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Brigitte never understood the reason for going to school. Her parents, Dr. and Mrs. Hardcastle, spent hours trying to persuade her, quoting the very best arguments from the many educational digests which filled the shelves of their extensive library. Brigitte remained unconvinced.
Ordinarily, there would have been no problem. A child would be given her lunch, put on the school bus, and return home at a designated hour. The mother would have had a few hours of rest from the endless stream of questions, which poured from the hungry mind of a child from early morning till the late evening. On weekends, the extracurricular activities organized by the wise school administrators would also allow both parents a few extra hours for a well-earned rest.
None of these applied to Brigitte. A precocious child; at the age of three, she not only read all books destined for children twice her age, but herself wrote fables so imaginative, so immediately appealing, that the publishers were hard put to believe the authorship of the neatly typed manuscripts. At four, Brigitte discussed the relative merits of the quantum theory with her uncle, a professor of physics at the Carlton University. She more or less convinced him that unless one recognizes the energy particles as harmonic quotients, one cannot truly perceive the basic structure of particle physics. What followed was her intense passion for theoretical math, theory of numbers, patterns and anabolic progressions—all in quick succession.
Then, on the last day of August, Brigitte turned five. Her birthday party was attended by four children and six professors; four from the science department of her uncle’s university and two visiting scholars from the MIT.
Throughout the afternoon, Brigitte oscillated between her childish games and short but deep exchanges with the stunned professors. She manipulated the apparent dichotomy with an inherent ease of a conductor blending the sonorous staccato of the timpani with the lugubrious legato of the symphonic strings.
Her parents watched her virtuoso performance with an ill defined yet disturbingly incongruent mixture of exultant pride and deep concern. They invited the strange mélange for Brigitte’s birthday for one reason only. Brigitte came of an age when she had to be registered in a school. They agreed to seek the advice of Brigitte’s uncle’s friends and colleagues on how to assure the best future for their only daughter.
Brigitte seemed quite unconcerned by the problem she was creating. Of average height, pretty in her girlish charm but with no pretensions to beauty, equally at home climbing trees as solving differential equations. Her appearance in no way suggested a potential genius hidden behind her clear, blue eyes. Her hair cut fairly short—she found it more convenient for tree climbing—always remained disheveled, no matter how often her mother arranged it for her. She was neither taciturn nor too noisy, neither serious nor exuberantly joyful, neither indifferent nor sentimentally attached to anyone or anything within her immediate surroundings. Even her parents she regarded with loving detachment, offering a kiss and a smile with open spontaneity, withdrawing herself when mom or dad seemed in need of solitude or rest. She cried as all children do when she bruised her knee, laughed at the sight of an ice cream cone, smiled in expectation of a birthday present wrapped in multi-coloured paper.
In so may ways, in practically all her was, Brigitte seemed a normal, well... an almost normal child. Almost.
The so-called gifted children usually excel in a single discipline. Be it in scholarship of science or more artistic endeavour, they never seem to manifest a broad spectrum of precocious talents. In fact, they often exhibit shortcomings in some disciplines as if nature was trying to compensate for the innate imbalance.
Brigitte did not follow this rare though established course of nature. She regarded each new challenge with wide-open eyes, seemingly observing not the object of her interest, but rather the forces behind it. Her mother and father shared an uncanny conviction that Brigitte’s apparent detachment from the object of her interest included also her very-own self. It was not Brigitte playing with the other children, they thought, it was Brigitte playing at playing with children of her age. It was not the child studying advanced mathematics, nor her mind growing in stature and complexity, but rather Brigitte using her mind with a calm detachment, viewing it from an external vantage point, as she would a spoon or a fork at the dinner table. Brigitte was not her body, her mind, her emotions. Rather she seemed a free spirit wearing her physiological or mental attributes with joy yet detachment as she would a new dress she received for her fifth birthday. The body she inhabited was a means of self-expression, a means of gathering knowledge, a system of communication between her true inner self and the world in which she found herself. A means to an end, though to what end Brigitte would chose to pursue neither her parents nor the illustrious professors had the slightest inkling.
She was quite unconcerned what future her parents would assign for her. After three visits to special schools for, so-called, gifted children, Brigitte was accepted at the Guilford Institute—only some sixty miles from their home—in Carlton. On the third Sunday in September, her parents drove her to the place of learning. Brigitte refused to take with her any of her favourite toys. Only her stuffed panda, a ball of furry softness, she took along as though to show weakness where none really existed. A few hours later her parents, eyes misty, kissed her and held her in an anguished embrace of their first parting. Brigitte only smiled and cheered them in reassuring consolation.
All children she now mixed with exhibited some talent well beyond their theoretical capacity. Brigitte seemed neither ahead nor lagging behind her precocious colleagues. She fitted in as she did then, at home, at her birthday party or in any circumstances she’d ever encountered.
Brigitte now lived, ate, played, studied and slept in surroundings specially created to suit her peculiar talents. Once every week, always on Sunday, her parents drove down to see her. Those days were as joyful as any when she had lived at home. Slowly Dr. and Mrs. Hardcastle relaxed in convincing knowledge that the best was being done for their only child.
It was on Tuesday, a little over a month after Brigitte had been installed at the Institute, that Dr. Hardcastle left home to attend a convention in Montreal. Towards the evening, Mrs. Hardcastle for the first time felt the full weight of an empty house. She sat back in her favourite armchair, allowing the room to grow dim in fast approaching darkness. She tried to remember the joyful laughter of her darling daughter. She thought back to the hours, many, many hours that she and Brigitte had spoken not of science but of love and kindness, of beauty and order, of harmony in nature. Brigitte always listened without interrupting as though even then realizing that this sort of knowledge cannot be truly found in books or computers. Perhaps not even in words that her mother was saying. Yet she listened intently, seemingly sensing the meaning before it had even been spoken, as though hearing thought-waves stirring somewhere in her mother’s being. At times like those, Brigitte’s eyes filled with an opalescent hunger, absorbing the knowledge stored in her mother’s heart.
That evening, for the first time since Brigitte’s departure, Mrs. Hardcastle felt her daughter’s quiet presence. She felt her warm nearness, her intense attention. She thought of, or imagined, her little girl’s yearning for what she had to give her. Mrs. Hardcastle smiled with profound contentment as she opened her heart to quench her daughter’s hunger. She poured her love freely, without reservations. She felt drawn into a vortex of coalescing spheres filled with secret knowledge beyond mind’s outer reaches. Her body relaxed, her consciousness growing beyond space and time—in a void suspended...
The grandfather clock chimed the eleventh hour.
With a great effort Mrs. Harcastle drew back her dormant senses. The nearness of her daughter still lingered in the air around her. Somehow she knew that she channeled knowledge that Brigitte was searching. A gentle, loving smile wavered on her tired features.
As she raised her hand to wipe a joyful tear, she felt a strange softness resting on her thighs. Too drowsy to be nervous, she switched on the lamp on the reading table. Slowly her eyes focused on her lap. There, looking up at her, lay a smiling panda. A stuffed, smiling panda, a ball of furry softness.
***
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Ann’s away. With the twins?
Even as I wake up, I sense there’s something wrong. Slightly. The reality is the one I thought of last night. Am I still dreaming? Is reality a dream? I must be very careful of what I think about in the evening. I don’t get up. I lie there and consider my options. After a while, I lose myself in the various possibilities. I start the painful process of redefining what the devil I am. Or where I am. Or just exactly—why.
For the last four days, each day I wake up in different surroundings. To start with, there are little things. We seem to have new curtains. Where did they come from? I must have forgotten. Then, there is the extra dining room. I always wanted to build it on the west side. Well, maybe I need to see a doctor, but I don’t remember when we did build it...? Ann always wanted one: facing the garden, she said. I always promised it. Now, it is there. When is now, anyway?
The room looks the same. What’s wrong, then?
We live in the same house for, let’s see, forty-seven years. Suburban, medium size living-dining, a large, old-fashioned kitchen, four bedrooms. Until recently the garden had been my, and Ann’s, pride and glory. We grew our own vegetables. At least I did. Ann prefers to grow flowers. She’s so good at it. How well I remember Mimi’s wedding. Just twenty-three years ago, last June. Mimi asked for the reception to be held in the garden, among the rich, proud, aristocratic roses, rows of begonias, delicately violet irises, the humble multihued velvety pansies, the tall, slender lilies with their white, innocent, elegant trumpets—all bathed in the exuberant aroma of lilacs in full bloom. Ann always said that the beginning of June is the best part of the year. She ought to know. No mother had more flowers at her daughter’s wedding. Ever.
The bedrooms are empty now, of course. Paul, our eldest, got married three years after Mimi. His children are almost independent. Johnny Junior, nineteen; Betsy, five years behind him. Their bedrooms stay empty, hoping for a quick visit. It’s always quick, short. They have their own lives. As it should be. Ann and I changed to twin beds last year, but stayed in the same bedroom. We talk, sometimes into the early hours. We talk dreams. A win on Lotto, a tour around the world?
The twin beds! That’s what’s wrong! There are no twin beds. I am about to get up from my old, favourite king-size mattress. What’s going on? My memory? Alzheimer’s? Suddenly, I’m nervous, scared.
The next day I feel younger, again. I get up with a distinct pep in my gait. The aches and pains are gone. Maybe I died in my sleep. I stroll to the bathroom without a care in the world. I look in the mirror. Sixty-eight? More like a young fifty. Perhaps a well-worn forty-five.
I must be nuts!
George called. I hadn’t seen George in over twenty years. He talks as though we spoke only yesterday. Would I play a round of golf?
“Sure, George. Ann’s away with the children, why not? I still have two days left of my holidays.” My holidays? I retired three years ago. And it wasn’t from Baker & Baker, either.
We meet at the clubhouse. George looks about my age. This is crazy. The guy died last year. Died, as in dead and buried. I couldn’t tell him that, could I? I scored four birdies. Three double-bogies but four birdies. This only happened once in my life. A week after my forty-fifth birthday. Until that day my best score had been in the upper eighties. Today I shoot seventy-nine. This never happened to me, before or since. I’ll never forget that day: Ann was away with the children when Mimi got sick. Ann offered to look after Mimi’s twins. My daughter married an aspiring writer. They couldn’t afford a regular nanny. So what else is new? Too bad about my holidays. Spending them alone, like this.
Only that was twenty-three years ago.
When I wake up, it will be all over. Tomorrow. In the morning.
Ann called last night. She’s worried about how I am coping on my own.
“I am just fine. You wouldn’t believe it!” I couldn’t tell her about my golf. She would think I am crazy. Probably be right, at that. “How are the twins?” I ask.
“I’ll be back in a day or two. Mimi’s a lot better. Her fever’s down.”
“Wonderful!”
“Don’t do anything foolish!”
Ann always thinks that if she leaves me alone for a day or two, I am bound to get into some sort of trouble. She thinks I need a nanny more than our grandchildren. Well, all I got was some twenty years younger. It’s either that, or I just sleep a lot. Funny though, Ann’s voice sounded, sort of, younger too.
On the seventh day I get a call from the office.
“How come you’re not here, Mr. Brown? You took only one week off, remember. Mr. Fitzpatrick’s been asking about you. You’d better hurry, he exuded a foul mood!”
What do you mean not there? I haven’t been there for over twenty years. I never could stand that snooty Fitzpatrick anyway. Let him wait. The son of a bitch only needs me when I am not there. Let him wait.
The son of a bitch didn’t wait long. A week after I hung up, I remember, Fitzpatrick fired me. That had been the middle of a deep recession. I never did get another job. Real job. That was when I had taken up writing. That is why Mimi married a writer. That is why we were always broke—we never took that trip around the world. How come I remember all this so well?
I know! When you die, your whole life flushes in front of your eyes. Kind of slowly. I am dying and Ann’s away. She’ll kill me when she gets back. What if, when she gets back, I’m still alive? I remember. Bloody annoyed as Fitzpatrick, but alive. Sort of. Or did I die then? Where did the rest of my memories come from?
Escape!
I made an appointment for nine-thirty.
“You’re in perfect shape, Mr. Brown. For a man of your age. Ha, ha!”
Ha, ha, to you too, Doctor funny Jones. “My age, Doctor Jones?”
“Believe me, Mr. Brown, I know of no man who looks better in his middle forties! Must be your golf. Play often?”
Middle forties. So I am still dreaming. Or I am dead. Or flush dying. Nuts!
I get back home as the telephone rings.
“Dad! Can we drop off Johnny with you tomorrow? Just for a day. We know Ma’s away, but we have a chance for a sail on Lake Champlain. Johnny’s too small. Anyway, he wants to see grandpa.”
“Good morning Paul. How are you?”
“Oh, common Dad... If you don’t help us out we’ll miss our chance. Be a sport?”
“How old is Johnny?”
“You’re stalling, dad. I know he’s only four, but, hold on...” There are muffled voices on the end of the line. Johnny Brown Junior, my eldest grandson comes on the line. “Can I come and see you, Grandpa? Please Grandpa?”
This sounds like blackmail.
“Of course you can, Junior.”
Last time I saw Johnny, he was twenty-seven. He was a fine, upright, young man. Confident. Successful. Junior is four now. When he turned, when he will have turned, five, he will have broken my favourite crystal vase. It had been the only prize I had ever won playing golf. The only prize I won—ever. For anything. Until Johnny broke it, it stood on my mantelpiece. I have a queasy feeling. I hate to do this, but I have no choice. Slowly, nervously, I turn round. In the middle of the wide stone mantel stands my proud possession. The sun strikes the polished, angular surfaces. Beautiful cut crystal. I walk up to it and read my name engraved in the brass plate inserted into the marble base. My name and the date. I had won it last year, or twenty-nine year ago. Take your pick. That vase had been broken for the last twenty-six years. Only it wasn’t. I am beginning to feel really sick. It’s in the pit of my stomach.
Escape.
If Johnny is four, then I must have regressed to forty-one since seeing Doctor Jones, this morning. But if Junior is coming tomorrow how come Ann’s still away? At this rate, never mind Johnny... I’ll need a baby sitter myself—any moment now.
I have until tomorrow to wake up.
Something must have started this chain. I am either dead, or, by some means unknown to me, I must have been given a peek into the future. My future? If today is today, then tomorrows are still to come. Will they happen the way I remember them? Will they happen at all. Is future irreversible?
Escape.
“Ann, where are you?”
I shall wake up from this hell any minute now. If Johnny is coming tomorrow, then the day after I will have broken my leg. It will have gone septic. It smells of iodine and putrid meat. Red, swollen from ankle to my knee. The knee is more blue than red, itching, throbbing. God, it hurts. I’ll lose it. I’ll lose my leg. Escape.
My head is throbbing. I spread a blank sheet of paper inside my tired mind and draw up a list of all the lousy cards which fate had dealt me in my good old days. My future, if you like. At forty-one, I had the leg problem. I nearly lost it. It was hell. Back, back... Paul’s sick. His fever runs off the thermometer. We’re scared. I’m so scared. I’m helpless. We take turns at his bed. Paul doesn’t complain, doesn’t cry, whimpers. Can’t recognize me. Calls me mama. We don’t sleep for two weeks. Escape. Back. Mimi gets lost in the shopping mall. Police, ugly stories from neighbours. Who needs them? Mimi’s only three. My God, where is she? Hell. Escape. Anywhere. My forty-sixth birthday present: I lose my job with Baker & Baker. The worse economic depression ever and I am jobless. I’m depressed through and through. Doctor Jones gives me pills. Pink to relax, green to wake up. I don’t need booze to get low. Can’t afford it—pills are free. Many, many pills. They bring me back from the other side. Why bother? I nearly made it. The next year Ann has her knee operations. The medical expenses set us back $11,000. No trip around the world. Ann takes a full year to get her knee back to normal. Then she works. She has to. I can’t meet payments on my own. We learn to live on credit. Scary. With two kids—very scary. I run out of my unemployment insurance. I wash dishes. I smell dirty socks on people who can afford new shoes. Can’t take it. I sell tickets on the railway. I do what I have to do. God, how I hate being poor. Must escape. Pills? I start writing. By magic, after only six years, I sell my first story. I am fifty-two. Hope? My first novel is practically a best seller. We pay off the house. I discover, I only have one novel in me. A writer’s block, they call it. Scared. Escape. I continue smelling dirty socks until my old age pension. Finally. Escape?
What am I? I am sixty-eight. I had been, until seven days ago.
I am probably dead. I must be. In purgatory, or somewhere.
“Ann, won’t you come back?”
My head hurts. I reach in for the sheet of paper. I wrench it out of my mind and tear it up. Again. It hurts to remember.
I hate paper.
I do not want to live through those years again. Not ever. I did what I had to, but, can one escape from one’s own future? There had been some good years. So long ago. Tests. Always tests. Why? It’s all right now, isn’t it? On pension? Half-dead but no dirty socks. The years in-between I can do without. What is it all about? For ten years we had lived on next to nothing. Ann had never complained, but I knew. I’d always known. I know she knows also, though she had never said so, that I should have kept writing. There is no such thing as a writer’s block. It’s a thing in your head. Your escape. It does not have an independent existence. You just create your own reality and then you’re stuck with it.
And then you’re stuck with it.
Can one change the future? The past? Present?
One can change the present. Ann deserves better.
“Ann, please help me.”
It is my darkest hour. Seven nights ago, I dreamt of changing my past. By whatever tricks my mind conjured up, I can see my past, live it, or whatever I had been permitted to see by my inner vision. I have no idea what is or had been real, what is, was, projection of my convoluted imagination. I don’t care.
My back is aching, my eyes itching from lack of sleep, from staring at the blank sheet of paper. A single sheet of paper screaming with excruciating silence from its blinding whiteness. The single sheet I had been staring at for God knows how many years.
My fingers are stiff, knotted like rebellious tentacles caught in a vice of despair, agony of rejection. My breathing is slowly becoming normal. The good old days. Who needs them? Today—I am. Ann deserves better. A trip around the world. She’s so young. Young enough to enjoy it. I raise my hands. I study them as though they belonged to a stranger. Gradually the shaking eases. I lower them to the forgotten keys.
The white sheet is no longer blank. It is alive. So am I.
“Thank you Ann. I love you.”
I feel young. I am sixty-eight. Again.
***
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It was a day like any other. The wind blew incessantly from the East, carrying with it the smell of the sea. Of the ocean. Of its vastness, its might, and, towards the evening, of dead fish. Lately, lots got washed up on the shore. Something to do with the weather, they said. With the change in the direction of ocean currents, others insisted. When we bought the place, way back when even we, mortals, could afford it, the winds were softer, veering north before they reached us. Today? Today the climate seems all screwed up. So was the wind and the smell it carried. It was enough to put you off fish for a lifetime. Thank God there was a good half-mile of dunes protecting us, even at high tide.
And then there were the rains. I remember when we could take a walk for an hour or two along the beach, the shore those days––no one went swimming––and we could be sure to get back dry and with a spattering of sunshine on our cheeks. No more. Now we had to run up and down, twenty minutes max, to avoid the next shower. That’s right. Long Island had become like the British Isles. No climate, just samples of weather. We even started talking like them.
“Lovely weather, isn’t it?” Brenda would say.
She had a cottage down the road. We met halfway on our morning walks while Joan and Mavis stayed behind to prepare breakfast. They didn’t like walking in ‘leaky’ weather, they called it.
“Sure is. Let’s hope it stays that way!” For the next half hour, I would repeat that to myself.
Brenda had given up. Her hair was held tight under a colourful bandanna. No make-up, lilt in her step. The outdoor type. She looked half her age. I must say, if it weren’t for Joan… Even so, in the middle of July she carried a plastic cape in her hand, just in case.
On the other hand, we had no winter. A slightly cooler breeze, but no snow, no ice. The same plastic cape would do the year round.
“Bit cooler, though?” Brenda remarked. We really did talk like the British. Weather this, weather that.
She was right, though. These last few years winter started towards the end of July. If you could call it winter. For a while we wondered what was going on. Climate change, they said. It happens every ten thousand years or so.
“All this pollution?”
“Sure, that as well. We accelerated the change by a couple of hours,” Brenda answered. She always talked like that. The twinkle never left her eye. “Around five?” she threw over her shoulder. She was here to pick up some odds and ends from her cottage. Later she would make up the fourth in our bridge games.
I nodded. We always met for drinks in my beach-house around five. Brenda was a widow, came down on her own. And then there was my Aunt Mavis who, during summer, spent her weekends with us. Mavis was nuts about prophecies. She could recite Edgar Cayce, Nostradamus, and a half-dozen other seers, at will. After her second Martini she would expound her theories on karmic life cycles.
“What goes up must come down, I always say.”
Good old Aunt Mavis. With her long, loose hair she would look great stirring a witches’ cauldron. The only thing I was sure of was that her hand went up and the Martini went down. Down the hatch.
But she did always say it. Always. “Every good is balanced by every bad. When it rains here, it’s sunny somewhere else.” She looked for confirmation. We all nodded. “Balance,” she added. “Always in a state of balance.” She went on and on.
I suppose dear Auntie could be right, although her sense of balance was somewhat upset after her third.
By six, towards the sunset, the wind lessened, clearing the air of the smell of fish. It was too nice to play bridge. We moved to the porch, each to our assigned armchair, and watched the distant sailing boats hurrying to get to their marinas in daylight. Rather tough with the wind dying on them. Some people never learned.
“Did you hear about the earthquake?” Brenda asked.
“I love the way their sails catch the setting sun…” Joan managed before Mavis took over.
“Earthquake? What goes up, must…”
“…come down?” I mused.
“You just wait and see,” she murmured threateningly.
“The news said there were tremors along the whole Eastern Coast. Nothing much, between three and four on the Richter scale, but still…”
“You’re not worried about a tsunami, are you?”
Joan liked Brenda. She was her closest friend. She wouldn’t want her to worry.
“No, of course not. Are you?” They both looked at me.
“You should listen to Edgar Cayce,” Aunt Mavis admonished.
“I think it would take more than a tremor to raise a tsunami, don’t you think?”
Brenda and Joan seemed satisfied.
“It’s going to happen,” Mavis insisted. “Sooner or later. You just watch…”
As always, whenever Aunt Mavis began to expound her theories about doom, I did my best to stop listening. It wasn’t difficult. There was a strange quality to her voice that invariably made me feel drowsy.
With heavy eyelids, I continued watching the frail butterflies making their way back from the sea. Gradually the sails turned more and more red. Must be the pollution, I thought. At least here we have the ocean with the Easterlies to keep us breathing. The smell notwithstanding.
It happened so slowly that I hardly noticed. About a mile or two offshore, the waves softened, then became completely flat. By the time Joan served the main course, the dark shape seemed a foot or two above the water. That’s what it was. A dark shape, glistening in the dying rays. It was as though an enormous submarine had surfaced and remained motionless. I seemed to be the only one who’d noticed. The Russians are coming, I thought, before I remembered that the Cold War was long behind us.
“What do you think of that?” I asked, pointing toward the dark-gray strip. “It wasn’t there an hour ago.”
They all looked.
“Behemoth,” Aunt Mavis declared. “Job 40:15-24.”
“It’s come to eat us?” Branda murmured to Joan behind Aunt Mavis’s back. They both giggled.
It was getting dark. We finished eating and went inside to see if there was anything on TV. By eight it was too dark to see anything outside. At least not seaward. I just hoped no ship would run into whatever it was out there. To my knowledge, the shipping lanes were much farther south.
By eleven Brenda went home to get some things. She’d already closed her own beach-house for the season and was spending the night with us. Within minutes of her leaving, Joan felt uneasy.
“Go and pick her up, George,” she pleaded. “Please?”
“But why?”
“It’s that thing out there, George.”
“That dark shape? The Behemoth?” I was surprised that my laugh was just a bit nervous. “It’s probably an oil slick that looks like something solid, darling.”
“Still...”
“Then call her and tell her to hurry up.”
“Let’s go over and pick her up. Together.” Brenda’s house was only a mile down the road. “What? And leave Aunt Mavis alone with the beast?”
Joan was not in the mood for my attempts at humour. Five minutes later we drove down to Brenda’s. She needed no persuasion.
“We can watch the TV together and find out what’s happening out there,” Joan said. “Or we could play some bridge…” she added lamely.
I thought Joan was more nervous than Brenda. It must have been Aunt Mavis. She could make anybody nervous.
“Just wait and see,” she’d called after us as we left for Brenda’s place.
By midnight, as we were getting ready to retire, we all heard a swishing sound. I looked out over the terrace and saw that the beach was much, much narrower. Even as I watched, the waves seemed to lap farther and farther inland. The next moment I felt a slight tremor. It was as though an underground train or a heavy truck raced down the street. Only there were no trucks on the beach road, and certainly there were no underground railroads. Then came another rumble, just a bit stronger. I stood, riveted, thinking. Minutes later I saw the waves lapping our terrace. As I looked up, barely visible against the slightly lighter horizon, the dark shape out at sea was larger, higher, seemingly miles long. A bit like Long Island, only farther out.
“Get your things,” I said.
As I turned from the window, Joan, Brenda and Mavis were standing with bags under their arms. Joan, smiling, beautiful as ever, not a hair out of place. Women know those things, I mused. They feel them.
Route 27 was empty. I drove fast, ignoring speed limits. There were only a few cars going in the opposite direction. In Brentwood I veered north, joining I-495. I wanted to avoid . I swung north again, connecting to I-295. I felt queasy going over the Throgs Neck Bridge. It could have been my imagination, but I felt the surface swaying below me, as though straining under a gale. Only there was no wind. I put my foot down harder. By 1:05 a.m. we were on I-95. Suddenly all lights went out. Not my car’s, just all around us. I looked left. The city of lights, turned to the city of impenetrable darkness. My God…
“George, look! They are swaying…”
Joan was right. Manhattan skyscrapers were silhouetted against the serene, starlit sky. The upper parts of the skyscrapers were urging us on with a left to right movement. I opened my window to see better. Immediately I heard a deep groan followed by millions of panes of glass smashing on the pavement in strange unison.
“Hold tight!” I barked through my teeth.
I was doing 120 miles per hour when I hit the George Washington Bridge. The streetlights on the New Jersey side were on. I started breathing again as I slowed down. In my rearview mirror the George Washington was performing a strange, convoluting dance. I-95 veered north to Englewood. We were almost home. The streets were deserted. It was a remarkably peaceful night. The stars salted the expanse overhead with weird indifference. I pulled up on the hard shoulder.
“He said it would happen. The whole of Manhattan too…” Mavis muttered under her breath.
“Who?” I snapped. I was in no mood for her histrionics. Thank God Joan and Brenda didn’t make any inane comments. They sat in the back seat, silent. I was exhausted.
“Edgar Cayce,” Mavis said, her voice relaxed, as if stating the obvious. “He missed it by a few years, but he saw it all.”
“Saw what?” I was beginning to suspect that I didn’t want to hear her reply.
“The Manhattan’s going under,” she said, her voice steady and resigned. “Poor suckers…” Mavis whispered, looking behind her. Then she turned to face me. “It’s all to do with balance,” she said. “If one comes up, the other has to go down.”
I opened my eyes with a start. I was covered with sweat. Joan was setting the table for dinner. Must have dozed off. Dear old Aunt Mavis; she’d done it again. As I looked at her, her mouth was till moving, her voice reaching me from afar. I’ll never listen to her again.
Anyway, whatever she was saying, I didn’t feel like arguing. If fact, I never want to argue with Aunt Mavis again. Never.
***
I got up to give Joan a hand with the table. It was then that I felt it: a deep, sonorous rumble coming directly from below. I shrugged, then smiled, assigning it to my dream. But then I felt that unpleasant though familiar prickly feeling at the back of my neck. I glanced at the window.
What caught my eye was the moonlight glimmering in the tiny wavelets winding their way between the dunes, with insidious, impersonal persistence, towards our house. The first among them were already lapping the steps of our terrace. How beautiful, I thought.
***
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[Adapted from Marvin Clark, a novel by Stan I.S. Law soon to appear on Smashwords].
Marvin had impressed his superiors as the only clerk in the department who never seemed to grow tired of shifting the voluminous sheets of paper from the IN to the OUT baskets. The methodical indifference with which he performed his work was misconstrued as an air of quiet confidence and devotion to duty.
Marvin Clark was a man of just over average height. A light stoop, however, brought him right back to the departmental mean. He hated to look down at people. His grey, invariably distant eyes never quite met his onlooker. His gaze seemed to travel just over one’s shoulder, or else to waver at the nose or the mouth of the person he was addressing. This was misinterpreted as a sign of shyness. At 47, Marvin had been a public servant for a little over twenty-three years. In another seven years, he would qualify for a full pension. A secret part of him continued to weave dreams about never having to leave his apartment again.
Marvin was as scrupulous about his appearance as he was fastidious about his work. He considered his demeanour a form of armour, behind which he was free to be himself. The system had worked for some time now. No one ever invited Marvin for a drink after work; no one attempted any familiarity. His studied air of quiet detachment wrapped up in a middle-of-the-way grey, immaculately pressed suit, invariably created an invisible screen between himself and the rest of the world. Of the dozens of people he met weekly, within five minutes of leaving Marvin’s office not one could offer a description of his appearance. Marvin cultivated his anonymity without a conscious effort. In all but the actual fact, he was a hermit.
For the last seventeen years, Marvin Clark had lived at Mrs. Prentis’s Pension a solid, Victorian house—almost a mansion—that fostered an air of the good old days. The elaborate twists and curves of the red brick facade had withstood the ravages of time and industrial pollution with quiet dignity.
Mrs. Prentis rented five rooms. Their sheer size and volume offered by the high ceilings and ornate woodwork almost qualified them to be called apartments. All rooms had small kitchenettes, discreetly concealed behind full height curtains, as well as individual bathrooms with florid showers. One additional bathroom with an enormous bathtub was for common use. It was more reminiscent of Roman Baths, than of its Victorian heritage.
All five lodgers were men. At precisely 7 o’clock, they met daily at dinner, which Mrs. Prentis provided with a reasonably tasty if repetitive menu. On special occasions such as Christmas or birthdays, Mrs. Prentis would say a few words and present her ‘boys’ with a glass of South African sherry.
The most prominent among the five lodgers was the retired artillery colonel, James Mackenzie Whittlaw. Judging by the recurrent theme of his reminiscences, he must have had retired just after the Boer war. Since he occupied the room directly below that of Marvin Clark’s powerful stereo, the colonel’s exploits are of some importance, as they, the exploits, not the stereo, had left him practically stone deaf. The other three gentlemen sharing the dinner table, while less eccentric than the ramrod colonel, displayed no immediately distinguishing features. All three were widowers and had, by some fickle quirk of fate, converged on Mrs. Prentis’s mansion to quietly spend their retiring years.
Marvin liked the quiet atmosphere of the house. Other than cursory exchanges about the state of the weather, he was left to his own thoughts, while the colonel expounded his never-ending monologues about the conduct of officers and gentlemen on the field of glory.
In his attic apartment Marvin was given free reign to do as he wished. The whole of the attic floor was converted into a very large L shaped room. Over the years, the walls had become lined with floor-to-ceiling shelving, tightly packed with books. Later, right-angled projections with additional shelving had given the room an appearance of a selective but well-appointed small-town library. The only wall free of books was the southwest side, where the mansard roof had been converted into a shallow bay window.
While this window gave way onto a pleasant urban panorama, Marvin seldom if ever took advantage of the view. Instead, two heavy boxes, each housing three speakers, served as supports for the only live entities with which Marvin shared his private life. From two eighteen-inch-diameter pots emerged countless twisted and convoluted lianas of his most prized possession. The plants belonged to a family of philodendrons. This particular species was named Monstera Deliciosa.
Though Marvin was always fascinated by the complexity of the interweaving branches, which never seemed to tire of growing and giving birth to a yet greater number of heavily serrated leaves, it was only when the plants had reached the ceiling that Marvin began referring to them as his Monsters. Then, so as not to hurt their feelings, he added the equivalent of the Latin adjective: Delicious. From that moment on, the two plants and Marvin seemed to have entered into a private state of symbiosis. He shared with them his only other love: his record and tape collection.
The music ranged from early Concerto Grosso, through Bach and Mozart to the somber if esoteric mysteries of Beethoven. He shied away from the, in his opinion, overly aggressive and volatile Tchaikovsky or the too melodramatic Schubert. Later, he grew to like Mendelssohn and finally, though only recently, he fell deeply in love with the music of Sibelius.
He listened to his records and tapes from an oversized swivel armchair, positioned in the centre of the room, facing the window, the two speakers and the plants. On his left were all the paraphernalia of his stereo system, which he’d assembled himself from the very best components available on the market. On his right was a two-shelved table, where his current favourite books found a temporary abode.
His bed, made up to make colonel Whittlow proud, occupied the leg of the L shaped room. The bathroom was next to the kitchen, at the far end of the attic.
The deep leather armchair served as the control module of a private spaceship, in which he travelled not only on global, indeed, interplanetary exploits, but from which he traversed time, both into ancient history and into the distant future. The books, the music, while a very necessary fuel for his ship, were only just that—fuel. His real journeys he conducted within the deepest core of his mind, perhaps his very soul.
And the universes were endless. A single sentence from one of his books could provide the necessary impetus to launch him into worlds far removed from his daily routine. Later, he only partially returned to the mundane existence and on the following evening he would continue his exuberant conquests, as though no interruption had taken place.
In time, his inner world had assumed the place of true reality, and his everyday activities, including his work at the Parks Department, were relegated to the automatic functions, no more demanding of his inner resources than eating, breathing or even maintaining his cardiovascular system. Marvin did not leave the physical world; he merely placed it in its proper perspective. The mundane became the automatic, the subconscious, and the realm of his total awareness became free to live without restrictions imposed by the limitations of time and space.
Time passed and the Monster continued to grow. By now, the two plants were not only supported by an intricate latticework of bamboo sticks, but spread along the ceiling, hanging from equally spaced hooks which Marvin had anchored in the two roof beams traversing his room. One day Marvin noticed that they had interwoven so much that their aerial roots had actually found each other’s pots. The two plants, before separated by about eight feet, had now become one. Over the next two months the new Monster went into a growing frenzy reaching out, up, down and all around, as if searching for new grounds to conquer, new territories to cover with its insatiable need for space, light and air.
When the expanding Monster reached the bookshelves, Marvin had to make a decision. He was well aware that he’d probably never again read most of the books he’d acquired over time. His taste in literature had ripened, became more selective. He valued the book-lined walls more for the atmosphere they created than for their usefulness. Yet, he loved his books. By looking at the walls, he could trace his own growth, his initial attempts at leaving his physical consciousness from his command module. Though he would never dust many of those books again, his heart needed its own roots, as did his Delicious Monster. He did not have the heart to skimp on fertilizer, which he administered weekly to each pot. Neither could he withhold the water ration in an attempt to stunt the voluptuous growth. Yet, something had to give.
The next day, he skipped lunch and went to the local hardware store. After long deliberation, he purchased a pair of strong metal plant clippers. He could not get rid of a feeling of considerable guilt as he wrapped the implement into a brown paper bag and hid it in his raincoat pocket. That afternoon, he had vague problems with his routine work. It was as if, also for the first time in years, he’d become aware of what he was doing. He’d become aware of the physical reality of his existence.
On his return home, he hung his coat in the wardrobe, unwittingly making sure that the coat remained out of sight of the plant. He avoided looking at the Monster on his way to the bathroom. As he combed his hair, he felt at a loss why he was acting this way.
At seven he was sitting at the dinner table. He wondered why he found the colonel’s droning voice so boring, almost irritating. For the first time he was aware of the bland taste of the vegetables. He wondered if Mrs. Prentis always overcooked her beans and carrots. Why should it matter, he brooded?
In spite of his mood, he lingered at the table later than usual. Incongruously, he noted that the large chandelier over the table could not have been cleaned since it was hung, probably in the last century. He wondered why he had never noticed it before.
For the first time he rose from the table with the others. Normally, he excused himself a polite five minutes after the end of the meal. With heavy steps he climbed the two floors to his attic.
He passed the entrance wardrobe without looking at it. He walked to the nearest shelf and picked a book at random. Without looking up, he sank into his armchair and flipped the pages. He did not feel like reading. He swiveled his chair to the left and switched on the light. Almost as an afterthought, he turned on the stereo. Beethoven’s Fifth flooded the room. He turned down the volume and sank deeper into his armchair.
The music, which normally lifted him almost instantly into a different reality, this time seemed to anchor him to the ground. He felt its weight as it penetrated his whole body and set up sympathetic rhythms within his bone structure. He felt very, very tired. His last thoughts before dozing off were of a strong desire to switch off the Beethoven tape and put on Sibelius. Somehow the thought made him feel guilty.
His dream was as turbulent as his mood. He did not travel to distant worlds, nor did he enjoy the freedom which dreaming normally afforded. Almost as soon as he closed his eyes, he felt sucked into a twisted maze of interwoven tendrils, in the midst of a thick, impenetrable jungle. Lianas and twigs, all converged on him, threatening to entangle and squeeze him into a lifeless cocoon of human flesh. He felt unable to move or to escape the adamantly advancing labyrinth of winding, convoluted, wreathing twines of green doom. With an agonizing slowness, the crawling mass began to climb up his legs. Each single finger of green flesh seemed to have a will of its own. As the first tendril reached his neck, he tried to scream. No sound escaped his parched throat.
He woke up just after midnight. His whole body was drenched in sweat. He felt stiff, as if he hadn’t moved for countless hours. His throat hurt as though he’d been shouting at the top of his voice. When he touched it with his aching fingers, it felt swollen and painful. He sat there, trying to dismiss the vivid dream from his memory.
After a considerable time he forced himself to get up. He switched off the still humming stereo and dragged himself to the bathroom. For a long time he stood under the shower. The strong jet of water helped.
Still with some trepidation, he stretched out on the bed. The cool sheets had a further calming effect. Later, much later, just before going to sleep, a vague whimsical smile touched the corners of his mouth. It stayed there as he affirmed his resolution.
He woke at the usual time. A breakfast of one soft-boiled egg and toast, washed down with black coffee tasted particularly good this morning. Before leaving for the office, he opened the window just enough to let the fresh air trickle in. At this time of the year he always kept it closed at night in case the draft injured his Delicious Monster. He checked the thermostat, put on his coat and made his way down the stairs.
The air was brisk with the promise of an early spring. It felt especially inviting this morning. The slight mist was bound to clear and let the sunshine flood his apartment. He crossed the street to the nearest lamppost which had a trash can attached to its metal base. Stamped on the basket were the words: PROPERTY OF THE MUNICIPAL PARKS DEPT. The container was quite empty. Marvin reached into his coat pocket and took out a brown paper package. As he placed it carefully at the bottom of the can, the whimsical smile playing on his lips became more pronounced.
“Sibelius,” he thought. “Tonight I shall visit Finland again.” His eyes reached across the street to his attic window. In the slightest breeze of the open sash, moving up and down with a gently waving motion was a five-pronged, freshly unfurled, serrated leaf of his Delicious Monster.
Even as Marvin turned towards his office, he inhaled the fresh mist rising over the sleepy lakes of distant Finland. A little afar, he sensed a dark forest protecting the lake from the northern winds. Then he heard the music.
Without a conscious thought he quickened his pace to arrive in his office precisely at eight o’clock.
***
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The view wasn’t that bad. Of course it was no Penthouse, but living on my own, being a mistress of my own domain, had its advantages. Even the sixth floor offered a scant vista of the lovers’ park, if you stood close enough to the window and looked due west. The building across was just tall enough to block the rest of the trees that extended right behind it. At least people from across the street could enjoy the lush glory, no matter which floor they were on.
No matter.
When Mr. Flaxman got demoted for some, I am sure imagined, accounting infraction, they had to let me go. After all those years... How long was it? I’d moved in with them when I was barely seventeen. First as a kitchen help, then as a lady’s maid. Handmaid, I suppose you could call it. Mr. Flaxman had his valet—Mrs. Flaxman had me. I was with Mrs. Flaxman for more than twelve years. I never thought of moving out on my own. Of having my own life. There was no need. I had all I needed, even wanted. Somehow the thought of having my own family never entered my mind. Mr. and Mrs. Flaxman were my family. They were nice, even generous, even if very, no, extremely demanding. Everything had to be just so. The dresses laid out, the paraphernalia on the dresser in just the right order, the shoes arranged by color in the wall cabinet. Last time I counted them there were some seventy pairs. All different. All perfectly clean, polished, some Mrs. Flaxman had never even worn.
But all that was yesterday.
I remember the thrill I’d felt when I first saw my name on my own letterbox. Miss J. Footling. Until that day I’d always been just Jane. Jane do this, do that. Never Jane Footling. Never Miss Jane...
When I’d first moved into my own little apartment, I felt completely lost. Had it not been that Mr. Flaxman still owned the building, I would never have been able to afford it. I suspect he wanted me close by, in case Mrs. Flaxman mislaid her shoes, or something. Even before leaving, Mr. Flaxman introduced me to his friend, Mr. Canzoni, who run a posh restaurant on McTavish Street. Mr. Canzoni was the fattest man I’d ever seen, but expected his waitresses to be slim, "trim" he called it, and fast on their feet. I started work the next day and that same evening couldn’t believe how much money I’d made in tips alone. The minimum wage Mr. Canzoni paid me was pittance compared to the generosity of his patrons. It took weeks before I’d realized that the tips had something to do with my... the other waiters called it pulchritude. They gave me a big wink when they said that. Only then did I notice the way men followed me with their eyes—with a hunger that had nothing to do with the food I served them. Until that moment, I was completely unaware of my body. Yet, once awakened to my own sensuality, I became acutely aware of my own hunger for someone with whom I could share things. With whom I could share myself. All of me.
Overnight, I became lonely.
After work, around two in the morning, I’d sit and stare through my window, watching at an oblique angle some straggling couples still lost in a lovers’ embrace on the park benches. Funny how I’d never looked down at them when I’d stayed in the Penthouse. I suppose my life was limited to the opulent world of the luxurious apartment. I suppose looking down from twenty-six floors they would look like ants crawling a narrow path. Anyway, I slept at night. Even when Madam was away. Why not? What else could I have done? I hardly knew anyone; hardly ever left the Penthouse.
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