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For my Wife, the Sculptor
If I love you, what business is it of yours?
Johann Wolfgang von Goethe
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Autumn is a second spring when every leaf is a flower.
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The sweet smell of incense began to clear even before the last Dominus vobiscum. What remained was a halo suspended in a luminescent haze around the glittering monstrance.
“Et cum spiritu tuo,” echoed a murmur of the still sleepy voices.
Then the final dismissal: “Ite, Missa est.” The mass was over.
“Deo gratias,” Marvin affirmed automatically.
The old priest, the tall boy carrying the censer and two serving boys in short surplices left the altar. As the fragrant mists slowly dissolved, Marvin’s eyes focused on a little red light guarding the sanctum sanctorum. Ite, missa est... Once again it was time to go. The lad who had been carrying the censer came back to put out the candles—six perfectly steady flames in the perfectly still air of the chapel. Then—only the tiny red light remained.
“Mr. Clark?”
The young lady held an open file with documents. Two letters and a memo.
“Yes, I’m coming, sister,” Marvin murmured. He wanted to dally a little longer, drifting on the last vestiges of incense soon to be supplanted by the musty smell of the eternally damp stone.
“Sir?”
Marvin Clark blinked repeatedly. Then, before turning toward his secretary, his eyes focused on the red dot of the smoke detector protruding from the suspended ceiling. The musty smell, the incense, the candles were gone, hidden behind thirty years, which separated Marvin from the orphanage of the good Soeurs Grises. Gray Sisters in a gray convent, passing time by sauntering the long gray corridors of their monotonous lives.
Marvin took the documents, glanced over them, signed the top copy of each and returned the folder to his secretary.
“Is that all, Miss Gascon?” He was now fully in the present.
“Yes, thank you, Sir,” she said as she left Marvin Clark’s office with a proficient deference. It was her very first job. She wanted to make a good impression.
It was the third time this month that Marvin’s thoughts had taken him back to the orphanage of Sainte Geneviève. He wondered why. He was sure he had put behind any morbid recollections of his youth long ago. Morbid? Perhaps just empty. There was so little to remember.
Except for the loneliness.
Marvin remembered very little, but he had the letters. The sad letters his father had written to his mother when looking for work. All over England. His mother had saved them. The letters were Marvin’s only tangible link with the past. What he hadn’t read, he imagined.
Marvin’s parents had emigrated to Canada from a small town in the north of England. They had had little choice. The local munitions factory—the only local employer—had become obsolete, another casualty of the ravaged Empire. England found it difficult to adjust to the post-war economy. “Move a mile, move a thousand miles...” his father had written. Marvin imagined a mixture of anger and sadness on his father’s resigned face. “A thousand miles?” Marvin knew his mother would rather be poor in England than rich across the ocean. “No good would come of it,” she knew. His mother had known. Women know such things. She was getting on in years. It was time to start a family, or they would be spending their old age alone. England did not seem to offer any future to her intended offspring—but a thousand miles...? The war had left them with little to pack.
Marvin was born on the first anniversary of his parents’ arrival in Canada. Two weeks short of the sixth anniversary, his parents were killed in a traffic accident. Murdered, really. A youth with more beer than he could handle ran them down, ignoring the red light. Marvin celebrated his fifth birthday at the orphanage of Sainte Geneviève run by the Soeurs Grises. They gave him all the love they had to offer. Love without affection. Cool, competent, perfunctory love. Sterile. The nuns—Soeurs, as they preferred to be called—had never been taught how to communicate warmth.
Marvin’s recollection of his early days in the orphanage was very vague. Tattered. No more than snapshots. At the time, he did not speak a word of French. What little sentiment the Sisters attempted to exude from beneath their pale-gray habits must have gotten lost somewhere in the translation. Ultimately it was thanks to the belles soeurs that Marvin grew up perfectly bilingual. It proved useful, expedient, living in Quebec.
It was then, in those early days, that Marvin learned to escape the perpetual gray reality of monastic life into his private imaginary worlds of light and colour. Later, years later, he found he could invoke old memories by lighting a solitary candle. Upstairs, in his attic, while staring into the flickering light, he would drift into the reclusive world of his childhood. He would feel himself kneeling, his aching knees pressing against the worn step of the hard oak pew in the austere gray chapel. He would sense, then see, the distant inaccessible shimmer of the perpetual light at the altar. Sometimes a single lingering whiff of incense would tickle his nose. Then, even as years earlier, his nostrils would flare out hungry for the shimmering warmth of the candlelight, for the forgotten fragrance, there, up front, beyond his reach. With practice, from beneath half-closed eyelids, little Marvin could see himself at the altar’s very steps, red-carpeted, soft against the hard marble... He would feel himself embraced by the reassuring flames of the six majestic candles. There, up front, and only there, he felt comforted, secure.
Marvin remembered feeling left out. Excluded from the faint heartbeat of the convent. He had never been allowed to serve at the altar, to assist in the Bloodless Sacrifice of the mass. Not that he had understood its meaning. How could he have? The mass had been celebrated in Latin. Only later in French. By the time he had learned the latter, he had been considered too old to serve. Marvin had learned early to rely on his own inner worlds for warmth, for light and colour. For escape.
Two years after he was interned at the convent, at the age of seven, he started having music lessons on the organ. All boys had been “tested” for signs of talent or ability. Marvin had been among the five deemed worthy of Soeur Angelica’s efforts. It had meant spending more time in the chapel—the birthplace of his inner dream-world. He practiced playing the organ with a passion.
So many years ago...
On one occasion, soon after he had rented the attic apartment at Mrs. Prentis’s Pension, Marvin felt the need of solace. As usual he looked for a candle to focus his attention on its flame. For some reason he felt distracted. He switched on the radio. Young falsetto voices drifted unobtrusively, then filled and saturated his ears. The Vienna Boys’ Choir. The music sounded so familiar. Then Marvin remembered. The voices echoed the small boys’ choir at the orphanage. The music transported him instantly to the distant brightness of the altar. From that moment on, Marvin learned to escape unwanted reality with the aid of music. In time, over successive years, the flickering candles had been replaced by the sun straining through the stained-glass windows of the east-facing chancel, by the morning rays flirting with the trembling leaves of a single aspen, by a sea of marsh-marigolds smiling in an undulating meadow... by the shimmering light caught in the ripple of a forgotten lake. Marvin’s imaginary kingdom grew in richness and complexity.
He was in his teens before he realized that not all people traveled to their inner realms; that not all had found their own warm, serene domains within the prolific beauty of the rolling fields, lakes and forests; that not all could see the stars reflected in the balmy ocean of their yearning souls. Marvin felt sorry for those people. Sorry for their loneliness, for the emptiness of their lives.
At fifteen Marvin was sent to the Conservatoire de Musique in Montreal. The nuns had predicted a bright future for their protégé. He studied the piano, history of music and composition. He liked all music; he loved the piano. Successive years brought him two third and one second prize at the annual competitions. Marvin had learned fast. Until the accident. He lost the tips of his third and index fingers in a stupid mishap. He had tried to help Sister Angelica slam shut a door of an old decrepit jalopy. The hinges were rusted. Marvin had tried too hard.
His musical career was over before it began. Marvin accepted the judgment of fate with equanimity. He had learned early to expect very little of life.
The next few years he remained with the Sisters. He was their mechanic, gardener, verger, their timid contact with the outside world. At twenty-four he felt the need to venture outside the gray walls. The nuns gave him a tearful farewell party. They all seemed like his sisters, perhaps vicarious, unrequited mothers. The Mère Supérieure also offered him excellent references. A week after Marvin left the gray walls, he began his career as a junior clerk at the Hôtel de Ville. The Town Hall was the pride of St-Onge, a fairly large municipality bordering on Montreal.
“To see him is to know him...” once quipped knowingly the slouching stereotypes at the Department of Parks and Recreation. Later, when Marvin Clark inherited from his retiring predecessor his very own cubicle with a window, the same colleagues snickered behind his back: “Once you meet Mr. Clark, you’ll know what to expect!” Their conspiratorial smile carried a warning not to expect a great deal.
Marvin Clark’s promotion had been yet another classic case of a misjudgment perpetrated by his superiors. Marvin had impressed them as the only clerk in the department who never seemed to grow tired of shifting the voluminous sheets of paper from the IN to the OUT basket adorning his desk. The methodical indifference with which he performed his work was misconstrued as an air of quiet confidence and devotion to duty.
“You can always rely on good old Clark...” was the consensus directly responsible for Marvin’s promotion over his peers.
Marvin Clark was a man of just over average height. A light stoop, however, brought him right back to the departmental mean. His dark, deep-set, invariably distant eyes never quite met his interlocutor’s. His gaze seemed to travel just over the shoulder, or else waver at the tip of the nose of the man he was addressing. If eyes can be said to be the windows of the soul, then Marvin’s eyes opened inward, and inward they looked. This, in turn, was misinterpreted as a sign of shyness. At 47, Marvin had been a public servant for a little over twenty-three years. In another seven years he would qualify for a full pension.
Marvin was as scrupulous about his appearance as he was fastidious about his work. The last thing he did before leaving his attic apartment, in the morning, and the first on his arrival at work, was to visit the washroom to check his appearance. He considered his demeanor a form of armour. Behind it he felt free to be himself. From childhood Marvin had been, perforce, an inveterate loner. The perfunctory mask of studied indifference brought him the desired results. No one ever invited Marvin for a drink after work, nor had anyone invaded his private life by undue familiarity. His studied air of quiet detachment, wrapped in a middle-of-the-way gray, immaculately pressed suit, created an invisible screen between himself and the surrounding world. Of the dozens of people he met weekly in the course of discharging his duties, not one could, within five minutes of leaving Marvin’s office, offer a description of his appearance. Marvin cultivated his obsequious anonymity without a conscious effort.
For the last seventeen years, Marvin Clark had been renting a room at Mrs. Prentis’s Pension. The solid Victorian house, almost a mansion, fostered an air of the good old days. The elaborate twists and curves of the red brick façade, together with the decorative sandstone trim, had withstood the ravages of time and industrial pollution with quiet dignity.
Mrs. Prentis rented five rooms—four on the second floor plus Marvin’s attic. The sheer size and volume of the rooms offered by the high ceilings, the extra-large bay windows and the splendid ornate woodwork almost qualified them to be called apartments. All rooms had kitchenettes discreetly concealed behind full height curtains as well as individual bathrooms with florid Victorian showers. One additional bathroom with an enormous bathtub, designated for common use, seemed more reminiscent of Roman Baths than of its Victorian heritage.
All five lodgers were men. At precisely seven o’clock, each evening, they all met for dinner, which Mrs. Prentis provided with a reasonably tasty, if repetitive, menu. On special occasions, such as Christmas, or one of the “boys’” birthdays, Mrs. Prentis would say a few words and present her “boys” with a glass of South African sherry.
The most prominent among the five lodgers was a retired artillery officer, Colonel James Mackenzie Whittlaw. His perfectly erect stature crowned with a generous, snow-white mane, which he permitted, contrary to army regulations, to flow down to his shoulders, gave him an appearance, if not quite the air, of an early-American Civil War general. His heavily lined forehead sloping backwards from profuse bushy eyebrows seemed well balanced by a strong, jutting chin. This aggressive effect was accentuated by an unwavering steady gaze, defying anyone to question the veracity of the many stories, which the Colonel seemed bent on imparting to any willing or unwilling audience. By such rhetoric the Colonel assured the preservation of facts which, in his mind, were worthy of becoming part of history. And stories there were many. Anecdotal reminiscences, invariably recounted in the present tense, suggested that the Colonel must have left the army just after the Boer war. Since the retired artilleryman occupied the room directly below that of Marvin Clark’s powerful stereo, the Colonel’s exploits were of pertinent consequence, as they—the exploits, not the stereo—had left him practically stone-deaf.
The other three gentlemen at the dinner table shared rather a lesser rank of eccentricity. Not one of them displayed any immediately distinguishing features. Mr. Jones, Mr. Graves and Mr. Johnson blended well indeed into the post-Victorian surroundings. They seemed to be as much a part of the faded pastel wallpaper as of the musty, dark-with-age woodwork. All three men were widowers, manifestly sixty-something. By some fickle quirk of fate, all three had converged on Mrs. Prentis’s mansion to quietly spend the remaining days of their lives. While the three neither contributed to nor detracted from the evening gatherings, they seemed necessary to fill the empty places at the generous dinner table, more than large enough for Mrs. Prentis and her five guests.
Marvin liked the quiet atmosphere of the house. Other than the cursory exchanges about the state of the weather, he was left to his own thoughts, while the Colonel expounded his never-ending monologues about the conduct of officers and gentlemen on the field of glory.
Upstairs in his attic apartment, Marvin was given free rein to do as he wished. The whole of the attic floor had been converted into a very large L-shaped room. Marvin was the only lodger who enjoyed a separate, enclosed kitchenette, leaving the wall space of the main living area for other uses. Over the years, these walls became progressively lined with floor-to-ceiling shelving, tightly packed with books. Later, right-angled projections with additional shelving gave the room an appearance of a selective, but well-appointed, small-town library. The only wall free of books was the Southwest side, where the mansard roof had been converted into a shallow but wide bay window. Though it gave way onto a pleasant urban townscape, Marvin seldom took advantage of the view. In the safety of his private haven, he preferred to turn his vision inward.
Directly in front of the bay window, two sturdy wooden crates were placed symmetrically on each side and in front of a deeply padded executive armchair. The crates served a dual purpose. Each housed three powerful stereophonic speakers; each also served as support for the only living entities sharing Marvin’s private life. Built into the upper portions of the crates were two enormous clay pots, from which sprang countless twisted and convoluted lianas ceaselessly carrying life-giving nectar to the ever-demanding, voluptuously extravagant foliage. The two plants belonged to a family of philodendrons. This particular species was named Monstera deliciosa.
Marvin was fascinated by the complexity of the interweaving branches which never seemed tired of reaching out still farther and giving birth to a yet greater number of heavily serrated leaves. When the liana simultaneously reached the nine-foot ceiling, Marvin began to refer to them as his Monsters. Later, so as not to offend their floral sensibilities, he added the equivalent of the Latin pronoun: Delicious. From that day on, the Delicious Monsters and Marvin entered into a secret tacit relationship. The Monsters—and only the Monsters—knew of Marvin’s dreams, aspirations, of his gentle ups and his lonely downs, and most of all, of his inner, private journeys. The green delicious friends were ever available, serenely reliable, superbly quiet yet always vigilant to his needs. In this blissful state of symbiosis, the three of them shared Marvin’s only remaining passion: a very selective disk, record and tape collection.
Marvin’s tastes ranged from early baroque Concerti Grossi, through Bach and Mozart to the somber if esoteric mysteries of Beethoven. Some composers he seemed to dismiss solely because their work brought back painful memories of his final days at the Conservatoire de Musique. He shied away from others because they did not nourish his need for inner peace. Still others, such as Tchaikovsky, he found overly aggressive and volatile. Schubert, excessively melodramatic. In later years, Marvin grew to like Mendelssohn; and finally, though only recently, he fell deeply in love with the music of Sibelius.
Marvin listened to his beloved disks in an oversized swivel armchair. From its position in the centre of the room, between the two speakers, he savored the quiet proximity of his Monsterae deliciosae, his Delicious Monsters, while his eyes drifted toward some dallying cloud framed by the bay window. On his left were all the paraphernalia comprising his old-fashioned stereo system, which he’d assembled himself from the very best components available on the market. On his right was a two-shelved table where his current favourite books found a temporary abode. A lamp suspended from a long, sweeping, stainless-steel arch completed his command centre.
A relatively Spartan bed hid well within an alcove at the far end of the attic. The bathroom was next to the tiny kitchen, opposite the sleeping area. It was all Marvin needed. His need for opulence did not belong to the physical world.
It was here, in this private, jealously guarded haven that Marvin spent all his free moments. Reading and rereading his favourite books while listening to music were only part of his pleasure. More particularly, the deep leather armchair served as the command module of a private spaceship, in which he not only journeyed on terrestrial exploits but defied the enormousness of space. Fired by an unbridled imagination, fuelled by hunger for adventure, Marvin ventured toward distant planets, remote galaxies, unknown universes. In his singular spaceship, Marvin traversed time, drawing a tentative isthmus between forgotten history and the mysterious future.
And the universes were endless. A single sentence from one of his books could provide the necessary impetus to launch him headlong toward a distant galaxy. Sometimes, the following day, on his return from the office, he would continue his exuberant conquests, as though no interruption had taken place.
In time, Marvin’s inner world inevitably assumed the place of objective reality. His everyday activities, his work at the Parks Department, had been relegated to the level of automatic functions, no more demanding of his inner resources than eating, breathing, or maintaining his cardiovascular system in good order. Marvin did not leave the physical world; he merely placed it in the proper perspective. The mundane became the automatic. The subconscious, the subjective, the realm of his total awareness, were liberated to function without restrictions imposed by the limitations of time and space. Marvin felt free. Had for years. Until now.
The problem became apparent about six months after Marvin first noticed that the Monsterae deliciosae had also embarked on a space conquest of their own. Starting their individual journeys atop the two loudspeakers, the Monsters ventured upwards, spanned across the ceiling, and joined forces by reaching with their aerial roots into each other’s pots. This marriage of convenience, or perhaps some form of esoteric vegetal love, seemed to have mobilized both plants into a frenzy of growth. The liana already supported by an intricate latticework of bamboo sticks also spanned along the ceiling, hanging from equally spaced hooks which Marvin had anchored to the two wooden rafters traversing his room. The plants reached out sideways and downward, as if searching for new grounds to conquer, new territories to cover with their insatiable craving for space, light and air.
When the expanding Monsters reached the bookshelves, Marvin had to make a decision. He was well aware that he would never reread many of the books he had acquired over the years. His taste in literature had ripened, become more selective. He valued the book-lined walls more for the atmosphere they created than for their usefulness in housing the objects of his avid reading habits. Yet, he loved his books. By looking at the walls, he could trace his own growth, his initial attempts at allowing his consciousness to free itself from his command module. He knew that he would never need to rely on those books to provide the necessary stimulus for his travels, as in the past; yet his heart needed its own roots, even as did his Delicious Monsters. He did not have the heart to reduce the amount of fertilizer which he administered weekly to each pot. Neither could he withhold the water ration in an attempt to stunt the voluptuous growth. Yet, something had to give.
The next day, during his lunch break, Marvin visited the local hardware store. After due deliberation, he purchased a pair of plant clippers. He could not get rid of a feeling of considerable guilt as he wrapped the implement in a brown paper bag and hid it in his raincoat pocket. He returned to the office, having skipped lunch altogether. He was just not hungry. For the first time in many years, Marvin had vague problems with his routine work. It was as if, also for the first time in years, he had become aware of what he was doing. He became aware of the physical reality of his existence.
On his return from the office, Marvin hung his coat in the wardrobe, making sure that it remained out of sight of the Monsters. On his way to the bathroom, he avoided looking at his voracious friends. As he punctiliously combed his hair, he felt at a loss as to why he was acting this way.
At seven o’clock Marvin went down to dinner. The other four gentlemen were already seated. Mrs. Prentis had just wheeled in the side table with the tureen. He was almost late—the first time since he had his wallet stolen and had been delayed at the police station. That had been years ago. Marvin sat down, bowing to Mrs. Prentis, nodding to the other men. He found the Colonel’s droning voice boring, almost irritating! For the first time in years he was aware of the rather bland taste of the vegetables. He wondered if Mrs. Prentis always overcooked her beans and carrots. He wondered why it should matter.
Marvin lingered at the dinner table longer than usual. Normally, he would excuse himself a polite five minutes after the end of the meal. He felt uneasy, discomposed. He searched for reassurance, he knew not for what. Incongruously, Marvin noted that the cut-glass chandelier over the table could not have been cleaned since it was hung, probably toward the end of the last century. He wondered why he had never noticed it before. He wondered why he bothered to even think about the stupid chandelier. He rose from the table with the others, thanked Mrs. Prentis and, with heavy steps, climbed the four flights to his attic.
Marvin was vaguely aware of a pang of guilt as he walked past the entrance wardrobe. He shrugged. From the nearest bookshelf he picked a book at random. Without looking up, he sank into his armchair and flipped the pages. He did not feel like reading. He swiveled the chair to the left and switched off the light. Almost as an afterthought, he turned on the stereo. Beethoven’s Fifth flooded the room. He turned down the volume and sank deeply into his armchair.
Music, which normally lifted him almost instantly into a different reality, this time anchored him firmly to the ground. He became aware of a pressing, esoteric weight, as Beethoven drew him into his ponderous mysteries. The chords penetrated his whole body—set up sympathetic rhythms within his bone structure. For no discernible reason he felt tired. Very, very tired. His last conscious thoughts were of a strong desire to switch off the Beethoven tape and put on Sibelius. Somehow the thought made him feel guilty.
Marvin’s dream was as turbulent as his mood. He did not travel to distant worlds, nor did he enjoy the freedom which dreaming normally affords. As soon as he closed his eyes, he felt drawn, inexorably, into a thick, impenetrable jungle, a twisted maze of interwoven tendrils. Liana, pulsating coils of pungent flesh, converged on him, threatening to entangle and squeeze him into a lifeless cocoon, to suck the life force from his helpless body. He felt unable to move, unable to escape the advancing labyrinth of living, convoluted, writhing twines of green doom. With agonizing slowness, the crawling mass began to climb his legs: each fiber, each searching tendril asserting a distinct life of its own. As the first prodding finger reached his neck, he tried to scream. Too late! No sound escaped his parched throat.
He woke up just after midnight. His aching body was drenched in sweat. He felt stiff, as if he hadn’t moved for countless hours. His throat hurt as though he’d been shouting at the top of his voice. When he touched his neck, it felt swollen and painful. He tried hard to dismiss the vivid dream from his memory.
Helpless, exhausted, he sat very still.
Some considerable time later, Marvin forced himself to get up. As he stumbled toward the bathroom, he was vaguely conscious of the still humming stereo. Then, as though pressed by some external command, in near total darkness, he practically tore off his clothing. His numb fingers searched for the taps. Then... then the blissful drops descended from the dark sky. The trees parted their crowns and... a warm, life-giving shower caressed his naked body. A shower from heaven. For a long time he stood, almost still, rapt in the luscious massage.
Marvin felt restored. Physically.
Still with some trepidation, he stretched out on the bed. Later, much later, just before going to sleep, a vague whimsical smile touched the corners of his mouth. It stayed there as he affirmed his resolution.
He awoke at the usual time. A breakfast of one soft-boiled egg, toast, complemented by strong black coffee tasted particularly good this morning. Better than any he could remember! Before leaving for the office, Marvin opened the window just enough to let the fresh air trickle in. At this time of the year he always kept it closed at night in case the draft would injure his Delicious Monster.
Delicious Monster. His only friend. Faithful.
He checked the thermostat, put on his coat and made his way down the stairs.
The air was brisk, an omen of an early autumn. It felt especially inviting this morning. The slight mist was bound to clear and let the sunshine flood his apartment. He crossed the street to the nearest lamppost, which had a trash can attached to its metal base. The container was quite empty. Marvin reached into his coat pocket and took out a brown paper package. As he placed it carefully at the bottom of the can, the whimsical smile playing on his lips became perceptibly more pronounced. Then, almost immediately, his thoughts turned elsewhere.
“Sibelius,” he thought. “Tonight I shall visit Finland.”
His eyes reached across the street to his attic window. In the slightest breeze of the open sash, moving up and down with a gently waving motion, was a five-pronged, freshly unfurled serrated leaf of his Delicious Monster.
Even as Marvin turned toward his office, he inhaled the fresh mist rising over the sleepy lakes of Finland. A little afar, he sensed a dark forest protecting the lake from the northern winds. Then he heard the music. Sibelius.
Without a conscious thought, Marvin quickened his pace so as to arrive in his office precisely at eight o’clock.
***
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Getting the piano to the attic was the least of Marvin’s problems. Trying to convince Mrs. Prentis that he needed it, although by his own admission he hadn’t played a note since the two had met, was quite another matter. On the other hand, if it weren’t for Marvin’s well-established, indeed cultivated, eccentricities, Mrs. Prentis would not have tolerated such an absurd idea. In fact, had she even suspected that Marvin could play the piano, she was sure to have forbidden the introduction of such a heavy and cumbersome instrument into her attic.
But then again, for the last seventeen years Marvin Clark had been an exemplary tenant. At no time had there been even a hint of scandal or a suggestion of any untoward behavior from Mr. Clark. Mrs. Prentis’s knowledge, comfortable in the fact that Marvin was (indeed most probably would continue to be during her lifetime) a senior employee of the Municipal Department of Parks and Recreation, convinced her that Mr. Clark’s request must have been anchored in some confidential work he was doing for the Department. At least that is what Mr. Clark hinted at, never actually saying so but neither denying that, since he had been promoted to an office with a window, there were things which he was not free to discuss outside the Municipal corridors.
Three days after Marvin received Mrs. Prentis’s permission to install the piano in his apartment, four men sporting gray-green overalls of the Public Works Department emerged from a semi-van bearing municipal insignia. With efficiency presumably bred by experience, and with hardly a grunt, they lifted, lowered, carried, pushed and pulled and rolled a large crate toward, up and through the front door. Mrs. Prentis, much impressed by the efficiency of these close-mouthed deliverymen, immediately offered them a cup of tea. Had these young men been instructed to be so silent, she wondered? Was there a sinister intent behind Mr. Clark’s taciturn helpers? Running a house for five extremely amenable men, Mrs. Prentis may well have been hoping for an extracurricular stimulation of her mundane routine.
Alas, Mrs. Prentis’s generosity was not rewarded by any additional information. Mr. Clark’s cumbersome contraption was here to stay. Surely, the young man (all men below the age of sixty-five were young in Mrs. Prentis’s estimation) did not intend taking up music lessons? Not at his age, what, with those foreshortened fingers?
Some fifteen minutes later, accompanied by a crescendo of grunts, groans, ouches and hisses, the crate proceeded up the wide Victorian staircase, up, up and up to the attic. There the men settled for a well-earned rest. They were to await Mr. Clark for further instructions.
Punctually at a quarter past noon, Marvin returned home to supervise the installation. By then, all four gentlemen lodgers had left their doors ajar to partake vicariously in the excitement of a rare commotion. Marvin proceeded up the stairs, fending off quizzical eyebrows with a cryptic smile. He managed this without turning his head, as though retaining his cloak of invisibility. Mrs. Prentis had once said that Marvin hovered effortlessly where the contrasts met in a quiet, unassuming harmony; where the opposites found something in common. At least, that is what she had intended to say. What she actually said was that Mr. Clark embodied the modest, the neutral, the moderate, the intermediate, the normal. Perhaps a trifle boring, she thought, but naturally had not said so. Mrs. Prentis regarded her young man as the standard. She measured others by how they differed from Marvin Clark.
Marvin found the four carriers comfortably laid out, on their backs and sides, along the upper steps and landing. At his approach, the foreman got to his feet with a saluting grunt, whereas the others moved to one side to let Marvin pass and open the door. Marvin ignored them, his eyes riveted to the large crate. His smile broadened. Thank God it’s an upright, he thought. Then his gaze wandered just to the left of the foreman’s nose.
“Good morning, gentlemen. If you would be so kind?”
With that Marvin turned and walked into his apartment. The men followed, then stopped dead in their tracks. It was the ceiling. Presumably a ceiling, since whatever defined that horizontal plane of the room was completely hidden from view. All the men could see was a mass of tangled liana. Some tendrils with enormous serrated leaves were hanging down to within six or five feet off the floor. To reach the bay window, the men would have to bow and weave between the hanging branches. They decided against it.
Some weeks ago, Marvin had toyed with the idea of trimming the suspended jungle to a reasonable size. The memories of that night still made him uncomfortable. Some days later, he had begun offering individual cuttings to his colleagues at work. In his mind’s eye, Marvin could see the ceilings in St-Onge—houses, apartments, offices... all ceilings, covered with the luscious, ever-creeping, crawling tentacles, until the whole town grew into a geodesic dome supported on the continuous lattice of his Delicious Monster. He thought of himself as the father of this edifice, the creator of a greenhouse wherein the building and the exhibit are one.
“This way, gentlemen, if you would?” Whatever Marvin’s shortcomings, he was polite to a fault.
The men looked again at the ceiling, then at each other, one or two scratching their heads. Finally the foreman pointed to the crate. They heaved their burden in total silence, moving quickly as though wishing to escape as soon as possible. Preferably immediately. But Marvin did not make it easy for them. He insisted that first they remove and cart away all the protective crating.
“Chaque chose à sa place,” he told them, with a knowing wink.
The piano was placed directly opposite the bay window. The moment the workmen left, the previous cryptic smile returned to Marvin’s normally passive features. From a brown paper package he took out a three-part mirror. Folding open the half-cover at the top of the piano, Marvin hung the mirror on two hooks, directly above the music shelf. He then placed a rotating tabouret in front of the piano, adjusted its height and, almost reluctantly, sat down. Next he set the angles of the folding, adjustable rear-view mirrors to give him a panoramic vista of his beloved Monster. He was very conscious of its presence behind him. At last all was ready. Marvin rested his hands on his lap and sat very still. For a while he looked into the mirror. Then his eyelids lowered, his eyes half closed. He did nothing.
He waited...
After a considerable time, Marvin’s hands rose as though guided by their own volition. His fingers twitched, momentarily hovered in an emotive, expectant silence, then gently, ever so gently, brushed the keyboard: a single, long forgotten chord... then another; then a climbing arpeggio. For the first time in twenty-eight years, his fingers caressed the smooth, cool ivory. Marvin completely forgot about the blemish of his third and index fingers. His eyes left the keyboard, wandered under and through the dangling serrated leaves, skimmed past the distant bay-window, then drifted into lands unknown, inviting, beguiling...
A beeping tattoo from his wristwatch brought Marvin back to the attic. The time was twelve forty-five. Carefully he lowered the rosewood top over the keyboard. During the next sixty seconds Marvin adjusted his tie, smoothed the lapels of his gray double-breasted jacket, combed his hair, checked with salubrious propriety the perfectly trimmed nails of both his hands, and turned toward the door. Thirteen minutes later, Marvin Clark entered the building of the Municipal Department of Parks and Recreation. At one o’clock he sat at his desk.
Even as his left hand reached out mechanically toward the IN basket, his eyes retained some of the distant, yearning luster. Marvin lowered his eyes over the printed form, made a note on the margin and, without further thought, dropped it into the OUT basket perched at the right front corner of his standard, grade-2, municipal-issue desk. Simultaneously, his left hand reached out for the next piece of bureaucratic protocol.
Exactly three hours and fifty-five minutes later, Marvin Clark washed his hands, carefully combed his hair and said goodbye to Miss Gascon.
“Au revoir, Monsieur Clark. À demain, Monsieur!” His secretary replied, rising slightly from her typing station. Her eyes followed her boss with some interest. Wasn’t there a suggestion of a cryptic smile on Mr. Clark’s stoic face? Perhaps a lover...?
“Non!” She shrugged. “Not Monsieur Clark, surely?”
Marvin Clark was returning to his spaceship.
When facing other people, Marvin took great care to maintain his invisibility. If he did harbor the remnants of vanity, then it manifested itself in his lingering pride at being able comport to his life as the antithesis of ego. He did permit himself a sufficient expression of self to support his station in life, or at least in the office. But when feeling free, when secreted within the protective walls of his private kingdom, when sitting at the console of his inter-stellar, inter-galactic, inter-universal spaceship, Marvin denied his ego, his self, almost as though he denied his own existence. He became one with his dream, his vision: one with the universe.
In the most recent past, Marvin had been escaping physical reality by invading the worlds of his secret friends. He visited private universes created by other dreamers, other travelers, who through the generosity of spirit offered to share with him their mysteries. Marvin loved his books. He loved ‘his’ authors. They were his family. Surely, these very same worlds were accessible to all who reached out for them. The magic kingdoms that stretched the outer reaches of Marvin’s inner space.
Beyond infinity?
It took time. And effort. Marvin’s ventures into the unknown began in the realm of imagination. He relaxed, he concentrated, he imagined, he witnessed. Over the years, that which he imagined solidified, became more real. At no time did he lose the distinction between the inner and the outer realities. Yet as time passed, his inner worlds grew in intensity; they acquired depth and colour. They had awakened his inner, esoteric senses.
Even as, on occasion, a single gust of wind can bring forth a distant aroma, so, too, mysterious incense first touched, then grew, then filled his private kingdoms. Later still came the sound, the harmony, the pervading vibration. The ponderous sound of trees swaying with the breath of springtime, the buzzing sound of insects hovering over some distant water... The sound of living and growing, becoming... The music of Life Eternal. In time Marvin realized that the physical, objective world is but a hazy reflection of the splendor that lies within.
There were no outer limits to Marvin’s inner kingdom.
When Marvin Clark won the upright piano in the inter-departmental raffle, he knew that, as with all things in life, there must have been a reason for this turn of kismet. Even if reasons for any particular occurrence might not be immediately apparent, Marvin did not put much faith in accidents. Therefore, while waiting for the gods to reveal their intentions, he played his piano—sparingly but daily. Marvin had no intention of taking up music seriously. All too soon his two delinquent fingers manifested their limitations. But he enjoyed some shorter pieces, not too technically demanding. He played them cautiously, rather like meeting old friends he hadn’t seen for a very long while. The memories of his studies came back as musical fragments, chords scattered across the fabric of time.
Marvin recalled other subjects at the Conservatoire: history of music, conducting, composition. From a library in Montreal he took out several orchestral scores. With a strange, undefined longing, he followed the partitions while listening to their interpretation on his disks. The sheets of music that were filled with black, ovoid dots, lines, quavers, crotchets, gradually began to make sense. He remembered. There was no pain in his memories. No bitterness. Just kismet. He became fascinated by the manuscripts. After a mere few weeks he could practically hear the music by just looking at the notes disposed on a sheet of music-paper.
Sometimes his new hobby coincided with his travels. Studying the scores while relaxed in his armchair, he would drift off to his beloved dream worlds. A touch of a button on his stereophonic console and his ship would soar, far beyond the stifling reality of his immediate surroundings. For a considerable time Jean Sibelius had seemed to impel Marvin on his journeys. Visions of gently rolling fields, of lakes and forests, of bird and beast, rapacious yet living in harmony within the wondrous scheme of nature, all seemed implicit in Sibelius’s music. It had been there, within those verdant Finnish expanses, that Marvin’s inner sense of smell had first experienced such great intensity, such extraordinary clarity. It had been as though each fragrance, each flower, each plant, each blade of grass presented itself individually for his sensory examination. And then each individual sensation had blended into a most exquisite aroma. Marvin’s head swam for hours after he returned from that particular venture.
On one occasion, as Marvin hovered over the misty lakes of his beloved Finland, a single chord had whisked him away from the enticing regions. He found himself in a small concert hall, sitting alone, looking at the back of a man conducting a small orchestra. Marvin recalled being frozen into a state of complete immobility, of being spellbound. The conductor, with the apparent ease of a prolific genius, was transforming Marvin’s visions of lakes and fields and forests into most wondrous sounds. Marvin vaguely recalled glancing at the program, half folded, lying on his lap. He remembered the words “Symphonic Poem” followed by the name Julius Christian... the rest of the name was hidden by the fold of the paper.
Julius Christian... later to be known as Jean Sibelius.
From that day on, Marvin began to examine his private, Finnish landscapes in a different light, perhaps... a different sound? And then, rather than remaining passive while being transported by the emotive power of Sibelius’s masterpieces, Marvin began listening intensely to his chimerical, yet very real surroundings. Almost immediately, gentle chords—then harmonies—began to flow from an enchanted nature. Music enraptured his ears, music evocative of the diversity of forms, of the profusion of creative expression. Marvin felt drawn into the very essence of the elements, the soul of their manifestation. He sensed the vibrations that made them and infused them with quintessential substance.
One day after supper, during a lazy dusk of early autumn, Marvin drifted off on one of his emotive travels only to return, quickly, with an acute sense of longing. He felt strongly that he had left things unfinished. He felt agitated, his peace disrupted for no perceptible reason. He decided to take a brisk stroll. The gray concrete sidewalk seemed particularly anonymous tonight. The air was still warm, rather humid. Marvin’s unsettled thoughts were punctuated by rows of sentinel trees holding their silent vigil on each side of the empty street. Chains of parked cars, perhaps in search of shade during the day, now resting indifferently, squeezed bumper to bumper under the elms’ protective crowns. Marvin thought of his inner worlds. How different... how indifferent... He smiled at the play on words. How different from the world he’d just left—the world pulsating with life, intense with sweet enchantment. And here? How silent. How very, very silent...
He turned on his heel.
It must have been years since Marvin Clark hurried his step enough to qualify it as running. Yet at this moment he ran with all his might, his chest heaving in unaccustomed effort. He mounted the stairs two at a time. At last he stood still, his back pressed to the oak door, shutting out the obscene world of silence and derision. He was back in his own domain. Here, Marvin knew the rules; he knew how to break the silence. The silence of indifference.
The now familiar quizzical smile tugged at the corners of his mouth. He walked to the piano. His mind was already far distant. Marvin reached for a sheet of music and spread it on the inclined support. From the inside pocket of his jacket he took out an old-fashioned fountain pen. An old pen. It once belonged to his father. For a moment he caressed its shaft, as though a favourite toy; then his eyes focused on the sheet of paper. The blank staves stared back at him, inviting, nay… commanding action. He leaned forward and wrote with meticulous care two words just above the top line: Poème Symphonique. Then his eyes seemed drawn by the keyboard. The ivory slats appeared to shimmer...
... a white crystalline powder swelled slightly, then fell back, returned in shy, intermittent tremolos toward the blanket of oblivion. Cold, indifference. A sharp crack, a cut of a dispassionate stiletto as ice exploded in a tall, forlorn pine... Then silence. Silence but for the heedless wind howling ceaselessly, pushing and pulling, tugging at the pensive, brooding clouds. A sudden cry, pain, then... a whimper cut short by gurgle of blood, red on the white snow, death cast upon innocence, warm blood upon a sea of coldness... no animosity, neither pleading for nor granting forgiveness...
Marvin’s hand wrote, then scribbled, only just able to keep up with the images swirling within him. The winter held fast yet soon gave way to spring sunshine...
... the shimmer, the whisper of bubbling brooks, a widening rill, then river, flowing, meandering, hesitant, persistent, hopeful, cascading scherzando... The lake, still frozen. Staccato cracks of the breaking ice... The water, oh, such wondrous water, a sudden spark, a glimmer, a living mirror gazing up at the white fluffy travelers on their ephemeral journey across the blue, blue yonder...
Marvin did not go to bed that night. He awakened fully dressed, half lying on the unopened settee. He stood a long, long time under the shower. It was Sunday. On weekdays Mrs. Prentis served all five tenants their breakfast. On Saturdays and Sundays the men were left to fend for themselves. Marvin made lots of strong coffee, sipped it black, slowly, as though attempting to delay the inevitable. Breakfast over, he methodically cleaned the dishes, picked up some innocuous lint from the somewhat worn carpet and finally, with a knotted stomach, he turned toward the piano.
Stacked vertically on the music shelf was a handful of double sheets of music paper. Marvin scanned the score, his face a strange mixture of respect and amazement. He held in his trembling hands a complete manuscript, partitioned, annotated, complete in every detail. He searched his memory. A memory sequestered in the deepest recesses of his mind. He thought he remembered opening his old, cherished fountain pen, his hand poised over the blank sheets, then moving across the paper with a strange confidence. The ink flowing...
Sitting there, that morning, Marvin knew that even had he been offered a million dollars, he would not be able to repeat what his hand had done last night. Nor in a million nights.
He sank into his armchair. With a peculiar mixture of pride and disbelief, he scanned, then studied in minute detail, the crisp sheets of the manuscript. Moments later he heard the sound. The notes, chords, harmonies seemed to rise from the paper, fill his ears, head, body. The music filled his whole being—filled it to overflowing.
Images of beauty, of all he’d ever longed for. Of suspended limits. Of granted supplication. Marvin felt sated, blessed and... and strangely humble.
Later, the elements of that morning remained vivid in his memory.
A month later, Marvin took the score to his office. Sending Miss Gascon on some errand, he made two complete photocopies. He made them himself. He could not allow other hands to touch the original manuscript. He then signed all the copies—not where the composer would have signed them, but on the bottom of each page, next to the page number.
During his lunch break, Marvin took a bus to Morris, Jordan and Dawson, the music publishers’ office. Last week he had made an appointment with their Mr. John B. Dawson. Marvin had previously explained, on the phone, that he had come across a manuscript in old family papers. How old? Marvin wasn’t sure. Marvin wondered if Mr. Dawson would kindly look at it and give him an opinion.
Marvin left a copy of the manuscript in Mr. Dawson’s care.
That same evening, Mr. Dawson called Marvin at home. Mr. Dawson asked to see Marvin the next day. Mr. Dawson would not discuss the matter over the phone.
Marvin arrived at the publishers’ office punctually, directly from his office. Once again, he had to forego his lunch hour. ‘No matter,’ he shrugged. ‘I can eat every day.’ The elderly secretary showed him to Mr. Dawson’s office immediately. She was considerably more polite than Marvin remembered her. Her dried-up face actually broke into an evidently unfamiliar smile. Mr. Dawson actually rose to greet him.
“Would you care for a drop of old Spanish sherry?” Mr. Dawson underlined his question by attempting to jut his paradoxically weak chin at Marvin. “Perhaps something stronger? A Scotch or a cognac....?”
The jutting gentleman seemed to have shed about forty years of his considerable age as he peered at Marvin with a peculiar gleam over his pince-nez half-moons. Marvin accepted the first offer and sank into a well-upholstered armchair. Why, he wondered, do I feel that I am about to be swallowed? Swallowed whole, or perhaps quartered.
After the usual, if fairly succinct, exchanges about the inclement weather, Mr.—please call me J.B.—Dawson removed his gold-rimmed glasses. He walked around his flamboyant, beautifully carved antique desk and propped his antique behind on its edge. He then proceeded to scrutinize Marvin with a studiously penetrating gaze.
“It’s not signed, you know,” he said finally.
Mr. Dawson’s face displayed a quizzical expression, while he seemed busy rubbing his thumb. The latter habit, Marvin learned later, was a sign of mild irritation.
“No....” Marvin agreed.
“Aha! Then you noticed.” Mr. Dawson, for reasons known only to himself, seemed pleased. “Do you do much traveling, Mr. Clark?”
Marvin, normally an expert on poker-face expressions, could not help grinning. In fact, a deep gurgle warbled in his throat. He doubted Mr. Dawson, J.B., would give credence to his daily, inner-spatial travels.
“Not in recent years, really...” Marvin decided to remain cryptic—or at least noncommittal.
“Mr. Clark, Sir.” J.B. was at his most formal. “What I am going to tell you may reach beyond your... you might not believe it.” His left thumb was working overtime. “Frankly, I don’t know how to put it.”
J.B. did not strike Marvin as a man who often found himself at a loss for words. For the moment, Marvin decided to sit tight and observe with detachment—practically admire—Mr. Dawson’s performance.
“Mr. Clark,” J.B. began again. “You probably do not know this, but I have been in the music business for almost fifty years. I have handled thousands, literally thousands of manuscripts. I have examined, with meticulous care, countless scores which people believed had been long-lost treasures of a bygone era.” Mr. Dawson took out a large handkerchief and gently mopped his receding forehead. “I am prepared to stake my not inconsiderable reputation that you, Mr. Clark—that you are the owner of a heretofore unknown manuscript of Jean Sibelius!”
Mr. Dawson delivered the last sentence standing up. Marvin waited for any further declaration. Alas, Mr. Dawson turned, rounded his desk again and lowered himself into his overstuffed leather armchair. He gave signs of being on the verge of collapse.
“Just what makes you think so, J.B.?” Marvin asked innocently.
Mr. Dawson pressed a button in his desk. Two large sections of a paneled wall on his left slid open, revealing a good-sized screen. Some more manipulation of other concealed buttons in Mr. Dawson’s drawer brought two images of a manuscript to the display area. Both projected images were about three times their original size. Mr. Dawson rubbed his left thumb and took hold of two handles on a portable console.
“Watch very carefully, Mr. Clark.” His voice was definitely excited. “The manuscript on the left is an authenticated copy of Jean Sibelius’s symphonic poem. The one on the right is the Poème Symphonique which you brought here yesterday. I fed your copy into our computer in order to trace the possible composer. That’s the way we do things, you know. We have the very latest equipment.” He stopped to mop his shining forehead. “Now watch the copy on the right—your copy, Mr. Clark.”
Mr. Dawson manipulated the handles until the right and the left projections overlapped in certain areas.
“There!” he almost shouted. “There!” he repeated, in a hushed conspiratorial whisper. “Mr. Clark! Mr. Clark...”
Mr. Dawson was definitely beside himself. His feeble chin and his left thumb were again working overtime. “This is undoubtedly the crowning achievement of my entire, yes, Mr. Clark, my entire career!” Once more he collapsed against the protective comfort of his armchair.
“Did you enjoy the music?” Marvin asked quietly.
“Music? What music? Oh, yes, of course! Ha, ha.” The old man granted Marvin a look of kind, paternal indulgence. “Oh, we don’t listen to music, Mr. Clark. That’s for, for...” he waved his arms, dismissing the matter as of no consequence; “that’s a quite different department. Mr. Clark, you are most probably a very rich man. Why, museums in Finland would pay a small fortune for the original. You do have the original, of course, Mr. Clark?” There was a moment of suspense weighing heavily in the air.
“I shall have to look for it, Mr. Dawson.”
Marvin was considerably amused by the whole affair. He made a mental note to buy tickets for the local repertory theater season. “I shall have to look for it. The moment I get a chance.” He added gravely.
“Please, do bear us in mind, Mr. Clark. Do bear us in mind. We are always at your disposal. We need your permission to publish this manuscript, of course. Shall we say, ten thousand copies? We should keep them rare. To start with. Later, later...” Mr. Dawson’s eyes were happily counting the mounting commissions. “We shall prepare all the papers. Have lawyers on call. Copyrights, contracts, royalties, all that sort of thing. Leave it in our hands, Mr. Clark. Leave it...”
“I’m afraid I must be going. Back to the grindstone, you know.” Suddenly Marvin felt rather tired. He longed to be in his private spaceship, or at least in the relative anonymity of his office. He badly needed to be alone. Completely alone.
He shook Mr. Dawson’s proffered hand and almost ran out of the plush office. He walked fast, looking straight ahead. Then he looked up. His eyes rested on an elongated, hesitant cloud. The cloud seemed familiar. Marvin smiled. He felt grateful. Could it have traveled halfway around the world just to cheer me up, he wondered? He no longer felt tired.
On the stroke of one, Marvin Clark entered his office. He was invisible again. And he was happy.
***
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“It must be fate. It must be,” Mrs. Prentis nodded repeatedly, affirming great conviction in her own judgment.
And well she might.
Then her attention strayed toward a full-length mirror. She smoothed her furrowed brow. It was unbecoming. She stared directly at her own reflection. Her slim and prim figure belied her fifty-seven years. Her complexion was as good as can be expected. Perhaps better. Even her hair pinned neatly under a tiny bonnet retained some of the sheen which had once turned many a head on her way back from church on Sunday mornings. She always maintained that a woman is as old as she looks, and to her own critical eye Mrs. Prentis looked very good indeed. Still. From a discreet distance. At a discreet age, one ought not to approach a mirror too closely, she knew. One ought not to tempt the demons of vanity.
As she studied her image, Mrs. Prentis scrutinized the last thirty-odd years. That’s how long she had been running the Victorian boarding house. The thought of her tenants brought a thin, somewhat wistful smile to her delicately tinted lips. Through no design of her own, with the exception of Mr. Clark, all the gentlemen that she had looked after she might well have once married.
Once is such a long time...
Mrs. Prentis’s supple breast heaved with a protracted sigh. It was too late now. First of all, neither of the four men had ever proposed such an arrangement and, secondly, how could she possibly choose among them? In a certain fashion, she treated all of them as her closest family, a sort of group of husbands—not the sort one kept for the first five or ten years of one’s marriage, but rather the last five or ten. First her smile broadened, then her lips set in a firm resolve. She squared her narrow shoulders. Mrs. Prentis was determined that her own fate would never overtake her only niece.
It had all happened rather suddenly. Mr. Jones, from the upstairs left front room, said that he had been invited to spend the winter months in Brazil. An old buddy of his, George Gomez, had inherited a villa in Rio de Janeiro. Apparently, George simply had no inclination to go there all alone. He also wanted someone to help him decide what to do with the property. Since Bob Jones was the only old friend with whom George had maintained periodic contact these many years, he had asked Bob to join him. Imagine, all expenses paid! Admitting to sixty-seven, Mr. Jones was no aspiring globe-trotter; but when such an opportunity presented itself, he could not let it pass.
When Mr. Jones announced his intention, Mrs. Prentis knew it must have been the workings of propitious fate. Only two days prior, her niece, Jocelyn, had telephoned to say that she must vacate her apartment, which was slated to be converted into a condominium. She could not afford to take advantage of the option to buy. What little savings she had accumulated, she felt she had to keep for a rainy day. At thirty-four and single, one did that. Mrs. Prentis had invited Jocelyn to stay with her for as long as she cared to. In a two-room apartment it would be tight, but family was family. Just then Mr. Jones announced his impending departure.
Mrs. Prentis knew it just had to be fate.
She mentioned her problem to Mr. Jones, who immediately offered his own room for Mrs. Prentis’s niece.
“For as long as she cares to stay. Even after I get back,” he added, with a naughty wink.
The stage was set.
On the day Mr. Jones left, Jocelyn’s taxi arrived. The disgruntled driver got her two medium-size valises and one trunk as far as the main hall. (Jocelyn had deposited the rest of her belongings at the General Storage, Inc., on the other side of St-Onge.) Before going upstairs, the two women spent some time in Mrs. Prentis’s apartment. Though they lived little more than a half-hour’s drive from each other, they seldom met. The telephone made up for the lack of physical contact. Partially. Many a hug and several more smiles and interruptions later, Jocelyn decided to take her baggage upstairs.
Here fate played her trump card.
Just as Mrs. Prentis was leading Jocelyn to the main staircase in the entrance hall, Marvin Clark entered the front door. His instant intuitive reaction to don his cloak of invisibility failed miserably when he tripped and prostrated himself at the feet of Mrs. Prentis’s niece. While the trunk had been set well against the wall, one of the suitcases had fallen over onto the carpet, directly into Marvin’s path. It all happened simultaneously. Marvin’s vain attempt to jump over the offending object left him staring at a pair of shapely ankles, within an inch of his nose.
The hushed silence, which normally reigned in the Victorian mansion, was interrupted by a cascade of carefree laughter.
“Sir!” Jocelyn refused to budge, “you are blocking my passage!”
Having said this, Jocelyn sank to her knees, as though refusing to give way. In the process, she managed, quite unintentionally, to cover Marvin’s head with her loose, pleated skirt.
There may well be many shades to Marvin’s personality, but the one Jocelyn met first was distinctly red. A dark shade of crimson red. At length, Marvin extricated himself from the voluptuous pleats and raised himself to his knees.
“How do you do...” he muttered, shaking the proffered hand.
Even as Jocelyn rose to her feet, Marvin remained in a position of humble supplication. Slowly, unmercifully slowly, blood descended and found its way back to other portions of his profoundly weakened anatomy. Five minutes later, Marvin was carrying Jocelyn’s baggage to Mr. Jones’s room.
By the time he returned for the last suitcase, Marvin’s cardiovascular system allowed him to present Jocelyn with the more usual facets of his individuality. Polite, aloof, friendly, impersonal Mr. Marvin Clark. Always at your disposal. Glad to be of help. No, really, no trouble at all.
‘Oh, my God,’ he sighed on the way to his attic.
The next meeting between Marvin and Jocelyn took place at the usual seven o’clock dinner. By then Mrs. Prentis had matters well in hand. When Jocelyn came down to the dining room, her Aunt performed the formal introductions. Colonel James Mackenzie Whittlaw, retired, stood his full five-foot-ramrod-eight, a good two inches taller than his usual slightly stooped self. He appeared as though he couldn’t quite decide whether to salute the young lady or to shake her hand. After some huffing and puffing, though with little conviction, he chose the latter. The two remaining dining companions stared shamelessly at Jocelyn as if trying to remember something or someone they once knew very well, but had lost track of, somewhere in the haze of time past or present. Glasses of South African Sherry were raised even as Mrs. Prentis performed the introductions.
Marvin came down to dinner last, only to find himself seated next to Jocelyn, whose other flank was well protected by Mrs. Prentis. To his nibbling annoyance, Marvin found himself considerably disturbed; not by having been placed next to a rather nice-looking young lady, but by his hostess’s eyes, which were definitely imbued with an unaccustomed glee. Instinctively Marvin found himself on guard.
During the next five days, Mrs. Prentis had occasion to ask Marvin for help in performing some nondescript acts of assistance—the tasks themselves having been of no consequence. Screwing in an electric bulb in too high or too inaccessible a place for Mrs. Prentis to reach, or lifting something which, for the last seventeen years, did not need lifting. No, the acts had been definitely of no consequence. But each time Marvin had been called upon to assist, the young Jocelyn was already there to hold the ladder, or just to be there in case she could help.
“To share in the experience,” she once called it, with a smug smile.
Finally, after another week of this, that, and the other, Jocelyn caught him on his way to the office. She smiled with her usual warmth and sincerity, and then said out of the blue: “She’s not going to give up, you know. Not my Auntie Jenny.”
For a moment Marvin felt lost. Although he had spent seventeen years lodging at Mrs. Prentis’s house, he had never learned his hostess’s first name. She had always been Mrs. Prentis. Always. As the revelation sank in, Marvin turned his attention to the rest of Jocelyn’s statement.
“Not give up...?” he asked, a circumspect eyebrow rising.
Although, even at forty-seven, Marvin had little or practically no experience with the fair sex, thanks to Mrs. Prentis’s perambulations he felt almost relaxed in Jocelyn’s presence. A dozen light bulbs and a stock of furniture went a long way to ease his inherent discomfort.
“That’s right,” she affirmed, as though talking to herself. “Either you take me out, or she’ll make you remodel the whole house,” Jocelyn stated as a matter of fact.
Years of studied, cherished composure deserted Marvin as if swept with a magic wand. His inner peace, his self-assurance, his long and painfully, at times hard-won imperturbability, all hovered, wavered and collapsed.
“...ah... ah... ah... out?” He hadn’t stammered since he was six years old.
“Out,” Jocelyn confirmed.
There was a prolonged silence. Although Marvin’s innards, including his bowels, registered a state of considerable if unaccustomed agitation, he retained an outward appearance of relative calm. Years of practice must have been good for something. Gradually his visceral comportment returned to normal, or at least to that relative condition known as the calm before the storm.
While Marvin was well aware of the turmoil which had flared within him a few seconds earlier, he attempted to regard it with humor. He couldn’t quite make it. He settled for a degree of detachment. He tried to look at himself and his situation as an outsider or, perhaps, through the wrong end of field glasses. The considerable influx of Mrs. Prentis’s inexplicable demands for his presence suddenly made sense. The invariable withdrawal of her own presence the instant Jocelyn appeared, under some pretext, which he had never questioned, now began to fall into place.As in a cold shower in a Victorian bathtub, Marvin shuddered at his own naivety.
“I’ve been pretty dumb, haven’t I...”
He was in control again. A good lesson, he thought. There is always a reason. For everything. Always. At least Jocelyn had been kind enough not to take advantage of the situation. Now she remained silent.
“Thank you,” he said at last.
They walked in silence for two blocks. Somehow Marvin felt at ease again. In fact, he felt quite relaxed. He had weathered the storm, he skippered his ship into calm waters. For some strange reason, it had not been necessary to talk to Jocelyn. It was enough... to be. Together? Or, or am I just imagining it? I must trust my feelings, he asserted with growing confidence.
“Mustn’t disappoint Auntie...?” A half-question, half-statement. He dared.
“You’re serious?” What a delightful voice she had.
Suddenly the boisterous, humorous, seemingly supremely confident Jocelyn sounded genuinely surprised, amazed, and—was there not shyness in the sudden drop of her eyelids?
“I lunch at noon, precisely. We could eat together and discuss the plan of action.”
Even as Marvin made the proposal, ideas began crowding into his fertile imagination. This was not altogether unlike the many “trips” he took on his own. They would have a tryst, and they would plot against the ungodly. Well, perhaps not ungodly, but the conniving. He smiled at the thought. It could be fun.
“It’s a beautiful day, we could meet in the park—the North Gate?” He surprised himself at the confidence in his own voice.
For reasons of her own, Jocelyn was getting into the spirit of things. Her own mind, though a lot more at ease throughout all this than his, also needed some reassurance that she did not cross that thin, invisible line of unspoken protocol in the book of etiquette governing the realm of the birds and the bees. Yet, in all this, she sensed that it had been neither an ornithological nor lepidopteral experience. It is not that she found Marvin unattractive. Not at all. But in spite of all this, she sensed at her side the presence of a long-missed, dearly awaited elder brother. They were two children planning a scam. Poor Auntie, she probably meant for the best.
“I’ll bring the sandwiches.”
With that she turned on her heel, leaving Marvin standing. His heart pounded with a force quite unusual for a man his age. Perhaps for a man of any age.
At five minutes after noon, Marvin waved to Jocelyn at the North Gate. She approached him at a good yet easy gait of a woman used to long walks. In her left arm she carried a small wicker basket while her right hand fought a losing battle with a gusty breeze, which kept her hair swept back with wavy persistence. On Marvin she made an impression of a carefree spirit.
“Why, Mr. Clark, how nice to see you. Do you come here...”
“...quite often, regardless of season. This way, if you would, my lady.”
Marvin took the basket from her and directed their steps toward a copse about a hundred yards away. He suddenly realized that he didn’t know her name. She had been introduced to him, and apparently to all the others, as: “...my niece, Jocelyn.” Marvin assumed her name to be Prentis, but it could have been otherwise.
“It is good of you to come, Miss... Miss...”
Instead of telling him she laughed. “I thought you knew. Aunt Jenny is my father’s sister.”
Marvin nodded gravely as though he had missed the obvious. They reached the copse in silence. Heretofore, this had been Marvin’s “private” place. As a senior employee of the Department of Parks and Recreation, Marvin had access to the layout plans of all the town parks, which indicated, in reasonable detail, all the natural or landscaped features. This particular thicket contained no more than twenty or so trees, but the shrubbery had been planted so as to hide a small pump house. The walls of the small building provided adequate protection from the wind, while evergreen shrubbery afforded virtually total privacy from any prying eyes. This was his place; it was his to share. Last year Marvin had had a bench put in on the south side, although, as a rule, weather permitting, he much preferred a raincoat on the skimpy but sufficient grass.
The unusually warm day seemed to have brought out that distinct smell of autumn leaves. Marvin thought someone should bottle this strangely Canadian aroma. Now, rather than grass, the leaves provided a multi-hued carpet.
Predictably, Jocelyn ignored the bench, laying out her own light raincoat on the most inviting patch she could find. Marvin followed her in tacit submission. He enjoyed watching her sure, graceful movements. Had he thought about it, he would have found that he regarded her more as a daughter, perhaps a much younger sister—almost with pride in his eye. But he didn’t think. He just watched as one watches something new, something beautiful, something that should not be touched for fear that it proved a mirage. There were moments when he was afraid to blink lest she disappear, lest he awoke and found her gone.
Marvin’s eyes widened when the picnic basket revealed not only a set of neatly wrapped sandwiches, with long sticks of celery and peeled cucumber to nibble on on the side, but a half bottle of Maçon Superieur. Marvin never claimed to be a connoisseur of the better things in life, but again he felt a mixture of pride and pleasure at Jocelyn’s obvious care and attention. Within a few minutes the food was laid out on a checkered, red and white tablecloth. The wine gathered warmth as their fingers wrapped around the small glasses. They ate in silence. When only the wine was left, Marvin held Jocelyn’s glass while she quickly tidied and placed the paper plates back into the basket.
Rather than retrieving her glass of wine, Jocelyn stretched out on her coat. She stared at the sky. Marvin followed her gaze to the lazy puffs of pure white cotton wool suspended in ether, lighter than air, relaxed, carefree. Again he became conscious of a strange, tacit kinship with this delightful young woman.
“If I could paint them, I would paint them...” she uttered in a far away, almost wistful voice.
“Why don’t you?”
“One cannot serve two masters. Anyway, I tried and am not very good at it,” she confessed.
“And pray tell, who or what is your master?”
“I sculpt.” Then her voice seemed to turn wistful. “At least, I try to...”
The next half hour they totally forgot about their planned revenge against Aunt Jenny. They talked about the beauty of the world, beauty of form, contour, silhouette as against light and colour. They expanded the subject—touched on music and harmony of time and rhythm, and all sorts of intangibles which in their words became tactile, real, solid. The subjective and the objective touched, soared, rejoiced in a higher reality of sharpened senses and returned to their private realm—accessible to all, visited by few.
By the time Marvin’s watch beeped 12:55, they agreed to meet at the General Storage, Inc., this Saturday, to unravel and look at some of Jocelyn’s sculptures. Almost as an afterthought, they also agreed that they needn’t, at least for the present, tell Aunt Jenny of their plans. Her turn would come later.
For the next few days Marvin’s esoteric spaceship took him to new places, new realms, where he witnessed fresh, hitherto unknown ways of looking at wonders of creation. He learned to regard countless elements comprising his inner universes not as objects or things, but rather as sculptures, as works of art born of Creative Spirit. There were moments when he experienced an intoxicating feeling of becoming one with the object of his attention. A strange new realm of inner exploration.
The rest of the week Marvin saw Jocelyn only at dinner. They both remained resolute not to divulge to anyone their budding kinship. Yet now and again they smiled surreptitiously, at the same moments, then quickly bit their tongues to maintain an image of serene detachment. Marvin was temporarily absolved from further bulb replacement sessions or other designs on his masculine effusion by a rare stint of overtime required by his office. His quiet disposition in no way betrayed the fact that, for four days running, he read, studied and “traveled” at the expense of sleep. By Saturday, Marvin knew more about sculpture than most people learn in a lifetime.
In the meantime, Mrs. Prentis seemed preoccupied, vaguely depressed, as though resigning herself to the drifts and rushes of cruel and adamant fortune. Had she known the truth, it probably would in no way have eased or calmed the vicarious aspirations she held for her niece.
“Alas, the fickle finger of fate...” she sighed in her kitchen, as she racked her brain to find a suitable aphrodisiac. “Ah, the fickle finger...” she mused, dipping her finger in gravy to taste its potency.
When Saturday came, Jocelyn and Marvin met outside, in the park, preferring to avoid the ravenous tongues of the lonesome tenants. Marvin took a deep breath when he finally saw Jocelyn alone. She seemed to be the first person he had ever met in whose presence he felt totally at ease. He felt no compulsion, no necessity to hide behind his cherished mask of invisibility. Her smile seemed to illuminate the world with a light akin to that he saw in his inner travels. A certain purity of spirit broke through her own outer protective armour. She seemed quite unaware of it. Marvin had long noticed that all people wore such outer layers or shields or outer bodies, as though to safeguard their subtle selves from the coarse vibrations of the world around them. Yet Jocelyn left chunks open in her own defenses, through which her inner light seemed to radiate at all who cared to notice.
Within a half-hour the bus brought them to the storage depot. After the usual paperwork, they were allowed into Jocelyn’s locker. Measuring ten by eight feet, it was filled all the way up to the ceiling with a strange collection of furniture, which at first sight bore little or no relation to any particular period or style. Immediately to the left stood a large crate, packed with overflowing straw. It held and protected Jocelyn’s ventures into the world of sculpture. The stacked subdivisions enabled them to examine individual pieces of work without disturbing all the others.
Jocelyn’s work consisted mainly of rather deep bas-relief, almost demi-relief sculptures, about two feet or so square, all cast in a hard gypsum, which she called gesso duro, and stained to add richness and enhance the form and subject. Since Marvin had expected the usual free-standing statuettes or suchlike, the painting-like sculptures, some with a hint of colour, left him stunned and speechless. This had been not at all what he had expected. These were not “important” subjects or statements to invoke an emotional reaction from the unsuspecting viewer. Rather, the theme displayed a full spectrum of human form in various acts of everyday endeavour. What was more, a rare trait struck him almost at the outset: the sculptures were happythey actually displayed joy, even humor! Not at all what one sees in museums of immortal masters. Poor masters, Marvin’s mind wondered, poor immortal masters...
Jocelyn remained quiet, again shy, reticent. Inasmuch as strangers examining her sculpture had little or no effect on her, this seemed very different. She felt dissected, stripped of her outer bodies, exposed to scrutiny as never before. The fact that Marvin had not uttered a single word seemed to make her even more nervous. Her usual joyful, unsuspecting smile now gave way to nearly catatonic anxiety. She took from Marvin one piece of her work, replaced it in the housing and passed to him the next piece without a word or whisper. She did all this automatically, as though passing bits of bureaucratic paper from one basket to another.
Finally it was over. Jocelyn quietly wiped small beads of perspiration from her forehead. “Must be the heat, not much air in here, either,” she almost whimpered as Marvin remained silent.
After a good two minutes, which to the aspiring artist felt like a short lifetime, Marvin cleared his throat. He had also felt the dryness, although for different reasons. Two choices stood before him: to express his opinion in an analytical manner, or... or to absorb the creative spirit manifest in the sculpture at a different level, which had nothing to do with analyses or syntheses or any other mental gymnastics. He opted for the latter.
“I would very much like to buy one,” he said finally.
“Oh, really, Mr. Clark, Sir. Really, you don’t have to,” Jocelyn gave every sign of being acutely embarrassed. She tried to cover it with a shield of false formality.
“Then give it to me.” Marvin looked her straight in the eye. Suddenly she realized that he really meant it. It was as though a million tons had been lifted from her fragile shoulders. Her special smile fought hard to replace the faint scowl on her face.
“Do you really want one, Marvin?” She looked at him sideways. “I do wonder, which one...?”
“The kids on the swing—with the kindred couple,” he said, without a trace of hesitation.
“The Passage of Time?” she asked.
“If that’s what you call it,” Marvin replied.
His voice carried a degree of consternation, almost annoyance. She didn’t seem to notice. With a smile she disappeared again into the innards of the crate and re-emerged, covered with some stalks of straw, holding the bas-relief. With only a slight hesitation, she handed it to Marvin.
“You sure you don’t mind parting with it?” He gave her a second chance.
“I can’t imagine anyone I’d rather give it to,” she said, and turned to hide an oncoming blush. She had always oozed confidence whenever she worked on a sculpture. That same confidence seemed to waver or totally evaporate the moment the sculpture was finished. When still at her old apartment, she had earned her keep at the local library with punctilious reliability. She lived, however, from one sculpture to another. Although still unwittingly, the participation in a creative act was her particular fuel, which took her to her own inner worlds. It would be quite a while, though, before she would learn to enter those worlds in full consciousness.
Marvin clutched at the gesso duro bas-relief firmly and with great care. He leaned against the wall, held it at arm’s length and stared at it for some time. The subject matter had been rather simple. Two small children, carefree on a swing, with a vertical barrier of a wall carved out into a series of rungs, as though a ladder, dividing them from an elderly couple; the latter obviously intent on each other. Essentially that was all. Or was it?
Jocelyn closed the locker, and they made for the airy outdoors. The day was one of those rare gifts of nature that make autumn not only bearable but a joy to behold. Marvin again suggested buying some sandwiches and making to “their” place in the park. She agreed. Half an hour later, a bus deposited them at the North Gate.
This time the ground was soggy after last night’s drizzle. The bench, however, filled to the brim with sunshine, presented a most inviting haven. Marvin dusted it with his oversized handkerchief and invited Jocelyn to sit while he unwrapped the present he had just received. He then leaned the sculpture against a short, sturdy bush facing the bench before sitting down himself. Instantly he was up again. The bas-relief had sunshine behind it. He wanted the light to catch it at an angle, to wash its surface with diagonal rays. He moved it; then, satisfied, he sat down again.
As during their first tryst, they once more ate in silence. This time there was no wine to raise their timid spirits, yet somehow a sense of mild intoxication permeated the tiny clearing. The conifers seemed to glisten with iridescent moisture; the smell of autumn leaves supplied the needed bouquet. They sat in Spartan comfort, content in the act of being.
“Tell me about it?” Jocelyn said at last.
Marvin took a deep halting breath. Since they came here today, most of the time he had been ignoring the gifts of nature around him. Instead, he kept looking at the sculpture. Without taking his eyes from it, he began to speak.
“It cannot be known as ‘The Passage of Time’ or by any other name which places it in... motion. You see, true art is the manifestation of an aspect of the divine within us. The divine is always static. Real beauty is, it must be, outside the realms of both time and space. It exists in an instant of eternityjust after the past, just before the future. It stops you in your tracks. It does not move you, nor can it move itself. It exists. It is. Your art says to me: ‘Be still...’ You seem to propagate that stillness within me. Within others. You don’t, shouldn’t, move them, even though you’ll find that people cannot sustain the state of that divine stillness for long. They will move of their own accord—physically, emotionally, or through the never-ending current of their discordant thoughts. Your job is to help them sustain that moment of stillness, that moment outside time and space, for as long as possible.”
Marvin stopped, sighed, and remained silent. A moment of embarrassment at his own elocution passed quickly. This was different. She was different. He turned to face Jocelyn. With a gentle smile he resumed:
“You say that the children on the swing and the elderly couple illustrate passage of time. Perhaps, at a certain level of perception. For me it is just the opposite. You, obviously guided by an inner knowingness, which you cannot translate into words but have the gift to express in an art form, in sculpture, have shown that the joys of childhood and the peaceful acceptance of one’s older years are... contemporaneous. The children and the elderly couple are one and the same. They have their true existence outside the confines of time. The children on the swing even defy, symbolically, the concept of space—while traversing it, they remain constant, like a Foucault’s pendulum.”
Jocelyn looked at her own sculpture. Her eyes were filled with wonder, as if seeing it for the first time. Slowly, ever so slowly, she nodded. Then that wistful smile once more played at the corners of her mouth.
“Do you think I shall ever know what I am doing?” she asked.
Marvin didn’t answer. He got up and carefully wrapped the fragile piece of art into a sheet of wrinkled brown paper. “You must learn to travel, if you want to know that,” he smiled. “There is no one on this big ball of clay who can answer that question for you... But you know, when you don’t know what to do, do nothing. Just be. The rest will come by itself.”
That afternoon Marvin hung his sculpture from two hooks in the ceiling. Even as the two children enjoyed being on a swing, so the whole sculpture mimicked their enjoyment. At seven, as usual, he presented himself in the dining room. The place on his right had been set, but Jocelyn was not there. The whole dinner seemed to pass in near silence. Mrs. Prentis mumbled something about Jocelyn being late, or about playing with fate—Marvin didn’t quite hear.
Apparently Jocelyn had gone out looking for some kind of a studio.
“Fancy that,” Mrs. Prentis added, with badly concealed annoyance. “Fancy spending a whole day looking for a studio when she can work perfectly well upstairs.”
During the after-dinner coffee, Jocelyn burst into the dining room as if chased by a dozen stampeding buffalo. She greeted everyone from the door even as men rose to welcome her presence. Then she ran to Marvin and planted a great, big kiss on his flabbergasted lips.
“Thank you, Mr. Clark,” she said. “Thank you very much. I really enjoyed our intercourse.”
The invariably prim Mrs. Prentis collapsed against the back of her chair. “Salts,” she called out in a tremulous voice. “Gentlemen, anyone, please get me my smelling salts!” With this she succumbed to a faltering, languid, very Victorian swoon.
***
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The airline tickets had arrived a full week ahead of schedule. The prospect of sharing the same flight (and presumably adjacent seats) with Mr. John B. Dawson had been more than Marvin could reasonably consider. When he had learned that on the afternoon of the performance there would be a dress rehearsal, Marvin had his tickets changed to an earlier flight. By a strange bit of luck, Marvin had completely forgotten to advise the illustrious Mr. Dawson of the change in plans. Alas, when he did finally remember, it was already too late. Marvin remembered having been so profuse in expressing his regrets to Mr. Dawson that his tongue practically bore a hole in his cheek.
Even before all that, Marvin had been torn between a desire to hear the performance of his Poème Symphonique and his aversion to flying. It was not the flying itself that he abhorred, or at least intensely disliked—it was the principle of seeking greener grass over the next hill. Marvin had reinforced this sentiment by other arguments, such as the loss of rhythm which had become an integral part of his studiously founded and meticulously maintained biological, emotional and mental clocks. Such interruptions would further result in a certain loss of continuity and smoothness in the currents of the languid river of his life and thus the attendant loss of serenity. But most of all, or so he argued with himself, Marvin hated the thought of the selfish imposition of horrendous amounts of environmental pollution on others. He had once read somewhere that each time a 747 lifts its enormous bulk from the airfield, a burst of pollution equivalent to that produced by a town of five thousand in a full day was dispersed over the long-suffering environs.
This, of course, was a little different. Marvin did not propose to make use of the airways for the purpose of searching for greener pastures. Morris, Jordan and Dawson, the music publishers of considerable esteem and ample reputation, had sent him tickets together with a program for the concert to be given at the unveiling of a New Concert Hall in Cincinnati, Ohio. The package also included a personal invitation to the official opening ceremonies, banquet, and God knows what other variations on the theme of pompous Saturnalia. The star attraction, the pièce de résistance, as Mr. J. B. Dawson so proudly put it, was to be the World Premiere of Poème Symphonique by Jean Sibelius. A Poème miraculously discovered, fully authenticated by the renowned experts in the field, etc., etc. So the program affirmed at some considerable length. Mr. John B. Dawson insisted that the occasion be designated a strictly black-tie affair.
“Yes, sir.” His feeble chin did its best to drive the point home. “Strictly black-tie. Or tails, of course.”
Marvin decided that, after limiting his travels during the last seven years to such destinations as were accessible from his residence by bus, or preferably by bicycle, he had earned a right to attend the premiere of his work. His resolve to take advantage of the complimentary tickets, both air and the admission, had been further strengthened when he discovered, to his delicately titillated residual vanity, that he could actually wear, with comfort, the dinner jacket he had ordered when he turned twenty-eight.
Three days before the flight, Marvin had the first unsettling dream. He awoke on Thursday feeling tired, his mind holding a picture of a long, winding river. At a certain point, the river had a part of its path hidden from view—as though concealing something foreboding, something not fit for even his chimerical eyes to witness. Marvin failed to understand the symbolism of the dream. He would have discarded it altogether if it hadn’t been for the nagging vitality of the images. With his usual perspicacity, Marvin drew upon his considerable knowledge of symbolism. He consulted a number of articles by Freud, Jung, and Adler. He even applied a contemplative analysis to the esoteric annals of his subconscious mind.
All to no avail. The nagging image of the river persisted.
Finally he’d been forced to conclude that not every vivid dream must necessarily be prophetic, or serve a particularly profound purpose. It could be, he reasoned, a manifestation of some disharmonies within his unconscious—resolving the unresolved. When Friday night provided him with a gratifying rest, Marvin was ready to dismiss the matter from his mind. At least, from his conscious mind.
On Saturday morning, Marvin awoke a few minutes after five. In the gloom of an overcast dawn (out of respect for the Delicious Monster Marvin never drew his curtains), his ears were filled with a thunderous roar of falling water. The dream had returned. It was virtually identical. A slight variation in the twists and turns, then the same strangely ominous oblivion followed by more peaceful meandering of the same river. Its tortuous course seemed indelibly etched on Marvin’s mind. Nagging, recurring images. Marvin felt tired, edgy. But as it was already Saturday, he had little time for abortive analyses. He was to catch the 11:27 flight to Cincinnati. He made the Dorval airport with only minutes to spare.
Twenty minutes after take-off, the DC9 was cruising at 32,000 feet, well above any turbulence which might have upset Marvin’s leisure. Drinks had been served, followed by a surprisingly tasty light lunch. Marvin was ready to take a nap.
In spite of the relatively short notice, Marvin had managed to book a window seat. No one would climb over his feet or reach over his lap as a result of a resolute overindulgence in the potent Martinis. Just before closing his eyes, Marvin took a last peek through the window. Even from this height, the sun-swept land below displayed a generous blend of golds and reds punctuated by intermittent dark greens of clumped conifers—a phantasmagoria of resplendent autumn. Marvin loved nature not for any profound philosophical reason but simply for its prolific diversity. It remained unceasingly generous, regardless of our treatment of its treasures. He looked, he absorbed, he recorded in his private inventory memories to be drawn upon later, in his private spaceship, in his imagination. Having left the Adirondacks behind, he scanned the northern resolution of the Allegheny Mountains. Perhaps not as dramatic as the Adirondack range but surely equally as abundant in grace and beauty.
Then his thoughts wavered.
Some thirty thousand feet below, a silver thread wound its wary way between the hills and valleys. Some regular formations, rather like crag and tails, caught the midday sun with such force that it instantly brought Marvin back to his neglected dream. The thin shimmering line continued in its winding line southward, only to seemingly stop and reappear some nondescript distance farther south as a broader, richer, perhaps a more peaceful river. To anyone else, this weaving thread of light could have been one of a dozen of relatively small rivers making their way south to join greater waterways toward their final destinations. To Marvin, this was a mystery that had begun last Thursday night.
Curiously, Marvin’s eyes were riveted to that part of the river that was hidden from him. The intensity of his gaze knit his brow. He remained motionless. He held his breath. With the force of his vision, he tried to pierce the shadows that refused to divulge the secret they held so dear. He dismissed the explanation that coincidentally or propitiously placed hills cast a deep shadow along the banks, making part of the river’s course invisible. He knew otherwise. He also knew that the dreams had not been a product of his overactive imagination but a strong if not adamant instruction to do—or not to do—something. Something that remained hidden not only from his eyes, but from his very unconscious.
Marvin felt annoyed, uneasy. After an initial reaction of profound frustration, his next resort, more typical of his makeup, was to withdraw. To become invisible to the powers that assailed his inner space, his mind, his serenity. He drew back from the window and closed his eyes, determined to dismiss the gnawing mystery. He relaxed his body, his mind...
The next instant he found himself in a canoe. He was drifting slowly, in a leisurely pace, toward the golden sun. The steep banks of the narrow, deeply contoured channel seemed to guide the pure, sparkling mountain water with assurance, as though knowing exactly where and why it was traveling. In his vision, Marvin felt perfectly relaxed, being part of the current, part of the river itself. The flow took him gently toward his destiny, revealing new beauty around each curve, each twist, each surprising turn. Sometimes, swept by the current into some deeper, more diverted bay, he seemed to drift aimlessly, in circles, only to be later released, to renew his winding journey through yet uncharted territories.
The canoe... time... life... drifted. All was peace, blissful adventure, beauty.
It was some time later that Marvin heard an ominous, sonorous pounding. A deep riveting hum, as though a thousand drums in near unison were beating a tune, a hypnotic melody. The sound took hold of his mind; it modulated his own vibrations with its commanding rhythm. It played the refrain of destiny to which he knew he would have to dance. It hinted at the unknown and thus portentous, disturbing in its apparent total inevitability, in its relentless doom.
And then Marvin recognized it. The agonizing roar of the rushing waters tore all hope from his petrified heart. The white, rippling turbulence engulfing his immediate future was but a warning of the deadly vortex further along his journey. Could he survive the onslaught of such unforgiving currents? Could he retain his sanity when drawn through such infernal anguish?
Marvin rubbed his eyelids, then blinked away the cobwebs. He was nestled in the serene safety of the humming airplane. No tossing canoe, no vicious roar of impending doom. Must have dozed off, he thought hopefully. Perhaps a passing turbulence? — he wondered. And then the images of the strange vision flooded his mind with fierce clarity.
He looked through the window. The mysterious break in the silver thread finally revealed its secret. The flight of the airplane now offered a different angle for viewing the previously hidden portion. Although the light still broke over a measured distance, the two silver strands of the river’s course were now bridged by an incandescent haze, which seemed to vibrate over the cascading waters. The light catching the rising vapor shimmered like an opalescent rainbow. The terror turned to beauty, the ominous into a welcome sign of promise.
The shimmer of an opalescent rainbow? Marvin smiled a little uncertainly as the images became first symbols, then words, assuaging his tired mind.
“Please fasten your safety belts.”
His reverie was cut short by a flashing sign followed by an announcement. The landing was as smooth as the flight. Within half an hour, a taxi deposited Marvin Clark at the side entrance of the New Concert Hall.
Marvin immediately assumed his best official demeanor. He donned his mask with an ease born of long practice at his office. This gray-eminence quality, mixed in with a good dose of his secret invisibility powder formula, allowed him unobstructed or at least unchallenged access to the innards of the New Concert Hall. He did flash his personal invitation card to the new, thus untrained and gullible, doorman. He did so, however, in such an offhanded manner, with such obvious signs of preoccupation with other matters of vastly greater importance, that the man at the door hardly glanced at the proffered document. He practically saluted as he held the door for Marvin to enter.
Marvin took the guard’s reaction as a well-deserved bonus for his years of practice. Such blending into the occasion as to become an integral and inevitable part of the process taking place was to a great extent the secret of his invisibility. One is not surprised at seeing pigeons atop a heroic statue. One would rather sense a certain something missing, had there not been any feathered friends in punctilious attendance. Marvin could, at will, become just such a pigeon. He would sense what element was missing on any particular occasion, and then, with the ease of a proficient magician, he would fill the vacuum to the spectator’s content. His real self, his individuality, would retain the cloak of total invisibility.
Marvin insinuated the body he occupied inwards.
Presently, he found himself sitting about halfway up the stalls in the darkened theatre. Thank God, he’d made it in time. He watched as Sir Arthur Bang, the conductor brought in from England for the formal opening, scanned the score. The venerable gentleman, a mop of flamboyant white hair atop his famous head, was perched on a tall stool fixed to the raised rostrum. An image of a statue with a lone pigeon flashed through Marvin’s head. He smiled indulgently. Marvin knew Sir Arthur’s superb interpretations. They were among the best, particularly as regards Sibelius.
Even as Marvin relaxed in the solitude of his surroundings, he sensed rather than heard the first timid tremolo of his Symphonic Poem. With hardly a sigh, Marvin leaned back, his eyes locked on the inner screen of his mind. The snow swirled, rose in tentative rebellion, only to die down, a quiet unrelenting struggle of the long, unforgiving Finnish winter...
The intense silence was interrupted by a strange pounding. Marvin realized that it was his temples. The musicians, the stagehands, the cognoscenti, and the seemingly ignorant, remained frozen, totally immobile and perfectly silent... Sir Arthur raised his arms, then lowered them slowly, and he, too, stood still, as though taking part in this silent homage. The whole Poème had lasted but twelve minutes... twelve minutes which wrenched all present from the rigors of time, or place, or puny self-awareness, and transported them all to a distant land of magic, where music and nature and all who visited this enchanted kingdom became one, integrated in a consummate union.
Slowly, as though with regret, people who had been stopped in their tracks by this strange experience returned to their duties. The hall had to be readied for the night’s events. No one seemed quite sure what had just befallen them. Time had stopped. Now it resumed its vigil on the mundane treadmill of spurious existence.
Marvin was not exempt from this hypnotic juncture. He, too, had to find his bearings before the world around him would return into focus. He sat, motionless, not thinking, not judging, content to have heard with his ears that which his heart had already known. He was glad he had come. It was a new experience. So far in his life, he invariably listened to the music; then, later, he would recreate the sounds in the solicitude of his soul’s awareness. This time the order had been reversed. He’d turned a full circle.
Even as Marvin marveled how all this could have happened, he was disturbed by a brutal noise emerging from the speakers. Apparently tonight’s gala opening was to be televised. The army of workmen resumed their frantic battle with convoluting cables, lighting and reflectors, with masses of equipment which, with total ease and deftness, would still and encapsulate the seemingly intangible, impalpable, a prodigious whimsy.
With mixed feelings of wonder and apprehension, Marvin rose and walked up to an officious-looking man who obviously had the task of overseeing the installations. For the briefest of moments, Marvin ceased being the retiring, intensely private person. His shield of invisibility became totally opaque. He retreated behind a mask he reserved for very special occasions. Marvin Clark introduced himself as though he owned the place.
“I’m Clark. Marvin Clark. Would you please confirm to me the pre-concert activities, in their order of procedure?” He held his program and pen poised as though assuring conformance.
“Ah, yes, Sir.” The other scratched his head. The man obviously hated these interruptions, but obediently consulted his own notebook. “Well, in order of appearance, so to speak... the... ah, what’s-his-name... the mayor, the governor, a Mrs. Flint-Fitzpatrick and Sir Bang, who will introduce a guy named, ah, Dawson. That’s all, I reckon.” He ticked off the names as he spoke. “Why, you have any others?” he scowled.
“Not at all, you are quite in order. Thank you. You may carry on.”
“Thank you, Sir.”
The man sighed with obvious relief. He looked at Marvin as if ready to ask who he might be, but it was too late. His questioner was already disappearing in the shadows of the brand-new theatre. Only in the relative safety of the deeper penumbra did Marvin permit himself to wipe his forehead. Some masks were more difficult to sustain than others.
Before going to his hotel, Marvin decided to make a quick tour of the theatre. The time was already 16:20, and surely the orchestra needed time to rest, change and make ready. Marvin knew that he would not take part in all of the night’s proceedings. He would have probably suffered them, had he not had a chance to hear his, Jean’s, blissfully tempestuous Poème. A mixed metaphor, he thought, grinning; yet the words did it justice. The Poème glorified the inherent duality of nature. The inner worlds seemed full of paradoxes. Anyway, he had heard it, and now a herd of wild elephants could not drag him to face the black-tied elite basking in their own importance. He hoped to be proven wrong, but never in his life had he met a true music lover who could afford the first night’s opening gala. On such occasions one paid not for the music, but for the event. To each his own, he smiled, to each his own pretensions.
Marvin left, as he came, by the side door. Out of curiosity, he walked around the front of the concert hall to look at its architecture. The overall pleasant façade was marred by an attempt to duplicate some elements from the work of the latest fashionable architect. Plagiarism had become the norm. He shrugged and hailed a taxi.
Since Marvin had originally intended to attend the concert, he had been booked into a nearby hotel. On a whim, he asked the driver whether he liked music. The man replied yes, but it was no good, because all they ever broadcast on the radio was noise.
“Never any music, just some guy smashin’ a can against a kitchen wall. Now I ask you, buddy, do you call that music?” He would have gone on but for Marvin’s next question.
“Do you own a dress suit?”
“You mean a black-tie? Sure I do, ever since I got married. We’ve ’ad a real formal do, the missus an’ I did. So why are you askin’?” He spoke with an accent one could hardly decipher. The longer he talked, the more consonants he swallowed.
By the time they reached the hotel, Marvin had paid the man and given him his ticket for the evening’s gala. He then walked up the hotel entrance before the man could comment. He registered and took the elevator to the sixth floor. A quick nap and a shower later, he went downstairs to the dining room. The room was almost empty. Marvin asked the waiter whether this was normal. He learned that most hotel guests had eaten early to watch the opening of the new concert hall. Apparently this was the big thing tonight. The city was glued to their TVs to bask, vicariously, in the glory of the formal gala.
By the time Marvin returned to his room and switched on the television, Mrs. Florence Flint-Fitzpatrick, the President of the New Concert Hall, had just concluded the introductions of Mr. J. B. Dawson. J.B. looked his grotesque best. The tails helped a little to elongate his stature but could do nothing to hide his ferret-like features. There are people who sport receding hairlines. Mr. Dawson went one better: his whole head sloped back from his eyebrows, giving him a pointed look, as if accentuating his desire to make a point. It was some time, though, before Marvin understood what point Mr. Dawson was making.
“...a rare privilege to introduce to you ... (there followed a protracted list of distinguished guests) as well as you ladies and gentlemen, indeed, all citizens of the historic town of Cincinnati, nay, of our beloved country,” here, presumably for the first time, he mopped his receding forehead, “to introduce to you a most rare, indeed a unique, yes, one must categorically say, unique masterpiece of one who, although never having shared with us this jewel of musical genius while gracing our world with his illustrious presence, alas, no longer with us...” the handkerchief did its round, “...it behooves us to take upon ourselves, in all humility, in all...”
Marvin switched off the television. He was all for the recognition of his favourite composer’s talent, indeed genius, but there are limits to pomposity, even if directed at a noble cause. The fact that he himself had composed the piece in question was neither here nor there. If it had not been for Sibelius, the Poème would never have been written. In fact, having heard it today at the dress rehearsal, Marvin began to doubt whether he did actually write it. Now, in his hotel room, he would not dare to listen to the Poème again. The first and last performance still vibrated in his soul, still held him in that rare region halfway between the objective and the subjective reality. Marvin wanted to savor it for quite a while longer.
The night passed uneventfully. No dreams of rivers, no enigmatic messages from the archetypes or some itinerate vagabond id. By 8:30 Marvin was on his way to the airport. The same friendly smiles, the same DC9, the same taxiing along the usual bumpy runway and then breakfast at 30,000 feet. To his mild surprise, Marvin found himself actually enjoying the trip. Perhaps, he thought, it was because he was already on his way back; back to his private haven, his private spaceship and his Delicious Monster. Marvin frowned as he thought about the only living organism that had shared his life these last fifteen years. The Delicious Monster that seemed to entwine his life as much as it did his whole inner sanctum.
Breakfast over, Marvin leaned his chair back to a reclining position and closed his eyes. He wanted to play back yesterday’s performance. The world around him receded, shimmered, became hazy until a field of pure white unfolded before his inner vision. Soon the strings and the French horn invaded the lonesome landscape. The steady hum of the engines seemed to assist in his hidden, enigmatic journey. Enigmatic to others, yet to him the most natural venture for anyone to master. The richness of the inner kingdoms surpassed anything he’d ever hoped for. As usual, Marvin’s journey began in the realm of imagination. Began... yet soon this strange free world solidified, took substance, absorbed his senses, absorbed his soul, his being...
“My God!” Marvin raised his hands to his face. “My God, how stupid of me!”
Marvin’s face registered signs of recognition, of discovery of truth beyond his outer sensibilities. The dreams, the silver thread, the forceful current of the deep-cut river, flooded his mind with clear, transparent meaning. He sat up in sheer wonder at the sudden discovery. He heaved a grateful sigh at the magnanimity of nature.
Marvin had always known that some dreams, if not all, serve as a means of communication between his higher and his lower nature. He practiced consciousness projection, or travels, as he called them, for many years. The dreams also would fall, therefore, into the same category. They all must have served to convey some hidden message—hidden until this very moment.
He looked down through the window—not searching for the long-lost river, but for any river that caught some morning sunshine. There it was! How obvious! How superbly easy!
Suddenly Marvin knew with utter conviction that past, present and future were fully accessible to any man who cared to accept the secret. As he looked down at the winding river, he saw its total passage, from start to its infusion. He could see, simultaneously, the various stages of its flow, the wherefores of its current. From his present point of view, the river’s time did not really progress. It stood still, unmoving. The onset and the conclusion, regardless of subjective movement, had been predetermined, unchangeable and unchanging. Yet when he had found himself down there, in the small canoe, nothing was known about the reality around any curve or twist of the winding river. So visible from his present vantage, down there the future had been unknown, uncertain, at times intensely frightening.
The unknown lost its impact when viewed from a higher level. The roaring falls, once deadly to his mind and body, were now an opalescent rainbow when seen with a loftier vision. How well he remembered the moment when he saw that the silver thread of life had crossed the hidden chasms and emerged victorious. Marvin realized that it was up to him how he would choose to treat the perilous crossing. He could regard it as a dreadful tribulation, or see the iridescent glory of victory and serenity that follows.
Once again, Marvin’s thoughts were interrupted by the landing procedures. He was anxious to get home and examine more fully his own river’s currents, its twists and sudden turns and rushing, deadly maelstroms. In the light of his new understanding, Marvin knew he would get through them. Whatever their purpose, it was up to him how he’d choose to withstand them. But most of all, he knew with a clear, fateful acceptance that a great test lay at close hand before him. He did not know its nature, but he knew it was coming. Sadly, Marvin realized that there was no one with whom he could share this knowledge; no one with whom to share the burden of the impending trial. His inner peace was invaded by a sudden hunger. Not really to unburden his worries—he knew those would be transitory. What he needed most was to share his knowledge, the many years of study, the many inner discoveries, theories, conclusions. Not for the first time, Marvin sighed on this peculiar journey.
He took the bus home and walked the last mile. He wanted to walk, to breathe, to do nothing. After supposedly a vacation weekend, Marvin needed a rest. He passed by the North Gate of the park. He walked in and then to his clearing. It was gray and murky, not at all inviting. There was something missing. Marvin turned around and walked home. The house looked deserted. He let himself in and walked upstairs. The steps seemed a little higher, a little more steep than usual. He walked into his room.
On the floor, just inside the door, lay a note. It said just three words: “I missed you.” It had not been signed. At this very moment, Marvin knew what had been missing from the bench at the park’s clearing: it was her smile.
***
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The week preceding Marvin’s trip to Cincinnati could not be recorded among the more rewarding chapters in Marvin’s life. He had managed to maintain his staid, deliberately stolid exterior, but his unease had rebelled against his outward demeanor. A dozen times he had mobilized his diffident resources to confront Mrs. Prentis. After all, he had played no deliberate part in the after-dinner events of that fateful Sunday. Since Mrs. Prentis’s haughty expression had completely precluded such a course of action, he could hardly have broached the subject during the daily meals. What was worse, much worse—since he had become the innocent recipient of Jocelyn’s hilariously arduous if ardent behaviour—she had failed to join them at mealtimes. She, rather than Marvin, had become totally invisible.
The previously persistent demands on his time, invariably instigated by Mrs. Prentis, had ceased as though by the sleight of a magic wand. Marvin came down to breakfast, greeted other tenants with usual courtesy, occasionally contributed comments about the state of inclement fall weather, and left for the sanctuary of his attic. The same pattern was repeated at dinner. The Colonel strove to stir some belated interest in the Crimean war. Alas, to no avail. The seasonal atmosphere dominated by the gray ubiquitous fog and drizzle penetrated the dining room in spirit if not in fact.
The strange thing was that the current ambience differed very little from that which they all seemed to have enjoyed for the last ten or fifteen years. The tacit reserve, the nondescript comments about events of little or no consequence were the order of the day—indeed, of the year, even years. The meals served as occasions for placating and accommodating their gastric impulses, not for sating other, deeper hungers. Until last week, they all seemed to have sensed that any venture into the realms of intellectual or even social intercourse might, in time, lead to familiarities, which they would later regret. Now, after only one week, a different presence in their midst had destroyed their undemanding amplitude in which well- contained boredom had been diligently substituted for placid serenity.
Marvin—who, for as long as he could remember, had been perfectly satisfied with his inner travels—now, one week later, seemed at a loss as to what had gone wrong; what demons had invaded his cherished, carefully nurtured world of peace and seclusion.
Or perhaps he did know, but refused to accept it?
When Marvin reached down to pick up the note lying on his doorstep, he sensed the presence that had written the three, surely innocent, words. Yet those three words released the pent-up floods long held at bay by stalwart gates of introversive shyness and... necessity. Marvin suddenly became aware of the long years of lonesome progress wherein he had no one with whom to share, nor bestow upon, the riches, which swelled within his unrequited munificent nature. He held the note, his eyes fixed, his body frozen in that instant of time between the long, long past and the enticing yet so frightening future.
Yes, it must have been her smile. But also the total lack of self-imposed—physical or mental, or even invisible—barriers. The lack of pretense, the strange directness, the intractable yet so vigorous, almost lush sincerity. The total, unequivocal opposite of all that he was, had been, and seemed destined to remain forever.
Marvin closed the door to his attic. He held out the note as though a document of great consequence. He carried it to his command centre. He sat down and leaned over to finger through the many tapes and records. The note rested on his lap. He selected a short piece he had liked to rest by: the overture to the Hebrides. He pushed the disk in, pressed a button and leaned back. His lonesome room was soon flooded with relentless waves pounding the bleak, tiny Isle of Staffa, west off the hostile coast of Northern Scotland. Marvin pictured himself standing in Fingal’s Cave, resolute against the sharp, biting wind. That’s how he felt. That’s how he chose to face this moment. He would stand alone, he would face...
“No! I will not!” he shouted at the rolling ocean. His constricted throat fought to match the howling gale. “No, I will not stand alone!”
The music swelled as though supporting him in his resolve. What magnificent seascape... Half his mind still in awe, the other already planning how to end his vigil. Vigil? Yes, Sir. Vigil of more years than he cared to count.
In less than ten minutes, the overture was over. Marvin felt washed free by the gusting breeze, by the spray of brine on his resolute features. It was now just one-thirty. He had time to do something. But what? He wasn’t even sure if Jocelyn still stayed at the boarding house. So what if she didn’t? Could he not find her? He who crossed oceans of time and space, would he not find one girl in the whole world who missed him?
In no more than two minutes, Marvin was out on the gloomy, damp, drizzly sidewalk. His umbrella still tightly rolled, he ran nearly the whole mile to the nearest hospital. He knew that he would find there his badly needed restitution—even on a Sunday. The flower shop was tucked around the entrance, hidden, rather as an afterthought. He smiled when he found the deep-red, long- stemmed, proud-with-beauty roses. He looked and he wondered. Then, with a surge of confidence, he selected one of quite singular beauty. A living jewel—a ruby solitaire. He refused boxes or plastic, asked for thin white tissue paper and, though quite redundant, a long red ribbon. He then remembered the drizzle. Slightly embarrassed, he requested some more wrapping paper. Satisfied, he made for the door. This time with his wide umbrella fully extended, he walked, chest well forward, a measured step of purposeful decision.
We all find props of such quaint importance. Marvin’s confidence seemed firmly attached to the broad tent of his umbrella. The moment he reached home and collapsed his overhead protection, his confidence collapsed with it, stayed out, jeering, on the street behind him. The door lock seemed too sticky, the round knob spun in his grasp as though too smooth to open. Slight beads of perspiration glistened on his forehead.
Yet Marvin walked on in adamant defiance. As he climbed slowly, counting each step, he was aware of the sound of his heart pounding against his eardrums. Then he faced her door. “Robert B. Jones, R.N. ret.” This odd fact of facing Mr. Jones’s nameplate gave Marvin the needed respite. Squaring his shoulders, he knocked on the door. Three or four knocks later he gave up. Jocelyn wasn’t home. My God! He whispered softly... all this just—for nothing?
Marvin removed the outer wrapping from the rose and left it. Protected only by the flimsy tissue, the jewel rested on the floor along the threshold. If she still lives here, he thought. If she still lives here. With a deep sigh, he climbed to the second floor.
His room, his refuge, his sacred sanctuary felt cold, dark, damp, deserted. Strange how he had never thought of his place as empty. The enormous Monstera spanning over literarily the whole ceiling had always given him a feeling of his home being lived in. It waved a welcome at his every entry.
Not today. Not only did he not find haven, he felt strangely abandoned. Devoid of any feeling. Rather than return to his favourite armchair, he tossed his weary body on the settee. He felt spent and tired. Too many events in too short a time, he justified his feelings. I’ll be all right tomorrow. Tomorrow—in the office...
Marvin entered his private world and shut the door firmly behind him. This is where I belong, he muttered, this is where I shall stay...
“I’ve been knocking for five minutes!” Jocelyn looked hurt and disappointed. “Couldn’t you even say hallo when you got back from wherever? Well?” she added, hearing no answer. “If you have a naked girlfriend in there, we can talk some other time.” Once more she looked hurt, almost pouting.
Marvin had dozed off. When he heard the knocking, he assumed he must have been late for dinner. Now he stood blocking the access to his attic, his mouth a little open, his eyes somewhat out of focus. Slowly he stepped to one side.
“Thank you kindly, good sir. I shall visit your kingdom.”
Having said this, Jocelyn walked past him, into the apartment.
“My God! It’s a jungle!” She exclaimed at the sight of the Delicious Monster. “How absolutely lovely!”
At this she clapped her hands, forgetting that she was still holding a semi-unwrapped rose. She stopped short and looked at Marvin, who still hadn’t recovered from his last seizure at his own threshold.
“Look,” she showed him the red petals, “isn’t it absolutely lovely?”
This last was as much a question as a statement. Suddenly, as boisterous as she had been a second ago, she now seemed shy. Even to herself, her conversation sounded one-sided. Jocelyn stood without moving, her head bent toward the solitary bloom.
“Thank you...” she whispered, “...it’s been quite a while....” she didn’t finish her thought. Then she looked up. “Hadn’t you better close the door?”
This brought Marvin out of his rigor mortis. His body moved, though more like a robot than a man of flesh and blood. Finally he spoke: “I’m afraid I don’t have anything I can offer you...” Now he looked embarrassed. “I mean in the way of drinks...”
“I don’t really drink. Except, of course, for wine.” She absolved him.
“I don’t have any chocolates...”
“Too fattening and ruins your complexion!”
“Or any...”
“Marvin!” she almost shouted. “This is me, remember? A sandwich in the park, cucumber and an apple? I didn’t come here to...”
“I’m sorry.”
This time he interrupted. His eyes rested on her face, and suddenly he felt as though a Herculean weight had slid softly from his shoulders. He took yet another deep, if still halting, breath.
“How did you know it was from me?” he asked, this time in his normal voice.
“I didn’t—I was just hoping...” She turned away toward the bay window. “I have an awful lot to tell you.”
He then realized his rudeness. “Oh, I’m sorry, please sit down...”
Once more he was lost. Occasionally Marvin did meet with people, but always on some neutral ground. Mostly in his office, sometimes in a restaurant, a theatre, even on a park bench. Never, never in his private haven. Finally he led Jocelyn to his console armchair and then tried to fit his tabouret from the piano in front of it. He could have suggested the settee, but he thought of it as a place for sleeping. Anyway, Jocelyn seemed content.
“It’s been a whole week...” he started.
“Could I have some water? “ He jumped to his feet, guilt returning to his face. “Not for me, silly!” She smiled, holding up the rose.
In the next hour each held his and her breath while the other described their exploits since the Sunday dinner. Neither of them mentioned Aunt Jenny’s Victorian performance. Jocelyn started off by telling Marvin about her new studio.
“It’s an attic, just like yours, only with a lot of roof lights. And it’s on the ground floor.” Jocelyn had her architectural terminology a trifle confused, but Marvin got the idea. She sounded exhilarated. “I couldn’t possibly do my messy sculpture in Mr. Jones’s room, now could I?”
“You couldn’t?” The question was rhetorical.
Following their meeting in the park, Jocelyn had spent the whole afternoon looking for a studio. Essentially, she had been looking for a place to work in, but also where she might stay and live, if need be. She visited five places before finding her ‘attic’.
“I haven’t yet told Aunt Jenny about my plans...” she blurted, sitting up, her face flushed with excitement now frazzled with worry. “...I mean about living there,” she explained.
“For fear of hurting her feelings?” Marvin offered.
Alas, these were not to be spared, even later.
Though Marvin would never admit it to himself—let alone anyone else—he was completely spellbound by Jocelyn’s presence. He seemed quite unaware that only a few minutes ago his own thoughts had traveled along the same sequence, though with quite different conclusions. He listened, absorbed, noted and remembered. He did his best to ignore the turmoil that raged somewhere within some secret chambers of his psyche—chambers he hadn’t visited for a very long time.
Jocelyn confessed that her search had been inspired by his words in the park. She suddenly felt a great need to return to her creative endeavour, which she had suspended when she left her old apartment. She found her studio about a half-hour before returning to Aunt Jenny’s. She felt happy, exhilarated. His words still rang in her ears, her hands ready to touch clay and let them mold time into a precious instant of infinity. She tried to explain her spontaneous behavior when she had burst into the dining room. She tried, she didn’t quite make it.
“I’ve always been like that... Quite, quite irresponsible, I’m afraid...” she finished weakly.
Since Marvin remained silent and quite motionless throughout the latter part of her lengthy narration, Jocelyn finally waved her hand in front of his eyes. “Am I boring you? I’m sorry, I was just trying to explain....”
Marvin broke out of his self-induced trance with an avalanche of protests embellished by weak excuses. Finally she believed him. “And what have you been doing?”
“First, tell me,” he countered, “have you been sculpting this last week?”
“Well, of course! On Monday, after work...”
“You are working?”
“Of course I’ve been working! I took a week off from the library because of my moving, but I never intended to live off Aunt Jenny.” She seemed surprised. “Well, on Monday I went to the storehouse and got the bare essentials for my new studio. On Tuesday, after work, I spent about five hours sketching and moulding... oh, Marvin, it was heaven...”
“You didn’t let me help you move...?” There was hurt in his voice.
“Don’t be silly. I have managed quite well on my own for quite a few years now. You’re a friend, not a...” She seemed lost for words. “Anyway, now you tell me what you did this past week.”
“So that is why you missed supper!”
“Well, of course, silly. Why else would I miss a free meal!?” When she laughed, her whole face lit up the dark day. Dark? Marvin hadn’t noticed. It seemed quite filled with sunshine.
Slowly he told her about his dreams, his thoughts on them, then about the trip. He did not tell her about the Poème Symphonique. Not yet. For now, the trip had been—business. As a matter of fact, that is exactly how Mr. John B. Dawson had described it. “Fully deductible,” he had said, “don’t you worry about a thing, every penny,” he had asserted, with a gleam in his eyes.
When Marvin recounted his conclusions resulting from his sudden enlightenment on his return trip, she listened very carefully. Not once did she interrupt, yet Marvin noticed signs of doubt crossing her attentive features. He couldn’t exactly put his finger on which part of his story gave her reservations. He tried to recount the relevant events as accurately as he could. Finally he stopped.
For quite a while they remained silent. Jocelyn leaned back in his favourite armchair; Marvin admired her beauty with unabashed, almost blatant openness. His habitual reserve seemed to have left him. As he had already done once before, in the park, it seemed as if he were again treating her as an extension of his own being. He felt at ease in her presence because he could not define a line where his ‘space’ ended and hers began. Not to say that he would in any way invade her individuality uninvited. Yet the permission to do so had not been given verbally. Perhaps, he pondered, these things take place at a different level of perception.
“I cannot quite accept it,” Jocelyn said at last. “I cannot accept the concept that our lives are predestined to such a degree that we cannot, by an act of our will, our own free will, change or even terminate the flow of this destiny.”
“We can,” Marvin said, after a while. “We can always control, at least to a great degree, our own pace, even our place within that flow. What we cannot change is the flow itself.”
“I’m afraid you lost me...?”
“What I am trying to say is that the events in our, or in anyone’s, life—in fact, all events which could possibly take place— have already been predetermined. It only remains, for us, to enter the reality of those events with our consciousness. Do you see that?”
“No more than a glimmer...”
Jocelyn looked relaxed, but her eyes were fixed on Marvin’s as though linked by some intangible yet indomitable force. The words seemed only a part, perhaps a relatively insignificant part, in the exchange of their ideas.
“All that we can ever experience in our life already exists. We are not aware of the countless alternative routes that our lives can take. The only way we can experience those pre-established events is by becoming aware of them. By accepting them into our consciousness. It is—as with my river. It flows, and will continue to flow to its ultimate destiny. That destiny seems to be the joining with a higher or greater expansion of consciousness. In the case of the river, a larger river, then larger still and ultimately, the ocean. So it is with us. We cannot resist the current of the river. Sooner or later it will sweep us along... slowly, through eddies, but relentlessly toward our goal. That goal will always be a higher state of consciousness.”
“Even if I accept that, what precisely did you gain from this particular insight?”
“A number of insights. First and foremost, that which I’ve already described. Individually, I have learned three things of extreme importance. One, that there is a challenge which I will have to face in the foreseeable future. Two, that that challenge, no matter how difficult, will not terminate or break the thread of my existence. Three, that my attitude to that challenge can become either an iridescent rainbow or a scary tribulation. It seems that, while I cannot avoid the rough waters through which my ship will travel, I do remain the captain of that ship. You must see that it is much easier to make decisions on the bridge when one knows, as an indisputable fact, that calm waters lie ahead...”
“And every person follows the current of that river?”
“The course of their particular river.”
“And one day—the ocean...?” Jocelyn asked, a pensive line cutting her clear forehead. Marvin laughed.
“Oh dear, do not look so serious! You seem to have forgotten, that the streams and the rivers and the mighty oceans... they’re all contemporaneous!”
“Please stop! I can only take this a bit at a time.” She threw her arms up in the air in a show of despair.
Marvin did stop. He remembered only too well the first tentative steps he had taken, a good many years ago, on his particular river of life, love, and knowledge. His travels, his excursions into the inner realms grew slowly, absorbing understanding a step at a time. At no time did he imagine that he had attained any kind of wisdom. He had learned from, on occasion, painful experiences that, regardless of the knowledge acquired, today always marked the very beginning of the rest of his infinite existence. And strangely enough, even infinity seemed contemporaneous. Was it not, perforce, outside the bounds of time?
They went down to dinner together. No one said a single word about Jocelyn’s absence last week. Mrs. Prentis acted as if nothing had happened, although Marvin could swear that she kept a strict eye on his every movement. He felt like a schoolboy who is told to stay after school. Contrary to his self-imposed custom, Marvin did not leave the table within five minutes of finishing the meal. After the fifth coffee, he realized he would not be able to sleep tonight. He never could after more than one cup.
And just who cares! He thought fiercely, am I not immortal? And then he saw Mrs. Prentis’s stern eyes directly on his own. He rose quietly, bowed to Mrs. Prentis, and asked to be excused. She acquiesced with a regal nod.
Was there not a spark of amusement hiding behind her stern expression?
Marvin, the captain of his ship, was not about to find out.
***
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Marvin was speechless.
The studio, which Jocelyn had described as “rather like his own, only with some roof lights”, looked more like one of the Municipal greenhouses which he had occasion to visit in his official capacity. The space formed a good-sized rectangle, the longer dimension running north-south. Gingerly, Marvin paced out the two cardinal directions. The area measured roughly nine paces by fifteen. In addition, a small entrance lobby gave access, on the left, to a crude but functional bathroom with all the standard fixtures and an extra large sink. Directly opposite was another room, though without a door, which contained a small range, a medium-size fridge and a tiny sink. This area seemed better fit for making coffee than a man-sized meal.
The main area, however, loomed practically empty. Some six or seven cardboard boxes and two metal five-gallon drums rested against one wall. In the middle of the enormous space stood an extra-large, massive table, looking lonely for all its size and apparent weight. The sheer height of the room, a good twelve feet, would dwarf a full set of furnishings, let alone a single table with only one folding chair for company.
In all this, Jocelyn stood, her eyes shining, her face radiant, her arms stretched out as though willing, if not able, to embrace this indoor desert. She must have seen things that other, mere mortal eyes could not see. Marvin’s years of practice in maintaining a sedate expression saved him from revealing his profound disbelief that anyone could possibly enjoy spending even five minutes in this place without developing an acute case of galloping agoraphobia. Assuming there was such a disease; but if there wasn’t, then this place was sure to inspire such a new strain.
“Don’t you just love it!?” Jocelyn spun on her heel, clapped her hands and then seemed to attempt again to embrace this vast, empty space.
Marvin swallowed hard, cleared his throat and said nothing.
“Well, don’t you?” She would not let him off the hook.
“It, ah, it... it has, ah... distinct possibilities...” Marvin practically whimpered.
Jocelyn ignored Marvin’s reservations as though she had not heard them. She danced to her lone table, removed a sheet of plastic and some damp towels from a thick layer of irregular clay, climbed on the only chair and gazed down on her latest creation. Her smile froze, her pupils dilated in concentration, then she jumped down with the lightness of a girl of twelve.
“It will be finished tomorrow!” she announced.
By this time Marvin considered his first visit to Jocelyn’s studio as a definite mistake. True, he had no idea what to expect. Yet somehow, his orderly mind had subconsciously formed an orderly picture of an artist’s studio. He had arranged his own life in a particularly orderly fashion. He was precise and exact. With considerable difficulty, he had learned to be reasonably tolerant toward others, yet continued to expect a degree of propriety, expediency, and methodology from his subordinates in his office. He could not abide sloppiness or disorderliness. The one, single concession in his own life had been his Monstera deliciosa. It had been allowed to roam freely along his ceiling in his own “studio”; but, after all, the Delicious Monster was a plant, not a human being.
A studio, Marvin imagined, was a place for the performance of a creative act. An act of participating in or with the divine. Art! An expression of order and harmony... Art—that sublime means of extracting sanity, order and beauty from entropy and chaos reigning in the world around them. An act... so natural to Jocelyn, even in this vacuous desert of spatial degradation.
“I don’t suppose you have another chair?” he asked weakly.
“Tomorrow!” she exclaimed. “Tomorrow they are carting over all my belongings.” She ran to the far corner, next to the window facing south. “This is the seating area with all my books as divider, the sleeping over there, here we can eat or drink, and there—...”
Suddenly she stopped dead in her tracks. She realized that her statement was unwittingly presumptuous. She had no intention of suggesting where “they” might or might not eat. It seemed too late to retract her statement. She hoped he hadn’t noticed. Then she threw up her arms, as though in despair, and danced toward the central table.
“And here I shall try to stop time...”
This last phrase brought Marvin back to reality. He began to realize that all that happened to Jocelyn, at least recently, had been ancillary, almost coincidental to her sculpture. She seemed quite unaware of the ludicrousness of the situation. While she must have regarded the whole chamber with an eye toward the potential inherent in the sheer size or lighting or volume of the space, to any one else not made privy to her thoughts, the oversized greenhouse was fit for growing vegetables for the local market rather than any artistic endeavour.
“You’d never believe it, but originally this gorgeous space had been designed as a space for year-round growing of vegetables for the local market!” She sounded delighted at the thought.
“Really?” Marvin maintained a perfectly straight face. “How do you know?”
“I asked, silly!” she laughed. “Two years ago there was a veritable mania for eating only those vegetables which were grown with natural products; you know, fertilizer and suchlike. No chemicals. Unfortunately, the idea turned out to be a passing fad. Too expensive. I got this place for a dime!”
“You mean you bought it!?” Marvin could hardly conceal his horror.
“Option to buy. I must see how it goes. It needs a bit of work, of course. Oh, I just love it...” She then looked up at Marvin. The sun left her face. “You don’t like it,” she said, her eyes turning misty.
“Whatever could possibly make you think so? Immediately after work, I shall present myself at your doorstep, ready to arrange all your furniture exactly as Mrs. Prentis would want it,” he assured, with a grave expression on his face.
They both laughed.
By mid-November, Marvin was going to Jocelyn’s studio directly from work. He would let himself in with his own key, sit down and wait for Jocelyn to return from the library. At quarter to seven, they would leave and walk, or on wet days take a taxi, to Mrs. Prentis’s house for supper. By then Jocelyn could easily have slept in her own place, but she didn’t have the heart to tell her Aunt that her generosity was no longer required.
Mrs. Prentis had noticed, however, that lately Marvin and her niece returned from work rather late. Though the kitchen where she prepared dinner faced the back of the house, she made frequent visits to her sitting room. She felt acutely responsible for her niece’s welfare if not her whereabouts. Mrs. Prentis’s arched eyebrows suggested that she also noticed Jocelyn and Mr. Clark entering her house practically arm in arm. Whatever thoughts Mrs. Prentis entertained on the subject, she kept them to herself. She could not resist, however, keeping a watchful eye on the young lady and the young man throughout the course of the meal. She seemed determined that they would not leave the table together and that, after dinner, Marvin would make his way directly to his apartment. If Jocelyn left the table first, Mrs. Prentis would wait until Marvin got up, walk him to the door and see him up the stairs until he was well past Mr. Jones’s room. She performed these acts of chaperonage with a natural ease of one well versed in the matter of this nature. Now and again, Marvin and Jocelyn would have a bit of fun at the expense of her Aunt, but neither of them wanted to do anything to hurt the well-meaning lady.
On occasion Jocelyn would get up with her last swallow and rush to the studio to sink her long fingers into her beloved clay. Mrs. Prentis invariably waved her on from the dining room window until she disappeared around the first corner. Then and only then did Mrs. Prentis seem fully relaxed—at least for a good little while. Officially, no one knew what time Jocelyn returned; although sometime later two pairs of eyes in two darkened rooms wandered the length of the street in silent vigil. Then the eyes smiled, relieved, as Jocelyn entered the safety of the Victorian mansion. Soon the bedside lights would go out, on all three floors, and silence would embrace the boarding house until the next morning, only to repeat this same cycle again and again.
On the first Saturday of December, all the boarders at Mrs. Prentis’s had been invited to a “studio warming party”. When the day arrived, it turned out to be one of those particularly nasty days, saturated with fog, drizzle, and toward the end of the day with wet, chilly sleet. Marvin, assuming the role of an unofficial host, offered to escort Mrs. Prentis and the two elderly gentlemen lodgers to the studio by taxi. Colonel Mackenzie Whittlaw declined the invitation, citing an old wound as the offending culprit. The war injury invariably played up on the evenings when CBC presented Hockey Night in Canada. The remaining trio accepted the offer with gratitude and, armed with flowers and bottles of wine, arrived promptly at six o’clock at Jocelyn’s new address. Marvin paid the driver and offered his arm to Mrs. Prentis. She took it with an unexpected grace. He led her to the door while the two gentlemen completed the stately procession. The door was not locked. After the perfunctory press at the doorbell, Marvin pushed the door open for Mrs. Prentis. Still holding on to his arm, she raised her long skirt over the threshold and stopped there, presumably waiting to be welcomed by the hostess.
For no justifiable reason, Marvin felt a touch of personal pride at the marvelous job Jocelyn had done with the greenhouse. While “officially” it was referred to as her studio, they, Marvin and Jocelyn, when alone, called it the Conservatory. The eighteen large pots of plants, which Marvin had managed to redirect from the municipal greenhouses, had something to do with the preferred name. Jocelyn claimed to have always dreamed of working in a conservatory. Now she did.
“And it’s all thanks to you, Marvin!” She never tired of repeating.
The large room was full of people. Marvin hated crowds. He hated congested places in which one would have to raise one’s voice to be heard. The room qualified on both counts to foster his distaste. He wanted to turn and run, perhaps would have, if it hadn’t been for Mrs. Prentis gamely holding on to his arm. Then Jocelyn, her eyes sparkling, cheeks flushed, hair bobbing in a youthful ponytail, appeared at the door.
“Where were you?” she shouted over the noise, perilously waving her glass half full of red wine.
“And just what do you mean by that, young lady?” Mrs. Prentis was at her most prim again. No one ever argued with her under these circumstances.
“We all seem to have started a bit early...?” Jocelyn capitulated.
“You most certainly have, dear girl. You most certainly appear to have,” Mrs. Prentis concurred.
“Ah, do you think we could come in?” A timid voice inquired after a few inaudible ahems and grunts. “It’s a bit wet out here, you know?” Mr. Graves and Mr. Johnson still stood outside the front door.
It was easy unwittingly to ignore Messrs. Graves and Johnson. They both seemed quite used to it. Nevertheless, it prompted Mrs. Prentis to come in without any further argument. Jocelyn took her to the kitchen, which today doubled as a cloakroom. It appeared that Jocelyn’s younger friends, from the library as well as from her more bohemian, artistic circles, had been invited to come a little earlier, on the assumption that after a drink or two they would disappear to their own homes for supper. In fact, Jocelyn’s friends from her sculpture classes, the ones she had participated in almost nine years ago, trickled in throughout the early afternoon.
“What else could one do with such a dire December day?” they inquired, quite unabashedly, on arrival. “You don’t mind, do you, Jocy?”
Jocy didn’t mind. She was too happy to mind almost anything. Except, perhaps, being called Jocy.
Her friends spent their time sipping wine, nibbling on an array of strategically placed junk-food offerings, talking shop, discussing latest trends in the art world, commiserating over cost of bronze and other metal castings. The time just slipped away. By five o’clock, the library colleagues arrived. More wine, more junk food. By six no one had left, and Jocelyn had no idea what precisely was going on. Surely, she had organized it all very well, hadn’t she?
“I think that they are all having a rather good time,” she told Marvin after delivering Mrs. Prentis into the arms of a jovial, very elegant-looking gentleman, whom she introduced to her Aunt as Mr. James Robinson, the director of the Public Library. She explained all this to Marvin in a most peculiar blend of a whisper and a shout.
“I rather think they are!” Marvin agreed in kind.
He was beginning to recover. This was the first party of such proportions Marvin had attended in a good many years. It slowly dawned on him that a discordant crowd such as this did in fact offer a strange opportunity for melting, or perhaps merging, into a sort of blatant anonymity. He thought of himself as a swimmer within a whole school of fish—one of many, indistinguishable from any. He could watch without being seen. He could even start talking normally, as one normally does in normal circumstances, and he could be reasonably sure that no one would hear him. This hadn’t been so bad, after all. At least, as long as it wouldn’t last too long nor be repeated at too frequent intervals.
The real problem Marvin faced was his total inability to derive any sense of belonging. This, seemingly as nice a group of people as one could hope to meet, all appeared to be deeply involved in some sort of ritual which was totally foreign to him. He tried to eavesdrop on two or three conversations, but understood or heard nothing cohesive, nothing that would invite or motivate him to join in, to partake, to gain a sense of—belonging. If all these people were from another planet, he would feel the same degree of kinship as he did toward these friends of his friend. Or perhaps, perhaps it was he who was from a different planet. Or a galaxy, perhaps?
The music, what one could hear of it, could not be blamed. He himself put together a few tapes of Mozart, Vivaldi and some other composers to whom one could listen with pleasure yet without being offended if some conversation took place at the same time. Now, it was of no consequence whether the quality inherent in the music was agreeable or not. The only positive thing was, he supposed, that it in no way aggravated the situation. “Thank heaven for little mercies,” he managed a smile.
By seven o’clock a stack of pizzas arrived. Behold a hot dinner, culinary amplitude of unparalleled distinction. Then he tasted it. Why was it, he mused, why was it that the conspicuously vulgar can be so tasteful? Or had he been sinking into an abyss of the unmitigated, gaudy tastes of vox populi? Then Marvin reached out for another slice. He was truly surprised that each successive morsel tasted even better—provided it was washed down with a commensurate amount of red wine.
At ten o’clock, Mrs. Prentis found him supporting one of the walls and a glass of wine. She asked if he would consider taking her home. All this must be very nice, she felt sure, but she had important things to do at home. At least that was her story.
Marvin let out a surreptitious sigh of relief. Surely, Jocelyn would let him go under these circumstances. He did, after all, deliver Mrs. Prentis, dear Auntie, to her studio at her bidding. He was bound by honor to return her, safe and sound, to her place of origin, or at least to her home. Whichever was closer.
Marvin dreamt of pizzas swimming in an ocean of red wine. There were tiny palm trees growing in the middle of the pizzas, which swayed gently in a balmy breeze. The palms, not the pizzas. With the pizzas he had another problem altogether. Each time he tried to climb on one, it buckled and sank under his weight, dumping him into the red liquid. At three in the morning he got up and got rid of as much of the red liquid as he could. The rest of the night was peaceful.
After a late breakfast Marvin went for a walk. Last night’s sleet left the streets damp, though a fresh wind was turning sidewalks into a patchy skating rink. He walked over to the park and crossed the now frozen lawn to the secret spot by the pump house. It all seemed bleak and deserted. Not only the sun and the green and Jocelyn’s smile, but something else was missing. Marvin could not put his finger on it. Was it something that he, himself, seemed to lack?
Marvin returned home, put on some music and picked up one of his favourite authors: Joseph Campbell. This strange man never failed to fill his mind and heart with a new, more tolerant view of the world. Never—until now. After a skimpy lunch, Marvin decided to stretch out for a while to make up for last night’s chimerical digressions.
When he awoke, the shape of the window was vaguely silhouetted against a darker background. He switched on the bedside table lamp and looked at the watch. My goodness, he mused, three-thirty and it’s almost dark. Suddenly Marvin sensed a surge of energy. He stepped briskly to the bathroom, washed his face, splashed on some aftershave lotion and took a long look at himself in the mirror. Gradually a certain resolve registered in his features. He put on his coat and practically ran out into the street. The air was cold. Much colder than during his morning walk. The approaching winter was determined to make its presence known.
Marvin walked fast, as though resolute to shake last night’s folly out of his bones. In less than fifteen minutes he pressed the button on Jocelyn’s door. Seeing the lights streaming through the roof panels, he knew that she was in. Marvin never used his own key when he suspected her presence. In fact, she had given Marvin the key when he was organizing the delivery of all the plants. Somehow, accidentally or on purpose, he forgot to give it up. She opened the door almost at once.
“About time!” Jocelyn greeted him with her usual smile. “You left the women’s work to a woman, I see?”
The place looked spotless. Marvin knew at once what she meant: the clean-up after the hordes that had stampeded through the conservatory last night.
“I plead guilty but reasonably insane.” The mixed metaphor expressed his sentiments well enough. “I would have come earlier if it weren’t for the fact that I didn’t think I would be very good company...” Marvin took a step forward and stopped dead in his tracks. “What... ?”
“Do you like it?” She beamed.
“What... where... when...?”
“Why and who are the other two.” Jocelyn completed for him the investigative reporter’s creed.” Actually, this morning, because I love it, and by a good, old friend of mine. The what and where you can see for yourself.”
And see Marvin could. In the corner of the sitting area, yet a good six feet from either wall, there stood, on a large cast-iron plate, an enormous wood stove. The glass doors had been left ajar, and the joyful flames danced and flickered with the coziness of an open fire. Marvin wondered if he would ever visit Jocelyn without being treated to a distracting if not stunning surprise. He seemed to love and hate it at the same time. It added a strange spark to his routine-filled life, while at the same time upsetting his acquired need for peace and stability.
“Do take your coat off. Surely it does give enough heat, doesn’t it?” Jocelyn mocked his flabbergasted expression.
Marvin hung up his coat and sank down in front of the crackling fire. Jocelyn took off her shoes and also climbed on the sofa. They sat in silence enjoying a tacit communion. After a while, she took him by the hand and led him along the walls which yesterday, due to the milling crowd, had remained practically invisible.
“I cleaned out—threw out, really—over sixty glasses. Plastic, of course.”
Martin saw for the first time about twenty, perhaps thirty bas-relief sculptures hanging in groups on the walls. He looked but didn’t seem to absorb. His mind today was elsewhere. Jocelyn sensed this and didn’t pursue the artistic tour. Gently she took him back to the sofa. She left him there and returned a minute later with two plastic glasses and a half-full bottle of wine. She placed them on the floor rug in front of Marvin. Then she left him again. As though by magic, some gentle strains of Vivaldi, seemingly emerging from beyond the forest of mysterious plants, drifted into the large room. Jocelyn was back, at Marvin’s feet, looking up into his eyes over the rim of her glass. A few seconds later, only the open fire competed for attention with the opalescent moon suspended over the large skylight in the silent game of shadow casting. The fragrance of the wine, the lingering memory of long-held-back desires...
Her skin, a pale, smooth alabaster washed gently with an enchanting sheen of mysterious moonlight, gave way in almost unexpected softness to his anxious, possessive constraint. Her eyes, filled with grotesque filigrees of dancing, charismatic shadows, submitted to the dark, compelling currents of his searching, overwhelming passion. The currents ran deep, coercing, filled with want, longing. Turbulent breakers, white crests, mounted, roared in a final glory, then collapsed... a million droplets scattered on empty, deserted beaches.
Later, much later, he picked her up with infinite care and raised her to the sofa. The two wine glasses, red blood swirling against the dying fire, sealed their consummate union with Olympian nectar.
They were both quite late for Mrs. Prentis’s supper.
“Now is the winter of our discontent…”
William Shakespeare, Richard III.
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There had been occasions when incidents swelled the currents of Marvin’s life as though commanded by the Force of Destiny. Occasions when insurmountable barriers had arisen, others plummeted, or when the unpredictable became the overtly natural, certainly the unavoidable.
At those pivotal junctures, Destiny employed such means as had been at Its disposal. Indifferent to personal or social demands, It did what had to be done to cajole, sway or coerce Marvin’s future toward the new untested waters. Years later, upon reflection, Marvin came to realize that Destiny resolves the incalculable complexity of Its bidding, the innumerable ramifications, the perplexing twists and turns in the currents of his life with the ease of a child handling a well-worn toy. Years later...
Marvin was stunned, flabbergasted, disbelieving his eyes.
When he had first read the confidential memo about his forthcoming promotion, he had felt all of the above simultaneously, later in protracted succession. Three months had passed since his last, equally unexpected promotion—three months which Marvin had used to recapture his superfluous if wanton desire, his need for personal, social, and official obscurity. He achieved this end partially by staging a bastion at his office citadel in the form—or more aptly said, shape—of Miss Olive Gascon, his then newly acquired, fastidious, firm and forceful secretary. To Marvin she was worth her albeit diminutive weight in gold. Miss Gascon took her instructions literally and never, never allowed through his door anyone of a lesser rank than his own, without a previous appointment.
This simple device of practical expediency had been introduced partially to afford Mr. Marvin Clark his much-needed privacy, and partially to allow him a little time to become acquainted with his new responsibilities. This seemingly innocuous stratagem, this innocent ploy, turned around like a well-aimed boomerang which, having grazed its prey along its circuitous route, returned to strike Marvin with an unpredictable force.
No one would have guessed that this elementary ploy would bear such capricious consequences. Mr. Clark’s apparent inaccessibility had the whole Department, indeed other departments of the Municipal bureaucracy, whispering. With the efficacy of the interdepartmental gossip intercom, the news spread that Mr. Clark was performing some important, evidently confidential duty, or task, well beyond his official responsibilities. The word “official” was pronounced with a knowing wink or an indulgent tone.
The above presumption had been encouraged by those close to Marvin. They bathed in its, or Marvin’s, reflected glory. It had been affirmed by others, lest they be accused of belligerent feeble-mindedness. It had been accepted and... confirmed by the departmental bigwigs who, having no idea what Marvin was doing, could not possibly admit to ignorance in matters of such ponderous importance that no one, literarily no one, knew anything about.
When the order came from above, all the way from the provincial capital, to introduce a greater element of visible or any other “type” of minorities into the higher strata of municipal government, the men (and one woman) at the helm of the City Hall faced a problem. In spite of extensive advertising in the daily press, the influx of blacks, yellows, browns or any of the more colourful members of the Canadian national matrix failed to materialize. Even more impossible was the unprecedented directive to bring such minorities into the higher levels of responsibility.
Higher levels!? Surely not higher...?
Marvin was neither black, yellow, nor brown, except for the period immediately following his annual summer leave; but he did suffer from one advantage. He was not French. His fluent bilingualism bore no influence on the decision. Both Marvin, to the best of anyone’s knowledge, and certainly Clark, had always been, and were likely to continue to be, English names. In Quebec that could be regarded as sufficient deviation from the norm to create a visible impression that an invisible minority had been granted a position of great visibility, ah... responsibility. If, indeed, such a responsibility, great or otherwise, could be found. Since no one, as had already been mentioned, had any idea what Marvin was doing, he could, surely, continue to do the very same thing in a larger office, with the word DIRECTEUR below his name on the solid oak doors.
That was settled, then. The City Hall of St-Onge had been saved. No possible harm could result from such a diligent choice, while the Public Relations Department was sure to rejoice in its new, fortuitous, public image. It was all settled except for one detail. Marvin had refused.
Mr. Marvin Clark had refused to accept the promotion!
Not precisely refused... but, to assure that he would be worthy of such an exalted position, Marvin had requested a precise, written definition of his new duties. This simple request had created a veritable panic at… the very top.
“Tabernacle! That’s the trouble with those minorities. They are just a bunch of troublemakers. That’s what they are. A bunch... Ce bloke est un twit!” commented the director of public relations in his pure laine French.
“Who the devil does he think he is?” thundered the mayor, repeatedly slamming his fist on the highly polished rosewood table. “No one else knows what the hell they are doing, and nobody else is complaining!”
The elderly mayor had to be physically restrained to save his fist from sustaining a permanent injury. Finally, the deputy mayor was commissioned to define Marvin’s forthcoming duties. She begged the mayor to reconsider bestowing upon her feminine shoulders this horrendous responsibility; alas—she had to give in. The matter was of such importance that it could not possibly be delegated to anyone else.
“No one! You hear me? No one is to know about this. You are to report directly to me. Directly!” The mayor was about to smash his fist on the table again, but after a momentary massage of the offensive weapon, he decided against it.
The problem set before the deputy mayor was neither easy nor frivolous. The memo practically appointing Mr. Marvin Clark to his new office had already been issued. To rescind it would, or at least could, create another avalanche of problems, the scope of which no one could even imagine. With a cold shudder she pictured the broad, fat headlines in the English dailies: “The English slighted once again by the French bureaucracy.” She saw her name mentioned quite a few times in the ensuing article. The unfortunate thing was that she truly enjoyed her English friends, sent all her children to English private schools, and had absolutely no desire to slight, injure, or offend the visible or invisible minorities in any way whatever. Marie-Claire Bourbeau had been appointed the deputy mayor because she was a woman. It really had not been her fault. And now this! There was no way out. She had to create a new position.
Two weeks later, after a considerable amount of midnight oil and the attendant, salubrious toddies, Madame Bourbeau presented the mayor with her official proposal. It had been beautifully printed on excellent-quality rice paper with the city’s coat of arms impressively centered at the top of the vital document. The lower part of the document had been dignified with two seals and a space for the mayor’s and her own signatures. Madame Bourbeau knew from experience that the only way to forestall procrastinating changes to any document submitted to the mayor was to present it in such a manner that it at least looked like fait accompli.
Mr. Marvin Clark is to head the new Confidential Advisory Council which, when deemed necessary, will be formed following a preparatory period of in-depth research. The said Advisory Council will initiate and oversee all proposals dealing with matters heretofore not covered by the already established departments. The thrust of the research will be directed toward establishing a closer and more intimate relationship between the existing departments, the general public, and any future initiatives which may, in time, result from the research conducted under Mr. Clark’s supervision. Mr. Clark is to answer to and report directly to the Mayor and/or, in the event of the mayor’s absence or indisposition, to the Deputy Mayor. Under no circumstances is Mr. Clark to announce any new initiatives prior to personal consultation with the above-mentioned duly elected representatives of the General Public.
The mayor read the document twice, scratched his head and said: “Excellent. C’est formidable!” Then he added, as an afterthought, “...but what exactly is he going to be doing?” His face indicated a considerable effort on his part to fathom the document in hand.
“I rather think the same that he is doing right now, Your Worship. Only this time officially?” The deputy mayor looked a little hurt by the mayor’s question. Had he not said that she had done an excellent job? Where was his gratitude?
The mayor let it ride. He was certain that no man can refuse a job which he cannot possibly understand. After all, if you are not doing anything much, you can hardly do it badly, or do much harm, for that matter. And, after all, the salary offered was excellent, too.
No more than three months ago, Marvin would have refused the “detailed” offer which, following his request, arrived on his desk just before Christmas. He was quite able to see through a farce when he saw one. He also disliked being used, particularly for an end or ends unknown to him. Unofficially Marvin had been told that he could take all the time he needed to make up his mind. A position of such sway, such range, such scope for expressing one’s initiative, should not be treated lightly. He should regard it with an utmost sense of responsibility. He was to reply to the mayor, directly, not later than the week following the Christmas recess.
Excremento del toro! Marvin whispered under his breath.
Anyway, that would have been three months ago. Now, Marvin’s thoughts were elsewhere. Now his mind was preoccupied with Jocelyn. How different she was from his previous tentative ventures into the domain of the other mysterious sex. Women, nearly always, scared him. Not physically, of course. It had been their apparently inherent desire to limit his freedom, to superimpose their vision of the world on his own that scared him. Marvin needed his so-called psychic space. He needed his privacy, his inner travels, his inimitable spaceship.
Strangely enough, Marvin hadn’t even noticed that for the last three or four weeks he hadn’t “traveled” at all. He had been preoccupied with such unaccustomed emotions that the elements which heretofore constituted his life seemed to have dissolved in a haze of uncertainty. In addition, Marvin began to feel a peculiar sense of responsibility toward Jocelyn. Physically he was attracted to her to the exclusion of any other consideration of his day-to-day existence. She invaded his mind, his heart, his wakeful thoughts, even his dreams. With a momentum acquired over the years, he continued to perform his office duties; but instead of freeing his mind to venture into the inner worlds of beauty and enchantment, his attention became firmly anchored in the physical reality of his surroundings.
Marvin’s request for the definition of his duties had been almost instinctive. His inherent honesty would not allow him to act otherwise. Yet, by the time the report reputedly defining his new position arrived, Marvin had analyzed it from a different point of view. He judged whether or not it might interfere with his primary interest—Jocelyn. Marvin’s concern for maintaining his inconspicuousness, his beloved invisibility, so dear to him over so many years, never even entered his mind. A new element, however, did. He began to scrutinize the offer from the point of view of financial rewards. He mused how much more money he might have to spend on enhancing his relationship with the object of his desires. He thought of a new, real studio for Jocelyn. Perhaps a new, bigger apartment? A new, different, more exciting, more prestigious address, a new...
Marvin thought of the expression on Jocelyn’s face when he would announce all the possibilities which fate had thrown his way. Their way? Could he possibly refuse an offer, regardless of any other considerations, when the net gain would benefit Jocelyn? In whatever way she chose? Surely, he had no right. He thought of himself as a gentleman. A gentleman accepts his obligations with calm confidence, with a sense of responsibility.
“... and therefore, Mr. Mayor, I am honored to accept the position offered with a profound sense of responsibility. I further hasten to assure you, Sir, that I shall continue to exercise my duties in such a manner as to fully justify the trust which you, Mr. Mayor, have placed in me.”
Marvin added a few standard pleasantries and signed the letter. He extracted from Miss Gascon an oath of secrecy regarding the matter in hand. Before doing so, however, he had asked her if she would consider moving with him to, ah, different, ah, higher quarters...
Miss Gascon sealed the envelope in his presence, her eyes misty, her tongue tasting the glue of the envelope with amorous delight, enchanted by the recognition which her boss, the captain of her ship, had been awarded. And she would sail with him, ever upward, ever higher... My goodness, mon Dieu, c’est incroyable! She could hardly contain her elation. Blessed was the day when she had been chosen to serve the man whom all other girls even refused to consider. Her humility, her self-sacrifice had been rewarded. And alas, so quickly! What a magnificent present for her Christmas, she thought. I shall really pray hard, she vowed, momentarily closing her eyes. In gratitude, of course.
It was not easy for Marvin to say nothing of all this to Jocelyn over the Christmas recess. His years of solitude had taught him well. He had learned to contain his private affairs within. Marvin decided not to tempt fate by spreading the news before the official announcement. His appointment was bound to appear in the daily press. “Monsieur Marvin Clark, Directeur.” Perhaps it did have a certain ring to it. Marvin still wasn’t quite sure, in fact not sure at all, what exactly he was to direct. He decided to have faith in his superiors. After all, the whole Town of St-Onge had elected them all with an overwhelming majority. The people must have known what they were doing. His job was to serve, not to ask too many questions. Humility, my boy, he told himself, humility. All in good time. Take it easy. Relax!
At Mrs. Prentis’s, Christmas was celebrated with the usual seasonal flourish. Marvin took it upon himself to supply all the wine for the Christmas dinner. A good Claret, Spanish Champagne for dessert. Jocelyn, for her part, carted in and decorated a Christmas tree three times bigger than had been usual at Mrs. Prentis’s boarding house. Mr. Graves and Mr. Johnson had to walk the length of the table to get to their chairs. Yet, no one objected. After dinner, following the distribution of the minuscule pro forma presents, Colonel James Mackenzie Whittlaw rose, initiated, and then conducted two complete Christmas carols. Following this unaccustomed feat, the red-faced white-haired soldier, overcome with emotion, collapsed into his chair. Rather than wipe off the tears swirling in his eyes, the Colonel shook his head in disbelief at the beauty of Christmas that had been his, once again, to partake of, to enjoy, to share in the spirit thereof.
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