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A departure from his
international spiritual thrillers, this book locks us away in the
unknown world of a retirement home where people waste away waiting.
But through this bizarre world that most of us hope never to find,
Law creates vast landscapes of memory and experience… A must read
for the old and the young. (M. Beaulieu, Canada;
Amazon.com)

 


Stan Law must be one of
today's most unusual writers: he can create intellectual excitement
with nothing but introspective dialogues, mind-stretching
explorations of complex concepts like life, death, love and
loyalty…

The writing has classical
grandeur and poetic beauty, the characters are vividly drawn,
especially the nurses' helper, a giant of a man named Raphael whose
sensitivities and erudition match the author's. This is a jewel of
a piece of writing, with an honesty that makes transcendence and
incontinence equally noble a part of the narrative. If you value
the life of the mind, this book is for you. (Kate Jones, USA;
Amazon.com)

 


If you think your own life,
or that of your loved one, might end up in an Old People's home,
then this books is a MUST READ. You'll learn about Alzheimer's,
dementia, loneliness... but also about unexpected joys and
friendships. You will enter a strange and wondrous world where old
age offers unexpected compensations. And finally, you will also
learn to laugh at yourself, even if, on occasion, through tears.
(B. Happach, Canada; Amazon.com)
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Sculpture by Bozena
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Mother

 


Just yesterday he was here. I looked
into his eyes.

He was a man now, even as once a child
that suckled

at my breast. I continue to see him.
Constantly,

by my side. Or could it be just my
longing?

Surely he can’t be here.

How come I am granted such wondrous
illusions?

Shadows of memories of such joyful
past?

But surely he is here. And he’ll never
leave me.

I feel his gentle touch, passing over
my brow…

No matter how spent, I shall always see
him,

Hiding behind my eyelids, days, nights,
even now...
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The Institute

 


He sat so well in the saddle, as
though he’d been born to ride a horse. Perfectly erect, heels
pushed well down, arms relaxed, yet, I knew, he held the steed in a
grip of iron. He’d spent a good part of his life looking down at
us, mere mortals, so to speak. He’d joined the cavalry at sixteen
and stayed faithful to his original 15th Regiment of the Poznań
Lancers all his life, even though he later became equally as
committed to other Regiments to which he had been transferred all
over Poland. He was in active duty until taken prisoner in 1940. By
then he was the Commanding Officer on horseback. A sabre poised
against the German tanks.

I’m so very tired....

In spite of Jan seeing action on three
fronts, the pictures hanging on the wall were only of the
intermittent days of peacetime. He represented Poland, ever seated
in his hand-made saddle, throughout Europe: from Nice to Stockholm,
from Brussels to the Olympic Trials in Berlin. Before the last war,
the World War, his study had been replete with gleaming Silver
Cups, gigantic Plates and Commemorative Plaques with his name
etched in words of glory. He was that good. At various times he’d
won all the riding disciplines. From Dressage through Show-jumping
to the Cross-country events. He loved them all. But his particular
passion was for Show-jumping. Those were the photos he’d kept.
Until now. Until today.

I must get some sleep. I am beginning
to smell the horses, feel the wind in my hair... I must get some
rest...

He was a true horseman. A cavalry man.
People actually said he was born in the saddle. Whatever that
meant. My mother had laughed. “Most uncomfortable,” she’d said.
This was in the early 1920s. She was a Grand Old Lady. She rode
till she was sixty-five herself.

I particularly like the photograph he
nailed to the wall over his desk in our bedroom. Yes, nailed. Ten
nails along the top, ten—the bottom, six on each side. All
meticulously spaced out, to the millimetre. Perhaps he was making
sure it wouldn’t fall down. I hope that Steve or Bart will be able
to pry it off without too much damage. To the photo, never mind the
wall. We will never see that wall again. Never.

I mustn’t let him see me like
this.

The face I scrutinize in the mirror is
drawn; the eyes seem to have retreated deeper into their sockets.
They look slightly bloodshot, a dull grey, matching my hair which
is uncharacteristically dishevelled. Whatever happened to the
cornflower blue he loved so much? I’ve hardly had time to take care
of my appearance lately. What with this and that, all to do with
his condition, I’ve had neither the will nor inclination to make
myself presentable. Not that I ever took much care about my face.
At least no one could ever accuse me of my hair not being orderly.
I held it in a tight little bun, keeping it well off my forehead.
My relatively rich dark brown hair. Dark-brown went well with the
cornflower blue.... He always liked my hair this way. “I’m an
old-fashioned man,” he always said, “and I like an old-fashioned
girl.”

He always called me that. Still does.
His girl. Or Mimi. Even after I turned eighty. He was ninety then,
some three years ago. I can still hear his whisper.

Mimi, my Mimi....

The intercom just chirped at the front
door. Steve mustn’t see me like this. It will take him about three
minutes to catch the elevator and walk down the long corridor. I
take a deep breath. The cavalry has arrived.

I press the intercom buzzer.

“Steve?”

“Hi, Mama!” He always calls
me Mama. A sort of Polish mommy. The Italians also call their
mothers Mama. Perhaps Queen Bona brought the diminutive with her.
In 1994 we celebrated the 500th anniversary of her birth. There
were some articles in the Polish press. Bona Sforza, the duchess of
Milan, married the Polish king Zygmund Stary, that’s Sigismundus
the Old (...poor girl), in the early 16th century, around the time
Copernicus was working on his De revolutionibus orbium
coelestium. She was credited with having brought in to Poland a
number of Italian vegetables. Tomatoes, onions... and such like.
And probably also the diminutive ‘Mama’ among other Italian
expressions.

Why do I go on like this?

I comb my hair, dab some rouge on my
sallow cheeks, and just a smidgen of lipstick to make me look
alive. Jan wouldn’t like more than a smidgen. He still thinks that
I carry the colours of the girl he met sixty-odd years
ago.

I open the door just as Steve’s hand is
rising to ring. He kisses me on each cheek and walks past me
without another word. Halfway into the room he turns.

“Dad...?”

“Sleeping. He takes a nap
after each meal. He’ll be up shortly.”

He nods. Bless him. Who else would give
up his own marital bed to spend his nights on a settee?
Particularly on a settee that’s a foot too short for him. Still, he
insisted. “You must get a proper night’s sleep,” he told me. That
is why he is here. So that I can get some sleep.

Steven knows his way around. He makes
straight for the bar, pours himself a good portion of Scotch. He is
about to sit down when he sees me standing, seemingly at a loss of
what to do next. He turns again to the bar and pours me a shot of
my favourite sherry. Bristol Cream. Jan and I used to sit for hours
sipping the rich nectar, playing with the long, winding stems of
the crystal glasses Steve gave us for our anniversary some years
ago. We always began by drinking to his health.

Today, it is Steve and I who are
sharing the sherry. Short, wispy snorts reach us from the bedroom.
He always wakes up like that. A few little snorts and he’s
wide-awake. I down the sherry in a single gulp and get up to help
Jan.

“Stop, Mama! That’s what
I’m here for.”

Of course. Force of habit.

Steve is already halfway to the
bedroom. It isn’t far. These last few years Jan and I have enjoyed
a one-bedroom apartment in the middle of Westmount. Close to two
parks. To get to Parc Westmount, the one closer to our
apartment, we walk past the little, meticulously maintained front
gardens of the row and semi-detached houses. On good days, when we
feel up to it, we venture along Rue Mt. Stephen all the way up to
Parc King George. It’s quite a climb for us, but the view
from up there is great. Once we cross Sherbrooke Street, we go past
impressive residences, each basking in their own verdant glory.
Higher up, only Summit Circle remains—the enclave of the Bronfmans
and Molsons. Too high for us, in more ways than one. That’s what’s
so good about Westmount. The trees and the front gardens. They
always reminded Dad and me of our own large backyard in London.
Before we came to Canada. To be with Steven and Bart. They were all
we had. Seems like ages ago.

I hear Dad’s voice from the bedroom.
“Das ist nicht gut....”

These last few months, now and then,
Dad’s been slipping into German, his memory jumping back some fifty
years, all the way to the time he spent as a prisoner of War. The
Second World War. The Big One. The one after which Poland lost her
freedom. Again.

“They sold us in Yalta,”
Dad always said. Perhaps he was right. But surely, after fifty
years it’s time to let it go.

“We wouldn’t be here, if
they hadn’t betrayed us....”

He meant we would still be in Poland,
living comfortably on a retired Colonel’s pension. Nice if you can
get it. We didn’t. Spilled milk.

On occasion Dad would also shout some
orders in his sleep. At the Oflag, the prisoners-of-war
camp, he was the high-ranking officer responsible for the morale of
younger men. He also had to face the German Hauptman when
negotiations were needed. It was lucky Dad spoke German. The
Gerries needed him as much as his own people did. If it hadn’t been
for the former, he wouldn’t be alive today.

 


Here he is, emerging from the bedroom.
Still erect, still an officer, through and through. His ascot tied
to perfection, his trousers pressed to sharp edges. He still irons
them himself. He insists on doing that. Only two pairs remain. He’s
scorched the others.

He comes to me and kisses me on both
cheeks, then on the lips, as though returning from a long trip. He
always greets me this way. Every morning. Now, also after each nap.
Or after he’s stepped out for a ten-minute walk. Always. For sixty
years.

We all sit around the coffee table. Jan
fills his pipe. Suddenly, now that Steve’s taken over, the
weariness catches up with me. Steve half carries me to the bedroom.
Within minutes I’m asleep. Fully dressed. I wake up an hour later,
undress, go to the bathroom and return to my bed.

I don’t envy Steven. For the next three
nights he’ll sit with Dad for three, four hours. Then he’ll help
him undress, put on his pyjamas, take him to the bathroom, put
toothpaste on his toothbrush, run the warm water for him, hand him
the towel, make sure the toilet is flushed. There are days when Dad
can do all that on his own. There are other days when he doesn’t.
You never know. You have to be there. Just in case. All the time.
All the time....

 


I slept like a log, or a baby. Your
choice. I’m about to jump up, then I remember Steve is here. I
linger in bed a little longer. First time in years.

For some reason I feel guilty. Here I
am, relatively sound in limb and spirit, and there’s nothing more I
can do for him. We learn throughout our lives how to cope with
adversities, only to become, once again, helpless.

Somehow, this gate is harder to cross
than many others. Even before the War, since my early childhood,
circumstances caused me to move from place to place, every few
years. Then came the War, and between 1939 and 1946 we moved four
times. Next came our escape from Poland. Steven and I crossed the
border illegally into the now defunct Czechoslovakia, then we
travelled on to the ruins of Frankfurt. A sort of resettlement
camp, only not under tents but in a half-bombed-out building. The
Allies did a good job in allowing half of it to remain standing. It
gave us a roof over our heads, even if we had to sleep on the
landing of an escape stair that my thirteen-year-old Steve
discovered. The stairs leading up to it were missing, but you could
reach it by climbing along the still standing stringer, while
holding on to the wobbly handrail. All the rest of the floor space
was spoken for by other refugees. Lots and lots of them. A mere
month later, the Polish, and probably all the other Socialist
Republics’ borders were shut tight. We were the last to escape with
relative impunity.

A week after we arrived, an army
transport of canvas-covered trucks, lorries they called them, took
us north to Meppen, close to the Dutch border, where we waited for
another transport to take us to Italy. From Meppen, an army convoy
of khaki trucks, loaded to overflowing with our meagre possessions,
rambled us down through Holland, Belgium, France, then through the
tunnel under Mont Blanc, to Torino.

There I met my husband, and Steve, his
father—the father he hardly knew. Bart wasn’t born yet. He came
later. A sort of consolation for the years Jan and I had been
apart. By the time we met, Jan had already been commissioned in the
Second Corps under General Anders. He, Dad that is, had been
assigned to the Regiment of Carpathian Lancers. Always lancers.
There wasn’t a horse to be found in their vicinity, but the
sentiment was there.

In Italy we travelled, in the relative
comfort of an aging army Humber, to Milan, and through Bologna, to
Ancona and along the Adriatic coast. There, our holidays really
started. For the first time in many years I bathed in the sea. A
warm sea. In the Adriatic, as blue as the sky above. Porto
Civitanova, Roma, Napoli touching on Capri and Pompeii, and finally
back to Porto Civitanova, all were but a blur of pleasure, a
euphoria of fulfilling a storehouse of repressed feelings. Dad and
I hadn’t seen each other for over five years. Finally we flew to
England. All within a year. In England we moved six times before
settling down. For a while. We lived in Bruntingthorpe,
Cleethorpes, Grimsby, the resettlement camp in Delamere, then
Ruislip on the west of London, and finally we settled in the north
of London, a district called Muswell Hill. There we bought a house.
A tiny duplex, with us taking possession of the upper level. Our
co-owner was also a Colonel, the pre-war attaché militaire
for Poland in Berlin. I still recall many of his stories sounding
like spy novels. Then, at long last, we bought another house, this
time on our own. Actually, Steve bought it. We couldn’t qualify for
the mortgage. But in all but name, it was our house. We became the
kings of our own castle. A three-story house on a busy street.
Noisy, old, decrepit but our own. We thought that we’d reached our
final destination. Not so. Thirty years later we landed in Canada.
By then we carried British passports. Both our boys were already
there. Or here, really. And in Canada our apartment in Westmount
was our third address. Very likely, the last. Or so I
thought.

For two more nights I sleep well. I
feel almost human. Dear Steve.

 


 


My younger son, Bart, has come to help
us move. He and his wife, Zina, live well outside Montreal, and so
coming to help is an extra effort for both of them. Bart and Steve
have gone on ahead to install the carpet in our room. Shortly
Annette and Zina would be following them, with us in the back seat,
in Steve’s old car, which suffers from intermittent hiccups and
unpredictable, loud belching. After each mechanical burp, Jan keeps
touching my elbow asking if I’m feeling OK.

The carpeting has to be laid on the
sly. We asked if we could furnish our room at the Institute, at
least partially, with our own furniture, and got permission but
they don’t know about the carpeting. By the time management sees
the carpet, the two hospital-type beds, the desk, a cabinet with
eight drawers, two armchairs and some other bits and pieces are
already pinning it down. It’s also glued to the terrazzo floor. I
imagine that for years to come, our room will be the only one with
wall to wall carpet.

“But it’s unhygienic!”
Sister in charge declares.

“But it makes them happy!”
my boys counter unanimously.

“But it just isn’t done at
the Institute!” she insists.

“But we just did it,” they
state the obvious.

“But....”

Bart and Steve decide that the Senior
Sister of the Order of the Immaculate Heart of Mary should have the
last word, which they promptly ignore. The damage is already done,
and Jan and I will be happy. As for the Sister? Well, she came
three times that first day to gaze at the carpet, waved her head
from side to side, as though not believing her own eyes. The Sister
obviously considers it her duty to make sure that everyone live as
long as humanly possible, in dull, sterile, hygienically exemplary
conditions, no matter how miserable it makes them.

I try to explain it to her.

“We have no desire to live
long, Sister. We have the desire to live happy.”

“But....”

The sister is very good at ‘buts’. But
what about cleaning? But what about the bugs? But what about the
extra dust? But what if you spill something? But what will other
people say? But... Had I not been brought up right, I would suggest
that the good Sister’s a pain in the butt. Or buts, in her case. No
wonder Sister finds it such an innovation. Nuns don’t have carpets
in their cells.

 


 


Thanks to our boys, our room is
definitely a pleasant one. Large enough. The boys have arranged the
beds in an L shape, dissipating the feeling that we live in a
bedroom. The teak furniture we’ve brought with us also adds to a
lived-in feeling. As do the soft armchairs. Even more important, we
have our own powder room, which I treasure above all. Having to get
up in the middle of the night to attend to one’s bladder is one
thing. Meeting a stranger in no man’s land is another. Sharing the
toilet with one’s neighbour is not on my priority list.

Steve and Bart have even put up four of
our favourite pictures. Three of them were framed by Jan, back in
the days when whatever he did was done with meticulous care. He’s
always been very precise. The pictures look good on the wall. A
radio and TV complement the lived-in atmosphere. I must ask for
some vases. I need fresh flowers. I’ve always loved them. They are
so alive. It sounds almost like an oxymoron. I still wonder why we
have to live so long. Flowers don’t, and they are so much more
beautiful than we are.

Consider the lilies of the field, how
they grow; they toil not, neither do they spin...

It’s all right for them. They die in a
day or two. They don’t have to toil or spin. Here—we have to toil.
And move to the Institute.

 


 


After the boys leave, we both feel very
alone. Dad doesn’t say anything, he seldom does, but I can see it
in his face. He keeps glancing at me as though searching for
reassurance. I just smile back. Then I get up, go over to him and
gently stroke his clean-shaven head. It seems to relax him, as it
does me. He’s shaved his head ever since the First World War when
he returned from one mission during which he couldn’t remove his
helmet for nearly four weeks. His platoon had been under constant
enemy fire for twenty-six days. When he did finally take his helmet
off, his hair came off with it. Particularly those on the top. The
man I’d fallen in love with was stark bald. And now, as over the
years, I stroke this smooth, shining dome I love so much. Just to
relax him.

The next big event of the first day is
our first meal, a supper, at the restaurant. It is really a
cafeteria but, thanks to the efforts of a group of volunteers, it
is intimate enough to be called a restaurant. Each table has a
little vase of fresh flowers. Actually a single flower per table
but the idea and the heart are there. We have a solitaire red
carnation with a frond of fern. Other tables enjoy an aster, or a
tulip. The tables against the far wall all have a single rose. All
the flowers look really fresh. There must be some really nice
people around.

We’ve been assigned our own table. One
slightly to the side, allowing us a little privacy. Not that we
dislike people, but have you ever watched old people eat? The
diminution of our senses, both eyes and ears, proves an unexpected
blessing. The avid dedication with which most residents attack
their food is fantastic. Often frantic. Either praiseworthy or
disgusting, depending on your point of view. Apparently, for many
of our comi-voyageurs, food is the only remaining interest
in life.

Although Jan’s hearing is shot, his
vision remains quite acute.

“Look! Look, Mimi! Look!”
He stabs the air with his crooked, arthritic finger in different
directions, admiring the inordinate animus with which a number of
residents are tackling their generous plates.

“Look, Mimi, she swallowed
the spoon!” “Zjadła łyżkę!” he repeats in Polish.

This time his voice carries right
across the room. In both languages. There is neither animosity nor
sarcasm in his voice. Just something halfway between disbelief and
admiration.

I can’t get the couplet out of my head:
I knew an old lady who swallowed a spider that wriggled and
wriggled and wriggled inside her. By the end of the main
course, a spoon displaced the spider.

 


I know an old lady who swallowed a
spoon,

She’ll die very soon, very soon, very
soon....

Lucky lady. Here, people die every day.
This isn’t going to be easy. Not dying. Living.

Food, as such, isn’t that bad. Not
unless you suffer from some disease that puts you on a special
diet—like our neighbour on the left.

“They took away all the
good stuff,” she complained twice, probably glad to find someone
who had not yet heard about her plight. “Like salt, or pepper, or
anything remotely connected with enhancing the taste.”

I nod my sympathy. It can’t be easy for
her. Her food, like the walls, like the overall colour scheme, must
be bland. She still has the solitaire flower. So fresh, so short
lived.

“You must keep your
strength up, Mister Somebody,” I heard a nurse telling someone. Not
that there were many misters. Mostly women. Women outlive men by a
margin of five to one. At least here. At the Institute.

I don’t know any of the names yet. Mr.
Somebody had just finished a pile of mashed potatoes soaked in
brown gravy. Two chicken legs had already gone down the hatch. How
on earth can they do it, I wonder?

For Jan and me, there was soup, a main
course of chicken, potatoes and carrots, a side dish of salad. All
this was followed by a créme caramel with a good measure of
sticky, golden syrup. At home we would have shared a single portion
between us. Not just the créme caramel. The whole meal.
Here, we ate it all. Since the war, we both found it difficult to
leave anything on our plates. Funny that. The war has been over for
fifty years—the habits drag on. They definitely gave us too much
food. I suppose food is a substitute for the growing void in their
lives. Their past may be rich, but their future is a dark, or grey,
insipid void. All the faces I glanced at in the restaurant looked
bored. Indifferent and bored. Or maybe just resigned?

Jan is ninety-three and doesn’t carry
an ounce of fat on him. I wish I could say the same about
myself.

“Don’t worry,” the doctor
told me at my last visit. “You are within acceptable boundaries.
And you’ll lose it later on. We all do....”

At the time I didn’t know if I had to
die first to lose it. But Jan doesn’t complain so I don’t worry too
much. But the doc was wrong, anyway. There are a number of people
here, not just fat but obese. Like rotund barrels on stumpy legs,
just rolling along from one meal to another.

“How are you, Mrs. Kordos,”
Sister asked as we stepped out of the elevator. “Did you enjoy your
dinner?” She knew dad couldn’t hear her.

“Too much,” I said. I was
too tired to indulge in a long conversation on the relative merits
of dying from overeating or from boredom.

“Must keep your strength
up,” Sister replied.

“Why?” I asked.

“Oh, Mrs. Kordos, we
mustn’t talk like that, must we?” she admonished.

“Why?” I
repeated.

The Sister was already gone. She was
just being polite.

 


Finally we are back in our room. I need
a door to separate me from the rest of the world. I need my own
space. Our room looks almost inviting. Either that or we are both
really tired. I’m not sure if Dad’s noticed that we aren’t back
home in Westmount. It’s been a long day for him. And for me. The
goodbyes to the apartment we spent our last ten years in, the
journey here, the newness of the place. Even eating in a crowd of
people taxed my nerves. I like people one or two at a time. Three
at most. Not a whole cafeteria of them. Not when they are forced
upon me.

I switch on the TV. The weather
forecast for the foreseeable future is bleak. That’s roughly how I
feel. Goodbye, Westmount, I whisper. I never realized I’d gotten so
used to it. It was small, cozy, and all ours. I never thought we
would ever move again. Not under our own steam. Perhaps in a wooden
box? There have been too many changes in my life. Too often. This
time Dad’s the only reason. Can’t expect Steve to stay with us
forever. What an absurd idea! And I just couldn’t cope any more.
Not on my own. Not with him becoming so unpredictable.

There are just too many
Gates.

He is lucky. He’s already sleeping in
the armchair. His head tilted slightly back, his face relaxed, his
arms resting easily on the armrests. I put a large pillow under his
feet. He’ll be happy like that until he moves to bed. To sleep some
more? To sleep: perchance to dream? I used to like Shakespeare. In
another lifetime. Now I don’t understand too much of his genius,
but like him anyway. Back home, before the War, I taught English.
The problem will be with the bathroom. My mind wanders so.... Or
maybe he’ll celebrate the first night here by being well behaved.
Like a little child. We are all becoming like little children. We
all need more and more help. I wonder how long fate will keep us
here.

I still feel so very tired.

Dad opens one eye. “When are we going
home, Mimi?” he asks.
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Alzheimer’s

 


There are many names for growing
old. There are symptoms and groups of symptoms, to which the
mentally overtaxed physicians like to refer as syndromes. What
these group names really imply is that the illustrious doctors, who
make a very good living from our impending demise, have absolutely
no idea what’s wrong with us. Or no more so than you or I could
observe.

“Really, Mrs. Kordos, we
all must grow old, you know?”

“What do you mean, doctor?
I came to you with a stiff back. My son it twenty-five years my
junior. He’s got a stiff back. Are you telling me that his
stiffness is caused by old age?”

“Well, really, Mrs.
Kordos....”

“Do you or don’t you know
what causes my stiffness?”

“I would have to use very
technical terms, Mrs....”

“Try me, doctor. If you
can’t cure me, at least humour me. After all, I’m paying you to do
so.”

“My services are absolutely
free, Mrs. Kordos!”

Ah, the glory of Medicare! “No, young
man,” I put him in his place. “My sons are paying exorbitant taxes
so that you can wallow in your ignorance.”

I don’t know what got into me.
Probably, it was looking after Dad. It took a lot out of
me.

I recalled watching a snippet of a
Sunday preacher on TV. ‘Life’s not fair,’ the plump Baptist
asserted, ‘but God loves you.’ Well, bully for me, I thought. I
don’t know why this pearl of wisdom caught up with me at that
particular moment. Perhaps life isn’t fair, except to the
physicians. And Politicians. And, the so-called, academics.
Ignorant or not, they seemed happy. Usually at our expense? Bully
for them, too.

“Idioci!” I
whispered in exasperation. I shall not translate this word. It is
the plural of Idiota. Anyway, after that little exchange, I
thought it best to change physicians.

I told myself that henceforth I shall
be nice to people. Only my back had been hurting now for I don’t
know how long. Cumulatively, it gets on your nerves. And this
so-called physician was the third in a row who had dismissed my
ongoing pain as a normal part of aging. They were beginning to
disgust me. If they don’t know, why don’t they admit it? There is
no shame in truth. There is in taking money under false pretences.
They did. All of them, so far. Over these many years, the brightest
in a long line of GPs who looked after my husband and me once told
me that medicine is not a science but an art. Well, he did not
paint a pretty picture.

After all that, I’d clean forgotten
that I wanted to ask Dr. What’s-his-name about Dad. Dad had been
snoring really loud lately and I wondered if something could be
done about it or for it. I would probably be told that it was due
to old age. Well, my husband is pretty old. And pretty sick. Anyone
who knew him before, even six months earlier, could testify to
that.

Steve was right. You are not punished
for your sins, but by your sins. I wonder where he got that. Or
maybe, just maybe, he was getting smart in his old age. I
was twenty-five when I had him. Now I am eighty-three. I’ve got to
work it out someday.

 


Senility, dementia, sclerosis of the
brain, amnesia, are all their favourite terms. There is also
Alzheimer’s. It affects over four and a half million people in
North America. It is said to be as hard on the sufferer as on the
one looking after him or her. It is completely unforgiving. There
are no known cases of remissions.

Alzheimer’s is a sneaky disease. It
creeps up on you. Quietly. Often slowly. In fact, the later it gets
you, the slower it creeps along your individual neurons. It also
gets the soma—the cell body, axons—the output connections,
dendrites—the trees of incoming connections, and synapses—the
regions connecting axons and dendrites. But they don’t really know
what’s going on. Really, Alzheimer’s is just another big
word.

Steven got angry at me last week about
being frustrated with doctors and medicine in general.

“Mother! With an estimated
1010 neurons, that’s ten followed by ten zeroes, or ten
billion, and over 1014 connections, and a reset time of
say five milliseconds... that comes to about 1016
synaptic transactions per second. That’s ten thousand million
million transactions per second, Mother. Or ten quadrillion, if you
prefer. I don’t think any doctor, or neurologist for that matter,
no matter how smart, can possibly claim to know what is really
going on in our brain!”

Gobbligook to the power of sixteen is
still gobbligook, by any other name.

 


Perhaps the slowness of deterioration
is a good thing. If you contract something incurable, wouldn’t it
be better to…. The Sisters keep telling me I mustn’t even think
like that. ‘Life is a gift’, they insist. Again and again. Ad
nauseam. Some gift if you have Alzheimer’s.

The changes in the brain may begin some
ten or even twenty years before any visible signs or symptoms
appear. There may be some early memory loss, due mostly to brain
shrinkage, but most of us put it to... you’ve guessed it, to old
age. We have been trained like monkeys to blame old age for
virtually everything. When my legs got tired twenty years ago—that
was because I’d walked too far. When it happens now, it’s because
of old age. I think all the physicians’ brains have
shrunk!

(No. I won’t say the ‘I’ word. I
shall be nice and forgiving.)

But Alzheimer’s is a different story.
Its early symptoms really do sneak up on you quite slowly. You
experience a bit of confusion, your short memory fails you now and
then, you experience some problems with spatial
orientation.

You can’t find your glasses, the book
you’re reading, the front door of your son’s apartment. Little
things.

Then, still in early stages, it begins
to affect your personality. Always gentle, always balanced, Jan
began to exhibit mood swings, especially when he experienced
language difficulties. He seemed unable to say exactly what it was
that he wanted. Even as I watched him, he, a Colonel in the army, a
man used to giving orders, began losing faith in himself. In his
ability to make decisions, to try anything new. Then came other
symptoms, even more insidious. The so-called stage two of the
disease. I recall Dad insisting on going for a walk.

“Where shall we go,
darling?” I asked.

We had at least three favourite routes.
Along Sainte Catherine to the Park, along de Maisonneuve to another
park located higher up on the slopes of Westmount, and in the
opposite direction, also along de Maisonneuve but towards Green
Avenue, to peek at antique shops, art galleries and other boutiques
along its length. We would stop at the display windows and pretend
to try and make up our minds which item to buy. We would have quite
heated arguments about our choices. Not that we ever bought
anything. Most items were well above our means.

He looked at me completely
stunned.

“I don’t know,” he said,
looking both lost and angry. He stood helpless, his hands hanging
at his sides, his eyes searching the walls for an invisible answer.
When he became more aware of his inability to make the decision, he
grew moody, then depressed. All within minutes. Yet he wouldn’t
openly admit to his new limitations.

“Chodźmy,
chodźmy,” he repeated. When flustered, he would slip into
Polish. “Let’s go, let’s go.”

He looked and sounded restless. This
too was just another symptom. Irritability and
restlessness.

It was towards the end of the first
phase of his disease that I’d decided to move to a place where he
could get professional help. I could no longer leave him at home
for any length of time. Had he left the apartment in my absence, he
might not have been able to find his way back. It was three days
before leaving for the Institute that Steve came to stay with us.
Nights only—he still had to work. By then I needed a rest as never
before. It wasn’t just a question of sleep deprivation. My nerves
were pretty exhausted in their own right. I no longer knew what to
expect. Jan remained kind to me, he hadn’t ever raised his voice,
not even once, but he was becoming quite unpredictable.

Like that time when he decided to
repair the door to the bathroom. It needed a little glue and
duct-tape to let the glue set. He used a dozen screws to reattach
about a foot of 1/8” plywood to its frame. Perhaps he was expecting
a force-eight earthquake.

“Why did you use all those
screws?” I’d asked. He used to be a real handyman around the house
back in London.

“There was no other way to
do it properly,” he replied. His face registered surprise as to why
I bothered to ask him such an obvious question.

 


Luckily, I am told, phase three of
Alzheimer’s will only manifest itself some years into the unknown
future. I’ll tell you when it happens. Provided I’m still around,
of course. We already had difficulties with the Director of
Admissions to get us both in together. Paradoxically, thanks to the
last few months in Westmount I was in such a state of physical,
mental and emotional exhaustion, that they ignored the fact that I
was perfectly capable of looking after myself and assigned us a
double room when we got to the Institute. This was particularly
important to me as, with the exception of the World War II, we had
never been apart. But even more important to me was the fact that
Jan was fast losing his ability to understand English. Or French.
We’d left Poland some fifty years ago, yet his native tongue
returned with a force that would not be denied. He insisted that we
speak only Polish to him. Although he still read only English
newspapers, read both, French and English books, listened with
interest to TV in both official languages of Canada, henceforth
Polish was to be the only tongue to which he would
respond.

Assuming he’d heard you.

That was the other problem. Being
completely deaf in one ear, and 80% deaf in the other, I seemed to
be the only one to whom he reacted. In any language.

 


On the third of October, we moved to
the Institute of the Immaculate Heart of Mary. And not a moment too
soon.

Phase two of the guileful disease
manifested its array of new symptoms almost at once. Within weeks
the very essence of his personality began vanishing. He became
taciturn and stubborn. He refused to acknowledge anyone’s
instructions but mine. Only Raphael managed to get through his
defences, but he and I were the only two people with whom he ever
attempted to communicate.

Later he began losing his ability to
chew and swallow. His memory, already poor, was now insignificant.
He never lost the ability to recognize me, but even his own
children he often mistook for complete strangers.

 


 


It was about the time when Jan’s
symptoms multiplied that I began to have dark thoughts. Euthanasia,
suicide, either assisted or otherwise, kept knocking at the back of
my mind. Of course, I couldn’t take my own life as long as Dad
remained alive and, I’ve been told that the later Alzheimer’s
attacks, the slower it moves. I’ve already said that. I must be
getting tired. Again. I probably have too much time on my hands. I
must try to keep busy. I write little articles to the local
in-house monthly publication. I visit those worse off than myself.
Yet the thoughts of suicide keep coming back. If only as a problem
to be resolved.

I began examining the conundrum from
different angles. Although a Catholic, I’ve read the whole of the
Bible. I say ‘although’ because in my experience Catholics usually
don’t. They prefer to rely on priests to feed them the juicy tidbit
of information. It’s just easier that way and the priests don’t
seem to mind; it keeps the Catholics obedient. Obedient if
ignorant. Anyway, the word suicide is not mentioned in all the
volumes of the Bible. Who made up the rules then? The Church? When,
or more important why?

If life is such an incredible gift from
God, as the Sisters of the Order of the Immaculate etc., etc. hold,
then why do we insist on maintaining it when most if not all
aspects that make it so incredible are withdrawn? Presumably by the
same God? Has He changed his mind?

I can hear Him saying it loud and
clear. “I DON’T THINK I’LL BE NEEDING YOU ANY MORE.”

So often, to so many people, right
here. At the Institute. Somehow, no one seems to listen. It is
almost like a sign of rebellion against His will. ‘None are so deaf
as those who have ears yet will not listen’. Or something like
that.

“Don’t tell me when to die!
You gave me a gift and now it is mine to keep!”

“PLEASE
YOURSELF!”

I could again hear the sonorous answer.
He could as well have added: but you’re on your own. Something to
do with free will? Do we really have free will? Can we die when we
want to?

In many cases I’ve observed, all
aspects that anyone could possibly define as life, as a gift, were
gone. I mean human life. Imbued with intelligence. Daily I observe
people lying on their beds in their own excrement, being spoon-fed,
and when that fails, they’re put on an IV, like monkeys in a lab.
Poor monkeys, we often thought. How come no one ever says “poor
people”? Don’t we, humans, deserve as much compassion as our
cousins, the monkeys? What is this ‘life’ they’re so adamant about
maintaining?

 


Dad is sleeping. His kindly face
completely relaxed. He doesn’t have any more problems to solve.
There is even a suggestion of a smile on his face. He always liked
to smile. At least, he kept this little memento.

My thoughts drift back to suicide. Am I
sinning just by thinking about it? And then I sit up, as if facing
an interlocutor.

In my mind’s eye I see an old man with
a long grey beard. A man we all admire. Socrates. When faced with
the alternative of compromising his beliefs, Socrates unflinchingly
drank poison hemlock. Did the fact that he was condemned to death
absolve his action?

Then I see another ancient.

Buddha ate tainted rice, fully aware of
the ensuing consequences. He knew he would die. The kamikaze pilots
are believed to rise directly to paradise. The Moslems and the
Christians also reserve this reward, paradise, each for their own
martyrs. Even for the premeditated,
fully-aware-of-the-consequences-of-their-actions martyrs who die
fighting, killing, murdering... on the opposite sides of a
theological argument. For the countless martyrs of the ‘Holy’
Crusades, the Jihäds. Martyr-knights, their hands covered with
blood to their noble elbows, serving their respective
gods.

I AM THAT I AM. I am a jealous God.
Allah is One God. Presumably so is Krishna. And Vishnu and Brahma
and...

I have said, Ye are gods; and all of
you are children of the most High.

 


I pick up a book and try to read. It’s
no good. My thoughts won’t let go of the subject. Again, I see
Socrates sitting among his friends, relaxed, fully aware of his
impending departure. A sweet breeze is gently billowing their
flowing togas. Even as the tulle curtains on my window. I glance at
Dad. Are we masters of our bodies? Are we the sole owners of the
biological constructs through which we find our expression? Most of
us agree that once we come of age, we are, or should be,
responsible for the maintenance of our anatomy, for keeping it in a
good working order.

Again I turn toward Dad. Till a month
before leaving Westmount he exercised daily. He never ate too much.
Every day, regardless of weather he took a walk. He stopped smoking
some years ago. He exercised not only his body but his mind. He
read more than most people. According to the medical profession, he
lived the way a man is supposed to live.

He got Alzheimer’s.

This alone led me to question whether
we are our bodies, our senses, minds, emotions, or are the
bodies merely temporary receptacles for our immortal selves. Once
again I returned to the most fundamental question of my existence:
who am I?

“We are the children of the
Most High,” I hear my confessor repeating the psalmist. I can
detect an ill-concealed smirk on his face.

“By we, do you mean our
bodies?” I’d never asked him that question. How stupid of me. I
wonder what his answer would have been.

If we identify with our physical
bodies, then our answer is clear. Anyone who witnessed, even on
film, a humpback whale feed on whole schools of fish; who saw
salmon fight its way up river to spawn—only to be shredded by bears
readying for idle hibernation; who saw Alaskan wolves tear apart
live caribou... Anyone who heard of masses of lemmings plunging
headlong off a cliff, into the sea... who observes the world as it
is—can have little doubt about nature's attitude towards killing.
If we identify with nature, then we have a right to kill and be
killed, by others or by our own hand.

And yet.... What of Thou shalt not
kill?

Surely, whenever we kill we commit
murder. Regardless of circumstances. To protect our wives, our
offspring, or even in self-defence. Murder is murder. When we kill
we act like animals. Pure and simple. It is not necessary to
justify our acts. Hitler never justified his murders. Nor did
Stalin. Some tried, after dropping A-bombs over Hiroshima and
Nagasaki. They failed. The carnivores live according to the dictum:
kill or be killed. Like the wild beast of Africa, Alaska, or the
Middle East.

But what if we are not just
animals?

 


There is a knock on the door. Raphael
puts his head in through the crack to ask if the Colonel needed
help with getting to bed. I almost said no, of course not. I’ll
manage. And then I remembered why we moved here.

“You are so kind....” I say
instead.

Raphael is definitely not just
an animal. What of the rest of us, I wonder? What of me?

He undresses him, takes him to the
bathroom, makes sure Jan washed the essentials and then leads him
to bed. There was a time when Jan was pedantic about personal
hygiene. Even at times when there was no hot water, he would wash
himself from head to toe. Literally. Lately, he’s relaxed. He’s
become just one of us.

I watch Raphael lead my husband to bed.
A sportsman of international repute being led by the hand. On the
other hand, not even a cane is necessary. Raphael’s strong arm does
the trick. He then raises the metal bars to make sure Dad won’t
fall out from his bed, unwittingly, during the night. Finally the
big man smiles, bows slightly, and quietly closes the door behind
him. Raphael did it all without uttering a word. Perhaps he’d
communicated with Dad in some other way.

No. Raphael is definitely not just an
animal. Yet I return to the unanswered question: what of the rest
of us?

Perhaps, some of us have reached a
transitional stage. Steve told me that there were religions
averring that we were intelligent beings capable of supporting
higher states of consciousness. That they professed that we,
through no will of our own, are hosts to our souls.

Soul? This concept had never been
defined to my satisfaction.

No matter, even if we belong to this
group, unfortunately, little changes. Surely we have a right, as
hosts, to expel our guests on our own terms. Why should we wait
until the visitors vacate our bodies voluntarily? When they do, we
surely die, yet they don't ask our permission before taking their
leave. We can get it even by committing suicide. We can tell them
when to get out! Are we not masters in our own house? Perhaps this
is why most major religions justify murder with convoluted
arguments which would make Machiavelli proud. Many religions preach
that we are hosts to ‘our’ souls...

My first reaction is: balderdash. A
good expression, that.

Alas, murder is murder by any other
name...

 


My eyes are beginning to close. I’m
holding the little recording machine Steve gave me at arm’s length,
but my hand is getting tired. I get up, change into my nightgown,
go to the bathroom and soon stretch out on my bed. It isn’t bad.
Not too soft, yet comfortable enough. I can adjust the height of
both, my upper body or my legs at will. Tonight I don’t. I fall
asleep within minutes. When I wake up it’s just after dawn. I feel
rested. The recorder is lying on my pillow. I don’t remember
switching it off. Not once had Jan woken me. Not once. I still had
so much to be grateful for.

 


I get dressed and check Dad. He is
still sound asleep. As usual, I go to Mass, leaving the door ajar.
Nurses will know that I am out, the Colonel in. I’ll be back soon.
He’ll be safe.

I sit staring at the altar. Steve told
me that lots of people have, what he called, ‘experiences’. At
least those who faithfully practiced their religion. I did my best.
At least, that’s what my confessor, my spiritual director, seemed
to have implied. How come I just sit here, pray the prescribed
prayers, yet remain detached? Detached from what? God?

I prayed that God would explain to me
the problem of suicide. I promised to abide by whatever I’m told.
Didn’t I always? That’s what being a Catholic is all about. You
listen, you obey. There is no free will. You had it, of course, you
were just not supposed to use it. So what was the point?

When I got back, breakfast had already
been served. That was rather nice. We went down to the cafeteria
for other meals, but breakfast was always brought to our rooms. It
was much bigger than anything we’d ever had in Westmount. Or
anywhere. Some kind of oatmeal, scrambled eggs, bread, butter, a
slice of cheese and a plastic package of jam. Like they serve on
airplanes. One would think that we were in training for the Olympic
Games. They sure looked after our bodies here. Body was all
important.

Jan ate well. Slowly, methodically and
well. He was always like that. Methodical. Even then, when he’d
hammered those nails into the head of the door, in Westmount, the
nails, or screws, were spaced precisely, exactly equidistant from
each other. He was like that. Perhaps you must be to get anywhere
in life.

 


 


Sitting back, watching Dad, I
realized how lucky I was. There were people who struggled with
their mate’s disease for years. For some reason they couldn’t or
wouldn’t go into an Institute such as this. Later I realized that
such institutions didn’t usually take in Alzheimer’s patients. At
least, not once the sufferers reached phase three. Dad was still,
what they called, semi-autonomous. He could, with a little
assistance, dress himself, eat on his own, walk around. He was
ambulatory.

The Institute defined the window of
opportunity for entry by the number of nursing hours a resident
needed per week. Under four hours, you didn’t qualify. Over six
hours or so, and you were a candidate for a hospital bed. If you
could get one. Between those two you were welcome, space
permitting. There was a long waiting list. However, once you were
in, you could spend the rest of your days in the Institute, no
matter what your condition. And in the case of Alzheimer’s, it was
always a one-way trip.

Alzheimer’s is a progressive,
irreversible brain disorder. There are no known causes, no known
cures. It reeks havoc with the concept of free will. Alzheimer’s is
the most common form of irreversible dementia. So much for the
concept of hope.

In fact, Alzheimer’s seemed
purpose-made for curing you of any form of religion. You could hold
no faith in ever recovering, you could not be supported by any
hope, and you could do nothing to heal yourself. Miracles? I am yet
to hear of a miraculous cure of someone suffering from Alzheimer’s.
I’ve never heard of anyone with Alzheimer’s going to Lourdes and
coming back healthy. God knows I searched. I scanned the Church
circulars, pamphlets, publications. I looked everywhere. I asked
priests.

“Such is the will of God,”
they told me with a suitably compassionate expression on their
faces.

What about my will? What about
the will of my husband? Does our free will count for nothing?
Nothing at all?

WHAT ABOUT MY FREE WILL?

My thoughts began gravitating towards
another concept that, of late, invaded my mind with growing
regularity. I had to solve it before it would be too late. Before I
too would lose any illusion of being endowed with free will. The
concept of suicide.

 


 


 


3

Father Mulligan

 


Even in halls crowded with
elderly residents hungry for anything to break the monotony of the
autumn days, he always stood apart, apparently in a self-imposed
seclusion. I’d spoken to him only twice, so far. He was polite, a
quizzical smile barely widening his slightly overripe cheeks. They
looked plump and rosy, in contrast to the pallor of the rest of his
face. Even his eyes, protected by thick glasses, seemed pale,
perhaps even vapid, devoid of any distinct colour. The best that
one could say of him was that he was round. Round cheeks, round
stomach, round from whichever direction one approached him. I
suspected that having deprived himself of the joys of matrimony, he
had compensated with a little too much food. He left every plate
clean. I know, I watched him in the cafeteria, many a time. After
all, how often does one eat in the same room as a
priest?

He walks to his table slowly, favouring
his left leg, putting a lot of his weight on an elaborate cane,
probably a gift from one of his ex-parishioners. A short man,
considerably overweight, grey wisps of hair on his shining pate, he
doesn’t—probably never did—have much personality to impose on other
people. In the Institute, he’s mostly ignored. In the past, the
black cassock and the white collar must have given him an air of
importance. I imagine that the regalia of his office were very
precious to him. Now, for some reason, he shed his outer skin.
After so many years, he must have been torn between figuratively
towering over others, and the desire to lose himself within a
crowd. If he wanted anonymity, he pretty much got it. Most
residents didn’t know he was a priest, perhaps an ex-priest,
although I’m not sure that one loses one’s empowerments on
retirement. I always thought they were like riding a bicycle. Once
learned, they stayed with you for life.

Nevertheless, each time he goes past my
table, I say, “Good morning, Father.” Or “Good afternoon, Father,”
or “Good evening, Father.”

He always gives me the same reserved
smile, a little nod, but doesn’t say anything. He sits alone at his
own tiny table, as though reticent to share with others his
acquired wisdom. I imagine he has wisdom. For a priest to retire he
would have to be on the wrong side of seventy if not eighty. For
some reason I suspected that there was something very wrong with
his peace of mind. He did not give an impression of being happy. ‘I
bring you tidings of great joy....’ I recall St. Luke. Well, the
tidings were missing from Father Mulligan’s eyes. Or his face. Not
even a little joy. I wondered what went wrong with his
life.

 


Then, one day, Sister Angelica
enlightened me. She came into my room, closed the door, and stood
looking at her feet.

“Yes, Sister?” I
encouraged.

Throughout my life many people had
chosen to use me as their sounding board. During the last World
War, dozens of people lined up for me to write them letters to the
Gestapo headquarters, in German of course, in the hope of gaining
release for a dear one, a husband or a brother. Women too were
arrested, almost as often. My letters? Sometimes they worked. At
other times....

God, how my mind wonders....

“I think he’s lost his
faith,” the Sister said, her eyes still riveted to her sandals. She
spoke quietly not to wake my husband. Luckily, he slept for hours
during the day as well as the whole night. Except when he decided
to go for a walk in the eerie hours along the sterile
corridors.

“Who, Sister?”

“I saw you watching him.
The Father,” she said.

There was only one Father at the
Institute. At least only one resident Father. The others came and
went to administer the Last Rites and, of course, to celebrate the
Holy Mass. They left as soon as possible after performing their
duty. They weren’t too comfortable here. It was too close. Too
close to the door to the Other Side. Perhaps their consciences were
more exacting than those of average men and women.

“Father
Mulligan?”

“Yes, Mrs. Kordos. Father
Mulligan....” She looked as though she wanted to say more but
wasn’t sure if she ought to. Hearsay was not encouraged by her
Order.

“You must have reasons for
saying so, Sister?” I prodded again.

“He told me,” Sister
Angelica said simply. “He was crying. He said that all his life he
was a good priest, he did his duty, he gave up all to gain his
peace of mind but that now it eludes him more than
ever.”

“He told you all that?”
Such soul baring wouldn’t have come to Father Mulligan easily. Nor
to any priest, I imagine. “But why?” I asked trying to read the
expression on Sister Angelica’s face.

“I don’t know. He’d asked
me why I am always smiling,” she said, her tone embarrassed even as
she smiled.

That could explain the flood of words
that apparently spewed out from Father Mulligan. His smiles were
only perfunctory, sparse and never without a specific reason. It
was fairly obvious that he was not a happy man. He must have found
Sister Angelica’s constant smile, day and night, no matter how
tired she must have been on occasion, profoundly
disturbing.

“What did you tell him?” I
asked.

“I told him I would pray
for him.”

Of course. “And?”

“He just
laughed.”

For the first time since she came into
my room, Sister Angelica raised her eyes from the floor. She stood,
still just inside the door, in an attentive posture of concern. And
now she took a whole step forward as though to accentuate her next
observation.

“I’d never heard him laugh
before,” she said. The next moment her eyes found her shoes again.
“It wasn’t a happy laugh, Mrs. Kordos.”

I didn’t say anything. For a while the
silence stretched. I had time. That was what you had a great deal
of at the Institute. Time. It seemed to follow its own rules, here.
Usually, it slowed to fill the long gaps between meals.

“So why are you telling me
all this, Sister?”

“I thought you might help,”
she answered simply.

“Why me?”

“People say that you help
everybody learn to smile.”

In part this was true. I liked to walk
the corridors, on rainy days, and ask people funny questions. About
anything. Some stupid questions, also. When I see someone looking
particularly miserable I ask him or her things like ‘did you break
a leg lately?’ And then I tell them that if not then they had a
great reason to be happy. It worked on some people. Most of them.
Although it could be just the fact that someone took the trouble to
speak to them. They were lonely. Imprisoned in their own
misery—self-centred, introverted. They really were sad. Like little
children. Perhaps we all do make a full circle.

“I’ll try,” I said,
although I had absolutely no idea what I might do. I’d never
consoled, let alone counselled, a priest; nor an ex-priest, for
that matter.

As for the elderly being like children,
I was wrong. Children may need a mother, but they were fighting to
get out of their cosmic eggs. They were on the way out. Expanding.
The elderly were inching themselves more and more inwards. Trying
to get back the security of the womb they’d left behind so long
ago. Only, they didn’t even know that that was what they were
doing. Still, their private universes seemed to be shrinking at an
alarming rate. Like the Big Crunch which must unavoidably follow
the Big Bang. One day they would wake up and not be there at
all.

 


 


It was time to take Dad for a
walk. Raphael just peeked in, as he usually did about this time in
the afternoon, and asked if the Colonel felt like taking a stroll.
The only problem Jan had was with getting up. The rest was easy.
There are days when Dad uses his cane only to point out the various
flowers as we stroll around the block. On other days, with just a
little more cloud cover, he hardly moves. Something to do with the
atmospheric pressure? Yet it was always he who insisted on walking.
I’ve never seen a man so determined to remain ambulatory, almost
agile, regardless of any pain or discomfort that it might cause
him.

“In Murnau, we walked in
the dead of winter,” he would say now and then. “And we had no
coats,” he would add knowingly.

I’ve heard that story a thousand times.
Murnau was the Oflag 7A where dad was held prisoner during the last
four years of the five-year war. Yes, the Second World War. The
prison camp was located in the Bavarian Alps. The winter must have
been severe there. His memories seemed to retreat to stages in his
life which were etched deepest in his psyche. What a pity, I
thought, that it had to be a war. Normally, he wouldn’t mention it
at all. In fact, only during the last couple of months, his powers
of recall had decided to deal with that period. I wonder why. I’ve
managed to dismiss the 1939 to 1945 years completely from my own
mind. At least, so far. Who knows what will happen later? After
all, Jan is ten years older than I. He has more memories to
process.

Raphael helped Jan dress, lace up his
shoes, tie his ascot and stepped back to examine his handiwork. In
the beginning Dad always wore shoes. He thought that slippers were
for old people.

“As good as new,” Raphael
announced. Then he gave me a little bow and withdrew before I had a
chance to thank him.

Soon we were strolling along the
corridor. Jan holding my right elbow, just as he always had, these
last sixty years. This left his own right arm free to return
salutes given him by lower-ranking officers. And the
non-commissioned men and women, of course. Now he still held on to
my arm on the pretext of looking after me, and his right arm
wielded a cane. Lately, the roles had reversed, although he’d never
admit it. On occasion, when he missed his footing, I needed all my
strength to hold him up. Moments later his sole concern was to make
sure that I was not hurt.

As we neared the elevator, we saw
Father Mulligan sitting alone on a bench nearby, as though waiting
for Godot. He sat there often. No one ever came to see him. One of
the Sisters was looking down at him, concern in her eyes. What
could she do? Priests counselled nuns, not the other way round. As
she looked up at us, her smile returned.

“It’s raining, Mrs. Kordos,
I wouldn’t go outside,” she advised.

We hadn’t even checked the weather, let
alone taken our umbrellas. I too was getting forgetful.

With the drizzle outside, we decided to
pace the corridors. Four times one way and four times the other.
Then a short sit down, and another tour of four plus four. When we
went outside we would stop to admire the beautiful tree at the
entrance to the Institute or our nice front garden. Then the other
trees, and anything green or blooming in the vicinity. Here we
watched people. I recalled our very first walk. After we’d walked
for a little while Dad tugged on my sleeve.

“Do you know, Mother,” he
said confidentially, “this place is full of old people!” He
pointed with his cane at different shufflers with whom we shared
the corridors.

“Look!” He prodded the air
missing a man about his age by an inch. “Him, and him and that lady
over there. Sami starzy ludzie! They’re all old!” His voice
carried along the length of the corridor. Deaf people often tend to
talk too loud. Dad was no exception.

No one appeared to have heard him. I
covered my grin with my free hand. I don’t think they were all as
deaf as he was. They just didn’t listen. They probably reserved
their attention for the sound of a cuckoo clock that announced
their meals. The rest was unimportant.

Soon enough it was time to return to
our room. We were getting used to it. We were also getting used to
the invasion of the old men and women, mostly women, into our
private world. Our private reality. To this day, Jan hasn’t
accepted it. Daily he would ask me when we were going to go back
home to Westmount. Then, he forgot where Westmount was.

 


As we passed the elevator for the last
time, Father Mulligan was still sitting at his self-appointed
exile, close to the elevator. Perhaps he was guarding the third
floor? Perhaps he inherited some spiritual powers to keep us all
safe. Or, perhaps he was hoping that, if he sat there long enough,
one day the elevator door would open and someone would emerge to
visit him. A member of his family, an ex-parishioner.... but just
for him.

As Dad closed his eyes for another nap,
my thoughts return to the disconsolate ex-clergyman. What could
have made him so sorrowful, I wonder? If Sister Angelica was right,
then he’d had a decent life. He may not have become a bishop or a
cardinal, but few of us become CEOs or Prime Ministers either. This
alone was no reason to be miserable. In fact, according to Steve,
it is something to be proud of.

“Power is the very opposite
of love,” he told me on one of his visits. He likes mulling over
such things. Sometimes he writes essays and things and shares them
with me. Some of his points are valid.

“The politicians choose to
tell us how to live. They do not propose, they impose. I would hate
to inherit their karma,” he asserted with conviction.

Until he started writing I’d never even
heard the word karma. In the Catholic Church we don’t get
reincarnated. We die and spend our eternity in hell or in heaven.
Maybe that was Father Mulligan’s problem. Maybe he didn’t like
either alternative.

 


Farther down the corridor there was a
commotion. Two nurses, a male nurse’s helper and a Sister seemed to
be banging on the door that appeared blocked or barred from the
inside. None of us had keys to our rooms, although officially they
were permitted to residents who were still in a decent condition of
mind and body, and didn’t need nurses to look in on them every now
and then.

As we got closer, the quartet of staff
saw us approaching, straightened up and seemed to concentrate their
attention on the ceiling tiles, as though there lay the sole area
of their combined acute interest. I pretended not to notice, but
Jan decided to display, once again, his unimpaired sense of
observation.

“Look, Mimi, they are
breaking into Mrs. Whatshername’s room!”

Mimi was a name he used as a term of
affection that belonged only to Puccini and himself. The fact that
Mimi, the soprano, did not survive the opera was of no
consequence.

As I led Dad into our room and closed
the door, the near hysterical banging resumed. I wondered what
might have been the problem. I soon learned.

“It’s Mrs. Merryweather,
Mrs. Kordos,” Sister Angelica said closing the door behind her. She
must have thought that we, or at least I, deserved some explanation
for the bedlam taking place but three doors down the
corridor.

“Is she all
right?”

The Sister smiled. Didn’t she always?
This time there was a surreptitious twinkle in her eyes. I didn’t
push, but with the tedium that filled our days, anything as loud as
what was taking place was a welcome change. Don’t ever believe that
Senior Citizens want peace and quiet. Most of us are bored stiff.
Give us hell anytime!

“It’s the second time, Mrs.
Kordos. Mrs. Merryweather has barricaded herself in her
room.”

“Is that dangerous? She
seems to be in a half-decent state of health....”

“It’s not dangerous for
her....”

This time Sister Angelica began to
titter. Her titters were replaced by chortles and soon matured to a
distinct protracted giggle. I was about to point out to her that
nuns don’t usually giggle when I remembered the admonition I’d
received at my last confession about judging others. My restraint
was richly rewarded.

“Shall I tell you the whole
story, Mrs. Kordos?” The nun sounded as if she needed permission to
do so.

“Sit down, Sister,” I
pointed to the armchair. As usual, not that she did so that often,
she sat at the very edge. As our chairs were on tiny wheels, I was
afraid that one day the chair would slip backwards from under her.
However, in expectation of a possible new diversion, and feeling
just a little guilty, I said nothing.

“You must promise me that
you will not repeat this to anyone, Mrs. Kordos.”

This, I knew from past experience,
meant that everyone already knew about it. I nodded.

“Mister and Mrs.
Merryweather had a double room here, at the Institute, until just
last year. Rather unfortunately, last December, Mr. Merryweather
died.”

“Yes? That’s what we all
come here for,” I prompted, “the sooner the better,” I added to
state the obvious.

“I wish you wouldn’t talk
like that, Mrs. Kordos. You know how much we would all miss
you....”

“Get on with the story,
Sister.”

“Well, Mr. Merryweather
died out of turn. You see, he was about eight years younger than
his wife. And he died of a heart attack.”

“So?” Every next day
someone died at the Institute. This was, after all, an Old People’s
Home. By any other name, people died. Often.

“He died with a woman in
his bed,” the Sister concluded, looking down at her
toes.

“Poor Mrs. Merryweather,” I
commented in an appropriately sorrowful tone.

The Sister said nothing. As the silence
stretched, I began to wonder if there was more to this story. I had
time. I could wait. I felt sure the Sister would get on with it in
her own good time. I got up and covered Jan, sitting on the other
armchair, with a blanket. He seemed to be drifting off. I knew he
couldn’t hear any of this.

“But... it wasn’t Mrs.
Merryweather,” the Sister said at long last.

“Mrs. Merryweather wasn’t
in his....” And then it hit me.

“How old was he, Mr.
Merryweather, anyway?”

“He was eighty-two when he
died,” the Sister said softly. “It was the third time.”

“Third time
he...”

“The third time he got
caught, Mrs. Kordos.” Sister Angelica’s voice was barely above a
whisper. And then she added so quietly I had to lean forward to
hear her. “With a different woman.”

“Wow!” That would be what
my son would have said. How appropriate, I thought. “Wow,” I
repeated. I was at a loss for any other words. “Wow....” I
repeated, one for each inflagrante delicto.

“You promise you won’t
repeat this to anyone, Mrs. Kordos? You did promise.”

I don’t think the good Sister was
worried about the moral fibre of the residents as much as for her
own reputation. Gossip, and all that. I crossed my fingers and held
them up above my head. This seemed to have reassured her. She got
up to leave.

“Sister Angelica,” I waved
her down. “Mr. Merryweather is dead. What is Mrs. Merryweather
doing barricading herself in her room?”

“She’s not alone in there,
Mrs. Kordos.”

“Not alone?” I must have
had a stupid expression on my face.

“Ever since Mr.
Merryweather died, Mrs. Merryweather is trying to get back at him.
As sort of posthumous revenge.”

“I don’t understand....” I
confessed.

The Sister looked distinctly
uncomfortable. She looked over her shoulder making sure the door
was still shut. Suddenly it seemed very quiet. Even the noise
outside had subsided.

“She is attempting to
seduce any man she can, Mrs. Kordos.” She glanced at my husband. “I
thought perhaps you should know.”



“Any man...”

For a moment I didn’t put two and two
together. Then I couldn’t help laughing. I just couldn’t imagine
Jan with another woman, never mind Mrs. Merryweather. And then it
struck me. By that time I knew most men on my floor by sight if not
by name.

“And who is the lucky guy
this time, Sister Angelica?” I asked, still laughing.

“It’s Father Mulligan, Mrs.
Kordos. It’s poor Father Mulligan....” And Sister Angelica,
suddenly in great distress, left my room. I wasn’t sure if it was
sinful that I couldn’t help
laughing.
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Sister Angelica

 


“Curitiba is to Rio de
Janeiro what Richmond is to New York. Nothing much, not really,
only, well... in reverse, and only in terms of climate.” She seemed
a little at a loss for words in her desire to share her memories.
After studiously looking at her shoes, she looked up at me, then
took another deep breath. “Curitiba is as much cooler than Rio as
New York is in relation to Richmond,” she explained triumphantly.
And then she added, “I’ve visited all four. I know.”

I nodded, wondering where it was all
leading. She seemed reassured.

“Founded in the 17th
century as a gold-mining camp,” she continued, “Curitiba became the
capital of the State of Parna in 1854, and grew rapidly after 1940
when the Second World War provided immigrants willing to rough it
out. Its population grew to over 1.7 million and was made up of
several mostly European cultures that originally arrived in the
late 19th and early 20th centuries.”

For the first time Sister Angelica left
the edge of my armchair and began pacing the room. Four paces
toward the window, four paces back to the chair. It was more than
evident that she was proud of the research she’d done about her
place of origin. At least, I suppose, that’s how she knew so
much.

“Apart from its magnificent
Metropolitan Cathedral erected in 1894, Curitiba’s other claim to
fame consists mostly of its twenty-six parks of well-preserved
flora with richly diversified fauna. Among the latter, capivara,
the world’s largest rodent, stands supreme.”

She must have learned those lines by
heart. Her grammar was perfect. This time her smile got broader.
She evidently thought the extra-large rats, for surely that’s what
capivaras must have been, were a point of pride.

“In the Sector Historico
de Curitiba there are countless churches, mostly crowning the
many hills which undulate like a mighty ocean swell throughout the
city. The churches attest to the powerful influence the Roman
Catholic Church had on the city and its people.”

I became sure that, for some reason of
her own, she’d learned to recite these facts about Curitiba. This
wasn’t the way she talked normally. This time she also looked up,
daring me to deny her observations. I had no intention of doing any
such thing. In fact, I had no idea why Sister Angelica chose this
moment, a good six months after Jan and I moved to the Institute,
to share her memories with me. In fact, what she told me sounded
more like a lecture than memories. The truth came slowly, as if
torn out of her innards at some considerable discomfort.

“It must be a beautiful
city,” I put in, just to register my interest. Sister Angelica’s
smile broadened. Evidently she thought so too. Then why leave it, I
wondered?

To cut the story short, Curitiba, it
transpired, was the city to which Sister Angelica escaped after
fleeing the Convent of the Franciscan Nuns in Paranague, wherein,
after more than seven years of dutiful obedience, she hadn’t spent
more than a day at a time outside the basement laundry. Originally
she had escaped from her home. Being the youngest of fourteen
children, she was practically ignored by her parents, who could
never afford to educate both girls and boys. The boys won. They had
to, to earn money for their own families. Her escape had been
motivated by a strong desire to learn to read and write. Not
literary works, but street signs. And the inscriptions in the
church. Or anywhere. After seven years at the Convent the most they
had taught her was to read the labels on the lingerie, habits,
bed-sheets and such like that she washed by hand, the old-fashioned
way, for the nuns and sisters who seemed to have spent their time
mostly in prayer.

There was one other reason, she
confessed. “I swore to myself that I would never again be hungry,”
she said, looking me in the eyes.

“And you chose a Convent?”
I asked in disbelief.

“Have you ever seen a
skinny nun?” she asked before biting her lip. “I
mean...”

This was unfair. In spite of her
nondescript age, Sister Angelica would, I felt sure, look good in a
bikini. Not that I was ever likely to find out. Or want to.
Although Jan might still.... Jan was an expert on horses’ and
women’s ankles alike.

“Give me a good ankle, and
I’ll give you a good leg,” he’d announced about sixty years ago and
at least sixty times since. To his detriment, the only good leg he
ever saw in close-up was mine. At least he got both my legs, not to
mention....

I glanced at my husband, fully clothed,
stretched out on the bed. Right now he was exploring the
never-never land.

Sister Angelica told me her story with
a lingering, somewhat distant smile, dry eyes, but with a look that
was close to despair. Strange about her eyes. Their blue suggested
the serenity of a summer’s sky, yet there was a veil implicit in
the way she tended to look at her feet.

“You wouldn’t believe it,
Mrs. Kordos, after seven years I couldn’t even write a letter to my
mother. And they wouldn’t even let me go to my father’s funeral.”
This time a solitary tear did find its way down her cheek. She
didn’t bother to wipe it. She must have been used to weeping,
alone, in her cell, assuming she had her own cell to cry in. A sort
of solitary confinement.

“Perhaps they didn’t know
about your father’s death?” I tried.

“Perhaps. Not that it would
have made any difference. The Lord giveth, the Lord taketh away,
they would have said. Ours is not to reason why.... It was all
about God’s mysterious ways. They said things like that. They
shared them with me after a twelve-hour day I’d spent in the
laundry. It didn’t do much for my aching back.”

There was no animosity in her voice.
Even when an unwitting tear appeared, the gentle smile never left
her lips. Only her eyes told a different story. I knew that, at the
time, she must have been a deeply broken woman. She may well have
lost her faith—for a time.

“On the seventh anniversary
of my incarceration I ran away. I walked for eighteen hours, along
a hilly road to Curitiba. You won’t believe what a beautiful walk
it was. Roadside flowers, long vistas. No walls. No steam or hot
water. The air was so pure. I didn’t know what to do with my hands.
I waved them all around me. I felt free.”

 


I asked how come Sister Angelica had so
much time to spend with me. She confessed that it was her day off.
This was how she spent her free time. She visited people at the
Institute. Mostly those who never had any visitors. I must have
been an exception.

“It’s the only time I don’t
have to rush off on some errand,” she explained.

Why me, I wondered. I had two boys
visiting me regularly and the company of my husband. Not that Dad
provided any intellectual companionship anymore. She must have read
my thoughts.

“You are the only person
who understands what I am talking about, Mrs. Kordos. The other
residents....”

I understood more than her words.
People who are lonely, like these residents, want to talk about
themselves; they have no interest in other people’s problems. The
problem was, they had nothing to say. They were already suspended
in a limbo of no-mans’ land. A mental vacuum. It was a lonely
place.

“I really don’t know what I
would do without you, Mrs. Kordos. You are the only woman I can
talk to. The other nuns, well, they are nuns. They’ve all led such
sheltered lives. They’d never run away. From anywhere. Or anything.
Do you think I was a coward, Mrs. Kordos?”

Rather than answer her, I got up,
walked to my wardrobe where I kept, hidden from prying eyes, a
half-full bottle of Bristol Cream Sherry. Sister’s question about
cowardice reminded me of the proverbial Dutch courage. I looked at
my husband. He was still in his private realm, regular breathing
spoke of a deep sleep. I poured out two glasses and handed one to
Sister Angelica.

“What’s that, Mrs. Kordos?
It’s not alcohol, is it?”

“It’s Dutch Courage,
Sister. Try it.”

She did. Her eyes widened in surprise.
She liked it.

“We had something similar
in Curitiba,” she said.

“We?” I
prompted.

All of a sudden Sister Angelica looked
flustered. She measured me with her eyes, evidently torn between a
desire to share her memories and her need for them to remain her
own. I waited. For a little while we sat quietly; I on a
straight-backed chair at my little desk, the Sister on the very
edge of our only remaining armchair. The other one was full of
pillows we used to prop Jan up when he woke up and wanted to watch
TV. That’s in addition to the bed being adjustable.

Sister Angelica was a small woman. She
must have been in her middle fifties. No more than sixty-two or
three. Nuns, for some reason, always seem to have good complexions
that make their age misleading. And I couldn’t tell what colour her
hair was as her wimple covered it completely. The white, flowing
habit gave her a peculiar grace. Both, when sitting and standing.
There is a lot to be said for sacerdotal garments. They certainly
enhance the wearer.

Her smile, I already knew, never left
her face, and yet it seemed genuine. It wasn’t put on for the
benefit of others. She really seemed to enjoy her life here, at the
Institute. She was both popular and respected, which could not have
been said for all the nuns. Some appeared to be holier-than-thou.
For the most part, the nurses avoided them. But when they were in
trouble, or something really had to be done, they would all run to
Sister Angelica. She seemed to be a messenger of wisdom and common
sense. She also got things done.

“My husband,” she said
after a longish pause.

I topped up her little glass. I
suspected that she was going to need it.

“When I said we, I meant me
and my husband,” Sister Angelica explained.

“Oh,” was all I could
comment—only it came out like an “Oooh?” with a big question
mark.

“I married a priest,” she
said, driving the nail into the coffin.

I refilled my glass. It was time to
look at my own feet and wait for her to continue. For a moment I
was worried that I might not have enough Sherry for the whole
story.

“We met in Curitiba. Frank,
named after St. Francis of Assisi, had a small parish, on the
outskirts of town. He also looked after a primary school. Later on,
I would take the boys and girls out to show them their hometown.
That’s why I learned so much about Curitiba’s history.”

Again, I detected a note of pride in
her voice. Or it could have been her love for the days gone by. I
nodded. Somehow she must have learned to read and write.

“As fate would have it,”
her eyes drifted away to those forgotten days, “he found me
crouching against the church wall, after my eighteen-hour jaunt
from Paranagua. I must have been near invisible. A white bundle
against a white, stuccoed wall. I still had my one and only habit
on. I’d fallen asleep when I felt a hand on my shoulder. He took me
in, fed me, and allowed me to sleep on an upholstered church pew.
I’ll never forget waking up in the church the next morning. I was
sure I’d died and found myself in heaven.”

There was another pause. We both sipped
the Sherry. It wasn’t the question of alcohol, but to me, Bristol
Cream gave a sense of well-being. Of being pampered. I used it
sparingly lest it lose its magic power.

“I had nowhere to go. I
couldn’t return home. With father dead, and most of my siblings
married and busy raising their own families... I was the only
failure. Remember, I still couldn’t read or write. I just couldn’t
face them. Another escape, I suppose...”

“I am sure Father Francis
didn’t blame you for staying a while,” I opined trying to put
myself in his shoes.

“He didn’t. He had no
housekeeper. Couldn’t afford one, I suppose. He did everything
himself. It was a small parish. Small and poor, even by Brazilian
standards.”

I’ve never been to Brazil, but I’ve
read about the favelas. The slums scaling the hills of Rio
were reputed to be among the poorest districts in the world,
matching those of Calcutta. Brazil was still essentially a
two-class society. There was no middle class to speak
of.

“I began doing odd things
for him. Repairing a tear in his trousers, darning his socks,
sweeping his room, then the whole church. I also began learning how
to cook. He kept telling me I didn’t have to do any of that.
Finally we struck a bargain. I would, at least for a while, do his
domestic chores, while he would teach me to read and write. At long
last, I would become the only literate female member of my
family.”

I could picture the two lonesome souls
sitting on a church bench trying to read a psalmist or some other
prayer book. I doubted that the priest could afford any educational
textbooks for tuition. He must have been pleased with such a
willing pupil. Then I remembered she’d mentioned a primary school.
There must have been primers. God works in mysterious ways, I
thought.

“How old were you
then?”

“I was twenty-three, Mrs.
Kordos. I was twenty-three and a half when I lost my
virginity.”

I kept quiet.

“No one knew. We continued,
each with our duties, until my contours became hard to conceal. I
was nearly eight months pregnant when Frank first wrote to the
bishop asking to be relieved from his parish. By then, neither of
us could imagine being away from each other.”

“You’d both tasted the
forbidden fruit,” I murmured.

“Yes, Mrs. Kordos.” She’d
heard me. “We’d both tasted the forbidden fruit. We’d both tasted
the wonder of human love.”

I took a deep breath. For some reason
Sister Angelica did not look very happy.

“He was refused,” Mrs.
Kordos. “The bishop told Frank that accidents happen and His
Excellency was willing to put me into a home for wayward women. No
questions asked.”

“How kind,” I let it slip
out. She ignored me.

“The correspondence with
the bishop continued until I got pregnant the second time. Julio
was already eighteen months. He was such a beautiful boy. Still is.
He works in Saõ Paulo as a computer engineer. He has two girls of
his own…. Both girls are going to school,” she added
proudly.

“So what
happened?”

“I gave birth to a
beautiful girl. Frank baptized her Juanita. She’s in Europe now. I
might never see her again. She’s a Catholic,” she concluded
ominously as if it was some sort of sacrilege. “The Catholics are
not very forgiving,” she tried to explain.

I let that pass. Sister Angelica’s
concept of Catholicism must have undergone many metamorphoses. “And
what did His Eminence have to say about it all?”

“Nothing changed. I
remained wayward, Frank would be given all the assistance necessary
to extricate himself from his peccadilloes. That’s what the bishop
called them in his letters.”

“And...?” This was becoming
fascinating.

“Frank was of Polish
origin, even as I am. He’d written to the Pope, who at the time was
also Polish. Karol Wojtyła. Frank had written in Polish throwing
himself on the Pope’s mercy.” A slightly naughty smile began to
play about Sister Angelica’s lips. “The Pope referred Frank to the
bishop’s offer, and pointed out that Frank had been granted total
absolution. He was offered a new parish, a larger one, far enough
away from the people who might have accused him of past
malfeasance. I had to look up that word. I never thought of myself
as malfeasance.”

I knew something else was
coming.

“Well, Frank wrote back to
thank the Holy Father. He asked, in all humility, if the Holy
Father would be so kind as to make sure that the new parish would
be big enough to support both his children.”

I gasped. “He said that to the Holy
Father?”

“Within weeks Frank got his
dissolution of sacerdotal vows. Apparently, almost fifty percent of
priests in Brazil suffer from the same problem,” she added
knowingly.

“Problem?”

“Malfeasance,” she
explained.

“Oh,” was all I could
muster. “Ohhhh....” I emptied my lungs of air as quietly as I knew
how.

We’d run out of Sherry. It must have
been a coincidence but the Sister got up to leave. “I mustn’t go on
like this,” she said glancing at her watch. “My goodness, I
promised to drop in on Mrs. Merryweather.”

That reminded me. “How is Father
Mulligan?” I had to ask.

“He’ll live.” Sister
Angelica smiled her most radiant smile. “There was no malfeasance,”
she said as she closed the door quietly behind her.

 


 


But there had been consequences.
The whole staff had been told to always keep a keen eye on both,
Mrs. Merryweather and, in a protective way, Father Mulligan. He
needed protection. He didn’t seem attuned to the secular behaviour
of the residents of the Institute of the Immaculate Heart of Mary.
Some hearts appeared to be more immaculate than others.

Sister Angelica took particular
interest in protecting Father Mulligan. She had more experience in
clerical weaknesses than anyone at the Institute. She knew how very
delicate the celibate condition was. Imagination is a two-edged
sword. No matter what their age, the priests were apt to imagine
more about their sacrifice than others, the non-celibates, could
possibly imagine.

Usually, by the time a boy reaches,
say, twenty or twenty-five years, he is well aware that sex is not
all it was purported to be. That, more often than not, the
expectation is greater than the fulfilment. When young, we all seem
to be so much more physical. The mind, even the emotions, seem to
take second place. Unless we come down from the Pale Horse, we get
nowhere. We die having left nothing behind. Like animals. Except
progeny. But doesn’t every animal do that? The rest of his life,
unless a man is desperate to build up his fragile ego, he tends to
sate his desires in slightly more dispassionate ways. Or perhaps
the ways are more passionate but not in the physical sense. Unless
he truly loves a particular woman. Then we learn to give, rather
than take. Then sex is just part of that which unites us. Someone
said that in marriage, if sex is good, it is no more than ten
percent of the marital equation. When it’s bad, then it leaves a
gaping hole in their search for each other.

Sister Angelica knew all that. She knew
it from her own experience and from having a keen eye. She knew how
much help Father Mulligan might need. She also knew that Mrs.
Merryweather’s appetite had nothing to do with sex. It was all
about getting even. It was purely emotional. La vendetta,
they would say in Curitiba. How she must have loved that
town.

I never imagined that, approaching my
ninetieth year, I would learn so much about sex. And that, from a
Catholic nun.
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The Messenger

 


For once, the Romans and the
Greeks were in agreement. Archangelus, in Latin, and
Archangelos, in Greek, meant the same thing. The words were
identical but for one letter. English was close enough too. And
Archangel, meaning Chief Messenger, testified to his function in
all three languages. I like that. It gives it substance. Makes it
real.

To tell the truth, I think that all of
us are messengers. Perhaps not chief, like Michael or Gabriel or
Raphael, but messengers nevertheless. We all deliver things to
others, other people, that are not really ours to start with. We
give presents at Christmas, presents produced or manufactured by
other people. We offer ‘our’ advice, that is usually someone else’s
wisdom that we overheard or read about. My son gives me flowers,
weekly, just to make my room, sorry our room—though father
is mostly asleep—more joyful. Yet, Steven doesn’t make those
flowers. They flow from the abundance of nature.

Perhaps Steven’s wife is different. Not
quite a messenger. What she brings with her is a smile, a ray of
sunshine that originates within her. You cannot buy it, steal it,
acquire it by hard work or by disorderly means. It flows out of her
heart, or what some call, her soul. Though with Steven around, even
soul is a questionable concept. My son has conducted some deep
studies in the field of the esoteric. Actually I usually call it
metaphysics. He calls it reality. Just reality.

“My soul, mother,” he told
me, “is little more than my subconscious. The sum total of acquired
knowledge since I was an amoeba. Whereas Soul, with a capital S, is
not mine. It is a quality, not a thing. It is the attribute of the
Infinite that enables It to individualize Itself.”

Steven is like that. He always veers
into some uncharted waters, some arcane subjects, whether prompted
by everyday events or simply out of the blue.

“That’s where my ideas come
from, Mother, out of the blue,” he told me, a far-away look
creeping into his eyes.

 


Once again I’ve written ‘mother’, but
actually he invariably called me Mama. A Polish affectation.
Mama i Tata—Mom and Dad. The rest of his postulations were
usually in English. When I make notes after the fact, or record our
conversations, the two often get mixed up. This is why, now and
then, my times get mixed up. When I feel very strongly about
something, when I still feel it deeply, I seem to recall it in the
present tense. In the now. When I recount things from the
perspective of time. I drift into past tense. Somehow it makes
sense to me.

Steve is a happy man. He believes that
everything that happens, no matter what it might be, is a good
omen. Good for himself and the world at large. He believes in the
Benign, the intrinsically Benevolent. Whatever It might
be.

“There is some good in
everything, even as there is no such good that doesn’t hold a
smidgen of evil. We live in a world of contrasts,” he often
repeats. “We learn by observing the opposites.” He must have read
all that somewhere. Since childhood, he’s been an avid
reader.

I wish there were some opposites in
my immediate environment. There is instead an all-pervasive
sameness. The same drab walls with pale, pastel colours, the same
terrazzo flooring looking like a milky way, only with stars being
black instead of white. Dying stars? Little dark spots receding
into the distance. Forever?

A mere hundred paces seem like forever
lately.

Steven is a messenger of stimulation.
Not so much physical, we have our daily exercise programs, but
mental. After he leaves, I often spend hours thinking about some
things he’s said. Like this stuff about soul, with a little s. Is
it all we are? The sum total of memories spanning millions of years
into the past? Are we just mobile robots, designed to enable our
genes to seek food in different locations?

“We are all messengers,” he
had been the first to say it. “We are instruments for the Infinite
to deliver Its messages to the world. We don’t matter much. The
message is all important.”

He would express such sentiments in an
offhanded way, take his wife by the elbow, and leave without
another word. She would take care of the pleasantries.

“Bye, Mama. Say bye to Dad.
We’ll see you real soon...” Her smile lingered behind. Dad was
asleep already.

She also called me Mama. I liked that.
I never had a daughter of my own. At least, not for any length of
time. My own girl died when she was only eleven months old. I told
you about her. In those days we didn’t have the benefit of
antibiotics. Children died a lot more often than now. So did old
people. In fact, most of them had been much younger than I am now,
when they crossed the Gate. The Pearly Gates—if they were
lucky.

Perhaps Annette is a messenger after
all. A messenger of joy. Perhaps she draws upon the inexhaustible
source and spreads it freely, generously, wherever she goes.
Someone once said that joy is an amalgam of love and life. If you
mix the two in just the right proportions, you get joy. Annette is
a very good mixer.

 


There is one other messenger who often
holds my attention. His name, coincidentally, is Raphael. He is not
even a nurse, but a nurse’s helper. He continues to lift people by
hand, physically, even though they installed hoists to protect the
staff’s fragile backs. Many residents need lifting. In and out of
beds, transfers to wheelchairs or even just to cleanse them from
their incontinence. Sometimes he, Raphael, even apologizes for
doing his chores, as if we could cope without him.

Raphael’s head fits just below the top
of the door, where he would stop before entering, as though asking
for permission. He never came in without being invited. Unless he
comes in when we’re sleeping, of course, to check on us, but how
would I know? When sleeping?

The first few months, he’d only come to
help father out of his bed. Once up, Dad could make do on his own
quite well. He would shuffle to his armchair, or pick up his walker
and accompany me along the corridor. We called it the morning, or
the afternoon shuffle. In the early days, we would also take the
elevator together to the cafeteria, or even go out on a short
saunter around the block. After the first winter, his mobility
suffered a setback. He broke his hip. Six weeks later he was back
in our room, but they decided to keep the rails up on his bed. That
was when Raphael came into his own. He would help Dad in such a way
that Dad imagined that he’d done the getting up all on his
own.

But what really caught my attention
about Raphael was the air he exuded. There was an undefined
serenity about him that must have veiled his true feelings. He
acted as though cleaning the incontinent, dealing with the
aggressive Alzheimer’s patients, doing the most unpleasant chores
imaginable, were all his favourite hobbies. I didn’t mention it
before, but father’s Alzheimer’s had changed the most gentle of men
into a fairly difficult one. Without any apparent reason he would
turn on people, he would raise his voice, refuse to cooperate. All
this without any warning. One minute he was a gentle, smiling old
man, a perfect ‘officer and gentlemen’, the next he could shout at
you. In German, of all languages. When he was well, some years ago,
he could speak four languages fluently. To me he spoke mainly in
Polish. German he used only for shouting. I imagined that neither
Ghoete, Schiller, nor Thomas Mann would like that at
all.

Only, Dad never raised his voice to
Raphael. Nor did he to me or Steven; but after all, we were family.
But Raphael? Other nurses got an earful on many occasions—but never
Raphael. Just the opposite. It seemed that with him, father really
tried hard to cooperate. As best he could—which wasn’t much lately.
Nevertheless, with Raphael, he always tried.

He was a strange messenger, our
Raphael. If angels were messengers, then Raphael, as messenger,
would qualify to the highest rank. The Archangel Raphael. I don’t
know if angels are large, but if they are, then Raphael also
qualifies on that score. He’s huge.

 


 


Today Jan wasn’t feeling well.
Raphael asked me if I would like him to take Dad down to the chapel
in a wheelchair. I asked, in turn, if he, Raphael, was going to
Mass himself. I didn’t want to trouble him unnecessarily. In a
pinch, I could push Dad’s chair myself. Raphael gave me a strange
answer.

“I do not feel the need,
Madam,” he often used the French form of address.

“No need to go to church?”
I was surprised. He seemed to be such a, well... such a spiritually
minded man.

“The need for religion,
Mrs. Kordos.”

I must have been staring at him with
wide eyes, perhaps filled with surprise and disbelief. He smiled
gently. There was no condescension in his look nor in the words he
said next.

“The term religion, Mrs.
Kordos,” he smiled again as though apologizing for stating the
obvious, “comes from the Latin religare, meaning to bind
back. I never suffered the sense of separation and thus never felt
the need to be bound back.”

“Thus no re-ligion?” I
still prodded. I pronounced it with a hyphen, as in re-joining. I
never imagined Raphael to be a scholar of anything other than
lifting people. He was so very good at that.

“Not in the accepted sense
of the word, Madam.”

“Then in what sense?” I was
going to add, ‘if any’, but bit my lip.

“I find it necessary to
have faith,” he replied simply.

“In what, then?”

“That doesn’t really
matter. In infinite possibilities, I suppose. What matters is that
we believe. Without faith there would be chaos.”

“As in disorder?” He was
leaving me behind in his thinking.

“As in universal chaos. A
state of infinite potential but without manifestation.”

“I’m afraid I don’t follow
you, Raphael.”

“Without faith there would
be no universe. No stars, no planets. No human beings. No beings
unto the image and likeness of that infinite potential.”

“You mean that we create
the reality in which we have our being?”

“Who else?” he answered
with a question.

“But... but what about...
about God?” I was fairly stunned.

“I’ll answer that with the
words of Saint John of the Cross. A lamp am I, he said, to those
who seek me, a mirror to those who know me. Shall I take the
Colonel to the chapel?”

I was too disturbed by his words to get
back to the reality of today. Of the here and now. I’d been brought
up in the Roman Catholic tradition, where we were not encouraged to
question the accepted mores. I waved my head, dismissing his offer.
By then Jan was asleep again. We probably wouldn’t make it in time
to the chapel anyway. In time for Mass.

“I’ll take him tomorrow,
thank you, Raphael,” I told him. I wanted to sit back and give his
words some thought. He left with a slight bow.

A nurse’s helper, I mused. A nurse’s
helper. Will wonders never cease?

I haven’t found dissecting Raphael’s
concepts easy. My son, Steven, often talks in a similar vain, but
he is still at the searching stage. Anyway, one doesn’t take one’s
son too seriously. He’d once laughed, quoting the Bible to
me.

“No man is a prophet in his
own village,” he’d said. “And I am not even a prophet,” he added,
laughing aloud. He was right. He wasn’t even a prophet.

Raphael appeared to have his views, or
beliefs—faith at any rate—well established. He didn’t wonder. He
knew.

For some reason, I’m reminded of a
sermon our visiting priest delivered some time ago on the theme of
‘One Shepherd and but one Flock of Sheep’. Later, on that same day,
Steven had brought me an essay he’d written. I must confess that I
do not remember the essay itself, but just the observation he’d
added at the end of it. He attributed it to Einstein. Apparently
the physicist had said that in order to be an immaculate member of
a flock of sheep, one must above all be a sheep oneself. I recall
that I hadn’t liked the quotation at all.

After speaking to Raphael, I liked it
even less.

 


 


As usual on Sundays, I took a
cab to Steven and Annette’s condo. It was much more than an
original lunch for me. A lunch where the menu was not dictated,
imposed, made necessarily by what is the least dangerous to ‘people
my age’, only by what might give us the most pleasure. Without
being silly, of course. But, to my knowledge, a smoked salmon
served with finely chopped marinated onion and capers, washed down
with a thimble or two or even three of cytrynówka, a lemon
vodka my son had ‘elaborated’ himself with great care, never sent
anyone over the edge.

Three thimbles, not bottles as it used
to be when Jan was young. In those days, his uniformed colleagues,
young officers, believed that a drop of vodka left in a bottle was
a drop wasted.

Father could never come with me. In
fact it was only the availability of constant supervision that the
Institute afforded that enabled me to go out ‘on my own’ at all. It
helped me to retain the remnants of my sanity. Steve saw to this
with vigour. Every time, every Sunday, he would place before me a
new essay, which he’d wrenched out from his entrails with
unprecedented vehemence. I never knew him like this. I even
suspected that he’d written those essays just to force me to cross
new ground. To keep going.

“Once you stop, you
retreat,” he told me. “The world refuses to wait for
anyone.”

It was supposed to make sense to me.
Nevertheless, after the delightful lunch, sometimes a little walk,
then within the voluptuous embrace of their oversized settees, I
always succumbed to his prodding.

Once again Annette served coffee and
chocolate. The dark one, my favourite. It was the sign that Steve’s
tirade was about to begin. He didn’t disappoint me.

“Mozart is dead,” Steve
announced out of the blue.

I didn’t think I was required to
comment on this profound revelation. I continued to sip my black
coffee. Espresso. So black and so strong that, at the Institute,
Annette would have been instantly arrested for attempted
murder.

“So is Beethoven, Schubert,
Chopin. So are Socrates, Plato, Dante and Shakespeare. So is
Krishna, Moses, Lao Tsu, Buddha, Zoroaster and Jesus of Nazareth.
They are all dead.”

I nodded in total agreement. He, as
usual, continued undeterred.

“Their Messages—live on,”
Steve announced.

It was time for me to look
up.

“Therein the true
immortality of the messengers. Therein their glory. Therein their
perpetual gifts to humanity. It is for their Messages that we offer
them honour. Our admiration. Our love.”

I was beginning to get the drift of his
soliloquy. He was telling me, or rather us, that the message is of
importance rather than the messenger. But by now, Steven was riding
a cloud of thought that required my full attention. He lowered his
voice, making it sound as if he were sharing with us something very
confidential and of great value yet. He picked up a sheet of paper
and read from it. I knew it was his latest.

“There is an Ocean of
Infinite Potential. A priceless Source, an inexhaustible Spring of
Life, of Truth, of Beauty, ready to be discovered, ready to be
brought out into the open. It is there, waiting, eternally
available to share Its bounty. Within Its realm await the Messages.
The priceless gifts. We, you and I, need the messengers to bring
them to us. We need the great messengers to open their hearts,
their eyes, their ears. We, at our stage of evolution, don't as yet
know how to listen, to see. We often think we know, but this
presumption is little more than an illusion fostered by our pride.
It is this illusion which also stops us from searching for the
Truth. We still need the messengers.”

“It seems that you don’t
want us to confuse the letter with the postmen?” I risked an
interruption.

He used the break to fill his mouth
with chocolate. Within seconds he continued. Inside my handbag, I
had my little recorder going. It helped me later to organize my
thoughts.

“The Infinite Source, God
if you like, has no desire to remain hidden. No scriptures ever
claimed that. All Messages are available to all who would listen.
What gets in the way is our conditioning. The knowledge we have
already acquired. It refuses to be pushed aside to make room for
the new. We tend to get caught in our little ruts. Our mores and
morals weigh us down; as do our precious customs and traditions,
and all that which keeps us apart—like culture, education,
heritage. We are set in our petty ways.”

I couldn’t argue with that. The
residents of the Institute were ample evidence of that. That didn’t
surprise me. What bothered me a lot more, I realized, was that the
staff, the nurses and the Sisters, suffered from the same
shortcoming. Assuming it was a shortcoming.

“Are you saying that all
traditions are wrong?”

“Most certainly not. I got
used to breathing as a baby and made it a hobby for a lifetime. No,
Mother. Only those traditions that hold us back are
wrong.”

“But they all do, almost by
definition. Traditions tie us to the past, don’t they?”

Steven looked at me with a quizzical,
lopsided grin, while Annette was all smiles, presumably proud of my
contribution to the philosophical standing of the female branch of
the family. The next time Steve spoke he veered on a different
tack.

“I heard it said,” he
continued, “that no mathematical discovery has ever been made by
anyone over the age of twenty-six. Apparently there are
neuroconnectors which, through non-use, atrophy.”

“Don't use it—lose it,”
Annette nodded in agreement.

“It also applies to
our brains,” again he was on a roll. “The wisdom of the
years helps us to interpret what is, not to introduce and accept
new concepts. For the new we need youth. Not necessarily
‘youth’ in biological terms, but a youthful state of consciousness.
New concepts call on us to wipe the slate clean. Hence the
expression to be born anew. Paul, the apostle, a messenger, said
that he died daily. Daily! He died to all his accumulated knowledge
in order to make room for the new. To become rejuvenated. To delve
deeper into the Ocean of Truth. Paul found it
necessary.”

Steve stopped and began sipping coffee
in tiny sips, the way his father drank cognac. Mostly absorbing the
aroma and reinforcing it by wetting his lips.

I run his last words through my mind.
Do we find it necessary to give up our past to make room for the
new? Do we even want to? Or would we rather die of boredom than
risk losing what is safe, comfortable? It seems that it is not the
Truth that we love, but the emotional security which our acquired
beliefs provide. I wondered if such safety wasn’t an illusion. It
seemed brittle. Deceiving.

Steve put down his cup and saucer and
looked through the window facing their tiny terrace. The cedar
hedge would stay green in all seasons. But the snow would soon
cover the decorative paving. There was a dreamy smile tugging at
the corners of his mouth. A mouth exactly like that of his
grandfather.

"Freedom comes when the mind
experiences without tradition," he said finally. “I learned this
from Krishnamurti, a recent messenger. It really doesn’t matter if
we don't know who Krishnamurti is. But can we recognize his
Message?”

I didn’t.

 


 


They both drove me back to the
Institute. They always did. Steve wanted to look in on Dad, and
Annette came for the ride. She is such a good girl. She told me
that she thinks Steve likes to have company for the return trip.
She is like that.

As usual, Dad was still asleep. When
Steve leaned over him, Jan opened one eye, appeared to wink, and
returned to wherever he was before the interruption. For some
reason I was convinced that wherever he was, he was happy. He
invariably woke up in good humour. He must have really enjoyed his
frequent trips to never-never land.

The moment the children had left,
Raphael knocked on the door.

“A little exercise?” he
asked.

Fifteen minutes later Dad and I were
making our rounds along the corridor. As we passed Raphael, I
caught him looking at us. It was as if he sensed that I was
thinking about him. I was. I was thinking what sort of messenger he
was. But more importantly, thanks to Steve’s latest literary
efforts, I was wondering what sort of message he was trying to
deliver. He certainly did so by action and demeanour. I wondered if
he also had things to say. Like Steve, only from within himself. I
wondered if Raphael had found freedom by his mind experiencing
without tradition. He was performing the most menial tasks
imaginable. Wouldn’t that alone leave his mind free?

We walked to the end of the corridor
and turned back towards our room. Dad felt a little tired. His
strength was leaving him fast, yet it was he who insisted on the
walks. We didn’t talk. By now Dad needed to watch my face to
understand what I was trying to tell him. Even then he didn’t
always understand. Poor Jan.

My mind returned to the
Messenger.

I am going to ask him, I promised
myself. Judging by what he’d already told me, he might well prove
to be a font of knowledge. New knowledge. The sort unmarred by
tradition. I was becoming excited.

The next time I glanced at the
Archangel, he was smiling at me. I could have sworn that he nodded
in agreement.

 


 


 


6

Blessing

 


We sat side by side, in our
coasterred armchairs, a cup of afternoon tea at our elbows. A rainy
day was purpose-made for some reruns of Star Trek. “Live long and
prosper,” Mr. Spock said, splitting his fingers into a strong V
sign.

Live long and prosper. Why long? We are
born after a mere nine months, and then we are supposed to drag out
the rest of our stay in this valley of tears as long as we possibly
can. What is there that is to be cherished in the extreme duration
of our stay here? Isn’t quality more important, much more
important? I know there are Stephen Hawkings lightly peppered
around the world but, surely, aren’t they the exceptions? Perhaps
Lou Gehrig’s disease traps a man in time—you stay so immersed in
your work you are unaware of its passage. Would you really like to
live tied to a wheelchair, with a sensitizer in lieu of your vocal
chords?

Well? Would you?

“It’s a gift from God,”
Sister Cecilia assured me. How many times have I heard that trite
assurance? On and on and on.... At one time or another I’ve raised
the identical question with every single Sister, every nun and
every priest. I’ve invariably received the standard answer. It is a
gift from God. That’s it.

It’s all right for them to talk. They
are all twenty years my junior. Or more.

Twenty years ago Jan and I took long
trips to Virginia Waters, in England, inhaled the fragrance of a
flamboyant mix of flowers as only English people can provide, and
then stretched out on the grass to watch the clouds scooting
haphazardly across the wide, limitless blue. Today, if I tried
lying down on the grass, it would take two strong men to pick me
up.

“Yes, Sister,” I replied.
“I wonder how old God is.”

She gave me a dirty look dressed in a
benevolent smile. Michelangelo gave Him a great grey beard in the
Sistine Chapel, but, other than that, I don’t think God has any
idea what it’s like to be old. Old and frail. Old, frail and sick.
Old, stiff, hard of hearing, hurting and... just OLD.

 


Last week Steve was expostulating on
the subject of life. He is a bit of a cynic. I recorded most of our
conversation. Actually, of his monologue. It was much easier to
swallow with vodka and kippers and onions marinated in oil. I
wonder who taught him to prepare such delicious things. I know I
didn’t, and Annette certainly didn’t claim authorship.

“When one human sperm out
of half-a-billion is allowed through the egg membrane, an animal
with a potential is conceived.” He stressed the word animal.
“There is no human intervention.” This time he stressed
human. “The cells know what to do. They divide. A blastula
is formed: several layers of cells around a central cavity continue
to divide automatically.”

Just how many times have you been
pregnant, I wanted to ask him. I didn’t. The cytrynówka was
just too good.

 


And now, even as I sit alone, making
notes on Steve’s dissertation, my mind drifts back. I see Jan
looking at me. We are about to finish a grand slam in hearts. Since
I couldn’t dance any more, we played bridge. My head is woozy. I
think it’s time, I say, smiling as if nothing is wrong. Jan jumps
to his feet. An hour later little Steve is born. I can smell the
roses in my room. Dozens and dozens of them. The next day I’m back
home. The nanny looks after Steve well. I must recover quickly. We
are in the middle of the carnival that stretches from New Year’s
Eve all the way to Ash Wednesday. Steve’s arrival is rather
inconvenient. No matter. Within a week I am back on the floor doing
the latest shimmy that the Western wind blew in. We have such
elegant Polish dances, but... we seem to like all things Western.
From Western Europe.

I hadn’t been quite ready to be a
mother. Perhaps that was why my daughter died just a few months
after she was born. Perhaps she too had been
inconvenient?

By the time Jan left for the German
front, I was heavy with our third, Janek—Polish version of ‘Little
John’. We’d named him before he was born. A year later we were
scraping hoar-frost from the walls of the single room where eleven
of us were living. Also, there was not much food and no medical
help at all. In the middle of the winter of 1941, Janek died of
pneumonia, hardly a year old. There were no nannies to look after
him. I had to work.

When Bart was born I was ready. Ready
and able to cope with the exigencies of motherhood. I tried to make
up for my past shortcomings. I smile a little sadly. Was Bart the
compensation for the errors of my past? Or was it just
fate?

As I shake my head, the images resolve
into a haze of yesteryear. I pick up my pen. Again I can hear Steve
talking. “Go on,” I said munching on another tidbit.

“Well, after three months
it becomes a foetus....”

“What? Only after three
months?” This was Annette and me together. Steve ignored us
both.

“...a name given to an
animal embryo, including human, in its later phase of gestation. At
this stage a human embryo has fewer brains cells than a
monkey.”

I didn’t like that at all. I like
monkeys, but I didn’t like them being that much smarter than I,
whatever my stage of development. According to the Church, my life
started at conception. It wasn’t nice to learn that I wasn’t as
smart as our simian friends.

“Are you sure?” I had to
ask.

“Don’t worry, Mother,” he
tried to reassure me, “the automatic cell division continues. In
human foetuses for another six months, in elephants for a total of
two years.”

“Still an
animal?”

“It has done nothing, so
far, to differentiate it from an animal. Surely, Mama, we must earn
the privilege to be called human?”

I preferred not to answer. By such a
standard, few people appear to have met the criteria of being
called human. Surely, he was right. I decided to ask the ex-priest.
Apparently, at that stage, we were still blessings in the making.
Or still to become blessings.

“Anyway, the cells continue
to divide. The baby grows. Ultimately it becomes man. I use the
term generically,” he hastened to assure us when Annette opened her
mouth in protest. “He eats, defecates, sleeps, procreates, works,
fights to protect and squirrel his savings, fights to feed his
offspring. Often just fights.”

“His children!” Annette
corrected. “Fights to protect and feed his
children.”

Steve smiled. This wasn’t their first
discussion on the subject. “If you like, darling. Children. At any
rate, the man thinks, schemes, suffers, experiences pleasure. He
grows old. The cells are programmed to slow down. He deteriorates.
He dies. Can you tell me at which stage he became human, and
why?”

Annette and I looked at each other for
mutual support. For some reason, neither of us came up with a ready
answer.

“During his life,” Steve
continued, “he’s done nothing to differentiate himself from an
animal. He may have operated more complex machinery, he may have
learned to add and subtract better than a monkey.”

“He was a very smart
monkey?” Annette suggested.

“Perhaps. He was a clever
ape. He was nice, responsible, loving, as we said, he looked after
his children. So does an ape, a monkey, a fish or a bird. Yet this
nice, responsible, loving man, according to Jesus, was never born.
Not spiritually. Not into real life.”

I recalled the phrase he was referring
to somewhere in St. Matthew. When a man wanted Jesus to wait for
him while he buried the body of his father, Jesus told him: Follow
me, and let the dead bury the dead. I made a mental note to reread
Matthew once again. And there was also that... except a man be born
again, he cannot see the kingdom of God. No. This one’s all right.
You only go to the Kingdom after death, if you’re lucky. But there
was also something about being born of flesh and being born of the
spirit. I’ve read my Bible, but I never really studied those
things. They just sounded nice. Sort of....

“He remained one of the
dead burying the dead,” Steve drove the point home.

I felt lost. All that I’ve been taught,
throughout my life, didn’t make much sense. Are we really just
animals with inflated egos? Surely there must be more to our lives
than that. An ape never composed the Fifth Symphony, or the
Requiem, or a violin concerto or Aida... There has to be more. I
began to suspect that Steve would harp on such subjects until I, on
my own, began to question the very essence of the Church’s
teaching. Was he worried about my soul? It was as if he wanted me
to break away from the mould in which Rome kept its lieges. Steve
was definitely a rebel. Until very recently, I was as orthodox as a
fundamentalist, as an obedient sheep. In my traditional milieu one
left matters of faith to the priests and Sunday sermons. Was Steve
worried about me?

“We must earn the privilege
of being human,” Steve’s eyes drifted in that familiar habit of
his, to the square of blue, framed by their terrace window. “We
must meet our potential. At least in part. No matter how minute,
but we cannot just ‘live’, as if the privilege had been given us
unconditionally.”

What if he’s right? Just how many
humans had I met in my life?

“It’s all a question of
consciousness. A human entity that becomes aware of its Higher
Self, does not die. Remember? Though he be dead, he shall live
again.... Gradually that entity learns to identify with those
aspects of life that are immortal. In time... in time we shall
discard our service accoutrements, our redundant paraphernalia. We
shall free ourselves from appurtenances that an animal needs at
various stages of its journey towards enlightenment.”

The silence stretched for a little
while.

“So it is true that the
human, ah... animal alone manifests such a potential?” Annette put
in. Her tone was as much a question as a statement of her
beliefs.

“For good and for evil,”
Steven said wistfully. “For spiritual growth and for material
decadence.”

“And for eventual
immortality,” I sighed. “Barring accidents the human animal shall
find it. It is only a question of time. It could happen in a few
billion years. Or tomorrow.” Was I beginning to think like
Steven?

“Cheers!” Steve said
raising his glass of cytrynówka. And then, as if reading my
thoughts he added, “until that time, I shall remain a confirmed
hedonist. I might as well enjoy the trip!”

 


For the next three nights I had dreams
of giving birth to cute little, hairy monkeys. They popped out
without any involvement on my part. One moment I was alone in bed,
the next a bunch of them were gallivanting up and down the springs,
telling me in monkeyese what a wonderful gift life was. After a
while, the monkeys assumed flowing white robes. They looked
amazingly like habits with oversized wimples that quickly grew into
coronets and then into oversized head gear such as worn by Sally
Fields in her role as the Flying Nun. During the third night, three
of the monkeys floated around my room, gently flapping their head
gear while furiously typing on tiny typewriters with all twenty
fingers.

“Not so fast,” I told my
hairy children.

“We must hurry,” they
replied in perfect unison. “We have all the works of Shakespeare to
type before we grow up.”

When I woke up a steady tapping on the
door drowned the noise of typing. I’d overslept. Raphael wanted to
know if I needed help with Dad. For once, I wasn’t pleased to see
him. I wanted to find out how soon my children would finish typing
the complete works of Shakespeare. I’d read somewhere that it was
only a question of time. Now, I would never know.

 


 


So life is a blessing. I
wondered if the sages of old had been referring specifically to
physical life. It was obvious that Jesus didn’t. He definitely had
a different sort of life in mind. Perhaps other sages, the prophets
of old, also had some other sort of existence in mind? We are born,
we grow up, we change. As did the prophets. Our concepts evolve. I,
for one, had a very different idea of life as a child. I’d been
carefree, happy, irresponsible. Perhaps we should try to recover
that sort of attitude. Maybe that sort of life really is a
blessing. Without responsibility. I don’t mean to live
irresponsibly but not to assume responsibility for mores imposed on
us by others. To be more free. To live and let live.

What else is a blessing? Is food a
blessing? Judging from how the Sisters of the Immaculate Heart
insist on pumping us with three enormous meals a day—it must be.
For crying out loud! How were we supposed to burn off those
calories? Most of us could hardly move, and not just from
overeating.

The pills were a blessing. Pills and
all sort of chemicals. Pills of all colours, for all purposes,
whatever they might be. Why couldn’t they invent an all-purpose
pill and be done with it? Not enough money for the Chemical
Conglomerates, I suppose. To them the multitude of pills was
definitely a blessing. They were a veritable boon.

Jesus didn’t recognize life as an
infestation of our physical bodies. Didn’t He say that His kingdom
is not of this world? Is this why nobody believes Him? Isn’t He
supposed to be God? The Sisters think so. I am sure the ex-priest
will once he recovers his faith. But no one acts as if they believe
him. Are we men and women occasionally grasping for a spiritual
experience? Or are we spiritual beings meant to enjoy the transient
experience of becoming. Here. On earth. Before we return to His, to
our kingdom.

Must idiots, excuse me, must the
mentally challenged in the psychiatric hospitals, live long, even
if they don’t prosper?

What about the criminally insane? Just
how human are they, in the biblical sense? Will they all be born
again?

What of the paraplegics who also suffer
from diabetes. Just how much effort should they put into prolonging
their physical lives? We are back to pills. Pills of all colours
and description. Pink pills and blue pills and yellow pills and…
All to sustain this precious gift.

Chemicals are definitely a blessing.
Right?

I think that the Moslems have it right,
at least for men. They kill off a few infidels, die in the process
and soon wallow in the arms of a few dozen virgins in paradise.
Seventy-two, Steve tells me. I wonder what happens if they are gay?
Seventy-two virgin boys? And what of women martyrs? My God, surely
not seventy-two.... As a counter argument I must admit that when I
was a virgin I suffered from quite undeniable stupidity. About
almost everything. Not that I am doing so well even now. Had I been
a man and found me in paradise, I wouldn’t have touched me with a
barge pole.

 


 


“Come in, Sister.”
I could recognize Sister Angelica by her knock. It was gentle,
polite, but would not be ignored. I could do it in my own time, but
I had to answer.

“May I?” she
asked.

She followed her big smile into our
room and shut the door quietly behind her. “How’s the Colonel?” she
looked at my husband with undisguised compassion. One could not
fail to love her for that. Whatever her past peccadilloes, Sister
Angelica was goodness incarnate.

“Did you have a chance to
speak to Father Mulligan?” she asked hopefully.

I shuffled uncomfortably. I was sure
Sister Angelica was asking me about Father Mulligan’s well-being,
whereas when I had got him cornered one day on the balcony, I
talked about what was of interest to me, not what might have been
troubling him.

“Sort of,” I replied,
feeling a bit guilty. I still had no idea what exactly the Sister
wanted me to say to the poor man. I couldn’t convert him or
anything. Surely, faith comes from within, not without. It is the
way we see the world. With spiritual eyes, we discern only beauty.
With physical eyes we see its advancing decadence. Like our bodies.
Heaven and hell are, in my opinion, states of mind, mostly of our
own making. Admittedly others have influence on us, but the art is
to have our personal worldview so firmly entrenched in our psyche
that no one can take it away from us.

The Sister waited. She reverted to her
favourite hobby of examining the tips of her shoes peeking out from
under her habit. She certainly got my vote for angelic
patience.

“I asked him about the Pale
Horse,” I said at last.

At this Sister Angelica looked up. “Not
the Apocalypse of Saint John?” she asked aghast.

Apocalypse or Revelation. A rose by any
other name. “The very same,” I confirmed, feeling a little
uncomfortable.

“But why?” Sister Angelica
asked. “Wouldn’t that make things....”

“...even worse?” I finished
for her. “It didn’t seem so at the time.”

Sister Angelica took a step forward.
Her eyes grew larger. I suspected that I would have to tell her the
whole story. I took a deep breath.

“What actually happened,” I
started resignedly, “was that I’d just returned from Steven’s,
looked in on Dad, and found him in never-never land. When the
children left, I decided to read my Bible on the balcony. It was a
nice day and I wanted to squeeze as much sunshine from it as I
could. It so happened that only the chair next to Father Mulligan
was unoccupied. It seemed as though people were afraid to sit next
to him. Perhaps his past was catching up to him. More and more
people knew who he once was. He smiled as usual, but almost rolled
his eyes when he saw what book I brought with me.

“ ‘You don’t mind, do
you?’

“I have no idea why I’d
asked him that. Perhaps he thought that I was saying something
about the practice that only priests read the Bible and we, the
mere mortal, were supposed to wait until their learned
interpretation is given us.

“His usual pallor moved
rapidly toward red. At last, the old priest finally had some colour
in his face. But I desperately tried to say something that would be
less aggressive.

“ ‘As a matter or fact,’ I
said with as warm a smile as I could put on at a moment’s notice,
‘I rather hoped that you might be able to help me with a little
part of it.’

“Father Mulligan looked
partially mollified.

“‘I have problems getting
my reins on the pale horse,’ I finished my question rather proud of
my turn of phrase.

“ ‘Then you are a very
lucky lady,’ Father Mulligan replied.”

Throughout my tirade Sister Angelica
hadn’t moved an inch. “There,” I took another deep breath. “Now you
know the whole story.”

Sister Angelica gasped. “He said that
to you?”

“No less. You are a very
lucky lady, he said. As a matter of fact, he as much as looked me
straight in the eye.”

I pointed to the nearest armchair.
Sister Angelica took three tiny steps and deposited the stern-most
three inches of her gluteus maximus on its edge. I imagine
the correct grammar would be to say glutei maximi, but you
know what I mean. That’s as elegant as I can make it when talking
about a nun’s rear quarters.

“So what happened, Mrs.
Kordos?”

“Why, nothing. We had a
very nice chat,” I assured her.

“I don’t suppose you would
care to share it with me?” her eyes descended to her
toes.

I was toying with her. I knew full well
that she was dying of curiosity. To her credit I must add that I
was very sure that her concern for the old priest was
genuine.

“I found him very helpful.
He was very well versed in the Apocalypse. In fact, he appeared to
have made a special study of it.”

She kept both still and silent, but she
was beginning to steal glances at me.

“He told me that the same
rider, the same ego, the same self, rides any or all of the four
horses. But unless you are a circus performer, Mrs. Kordos, he
said, you'll find it next to impossible to ride more than one steed
at a time.”

By now Sister Angelica had lost all
interest in the tips of her shoes. For my part, I looked at the
notes I’d made after pinning the old priest down to pick his
brain.

“We make a conscious
selection of the horse we ride, and we bear the consequences, he’d
said. And by the way, according to Father Mulligan we bear the
consequences regardless how cold and unfeeling or irrational,
emotional or instinctive behaviour we exhibit.”

“Not very forgiving,”
Sister murmured.

“Perhaps not to himself,” I
agreed. “It’s rather like the law of Karma,” I added, remembering
my son’s views. Sister Angelica ignored my last remark.

“Did he say anything else?”
she asked.

“Well,” I glanced again at
my notes. “He talked about the cosmic laws. Something about
ignorance being no excuse for breaking them. It seems that there is
some sort of equivalent of the law of cause and effect in the
Christian apologetics. Somehow I’d never heard about
it.”

“As you sow so you shall
reap; as you do unto others....” Sister Angelica mused.

She was right, of course. This was as
clear as you can get. How come I’d missed it for so many years? I
wondered what else I missed on my personal journey. Also, I gained
new respect for the quiet nun so hungry for knowledge. How she must
have suffered at the Convent laundry. She had a keen, perceptive
mind.

“Of course. How stupid of
me,” I confessed.

“Please don’t say things
like that, Mrs. Kordos. We all regard you as a font of knowledge,”
Sister Angelica affirmed.

“Really, Sister. Let us be
serious. You know ten times more about the Bible than I do,” I
countered.

“The bible is a font of
spiritual knowledge. It is quite another story to know how to apply
it to everyday life, Mrs. Kordos.”

“Thank you, my gracious
Sister,” I gave up eating humble pie. I wanted to tell her the rest
of what Father Mulligan had to say.

The Sister seemed abashed at her own
statement. Her eyes returned to her toes.

“Father Mulligan also
explained to me some other aspects of the Apocalypse. He said that
according to Saint John, we react to external stimuli in four
principal ways. We can treat them as exclusively physical
phenomena. When we do that, we ride a pale horse. He said that this
is a very abortive modus operandi.”

“The Bible is a textbook of
spiritual knowledge,” Sister Angelica put in again.

“That’s what he said too.”
I looked up at her. “Can you tell me why the priests never seem to
teach that from the pulpit? It is always do this and do that, but
not why....”

“Do you think many would
understand it if they did?”

She surprised me. Her last question was
at odds with her almost-overt humility.

“Well, someone would have
to explain it to us,” I said defensively.

“I don’t mean you, Mrs.
Kordos. I don’t mean the people who search. I mean the
rest....”

“You mean the billion
others?”

She said nothing. It was an unfair
question. I knew from my own life that until some months ago, yes,
just a few months, I’d never questioned the black and white
fundamentalist doctrine that priests promulgated from the ambo. I
realize now that Steve had become painfully aware of this some time
ago. Perhaps others would understand, but surely, if they were
really interested, then... then the doors would be open to them. It
was evident that there was more to clergy than meets the eye. There
was also that rather unpleasant admonition about casting pearls
before the swine.

I was also thinking about Sister
Angelica’s assertion that the Bible was a book of spiritual
knowledge. The way she said it, it implied that anything remotely
physical was used only as an illustration. A person identifying
with her physical body, i.e. riding a pale horse is compared to
Death itself and her state of mind—to Hell. I already knew that
elsewhere in the Bible people who were not spiritually awakened
were compared to the dead.

The pale horse was a biblical oxymoron.
The dead don’t ride horses.

 


And then it struck me. If life is such
a blessing, then there has to be more to life than meets the eye.
Or our ears. Or any of our senses. Or even our stomachs.

 


 


 


 


The Red Horse

 


“....and power was given
him that sat thereon

to take peace from the
earth,

and that they should kill
one another:

and there was given unto
him a great sword.”

 


The Revelation

of Saint John the
Divine
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The Institute

 


From outside, the Institute of
the Immaculate Heart of Mary looks clean, almost elegant, worthy of
its name. For my taste, the white brick cladding gives it a little
too much of a hygienic appearance, but considering the obsession
the Sisters have on that score, it seems apt. The main building is
recessed from the street by some forty feet, enough for a
beautifully kept lawn and some pines and firs to set it apart from
the humdrum of the street traffic. A full-grown hedge of cedars,
cropped to a regular, slightly pyramidal contour, protects the edge
of the property. At the main entrance flowerbeds are always well
watered and trimmed to perfection. At the other end, the parking
lot and our inner garden are secured from outsiders by metal gates,
which open automatically only by the mass of an approaching car,
but remain stubbornly closed when the residents attempt to pull
them open. Quite clever.

The rear garden, the place where most
residents spend an hour or two during the summer months, is
inviting. We congregate on a large wooden deck with built-in wooden
and movable white plastic chairs, all around a wonderful ancient
maple, which dominates the immediate area. This haven is surrounded
by a lawn, which separates it from the cars parked in a single long
row along the outer perimeter.

It’s nice. Or as nice as one can make
it with such limited space.

These days I find it a little tiring to
go for long walks outside; Steven and Annette and I toss a tennis
ball around. I can catch it reasonably well, even though I’ve never
excelled in any sport. Not even in horseback riding that my husband
insisted I try.

With Bart, and sometimes one of my
granddaughters, I still go outside. On the street, I mean. There
are two tiny parks within an uneasy walking distance. Once, they
seemed quite close. I have no heart to tell him that my legs hurt
for days afterwards. Perhaps it’s meant to be. After all, I know
the dictum about using or losing. Thanks to Bart, I can probably
walk just a little longer. I often wonder how much we should fight
the natural progression of aging. At all costs? Or should one just
age gracefully, as they say. God knows, there is little grace in
aging.

How time flies....

 


 


I counted them. Fifty-seven to
the right, forty-four to the left, then another thirty-two straight
up or along the smooth terrazzo flooring to the right, towards the
west end. I could walk those corridors blindfolded and never miss a
step nor take a wrong turn. Of course, there aren’t many turns to
start with. In the beginning I counted the floor tiles. Some years
ago all the floor tiles were replaced with terrazzo and I had
nothing to count.

The years have mounted up on the
invisible matrix of time. All any of us notice is the gradual
deterioration of our joints, energy and acumen.

I glanced at the terrazzo beneath my
slippers. Sameness. Everywhere sameness. Isn’t life supposed to be
change? Variety?

“Easier to maintain,” one
of the white, flowing habits told me. “To keep in good condition,”
she said. When I didn’t say a word she added: “More
hygienic.”

Who needs a hygienic floor, I wondered?
I never eat off the floor, never even touched it. I couldn’t bend
that low even if I wanted to. As long as it looks clean, that’s
enough for me. “What I can’t see doesn’t hurt me,” I murmured, but
the white habit was gone. As I was saying, they just flowed from
one place to another like white sheets carried by the wind. Only,
there was no wind.

Again, I looked at the
floor.

A good, insipid, yellowish-grey,
nondescript pattern that’s more hygienic. Rather like the cheeks of
most of the residents. Yellowish-grey, although, in case of the
cheeks, a little less hygienic. Less germ-free.

“Germs are dangerous when
your immune system begins winding down,” the same Sister insisted
at some other time.

Until then they are just peaches and
cream, I murmured. Actually, it was just a thought. I didn’t want
to engage in an argument on logic. I would soon hear what a gift
life was.

Sister Cecilia was big on germs. When
you’re nearing the Gate, it doesn’t really matter any more. They,
the Sisters, thought otherwise. Well, you had to start somewhere
with this tiresome hygiene. Why not the floor? At least they’ve
left the carpet in our room alone.

 


The corridors run at right angles,
forming the letter Tee. About halfway along the base of the Tee,
the corridor splits into two halves, with an unaccountable waste of
space, but allowing the more mentally aware residents to cross the
landing of the escape stair at the far end, and thus substantially
extend their walking distance. The space between the two parallel
corridors is windowless, assigned to storage areas and some shower
cubicles that no one uses. I presume the showers are too far down
the corridors for most residents. No one wants to walk that far.
Except for me. I make my early-morning ablutions daily, before
breakfast. Before going to Mass. They had to clean up one of the
shower compartments just for me. Steven saw to that. He couldn’t
imagine starting a day without a shower. By now, nor can
I.

My favourite promenade is the east-west
corridor, with the procession of kings greeting me along its
length. I nod to my favourite ones, those who left a mark on our
history. They seem to like it. They grant me benevolent smiles of
majestic approval. At least I’m spending my last days in good
company.

The corridor runs from a window at one
end to a decent-sized terrace overlooking the main street at the
other. The terrace was fully roofed over, affording, even on hot
and humid and even rainy summer days, a dry outdoor space for the
residents. I used to call it a balcony, but it’s large enough to be
qualified as a terrace. That was where I’d once pinned down Father
Mulligan with questions about the Pale Horse. Then we reverted to
‘Good morning, Father,’ and reciprocative smiles. Father Mulligan
was a very unapproachable man.

I like going there, on that terrace,
except when some nurses use it to smoke—an activity strictly
forbidden indoors. Yet even on the terrace the smoke lingers on a
windless day.

“Look at those people...
still smoking... imagine that,” Jan said out loud as he always did,
unaware that others may not be as deaf as he is. “Imagine that,” he
repeated, evidently proud of having extinguished his pipe. He still
kept it, fully loaded, but hadn’t lit it for over a year. Just
puffing for the sake of it seemed to satisfy him.

“It’s like smelling Cognac
without actually drinking it,” he’d explained it to me some time
ago. “You don’t get a headache the next morning, and you still
enjoy it.”

To me it just smelled.

It must be a ‘man’ thing. Maybe he
imagines he looks macho with a pipe. Not that many men would admit
it, but there is a bit of macho in every man. Including my
Jan.

“Enjoy it,” I would tell
him.

God knows he doesn’t have much to enjoy
anymore. Basically, like my elder son, I’m a hedonist. And anyway,
by how many years was he likely to cut down his longevity at the
age of ninety-eight? Apart from Alzheimer’s, he’s as fit as a
fiddle. A slightly bent fiddle, especially around the finger
joints, but still... for his age?

I wonder how fit I’ll be in my upper
nineties? I have problems enough at eighty-eight keeping up with my
commitments. Oh, yes. I still visit Steve and Annette, still
contribute articles to the monthly magazine, still keep a keen eye
on Dad. Not that I don’t trust the nursing staff, but there is no
substitute for a mother’s eye. Or a wife’s of sixty years. No one
knows him as I do. No one ever would.

 


The other end of the corridor
terminates on a window. The view might have been reasonably
interesting if it hadn’t been for the thick Hydro-Quebec cables,
which brutally crisscross the view, framed by the rectangular
panes. Even at the elevation of the third floor, the cables cut the
sky, separating it from the green of the tree crowns that peek over
the adjoining duplexes.

“Beggars can’t be
choosers,” I told Dad when he was still able to make sense of my
trite remarks.

He shrugged. What he meant was “I
didn’t choose to stay here.” Poor Dad. By the fifth year—at least I
think it was the fifth year, all years are exactly alik—it was much
too late to move out. Even if he improved. It goes without saying
that I’ve grown much too old to look after him alone. On one
occasion I had to pick him up when he’d lost his balance and fell
on the floor in our powder room. I pressed the nurse’s emergency
button. By the time she arrived, I had him up. It took me fifteen
minutes and my muscles ached for two days after.

During the early days, Dad had up to
three bad days per week. The rest of the time, we walked the
corridor. On worse days, I’d push him in a wheelchair. During the
first three years, we must have travelled this inverse Milky Way
close to ten thousand times. Eight times a day, for three hundred
days a year. The rest of the time we walked outdoors.

Now, we hardly go outdoors at all. Not
together.

Actually, the rest of the time Jan used
to plot how to escape from the Institute. Not that he was badly
treated. But it gave him something to do. Until he broke his
hip.

 


For all of us, Dad’s mishap provided a
new experience. Every day Steven would come down, pick me up, and
drive me to the Good Samaritan Hospital. We would spend up to two
hours, just being there. When Dad became more aware of his
surroundings, less lethargic from all the medications they pumped
into him, we would talk.

Not that he heard much.

The hip operation nearly killed him. I
felt a little guilty for not praying for his speedy recovery. For a
man as active as he’d always been, his condition must have been
verging on hell. For some inexplicable reason, he never complained.
Perhaps he wasn’t aware just how incapacitated he’d become. Perhaps
his mind had retreated to some merciful realm where one is not
aware of one’s physical condition. Emotionally he seemed content.
Coming out of his drug induced reveries, he’d smiled at me, at
Steve, at Annette, and on weekends, at Bart. He recognized every
one of us, which was more than he did some months
before.

L’homme cet inconnu, wrote a
Frenchman whose name I cannot recall. Carrell? Dr. Alexis Carrell?
Didn’t he pick up a Nobel Prize for something? I used to remember
so much more.... But he was right, the Frenchman, I mean, in the
sentiment expressed by the title of his book. No matter how much we
analyze our human traits, in the end we remain strangers to each
other. Man remains the unknown. Sometimes we meet, on a desert
island, in an endless ocean of wandering souls. We discover
whatever unites us. Whatever we can share. Then, with the next gust
of wind, our meagre sails billow and we seem to drift apart, each
retreating into the safety of our inner sanctuary. Perhaps that is
what souls do. Perhaps we are just a body of emotions disparate,
lonesome, yearning for companionship. It’s a vast
universe.

I think what we all really search for
is happiness.

We are bundles of emotions begging to
be recognized. For what we really are. Sometimes we succeed. We
find a mirror. A mirror am I to those who know me…. We discover
ourselves in someone else’s eyes. For a while. Then that special
someone moves away, escapes, or dies, or succumbs to
Alzheimer’s.

 


 


My form of escape is quite
different. I escape into my dreams. Both those during my sleep and
those when I just sit back, waiting for Dad to wake up. My mind
drifts further and further back. Time wise. One afternoon, during
what I thought was a short nap, I found myself in Schönflisse, a
hectarage my father had owned in East Prussia, just after the First
World War. It must have been around 1915, yet the images I saw in
my mind were as fresh as though I’d visited them only yesterday.
Only the lake seemed huge, the waves gigantic, the pines on the
horizon as well as those nearby, twice as tall. I know, I’d visited
them just once around 1930, and they all were much smaller. But not
then. When I was seven or eight, they were all huge. The whole
world was huge in those days.

The wind blew from the west. It bent
the crowns of the ancient oaks in a regular pattern of arcs...
bowing to someone hidden deep inside the forest. Two geese were
flying hard to take cover. I heard them before I saw them. A single
deer looked at me—enormous pools of such liquid beauty—then walked
slowly away. It would be safe once it reached the undergrowth. Who
would want to hurt it? The wind was not allowed on the forest
floor. It only played with the crowns. To and fro... ffffssssff...
it whistled high up above, so high.

It was still humming when I came to.
The air conditioner. I wonder why we, Jan and I, haven’t followed
in my father’s footsteps. Or his father’s father for that matter.
We’ve always been rustic folk. Not that we were unsophisticated; we
just loved the countryside. I suppose once we would have been
referred to as the gentry like our parents had been. People with
large tracts of land administered for the sheer pleasure of
it.

The wind kept blowing....

The waves swelled ever higher. One
duckling was scooped up in the air and deposited onto another crest
further east. Then another. It didn’t seem to mind. It dove down,
probably seeking safety under water. I wouldn’t know.

The wind blew....

And then I remembered. Jan wanted to
study agriculture, but he’d been dissuaded from leaving the
regiment by his commanding officer, who foretold a great future for
Dad in the armed forces. The commanding officer continued to rise
to the Commander-in-Chief of the Second Corps. He’d become a Three
Star General. Jan was eventually promoted to Colonel. Jan had an
unpleasant habit of telling it like it is. Not a good trait if you
want to rise to the top. Steve is exactly the same.

The wind blew... only the ducklings
were gone... and only the wind remained…

My children would inherit the
wind.

 


People of my generation who left Europe
when already past middle-age had few souvenirs to leave their
children. No buildings, farms, or art collections. All that was
long gone. The latter had been transported west in late 1939 and
what was left had gone east in early 1945. The paintings probably
still give pleasure to someone. Somewhere. It doesn’t seem to
matter anymore.

I didn’t have anything to give my
children. Then Steve had an idea. He wanted my memories. It started
with little poems I remembered, little songs with funny lyrics,
from my youth. Funny how things from youth catch up with you. I had
forgotten them for some fifty years, and, suddenly, here they were
again, for the taking. Actually, for the taping.

For my first birthday at the Institute,
some four or five (I can’t be sure how many) years ago, he gave me
a tiny portable tape recorder with a dozen little tapes I could
replace with ease. We tried it out and, on the third attempt, I got
it right. Of course, when you’re just talking, the words come out
without the benefit of a good editor leaving his literary mark. It
is easier to record your memories when you don’t have to write them
down.

“No matter, Mama,” Steve
said. “I’m no literary giant. What I want is a souvenir from both
of you. It is too late for Dad. I don’t want to miss you also. You
can talk. Think that I shall always be there to listen.”

He did more than listen. He transcribed
many of them on his computer.

“That could be embarrassing
at times,” I suggested.

“Well, in such a case,
there is always the erase button.”

We both laughed.

Now, after five years, I keep the
recording machine going even when I’m alone. I’ve even allowed
myself to think aloud many a time, imagining that I’m talking to
him. I think that’s what he wants. To hear my thoughts.

I often wonder what makes us remember
things. I am fairly sure that memories are not a function of our
mind. Or if they are, then at least the motivating factor, the
trigger to bring them back, is emotions. When I am moved by some
old song, moved emotionally, then I remember it instantly. When I
just try to think analytically, then they elude me. The more I
concentrate, the further they seem to retreat. Only when I relax
and... and start to feel the song, or a poem, or something special
that moved me, they come to me. The petals of the book of life
unfold, like an enormous lotus flower when touched by rays of the
morning sun. At other times, it seems to roll back the scroll, and
there, behind the ripples of recurrent present, once again, the
memories lay as fresh as they were the day on which they left an
indelible mark on me. It’s all emotion. Perhaps it has something to
do with love. I loved that poem, or that song.... and here they
are. Time shrinks, contracts, to reveal them.

We are a complex emotional machine,
which functions independently of our mind. And it’s powerful. It
stimulates the rest of us. In a way, it makes me get up from bed in
the morning. It makes me look in on Dad. It makes me take a cab to
go and see Steve and Annette. It makes me notice the autumn
colours.

It also has something to do with
beauty. Beauty is also beyond time. It lives in the
present.

It’s a blessing.

 


 


I’ve just turned ninety and Jan
one hundred. ONE HUNDRED! He received telegrams from the Pope, the
Queen of England, the Prime Minister of Canada, the Premier of
Quebec and the Mayor of Montreal. Not bad for a poor emigrant. Of
course I didn’t tell him that such telegrams are ‘standard’ issue
for all the centenarians who could be bothered to request them.
Still, for the moment it seemed quite festive.

On the afternoon of Jan’s birthday
Raphael took a good hour to deck him up in the best (and the only)
suit of his we brought with us. The rest of the time it was easier
to dress Dad in loose trousers, a shirt and a sweater. Always a
sweater. Even in summer his hands remained stone cold. Something to
do with his circulation.

A half-hour before the appointed time
Dad looked at his, virtually, old self. Old as in past glory not as
a man who’d just turned one hundred. If it wasn’t for the
wheelchair, he could have gotten away with ninety, perhaps
less.

The meeting room downstairs was filled
to the brim. Steven and Bart thought that the word must have spread
that there would be telegrams from his Holiness and such like. I
knew better. The word had spread indeed, but it had more to do with
the two enormous birthday cakes the ladies had provided. The
elderly have one joy in life. Sweets. If Holy Communion wafers were
sweet, the whole Institute would attend Mass daily. Anything sweet
was good. Cakes, ice cream, puddings, desserts, you name it.
Birthday cakes were on the very top of the list. A centenarian cake
was the crème de crème of the thick whipped cream atop the
tiers.

The telegrams were all read by
la Directrice of the Institute. Each was followed by
polite clapping, and a little shuffling intended to express
annoyance at the unnecessary delay. Finally the cake was cut.
People who heretofore had great problems moving even a few yards to
do anything at all, suddenly approached the counter, breaking
shuffling records of long standing.

The cakes were a resounding
success.

The day after the celebration, I went
to see la Directrice. I wanted to thank her and make
one tiny suggestion. I suggested that in the future, the cakes be
cut first and the telegrams read after. With such a tiny adjustment
we could make one hundred and eighty-six residents much happier.
And the telegrams would be none the worse for it.

She agreed.

PS. Dad fell asleep after the second
helping. It was his right. He’d just embarked on his second
century.

 


 


Periodically, the Institute
takes some of us on an excursion. Our private bus can accommodate
up to twenty-six residents. Most of us cannot travel, of course.
Like Jan. The lucky ones go up north, or to the Eastern Townships.
I like the trips because they stir the memories of the countryside.
I always manage to sit by the window and inhale every field, every
tree, every brook or river we cross. At the destination, there is
usually a picnic, or a meal served at some generous Polish private
house. They really go out of their way to be kind to us.

“Do have another helping of
pierogi,” the lady of the house would insist. “Or another pork
chop....” she would push the plate in front of my nose as if to
entice me with its smell.

“No, really,
Mrs....”

There was no convincing them that I
came for the trees, and the flowers and the smell of freshly cut
grass. Not for the chops, no matter how delicious they
smelled.

When I get lucky, I wander off,
quietly, into the adjacent forest. What if I got lost? Father was
well looked after, and Steve and Bart would look in on him. He
might even recognize them. And I could die in the forest. Like lame
animals do. With the doleful-eyed deer. And chipmunks. And... I
really have no idea what animals die in the Laurentian forests. But
I’m sure they are all beautiful. Not like aged humans. A veterinary
doctor once told me that in nature we seldom find fresh corpses. Or
any corpses. Just occasional bones. Clean, well preserved. Without
burial. Without any holy ground.

The members of the First Nations only
worship the grounds of the dead. The grounds where their
forefathers were buried. Moses had been told otherwise. “Take off
your shoes, a Voice told him. You are standing on holy ground.” Why
holy? No one died there, did they? I thought it would be nice to
die in nature’s embrace. To lie down on the soft forest floor, with
the smell of pine needles, drift off to sleep and wake up in
heaven. We could wave good-bye from up there. If anyone wanted to
look that high up. But people worship bodies, dead or alive. That
is why we kiss the ring on the Holy Father’s finger.

“Bits of skin, or
something,” Steve called them. “We love carcasses of dead saints
and kings and heroes,” he said.

Steven was like that. He’d say what he
thought no matter whose sensibilities he might hurt.

“It’s the truth, Mama,” was
his argument. “People deserve to hear the truth!” He
insisted.

“Your truth?” I remember
asking.

“Just how many truths are
there, Mother?” Mother meant that he was getting riled. I decided
not to give in.

“You told me that three
elements are needed for the truth to be announced,
remember?”

He remained silent, his expression just
a little pompous.

“And just what might they
be?”

“You said that in order to
say anything we must make sure that it is true, that it is kind and
that it is necessary. Remember?”

“Paul Twitchell said that,”
he admitted, his tone no longer dogmatic. “Perhaps some people
can’t handle the truth.” He sounded retreat.

“They might, son, if it was
kind and necessary.”

I played with a piece of asparagus on
the edge of my plate.

Perhaps he was right, I thought.
Perhaps we don’t care about the emotions. Just bodies. Surely, the
emotions keep us alive, and when we die, they don’t remain in our
bones. I am sure they drift over some beautiful fields, or valleys
and hills, they soar over forests and swoop down over rivers and
lakes.

“Do have another pork chop,
Mrs. Kordos?”
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