, an impossible, nonexistent fog descended to cover his ageless, emaciated, undemanding body, which too became diffused, suffused into that shimmering, hazy, mist, gradually dissolving into the pure, golden rays of the rising sun. It had been those transient, still horizontal, dawning rays that he had awaited with profound peace and joyful acceptance.
And then he wasn't there. He was gone.
Dissolved.
In time, I remember, I withdrew my eyes from the now empty, dissipating mist. As I looked down, I held in my hand a small, oval mirror. And even as the last wisps of the shimmering mist cleared, I heard, or more likely imagined, his voice. His words had always been sparse, meager, even as his body, his habits, when he had walked the reddish, baked soil in his battered sandaled feet. His voice seemed equally as wondrous, not quite belonging to this world, or to any other, beyond the confines of time or space. The words which formed in my mind, whether or not they penetrated my cerebral cortex through the apertures of my ears, told me about the mirror. The thoughts had been clear, at the time, of this I am sure, but a moment later they seemed to waver, hesitate, even as I always did. Later, hour after hour, I attempted to reconstruct that ephemeral moment when the Master had imparted to me that which I had since lost, yet I still feel, indeed, I am certain, will regain, when the time is ripe.
On that, he had always insisted.
He had said that there is never any need to look for a teacher, a Master. He said that the pupil and teacher are like two sides of a single coin. The two are inseparable. Periodically, mysterious, invisible alchemists melt all the coins and transmute their material into ever more precious metals. Then, as a new, more noble coin is struck, the teacher, of the very same mould, is ready to resume his teaching, to impart a higher truth, a higher understanding. The celestial mint is inexhaustible, he had said, so very, very long ago. It seemed like yesterday?
I looked into the mirror. Each eye staring directly forward. Left eye into the reflection of itself, likewise with the right eye. The image I saw in this manner, was ever a single eye, in the very centre of my forehead, staring back, asking for an answer, even as I had been and continued asking.
What? What mysteries of life had drawn me into their tantalizing vortex?
This question had been and remained the greater part of my problem. I wasn't sure what was it that I had been searching. Satisfaction? Forever I felt hunger. An inner peace? This implied a state of eternal boredom. A state of happiness? This sounded, and was, much too relative.
No. I wanted a challenge. Yet, I had to know where and why I had embarked on this barren journey. Why had I developed this unquenched craving, thirst for the unknown. Surely, not unknowable? Would it lose its allure when it became unknown no longer? Would the instant of discovery be paramount to the instant of death. The death of no more challenges? Of nothing new to conquer?
Each time I had asked these and many like questions of the ancient Master—he only smiled. That in itself would not have been so frustrating, if it hadn't been for the fact that I was deeply convinced that the man had known the answer. He knew it. He had found it. And having found it—he left. He dissolved into the realm unchallenged by mere, confused, mortals.
That realm was perhaps the real, nagging enigma. What was it that lay beyond the scrutiny of our senses? Beyond our effervescent, boisterous, uncontrolled emotions, our marginally used, yet even then, so often abused mind. What lay beyond the constant, persistent noise of our thoughts? A unremitting noise, sweeping in relentless waves through the trillions cells imprisoned in our cranium, the countless, minute discharges passing like endless running streams of electrons, from one synapse to another, stimulating, ongoing, never ending, a mental clamor which, per force, precluded conditions conducive to greater understanding. The taunting, blatant, living pandemonium, relentless, till finally, it seems, all functions defining our physical existence must cease before we might reach beyond and learn the origin of this demonic clatter.
I looked into the mirror.
The single eye stared back at me. It was vapid, empty. Surely, not my eye. I began to wonder why the sage had imparted this strange gift upon me. I could achieve the single eye effect by staring into any reflecting surface. What then was so special about this particular mirror? Did it conceal within its echoing surface some strange, mysterious powers?
The single eye looked back, limpid, undemanding.
Why did the old man give me this fatuous talisman? Was it yet another enigmatic test I had been supposed to pass before taking the next step on the scale? The scale of evolution advancing at an insipid rate of a paraplegic snail, or reversal to some kind of primordial, pre-physical state of being? I no longer knew what is it that I had been searching. I was lost in an ocean of apathetic indifference. Not an indifference resultant from a serene state of emotional detachment, rather a lax listlessness towards my fate, to the divine plan which had kept me ignorant of Its purpose.
Then came some months, followed by years, during which, the offensive mirror remained unobtrusive, half hidden within a fold of the curtain. The flat, rectangular pillow, upon which I had spent hours, cross legged, in silent meditation also remained neglected. I had not even glanced at the mirror's surface. I didn't need anyone or anything to tell me of my guarded discontent. Instead, to my own surprise, I began—living.
My involvement with life, with my immediate environment, began as a spectator, almost a stranger, a reluctant, transient tourist. I looked, I watched, until gradually, even as a humming-bird is drawn to a honeysuckle, I too, unwittingly, had been drawn into the stream of life. First slowly, then with an increasing current. Once again, perhaps for the first time since my distant childhood, I felt blood coursing through my veins. My atrophied, or at the very least, dormant emotions stirred. I began caring.
Not to the point of emotional exhaustion, but caring enough to take a risk, to stick my neck out for whatever cause. Even if the narrow appeal of such a cause could upset my previously long-sought equilibrium.
It had been by shear accident that I chanced upon the old mirror. I had long since placed it, with other memories of my now distant past, in a side drawer of my desk. It lay there, ignored, forgotten, for more years than I care to remember. I chanced upon it while looking for some old papers I needed to write an article for a local weekly.
I reached deeply to the back of the drawer. My hand, quite inadvertently, trembled on contact with the forgotten talisman. My fingers, recognized the carved contours of the gold frame before my mind accepted the mirror's dormant existence. My fingers refused to let go, even though I had no desire to revert to my old ways of withdrawal from the stream of life. I removed the mirror and placed it on the top of my desk. There it remained for the rest of the day.
That evening I gathered enough courage to actually look into its shimmering surface. I did not bother to assume any meditative posture. I sat at my desk, vaguely annoyed, as the article I had been writing did not came out as well as I had expected. I needed to have something to blame for failing to produce better work.
I had forgotten the parallel stare of the past, the effort it took to visualize a single eye. I simply looked at the mirror with anger. For an instant, what I saw fuelled my anger still further. Then, it had an unexpected, opposite effect.
When I first saw the reflection of my own eyes, I actually did not recognize them. They were the eyes of a man contented with life. There was absolutely no anger or even any frustration in them. The eyes which looked at me were bold, abundant in confidence that precluded the possibility of failure. It took a little while to realise that those eyes were well capable of writing a much better article then the one I had just written. I replaced the mirror deliberately on the desk, turned to my computer and, by midnight, I had an article which I could, justly, be proud of.
I slept like a new born baby, woke up with a dream fuelling my expanding ego. I dropped off the article at the publishers, and waited, confidently, for accolades. The telephone rung within an hour. The editor wanted to thank me, personally, for the excellent work. This sort of thing had never happened before. There again, I had never written such an article before, either. My chest swelled in direct proportion to my ego. Well, almost.
I poured myself a drink, and with controlled nonchalance I strolled back to my desk. My eyes chanced upon the mirror. I picked it up and nearly dropped it. Rather than seeing a reflection of, what I suspected must have been, my justly prodigal talent, I saw eyes filled with shyness, almost servile, eyes of a servant, certainly not of a Master, of a perennial looser, a man afraid of his shadow.
I replaced the mirror on the desk, the angle of refraction now showing a small oval of the pale blue sky. There was a peculiar impersonality in this pale blue reflection. A dim memory of my long gone indifference. I left the desk and clicked on the TV. The news reported on a couple of rapes, two or three murders, and a general, wide spread middle-eastern mayhem with the attendant threats of war. Actually not war, just armed conflict. We had long since grown out of having wars. We now vented our differences of opinion by carrying out preemptive strikes. Providing we were sure of total victory. The world seem to know exactly where it had been going. Well, I for one, had not been sure of anything, just then. The mirror was up to some tricks which, at the time, I did not understand.
Over the next little while, I became quite used to the mirror. It took me a whole week to confirm, that the mirror had been showing the exact opposite mood, or state of consciousness, which I had manifested at that particular moment. Why this sort of thing never happened some years ago, when I had spent so many hours meditating in front of it, I am still not sure. Perhaps, then, I had expected the mirror to produce some special effects. Then, even as now, it refused to do the expected. I never knew whose eyes I would see in its enigmatic surface. I tried to second guess it. It took me another two weeks to learn that the mirror did not show the opposite of that which I thought I felt, but rather that which had been blocked, deep within me, blocked from coming to the surface.
The mirror became my constant companion. I worked, travelled, relaxed with it. It remained, ever, within easy reach. Slowly, very slowly, the reflected images became less and less distant from the emotions which stirred or controlled me at anyone time. Perhaps it was I who was beginning to learn to control them. On quite a few successive occasions, the images began confirming that which I felt or thought. For some unexplainable reason this fact had given me an enormous, an almost sensual, palpable pleasure. I concluded that finally I began growing up.
That must have been it! I was growing up, though quite unaware of the consequences. As I approximated the mirror's image with greater frequency, I noticed a strange phenomenon. I thought nothing of it at the time. Now, well, you will have to find out for yourself.
Myself, I am now convinced, that the mirror was and is, an instrument which teaches the essential duality which is the immutable quintessence of our existence on this, tangible, sensual, physical world. Even as there can be no concept of light without an attendant shadow, no mountain without a valley, no awareness of love without its balancing indifference, so no teacher could live, exist, in this earthly state of consciousness without having a pupil.
I once had just such a teacher. Yet even though he did, ultimately, reach the next rung on his personal journey, he could not leave this dual state of consciousness without leaving behind, a worthy successor. Yet... did he?
For a while I expected the old Master to manifest his presence through the mirror. Now I know that that would have been impossible. For as long as I looked for his presence, I found nothing. A empty void of indifference. Then, when I resumed my journey by immersing myself in life, rather then withdrawing from it, the mirror began to serve me, even as my teacher once did.
Now, I have learned yet another truth. There comes a time when a man no longer can rely on a living teacher. The mirror taught me that also. The dual component of my consciousness did not belong to the mirror. It had been I who have learned to see that which separated me from the state of balance. Any mirror can serve this purpose. I can now see this complementing reflection in the still water of a garden pond, in the shimmering air rising on a hot summer day, in the eyes of the people I encounter during my daily endeavor.
That original, gilt-edged mirror does seem to serve a special purpose, though. It is the only reflective surface which begins to grow dim. Perhaps with age? Even as I began losing the duality of my vision, so did the reflection lose the precision of its contour. I do not know if and when you will read this. But if you have any more questions, hurry.
Even as my image in this strange, enigmatic mirror grows dimmer, I am certain that I too begin to lose my solidity. Surely, you see, in a dualistic world, whatever exists, must have its reflection. And mine seems to be dissolving, it's growing dimmer.
Day after day, a little dimmer, ever so slightly dimmer...
***
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It was the most blinding explosion I'd ever seen. It happened more suddenly than the beat of my own heart. One minute I was standing at the counter, minding my own business, the next naked light burned my eyes. The sound came much later. Like an echo, really.
And then all was dark again. Dark—as in a body pumped full of anesthetic. It's all right, Barbara, I thought. Somehow I knew she was crying. Was that her on the other side of the OR glass? It's all right, Babs. Don't cry.
The burning flash lasted only for an instant. Next I heard a prolonged "Whaaaaah..." and light reverted to normal. Only I didn't see much. Just a big oval face peering down at me as though I’d just arrived from another planet. Only I didn't recognize it as a face. It was large, pink, with two enormous liquid ovals drinking me in. Then a crack appeared in the lower part of the pink surface and two sets of white, corrugated surfaces proffered at me what I later, much later, recognized as my mother's proud and happy smile. At the time, I was scared stiff.
Thankfully, not for long.
The next moment I was peering through a hole in the fence at two voluptuous orbs of quivering flesh, bobbing up and down as the girl’s buttocks struggled into the bathing costume. She was older than I, a matter of some four or five years, and as unattainable as the moon on a cloudy night. Yet in that single instant I became aware of an insatiable hunger, sweating, trembling all over, and a peculiar feeling of guilt. That latter didn't make sense, but—well, at the time I had no idea that the whole in the fence introduced me to the mysteries of hormones and chromosomes and other peccadilloes of sex. Hell, it was powerful! I'm still sweating....
I couldn't believe my eyes. I was staring down at my own baby gazing at me with an innocence which preceded all I'd ever experienced. It just looked, yet the sparkling in its, in her, eyes was brighter than the brightest stars in the universe. The eyes were smiling and trusting, and carefree and....
I've never seen such eyes….
The man was looking at me over his half-moons. His stare was cold, calculating, as though weighing my pros and cons, maybe my very right to live. He then put down the dossier, cleared his throat and got up.
"Welcome to the company, Mr. Gordon. George, if I may. We haven't met, officially, but I've been watching you for the last month or two. Would you accept the position of Vice-president for R&D?"
The question was rhetorical. I’d had my suspicions but I hadn’t been sure. Now, that I had the position, the education of Krista and Joe and Miriam would be assured. I'd never felt such a load falling off my shoulders as in that very moment. The load of fatherhood. Of carrying responsibility for three lives completely dependent on me. And Babs, of course.
Her veil was as white as the snow on a Sunday morning. Only there was no snow then. June sun was sparkling over still fresh green leaves, the smell of lilacs lingered in the air, and the church bell was reminding us that soon we would be man and wife. Funny how time jumps forward and backwards. A wink ago I was being born, then...
Barbara became the love of my life the moment I saw her. There was no question of falling in love. It was clear that she and I belonged together. We were one. Not as with the children, later; they were entities in their own right. Babs and I, well, we were meant to be welded into a single entity. She knew my thoughts, I knew hers...
She cried hard and loud. She wept before, a few times, the beginnings weren't easy. What with two kids and another on the way and I, a struggling scientist, fresh out of college. We hitched up a month after we’d met. Being apart was just too painful. For both of us. Only when Krista and Joe appeared, my income was...
But this time she didn't weep. She cried. Loud and deep. Her breathing was halting, her chest heaving, her palms pressed into her eyes. It was the only time we had a serious row. We called each other names. A week later we both claimed we couldn’t remember what started the calamity. It had something to do with parental responsibilities, but we couldn't quite recall exactly. Yet for some reason now, this instant, I could repeat our arguments word for word, with every nuance, every detail...
Nothing was worse than that very first explosion. The grenade tore the private, second class, virtually in half. He saved my life. Had he not fallen on the live missile, we would all be dead. All seven of us. Babs would be a widow. Krista and Joe would be fatherless, Miriam, sweet Miriam, would have never been born. Not to Babs and me. Perhaps to someone else. Who can tell?
Private Jones had no time to react to the grenade in any other way. I could have died that very instant. Instead I would be decorating his mother with a Distinguished Service Cross. Posthumously. What is the prize for saving seven lives? DSC or a Victoria Cross? Does it matter? We all die. Only question is when. When we die. Or, perhaps, it also matters how. How we die. Some of us carry a debt to other people we can never repay. We can’t even say thanks. Thanks for saving my life. It was nice knowing you...
Dear Barbara. There is so much I still have to tell you. So many fragments of my life, our life, smoldering just under the surface of my awareness. Or at least just to hold you, just once more. In my arms.
Life is a stream of fragments strung together by an arbitrary matrix of time. All fragments happen but once. In this sense death is an integral part of life. It's just another fragment to be examined and learned from. It is neither less nor more important than a dozen other fragments. They are all equally unique and equally interconnected—mine, mostly with you and our children, but Private Jones' choice of death had as powerful an impact on my life as anything I’d accomplished myself.
It is not true that life flashes before your eyes. Just fragments do. You pick them. You pick them at random because there is no time to arrange them in order. In a sequence that makes sense. Do they have to make sense? I suppose so. But they don't really have to be experienced chronologically. Just so that we can learn. There is so much to learn. Not just in my R&D but in life. In general.
There were a dozen fragments crowding to get into my awareness, but the light again burned my eyes.
I jumped in front of the woman holding the baby. I saw murder in the gunman's eyes. The man was scared. Desperate. Desperate people kill. Desperate or cowards. I couldn't take the risk. There was no time to do anything else. The masked youth was standing too far away. His hand was shaking. I saw the finger squeezing the trigger...
An enormous flash of light burnt my eyes again. In a pale green room, pale green men and women wearing pale green masks were bending over my naked chest. Why did I think my chest? It's not my chest. It belongs to the body lying on the table. There was blood all over. My indifference turned to a feeling of dread. Surely, I don't have to go back to that dirty, bloody, carcass. Not me, not now.
And then I thought of Barbara. Of her eyes filled with trust, over so many years.
"Switch that bloody light off!” I screamed. Only it came out as a whisper. As a breath gurgling around the tube in my throat.
No one heard me.
***
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Another day. Another birthday party.
A friendly wave, a smile. Then, apparent indifference. They seem to ignore me. They act as if I didn’t exist. Not very pleasant. Not on my own birthday. Even if I hadn’t actually invited them. Half of them probably don’t even know my name. Or else they must have forgotten why they came.
“My name is George.” I introduce myself.
“George...?”
“Yes. Just... George.” I repeat. How come I don’t remember my last name? Surely I must have one. I must be getting old.
Last year, and the year before that, it has been the same. God only knows for how many years now. I can’t really remember. Every year on June 12, I go to my local pub, wherever local is at the time, and a couple of dozen people come. They smile to me, they wave their hands. Often complete strangers. Perhaps they go there on June 12 anyway. They might not even know that it’s my birthday. I don’t really mind. It’s nice to have even strangers celebrating my anniversary. Better then being alone in my apartment. Alone, for so many years now.
I am so glad Barbara has come. She always remembers. Last year she’d given me a strange greeting. A wish, really. She said she hoped that I wouldn’t have to wait too long any more. I wonder what she had meant.
“I am so glad you could make it, Barbara” I say again. I say it every year.
“I wouldn’t miss it for the world.” She’s always so nice. So kind. It’s like having a sister. Or a guardian angel. “I want you to meet Marion. She arrived only last month.”
A month can be a very long time. Can feel like forever.
I shake hands with Marion. She has tiny hands. Very small for quite a large woman. Her wrists are covered with overlong sleeves. She seems nice, though looks scared. What is there to be scare of? Boredom, I suppose. It’s up to you.
“It’s very nice to meet you. It is good of you to come.” I am the host.
Marion smiles weakly. She doesn’t say anything. Her head slightly inclined, eyes firmly riveted to the nondescript carpet. I take a closer look at her. She is almost my height, a large face in contrast to very delicate nose, mouth, even eyebrows. I can’t see her eyes. It seems that her sensitive features were placed on the wrong background. Her face looks awkward.
“Perhaps I could show you around?” I try again. Barbara smiles her encouragement.
“Thank you.” Almost a whisper.
Now and again I meet some newcomers. They’re invariably scared. I can’t understand that. There is nothing one can possibly be afraid of. Not here. I try to reach back in my memory to how I felt when I first arrived. Blank. I can’t remember that far back. How many years? Enough to die from old age. Many times over.
“Why is everything grey?” Marion looks up at me and immediately returns her eyes to the floor. I hope my shoes are clean. Grey? That’s right. It used to be. Way back when... I look at Barbara. She remains silent.
“It seems that way. To start with. It will pass...” I offer. Marion seems reassured. “Why don’t you pretend you are wearing grey glasses?” I try a little harder.
Marion smiles. Her faces changes. It is not a face that smiles often. I wonder what made her do it.
The party is in full swing. About ten people are leaning on the bar, a few are dancing, three couples are sitting at the alcove tables talking. They all seem quite happy with the party. Except for Marion. And me. I had enough of these parties. More then enough. Too much of a good thing?
Barbara takes off. She always seems to be around when I need her, never just for the hell of it. She must have a sixth sense. I take Marion’s elbow and lead her to the bar. I offer her a drink. She says she doesn’t. I give her an orange juice. We walk towards one of the booths with high, padded walls. It’s cozy there, a little like in a womb. Protected. I can tell, Marion feels safe. She looks up.
“Thank you very much,” she says. Then she starts crying.
I do nothing. I seem to remember—a featureless, grey haze. Empty. So many years. Memories hurt.
I watch people dancing. Their faces are blank, devoid of emotions. Their steps, movements, mechanical. Like robots. Maybe they are. Some of them. One can never tell. Not here. I must have been around for some three hundred years and I still don’t know all the rules. People say it may take a thousand years, sometimes more. Not in the same place, of course. In fact, they move us quite often, especially during the first hundred years or so. We all start at a different level, advance at a different rate. Depends, they say, depends how fast we learn. Not easy to learn when there are no teachers. You just watch, try, experiment. Get some surprising results. The grey period is the worst. Thank God mine didn’t last that long. I feel sorry for Marion.
She stops crying. We never hurry things here. There is no point. Time is what we have an awful lot of. Time enough to forget.
“I am sorry,” she says.
“Take your time. All the time you need...” I smile at my thoughts. Maybe she doesn’t know about time, yet. Probably. Barbara wouldn’t tell her. We never tell people anything, not really. When we do, they never believe us, so what’s the point? If I told her that she is going to live as long as it takes, would she believe me? As it takes to—what?
Marion takes a sip of the orange juice. Her eyes brighten. She takes another sip.
“It’s wonderful. Must be freshly squeezed.” Funny how her face changes when she smiles. “Only how come its grey...?”
“It’s your eyes,” I assure her. I got to say something. She needs help. That is why Barbara brought her to me. She is my seventh beginner. I screwed up the first one or two. I tried to teach them. You don’t teach here. Ever. I am repeating myself. Have to. It’s the best way to learn. Repeat until it becomes part of your nature. Part of your soul. You just try and help people to learn on their own.
“Does it take long?”
“Depends.”
What can I tell her? It took me two hundred years. Even now there are moments when I lose my ability to see colour. At least now I know it’s me. My own eyes. Not the world around me. That is mostly what we all seem to be learning here. That it is always us. Not the world around us.
“Oh...”
I take another look at Marion. She can’t be more then twenty-four or five. Normally, it would be misleading to try to guess anyone’s age, but not with a newcomer. I wonder what brought her here. I look at her long sleeves. That’s the biggest no-no. Poor girl.
“Where do you live?” she asks.
“Here and there...” I always say that. “Do you have a place to stay?”
“I don’t know. Oh I really don’t know!” Her eyes get wet again.
Newcomer. It’s pretty tough. “There, there,” I say. I am a regular nursemaid. “You can stay with me. As long as you want.” Marion blushes. “I have a spare room,” I add quickly. Kids! I feel like laughing. It’s a nice feeling.
Marion doesn’t say anything but I can tell she feels better. Was that why Barbara brought her to me? Must be. In time she will learn to live on her own. Everyone does. In a way. In a way, we are all alone. Always. Rather like stars. Like little islands of light floating in the universe. Guess we don’t have to be, but...
The bar is almost empty. I take Marion by the arm and we walk outside. The immense darkness is punctuated by countless points of light. Rather like people. All alone. You can even tell which stars are further away from others. The air is so pure. Pristine. It just goes on forever.
“Are the nights always so clear here?” Marion asks. Her face shows wonder.
“As clear as you care to make it,” I say. She doesn’t know anything. Yet. “Look again.”
She looks up and the sky is covered with a thick, heavy cloud. She shrinks, almost shrivels. I hear her catch her breath.
“Hey, take it easy!” The sky returns to normal. “It’s only in your eyes.” I try to explain. You can’t really. She’ll learn. The cloudy sky was her own perception. The view of her own universe.
We walk in silence. “Where are we?” she asks after a while.
I wonder what to tell her. I have spent years trying to answer this question for myself. It seems to be easy until you try to define it. Once I had asked Barbara the same question. She only smiled. Then she put her arm on my shoulder and asked: “Where do you want to be, George?” That was years ago. I think I know what she had meant. You are where you want to be. Always. You are the sum total of all your dreams, desires. You often want to be only a part of what you are. You can’t. It’s an all or nothing proposition. The sum total. Sometimes you try to change the environment to make up for your own shortcomings. It doesn’t work. Or at least, not for long. You can only change yourself. Then the way you see the surroundings changes. I don’t know how, it just does. Only here it changes much quicker, either way. Wherever here is.
“Do you like it here?”
“I do... now.” I know what she means. Her sky was grey, once. Dull grey. No stars.
It works to start with. When you are with someone, someone more experienced, you can see the universe, the surroundings, with their eyes. Like Marion through mine. But it only works for a short while. Ultimately we end up on our own. We can share our own universe with anyone, but we cannot give it away. You have to build your own. Even if it takes a thousand years.
“How come I can see colour?” Marion’s face changes like a child’s. Her small features seem tentative as if still not belonging on her broad face. A funny face really. She could be beautiful if she wanted to. Her face lacks confidence. Or is it faith?
“The colour is always there. We just have to learn to see it. Again.” Why did I say again? It just sort of slipped out. She didn’t notice. “It’s like learning to walk, or talk.”
I can’t tell her that all of reality is only what she can perceive. It’s pretty meaningless until you learn that for yourself.
We arrive at my house. Originally Barbara brought me here. It was a bit grey then. I fixed it up since. Not much. To me, it is exactly what I am. Almost satisfied but still searching. I suppose you never stop searching. Now and again I move a wall or a window. You can do that here. Not too often or you go crazy. I tried it once. When you first learn how fluid is your own reality you experiment with it. You change everything. You lose your point of reference. Things get grey then. You have to start from scratch. Next time you take it easy. There is time enough.
The house is really three rooms. A sitting room, a bedroom, a study. We don’t cook here. We eat but we don’t cook. There are all sorts of fruit and vegetables that taste better raw. Wonderful aroma. My house smells green, red and yellow. Of apples and citrus fruit. It’s like being out in the garden. When you first come here, you miss hot, greasy, heavily seasoned foodstuff. You can get it if you really want to but you lose taste for it. In my house there is a large bawl of fruit in the centre of the low table in front of the sofa. You can nibble. You don’t get hungry here. Unless you think about it.
Marion is standing in front of a large window. No glass, an archway, really. I step against the wall and watch her face. She is looking at my view. I give her plenty of time. She seems happy. I pat myself on my back.
“Do you like it?”
She doesn’t have to answer. I can see. Then she starts crying.
It goes on for quite a while. It’s not easy coming here, on your own. Everything is strange. Alien. Then she stops.
I make her sit down.
“I’m sorry?”
“You want to talk about it?” I look at her wrists covered with overlong cuffs. She hides them behind her back. Then, very slowly, she brings them back to her lap. Her eyes wonder away, again, into my view.
“It’s a long story...”
They all start that way. They think their story is the only one. The only important one. I offer her an apple. She holds it carefully as though it were a crystal sphere—stares into its polished, multihued surface. My apples are full of colour.
“I thought he loved me...” That’s often the second sentence. It’s also the end of the story. She loved him. She had lost her own tiny universe. She gave up her own world to live in his. When he left, she had no universe of her own. None. She had never really built one.
“It’s all right,” I say. “We all have to start from scratch, here.” She keeps staring into the apple. “Eat it!” I tell her.
She obeys me like a child. That must change. Soon.
“It tastes wonderful.”
I know. It’s my apple.
The next day I show her the park. It looks like a park. It is what you want it to be. For me it’s a park. The trees are all mature oaks, maples, elms, clamps of birches against the background of conifers. Streams meander through with lazy indifference. Houses, like mine only different, hide behind tall, flowering bushes—funny how lilacs can stay in bloom forever. Some houses belong to my friends. People I have known for some time. Others are new to the area. They came from other parts. We all share a common vision. That is why we live here, together. This park also belongs to the last dream Marion had before she gave up her universe for her lover’s. She is lucky to be starting here. Very lucky. I started in a rat race for recognition.
We spend days walking, talking. Marion is beginning to see colour, on her own.
We sit down on a flat boulder overlooking a small valley framed by dark, walls of a silent forest. A small lake picks up the lazy puffs of cotton wool drifting along the sky. It’s what you make it. Marion takes off her sandals and puts her bare feet in a tiny pool formed by a spring cascading from a rock.
“Am I dead?” Marion asks. She doesn’t hide her wrists anymore. The scars are there only as a reminder.
I don’t answer. What can I say? What is death, anyway?
“Is this heaven?” she asks again. I wish Barbara would not give me beginners.
“What is heaven?” I ask in turn.
She looks at her feet making small circles in the water. She seems preoccupied with the water. Her face is a mask I cannot penetrate. Then she looks up at me. “It’s different things to different people. Isn’t it?”
I smile back. What a waste. She could have built a wonderful universe. Wherever she had been. She’s bound to do it here also.
“I shall have to be on my own, soon?” She changes the subject.
“We all do.” She is learning so quickly. “We could remain friends?”
“Thank you.”
The next day Marion moves to her own house. It’s been vacated by someone. The house isn’t much, but would be enough for Marion. To start with. Later, she would adapt it to her needs. I miss her. She seemed so innocent. Like a child. She is, really.
Barbara came to see me. I always like to see her. She doesn’t say much, but seems to know an awful lot. Maybe that’s why.
“It is time for you to go back,” she says. I never noticed it. Not really. But her eyes are like two lamps radiating love. Pure love. The type that doesn’t ask for anything in return.
“Where?” I am used to changes. We are here to learn.
“Back home.” Barbara is smiling. She looks like a mother whose child had just finished school. “That’s the fastest school of all. A lot faster then here,” she assures me.
I always suspected that. In my dreams I have seen some of my past. The contrasts are greater back there. You learn by watching the contrasts. The opposites. That’s what they are for. It’s tougher that way, but quicker. And the more you learn that more you can help, later. That’s also part of the game. You become happier. You get to help people like Marion.
“Shall I remember any of this?” I shall miss Barbara. I shall miss Marion.
“Not really.” Even Barbara’s smile is a little strained. We form habits, attachment. They hurt. “Although it’s not impossible.”
I can’t be sure, but I think I must have been here for over three hundred years. Some stay here a lot longer. First we must forget, then we must learn anew. It takes time. Thank God we’re all immortal. I suppose I should be proud for having done my duty here so quickly. Instead I can only think of not seeing Barbara again. I owe her so much.
“I shall be with you,” she says softly. Her voice is so very soft. A mother, a lover, a sister. A friend.
I lie down on my settee. Barbara sits at my feet, next to me. I hold her hand. I close my eyes. The darkness becomes darker. Warm, comfortable darkness. Then I feel cold. Very cold. God, it’s horrible. The lights are glaring. Someone slaps me. I start crying. Why do they slap me? Barbara, Barbara, where are you... Barbara...
Then I feel her arms enclose me. I feel her warmth. Her love.
I feel safe again.
***
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