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Part One
“O Baba, the splendour of Maya is deceptive.
The blind man has forgotten the Name.
He is in limbo, neither here nor there.”
Sri Guru Granth Sahib
1
A screech of brakes, a dull thud, then silence. The lights go out. My car’s and the lamppost’s. Then my own. For a moment I’m completely disoriented, then I begin to see an ocean of stars. Must be lying on my back. ‘Why no pain?’ I wonder. The other half of my brain answers: ‘Post-traumatic shock.’ Only I am not in shock at all. I actually enjoy looking at stars. Twinkle, twinkle, little star…
Damn! They’ll ruin it all!
The oscillating lights of the ambulance follow the wailing sirens.
Wheee... wheee... wheee...
Why can’t they switch the blasted things off? The stars are losing their brightness. They’ve arrived, haven’t they? God, how people like noise. Both audio and visual. Noise. Big noise. My head is splitting. People are running up and down, adding to the confusion. They’re going frantic. All I can see are their shadows silhouetted against the glaring lights of the cars above me.
“In the ditch! Look in the ditch, George. There’s no one in the car. Not that anyone would have survived it. Lamppost one, Honda nil.”
Not funny. I am just beginning to hurt all over. Then searing pain hits me right between the eyes. That’s where my nose used to be. I decide to get out and let them do their work. I can also see better from outside. Everything is sharper, more distinct. And you should see the colours! Even the light from the streetlamps is split into an array of prismatic shades, like sharp rainbows cutting the night air. And speaking of air... it never smelled so good, and so rich in textures. Like summer and autumn and spring all rolled into one. Isn’t it winter, out there?
There sure are a lot of vehicles around. An ambulance, two squad cars with at least four cops, and a dozen other vehicles. They must belong to reporters, or just the curious. Others are still coming—they come out of the night to feed on human misery—the usual accident gazers, maybe even some ambulance chasers. You know, young lawyers looking for a case and some money from the insurance. Or from anyone.
Two cops are slapping their holsters. I wonder if they’ll draw their guns and do some target practice the way they do on TV down south, in LA, or somewhere. Or spray everyone with pepper spray. They’re good at that, lately. Or zap them with their zappers. Or tasers, or something.
It’s amazing how fast a crowd can gather, even on the outskirts of town. One moment it’s a quiet country lane, well, almost, and the next a veritable country fair. Everyone’s talking, gesticulating, pushing to get as close as they can to the scene of the accident.
“Please stay back,” a girl says. Her voice is youthful, but it carries authority. “Now, back!” she repeats unnecessarily. People already took a step back, their necks still stretched out like hungry geese. Maybe she’s not used to men obeying her.
“Hey, easy!”
That’s me. How come I couldn’t hear my own voice? I mean with my ears? For a moment I must have inadvertently slipped back into my body. They pulled me, my body, out of the ditch as if they were in a hurry. I wasn’t. For as long as I didn’t feel any pain, I didn’t care if I was in a ditch or in the ambulance. I hope they didn’t forget any of my body parts—you know: legs, arms… I seem all disjointed.
All those people…
“Move back, please,” says the girl’s partner. He backs up his request with a gentle tap on his holster. I wish policemen wouldn’t do that. Anyway, the crowd that gathered takes another step back. There must be some thirty or forty people already. Still gawking.
Hey, maybe I’m important? Ha, ha! We all think we are important, but it only shows when we smash into a lamppost. Or slide into a ditch. Nobody wants to be a Nobody. Somebody or not, the pandemonium they make is unbearable.
“I knew this would happen! I knew it!”
“It was only a question of time!” An elderly woman nods her agreement. I wonder what she’s doing this far out, at this time of the night, on a night like this. Shouldn’t she be at home putting her grandchildren to bed?
“With all the taxes we’re paying, they could do a better job.” Everybody’s a wise guy. Or a wise girl. Woman.
Why do people make such a fuss? Accidents happen all the time. In nature they’re called mutations. If it weren’t for mutations, there would be no evolution. Only, right now, I seem to be rapidly devolving. My head hurts and I feel woozy. Christ, it hurts. And then it doesn’t. In an instant it goes away. The pain, I mean. It doesn’t hurt at all. I feel great. Light as a feather. Wow! This is fun!
I see them moving me on the stretcher. Yep! I’m all there. Bloody, twisted, but all there. I wonder why I feel so protective of my body. Ex-body? This, too, is wonderful. They are moving me like a sack of potatoes and I don’t feel anything. No pain, not even discomfort. In fact…
In fact, I don’t feel anything besides lightness. Except for a feeling of laissez faire. A ‘let things be’ attitude. As if nothing much mattered. From the owner of a vicious headache, I instantly became a bystander. An observer. I seem to be floating about, oh, I don’t know, some distance above the crime scene. Only this isn’t a crime scene. Except for the cops. They still haven’t shot anyone. That’s a change. There are now three squad cars. All spinning their violet lights. Only they don’t hurt my eyes anymore. I don’t care what they spin.
I watch dispassionately as the medics place my body on a portable stretcher and cart it off to an ambulance. Two guys in yellow jerseys outside pushing, two more inside pulling the stretcher in. I wonder why they bother. As I was saying, I don’t hurt at all. In fact, I feel just fine.
Wheee, wheee, wheee…
The ambulance takes off amid gyrating lights. Good riddance. Too late I realize that my body is gone. What am I supposed to do now? I have half-a-mind to speak to the cops and ask them where they are taking me. My body, I mean. Surely, I have a right to know? But they seem busy. The tapes are out; they are measuring the skid marks. Others are snapping pictures with flashlights galore. Still other officers in blue are taking notes; one is speaking into a cell phone. She’s quite cute, that one. Must be new on the force. Doesn’t look more than eighteen or so. Then I remember Ruth. Watch it, boy, I tell myself. And anyway, there’s not much you can do without a body. That makes me laugh. Ruth at home, a cute babe practically all over me, actually all under me, and I have no body. In fact, she doesn’t even know I am here.
That’s when it hits me. I’m dead. I’m bloody dead. For crying out loud, shouldn’t somebody say something? A psalm, or sprinkle some holy water on me? I know I was not a regular churchgoer, but come on… A bit of Christian charity wouldn’t hurt? Forgive and forget? I think forget is the easy part. Then it strikes me. Do dead people go to church?
I am dead and nobody knows it. I suppose they all think I’m still in that body they drove away.
And then it hits me again. Poor Ruth. Poor, darling, little Ruth. She’ll cry. And she did tell me not to take that second Scotch. Poor Ruth.
For a while I just continue floating around, watching them puttering about the scene of the accident. There seems to be an order in their madness. They check everything—I mean absolutely everything. They photograph the Honda from all sides. Not difficult since it’s lying on its roof. They already know what the top looks like.
“It’s a blow-out. The guy was lucky he didn’t hit oncoming traffic!”
Funny. “I am dead! How lucky can you get?” I snort at them. Somehow no one seems to hear me. “I said, I am dead,” I repeat louder. “DEAD!”
“It must have been that pothole up the road. It must have happened right there.”
“The same one that woman hit earlier this week. I suppose it’s getting larger.”
“They’ll repair it come springtime. In the meantime it will keep us busy.”
I take a deep breath. I mean, figuratively speaking. So it wasn’t the Scotch.
“He wasn’t even driving that fast,” the girl says. “I sure hope he’ll pull through,” she adds, but there is no conviction in her voice. I don’t blame her. I wonder if there is any way I could tell them that I am here and not in my body. I tap the girl’s shoulder.
The girl shivers. “It’s getting cold, George. I think we might as well pack it in.”
“Yes, Corporal. Right away.”
So the pixy made corporal already. Maybe she only looks that young. Young and cute.
I watch as the cops methodically wind up the investigation. For them, of course, this is just routine. Come early, take measurements, make notes, go back, file a report. Happens everyday. To someone, somewhere. Only, it never happened to me. I’ve never been dead before. Not even once. Gradually the thrill seekers are also dispersing. Thinning down. Thirty is down to twenty. I must say the accident must have looked spectacular. While I, I mean my body, ended up in the ditch, the car flew right over it and landed among some trees. That’s why it took them so long. Only I don’t really know how long is long. I see things happening, sequentially, but I do not have any feeling of the passage of time. Just for fun I think of the moment I hit the pothole. If I had something to shudder, I would shudder it right now. Clear as daylight, I see my right front wheel dipping into a hole and then slamming into the oncoming sharp rim of the godforsaken crater. The tire literally explodes. I mean really explodes, right there before my eyes. Like a slo-mo replay. I watch the car swerve into a lamppost, turn a somersault and end up in the bushes. Halfway there I fall out of the door, which opened on impact with the lamppost. I must have forgotten to wear my seatbelt.
“Ruth will never forgive me…”
I must have been stupid. Or it could have been that second Scotch, after all. Mom and Dad will be worried. Mom always worries, just in case. ‘I’m afraid…’ is her favourite beginning of every sentence. Façon de parler, of course, but still, if words are things, as Ruth says, then she has plenty to worry about. Dad is strong; he’ll take care of her and her worries. He always did. As for Clara, Ruth’s mother, she won’t help Ruth much. She’s good at increasing sales of all the paper tissue manufacturers. Goes through a dozen boxes a week. I think she really likes crying. At least she does it quietly.
That leaves Ruth. As I said, she’ll never forgive me. Poor Ruth.
And then, incongruously, I hope that they, the cops, may not have noticed. Surely, the young corporal girl would have said something. ‘Tsk, tsk, no safety-belt,’ or something like that. Perhaps the strap got torn out? Instantly the picture shifts. My vision reaches out to the car careening through the air. I was right. Well, almost. I see the belt tight across my shoulder. My body, as it catapults through the open door, is still firmly attached to the car seat, belt and all. Together we almost clear the ditch. Not quite, though. The strap must have gotten loose only on impact as my body hit the ground. Frozen, but still softer than the lamppost, I suppose. I find it vaguely amusing how I can reach back in time and look at things. I wonder if it would also work the other way. Forward. I try peeking into tomorrow. No luck. In fact, I feel rather silly trying it. Perhaps my will or my heart wasn’t in it. I try again. Nil. No tomorrow. Maybe dead people don’t have any tomorrows. Maybe we have only the past. Time will show, except that time got all twisted up. At least as far as the past is concerned. There is a great deal to learn about being dead.
For some reason, not having a future makes me feel sad. I always had a future. Good or bad, but something to hope for. To look forward to. Anything…
Or something to avoid?
But if I am dead, then what did the corporal girl mean by ‘I hope he pulls through’? Isn’t that what she’d said? Something like that. I am playing with the idea of going back in time to confirm, but I’m pretty sure. ‘I hope he’ll pull through.’ Yes, that’s it. But if she was right, I, I mean, my body, is not dead. Then who the devil am I?
Sorry, I didn’t mean that part about the devil.
I know. I must be unconscious and this is just my dream. You can do funny things with time, in a dream. I did, lots of times. Not that I could actually control it—time, I mean—but, well, it was sort of more flexible. Sometimes whole years had passed in an instant. Or at least weeks, or months. This must be it. I am knocked out cold, sleeping on that stretcher on the way to the hospital. Wheee, wheee… I can still hear the siren. Either that, or I am playing games in my subconscious. Perhaps one can only do that when one’s body is knocked out. I am sure I’ll find out sooner or later. If I were dead, I would have gone through a tunnel, seen a bright light or... or something like that. I read stuff about such things. Quite interesting. They call it a near-death experience. And what I am doing now has been referred to as OBE. No, that’s not the Order of the British Empire, though had I struck an inconvenient royalty… never mind. It stands for an Out-of-Body Experience. Boy, is it ever. Only not quite the way it was described. One is supposed to be able to go through walls and other solid objects. As far as I know, I haven’t gone through anything. And I don’t really see my body. I know when I am standing, or sitting, but it is more like a state of mind than actually feeling some solid object supporting me from below.
I look around. Everybody is gone. Almost. The last stragglers are starting their engines. The show is over. My first and last starring role. Maybe I’m dead after all. Otherwise I would have some sort of a body. An astral body, they called it, I think. I wish I’d paid more attention when I read up on all that stuff. The problem is I never really took it that seriously. Metaphysics was never my strong subject. I like things I can touch and feel. Like Ruth. God, she’s so good to touch. I wish I could tell her I’m all right. I mean, not in the old sense, but still, all right. I can see, and think, and I don’t hurt.
Yeah. I like things I can touch and feel and enjoy. A good game of golf followed by a few Black Labels in the clubhouse was more my line. The rest of the time it was strictly office. Nine to five. Or six, or seven, or much later if we had a new proposal to make. In case you’re wondering, I am, oops, I was an architect. Big projects, mostly multimillion-dollar variety. My firm specializes in commercial buildings. Office buildings, hotels, hospitals. Commercial stuff. My partners had contacts, especially Jacques; I had talent. Seriously. My dear buddies (we also played golf together) couldn’t design a building without winning a lemon. That’s an official recognition of the worst building in town. But they sure were good at getting clients. Old-boy network. The right schools, the right university, the right time. Their parents knew each other. They sold themselves—I sold my designs. Suited me fine, even if their names came first on the letterhead. Well, Beaulieu’s did, anyway. Frank came last, but that was only to get the right-sounding abbreviation. Like a radio station, or TV. Not that it matters, anyway.
I stick around waiting to see what will happen next. The cops are gone; soon oncoming cars don’t even slow down to see what the fracas was about. Just some broken glass on the pavement. The lamppost is gone—the light, I mean—but the shards pick up the light from the oncoming cars like a handful or two of diamonds strewn across the surface. Rather nice, if you had time to look.
When all is near nice and quiet, some bright yellow flashing lights come up the road. A garage truck pulls to a stop right next to me. A long crane swivels out and reaches over the ditch. Two guys get out and attach some thick chains to the wreck of my Honda. That’s sort of bad luck. We only had the car for just over a year. Too new to wreck. Too young to die. Do cars have a heaven?
Then the derrick lifts my dear Accord and swings her over the ditch as if she were feather-light. That’s what Dad did. Does. He always calls cars ‘her’. Like a ship. English, or British, I suppose. He emigrated when very young. Some things stuck with him. My Honda swings a little, to and fro, hovers for a minute over the truck’s platform, and then comes down with a clank and a screech.
“Easy!” I shout.
I forget they can’t hear me. And, frankly, they can’t do my Honda any more harm. She’s dead all right. I’m no mechanic, but I’ll bet my bottom dollar she’s beyond repair. At best they’ll recycle her parts. Like mine. When they’re sure that I’m dead, they’ll just recycle me. They call it a funeral, but, let’s face it, our bodies get recycled. You get buried, you get eaten by worms, the worms defecate you underground, the tree roots pick up the nutrients, they grow leaves, we make compost from leaves, feed our vegetables, eat the vegetables… In a way, we are all cannibals. Everyone is. Recycled cannibals.
What am I doing here?
If this is heaven, you can keep it. It’s dark. The cars don’t even slow down anymore. I am the past. The accident is in the past. My presence is disembodied, lonely, lonesome and ignorant. What am I supposed to be doing now? There is only now. I have no future, at least none that I can see. And past? When I look at it, it’s also now. Funny that. I spend a few moments peeking at the accident again. Various stages of it. It was a nice car, the Accord.
What am I supposed to do with myself? Don’t dead people go somewhere? That’s what the priest said. Up or down, he’d said. Up to heaven or down to hell. Unless you were in Australia, I suppose. There it must be the other way around. Wasn’t there also a Purgatory? They’d never explained it to my satisfaction. As I said, I’m not much at metaphysics. Or is it theology? I try to think back. Then I remember my time travel. At least, I think of it as such. Whatever I think of, it becomes my present. Becomes now. Or it feels like it. It is as if I were there and then.
Purgatory. I see the word spelled out in front of my eyes. I must have read it somewhere. A place of temporal punishment for those who are not entirely free from venial fault, or have not fully atoned for their sins. I blink and the inscription goes away.
Entirely free from venial fault…
That’s nuts. Venial sin is like slipping on a banana peel. It’s just a slight error in judgment. It’s like having a second dessert when you’re five pounds overweight. There are, give or take, six billion people on earth. When they die, Purgatory will be filled to the brim. God being infinitely good would never send anyone to hell; my mother always said that. She is a really good Catholic, but she, too, has her limits. That leaves Heaven and Purgatory. And I don’t believe anyone had ever not had a second helping of ice cream. Given a choice, of course. Ruth wouldn’t let me have it but, well, I am—I was—a bit more than five pounds over. That leaves Purgatory. Population six billion plus, all the guys and gals that ever lived, I suppose. What with time, this side of the great divide, being sort of funny, it could pretty well last forever. Christ! That’s a long time…
I am beginning to understand why the universe is such a large place. Not bad. I’ve only been dead a few minutes and I’ve already learned something. Infinity to go. The Eternal Now. Thank God we’re immortal. There’s so much to see…
On the other hand, I am going to miss the future.
And Ruth.
Mostly just Ruth.
There is another screech of brakes, and a thud. No, I’m not reliving my accident of moments ago. My Honda is gone. I raise myself a little to see better. About ten feet above the ground. Just in time, too, or they would have run into me. The driver ignored the little red flare the cops left behind, warning drivers about the pothole. I see the car taking off in absurdly slow motion, spend timeless moments in the air, and then, with an unholy grinding noise, wrapping itself around the hapless lamppost. What’s left of it. The oscillating lights, ambulance, squad cars, flashing photographers follow. A sort of déjà vu. A replay in real-time. Like a movie you really don’t want to see, but you paid for your ticket and are stuck in your seat. This time the cops barricade the right side of the road and leave a dozen red flares. We learn. We learn slowly, but we learn. Homo sapiens. Still on the slow side.
Poor sap. I guess he must have someone waiting for him to get there. Wife? Mother? Worse—children. I can hear it now: ‘Mommy, when is Dad coming home? When, Mommy?’ I see his wife glancing at her watch, nervously. She must be getting worried by now. Not that I have any feeling for the passage of time. But she must be getting worried. Unless the guy was single, of course. I wonder how many mothers and wives are waiting for their husbands to get home tonight. Waiting and waiting. As I am now. Only I have no idea what I am waiting for.
It’s getting grey now. The wee hours. I wonder why I don’t feel any cold. Of course, I don’t have a body. That must be it. I have no idea where I am. Not really.
I can’t help smiling. Poor sap. He must have had that second Scotch. The driver, I mean. Maybe a third? I half expected to see whoever drove that car emerging from his body, oozing out in a long nightdress. Sort of as I did. Nothing happened.
Poor lamppost.
2
Peace at last. I look around, just making sure. Yes, my body is definitely missing. There is a guy sitting on the other side of the ditch, looking at me. I come down and assume a sitting position myself. Floating is OK, but it seems unnatural. Especially when someone is looking at you.
“Hi?” It seems the right thing to say.
I still have no idea where I am. I mean, this is not real. I did smash my head through the windshield. At least I think I did. Hard. Or could I have forgotten? I seem to be neither here nor there.
The guy smiles. There is something awfully familiar about him. We must have met.
He must be the guy from the other car, a Ford Mustang, I think, which got wrapped around that lamppost. My lamppost. Must have been a young fellow. People my age don’t drive Mustangs, do they? Too sporty. He looks unscathed, like me. Only, frankly, I can’t tell his age. He also keeps smiling as if we really have met before. I take his smile as a yes.
I search my memory. I met many people in my time, mostly clients. There were also Ruth’s friends, their husbands, wives, cousins. An unholy bunch. Just adults. We never had children. First it was too early, then, as it turned out, too late. We could have gone for artificial insemination, but Ruth didn’t like the idea. If God wanted us to have children, we would have had them, she told me, a number of times. Not if we waited till you were over forty, my love, I could have said, but I kept my thoughts to myself. Of course, by the time she turned forty, I was on the wrong side of fifty. Maybe she was right. Maybe there is such a thing as destiny. Or divine benevolence.
Thinking of Ruth brings me home. I can actually hear snippets of my conversation with her just before I left to drop off the plans.
“You really shouldn’t be driving, darling.” There is concern in her eyes. “It’s much too slippery. They say there is more freezing rain coming.”
“I’ll be all right. Aren’t I always? I have little choice, darling, I promised I would drop in and deliver the plans to Frank.” Frank Drake is my partner. Was. Everything for me is was. Except for the present. Doesn’t make much sense, does it? Frank was leaving with the plans early the following day to present them in Quebec City. I had another design to work on.
“But you had two Scotches. Shouldn’t you at least wait a while?”
She was right. She very nearly always was. You could say she is my better half. Much better. She is wise, I’m impulsive, which makes me impatient. Thank God we have copies of the plans in the office. They are bound to send someone, once they hear about my mishap. Some mishap!
I allow myself a mental shrug and get back to the man in the ditch. By some quirk of fate he’s dressed exactly as I am. Black polo sweater, grey corduroy pants, Adidas, and a khaki parka to keep warm. Amazing how I can see the colours, even in relative darkness.
I can’t find the man anywhere in my memory. It is as though he just came out of nowhere. Or it could even be nowhen. Whatever that is. I mean, you couldn’t put any age on him.
“I’m sure we met somewhere?” I say, forming it into a question.
“Let’s walk,” he says, getting up.
Again I become aware that my head doesn’t hurt. What a wonderful feeling. Or, really, an absence of feeling. A thought crosses my mind. Are feelings really necessary? I turn to the man beside me. I suddenly realize that he’s the only one that can actually see me. Since, you know, since the accident.
Even his voice sounds familiar.
“You from the other car?” I ask, just to start a conversation.
“No.”
“No?”
“No.”
Well, that sounds pretty final. I wonder where the other guy went to. The guy from the other car. I also wonder where the stranger wants to take me.
“Where?” I ask.
“It doesn’t matter,” he says. “Away from here,” he adds, as an afterthought.
The road ahead seems straight and narrow. The white lines on each side merge with the line down the middle somewhere far, far away, sucked into a single point on the horizon. For no reason I remember my schooling. Once you get past Euclidean geometry, two lines merge in infinity. Einstein, I think. I wonder what lay beyond it. Not infinity. Beyond that point.
“Let’s find out,” the man says. He seems quite relaxed.
I observe the man without actually staring at him. He’s almost exactly my height, my age, my colouring. If it weren’t for the colour of his eyes and a strange posture that seems halfway between an athletic youth and a man many years my senior, he could be my twin brother. Even as I stare at him, part of me realizes that I see him as though he were real. I mean not dead, like me, only flesh and blood. The next moment I become aware of my own body. It is not exactly solid, but the contours are clearly discernible. It is as though I were made of dust that whirled in countless gyrations around some common axis. I am made up of tiny stars, tiny foci of light that are in constant, minute motion. For a moment I cannot take my eyes away from my hand, which I hold, in awe, in front of my eyes. I presume I must have eyes, by now. It’s a strange thing, being dead. You keep discovering new things, even about yourself.
The stranger rises and walks ahead.
For a while he follows the street, then veers to the right, across the fields, thinly covered with snow. Or thickly. We don’t exactly walk on it. We both seem to move about a foot above it, at about walking pace.
“A shortcut,” he explains.
With the first rays of sun, the weather seems to be improving. No more sleet and freezing rain. In fact, it’s quite comfortable. Again, I become aware of incredible lightness. I’m reminded of a book I had read: The Incredible Lightness of Being. I don’t remember the book, but I love the title. Incredible lightness. That’s exactly how I feel. It’s as if an enormous stone had fallen off my back. I feel like flying. We walk.
I have no sensation of the passage of time. When the sun rises to about three feet above the horizon, the man stops. For some reason we both walked in silence. Perhaps he also has things to work out.
“That’s it,” he says.
I look at him, then around. There is nothing to see. Just more of the same. “What is?” I ask, doing my best to keep irritation out of my voice.
“This is where the two lines meet,” he says, the same surreptitious smile playing about his lips.
“But there is nothing new here,” I protest.
“Of course not. This is the future.”
This is the future? What the devil was the man talking about?
“It’s not created yet. I mean, it’s all there, but it’s not arranged in a sequential order. It’s as if it weren’t there at all.”
I wish he would wipe that smile from his face. On the other hand, I cannot help being curious. I am determined not to sound stupid. OK. Not too stupid. But I have to ask.
“Who are you?”
“When you enter true reality, there is only such time as you require to make it real. It is relative. Einstein told you that some years ago.” For some reason he chooses to ignore my question.
“You a physicist? I mean a scientist?”
“I am,” he replies, his smile getting broader. “You will learn soon enough. If I tell you now, you will not believe me.”
Well, thanks for nothing. I wish the man didn’t look so familiar. I feel as if I were making a faux pas by not recognizing him.
“I am John Clarkson,” I extend my hand. Might as well be civil about it. It’s not as if I were surrounded by a bunch of friends.
“I know,” the man replies, ignoring my proffered hand. He manages to make it look accidental. “We met a long time ago.” There is that infernal smile again. He seems to find my predicament highly amusing. Practically hilarious. I am sure he doesn’t laugh outright just to spare my feelings. And he makes it sound as if it were my fault that I don’t remember his name. “It will come to you,” he adds, as though my inability to recognize him were of no consequence. “It will come,” he assures me, this time his voice sounding more kindly. “It takes a while…”
What takes a while? The recognition? Don’t I have enough to learn out here in this Purgatory, or whatever this is, without having to play games?
Up ahead a rabbit is running across the road. A car is approaching it at high speed. I hold my breath. They are on collision course. The rabbit stops in mid-step instead of accelerating. The car passes, missing the rabbit by inches. Our furry friend is all right. He, or she, continues on his or her way. Probably to make more rabbits. The first thought that comes to me is: ‘Time is relative.’ Relative to what? Different for the car and different for the rabbit?
I glance at the stranger. He hasn’t moved. It is as though he, too, had stopped. In time, I mean. As I did, over at the site of the accident. Perhaps he even moved back to stop the rabbit. I shrug my shoulders. I am glad I can. I’m glad I have shoulders.
“Let’s walk,” he says again.
After a while we come across a knoll with maybe a dozen trees. The maples are denuded, but the pines and the firs make a nice point of reference in relatively flat, snow-covered fields. I have no idea where we are. After all, the man said we’d gone past infinity. Wherever that is, and whatever that means, for that matter.
He lowers himself to a quasi-reclining position, about a foot above the frozen ground. I follow his example. I touch the ground to make sure. I don’t feel it. But, somehow, I know it really is frozen. So, at least, this can’t be hell. Unless it really can freeze over.
“We were walking across the Sahara desert. You and I. Step in step. We’d run out of water. We caught a sand snake and drank its blood. We survived the thirst.”
“We?”
“But we died of snake poison an hour later. Remember? Well, almost.” The smile never leaves his face, but his tone is serious.
“I don’t remember what I had for breakfast yesterday,” I reply, watching his face. I no longer care if he thinks me rude for staring. He is exactly the sort of guy you would meet in a dream. Fairly taciturn, enigmatic, with that je ne sais quoi attitude. If the guy is playing a game, I’m not having any of it. Enough is enough. Any moment I’m going to wake up and my near-doppelgänger is going to disappear.
I decide to give him one more chance.
“Are we in Purgatory?” I ask, watching his face intently.
“What do you think?” he counters, returning the stare.
“Are we playing games?”
“Not at all. But whatever you think, is likely to materialize. You must be careful with your thoughts here.”
I could accept that. After all, the same was true back when I was alive. Or awake. Whatever. “And where exactly is here?” I pursue my line. I am now determined to beat him at his own game.
“But don’t you see, John. That precisely is the problem. You have to decide.”
I’m about to get up and go, or at least glide away, when he raises one hand.
“I don’t mean to offend you. But here, as everywhere, we create our own reality. We make our own hell and our own heaven. Or Purgatory, for that matter. I am not trying to be funny, but whether you knew it or not, down there on earth you were doing exactly the same. Creating the world you lived in.”
“Why do you say, ‘down there’?” I ask.
“Convenience. Heaven up, hell down, Purgatory—you choose.”
“More or less as in the Church. The Catholic Church.”
Now I know I am dead. For the last twenty years I haven’t been near a Catholic, or any other, church. Yet now, for no reason, I start expounding Catholic notions to a total stranger. What’s even more surprising is that the concepts that have been etched on my mind in my youth, the concepts incontrovertibly connected with religious upbringing, seem to hover on the edge of my awareness.
“They have some convenient ideas. The fact remains you make your bed and you have to sleep in it. Even if it is a foot above the ground.”
“How come we float?” This last must have been his idea of a sense of humour. Obviously, it exists on this side also. It seems, ghosts or not, life goes on.
That laugh again. Only I don’t find it sarcastic any more. Perhaps it never was. “Look at yourself,” his eyes give me a once-over. “You are almost transparent. Lighter than air.”
That makes sense. I am transparent the way light is transparent. You can see where it goes, but you can’t touch it. Like a ray of sunshine going through a bit of dust. At last he said something that made sense even to me. As for that thing about creating your own reality, I’d heard about it before. Ruth had always said it. There was a standing joke between us. ‘Be careful what you draw on your plans, darling,’ she’d say, ‘they are likely to build it.’ In a way, that was the same philosophy. Ruth knew so much more about such things than I. Funny how her knowledge seems to be seeping down to me. I mean now—now that I am sort-of dead. There are brief moments when I can actually hear her voice. From the past, I mean. As though she were standing right next to me. When I wake up I am going to dig into this metaphysical business. Better late than never.
The man before me stretches out on his back as if he were watching the gathering clouds. He doesn’t seem to mind floating on air in the middle of nowhere. In fact, he doesn’t seem worried by anything at all. There is a palpable peace about him. A sort of ‘wisdom of the ages’. It is as if he’d been there and done it. Done it all. Yet, at the same time, there is a certain curiosity about him we usually associate with youth. Like asking me what I think about this or that.
I watch him from the corner of my eye. About six-foot one, fairly broad-shouldered; athletic is the word that comes to mind. High forehead, a permanent grin on his mouth and, what is more unnerving, in his eyes. He and I could be friends, in other circumstances. I wonder why he refuses to tell me his name.
“It’s time you stepped out on your own,” he says, his eyes never leaving the clouds. “You have to, sooner or later,” he adds. Did I detect sadness in his voice?
“Just where exactly do you expect me to go?” I ask. After all, we are in the middle of nowhere and I have no idea where nowhere is. And it was he who brought me here.
“End of the road, where the two parallel lines meet, remember?”
Something tells me that the stranger is playing games again. First with that road to nowhere, or infinity, then with his name, and now this. I thought we were through with the games, once we died. Or woke up—whichever is more appropriate. And anyway, is he reading my thoughts?
“You will go wherever you are pulled the most. It’s the law of attraction. To start with, we react. Then we accept, finally we become proactive. That’s when the fun starts. Then you can go anywhere. Anywhere at all.”
Now that made it perfectly clear!
“Now that makes it perfectly clear,” I say, my tone none too polite.
“Yeah, I’m sorry. I heard you the first time. Anyway, try to relax; take one thing at a time. Or one experience, or realization, at a time,” he almost snorts. “We have all the time in the world,” he adds, something close to a sardonic twist on his lips. “All the time in the world,” he repeats, this time looking straight at me as if he saw me for the first time. Actually, I think he is looking for some reaction from me. Well, amigo, not yet.
This isn’t getting me anywhere. For some reason, unexpectedly, I feel the need to know what happened to my body. For all I know I, or some part of me, is still in it, fighting for its life. Do bodies have a life of their own? Ruth once said that there was a thing called nephesh, that’s Hebrew for animal soul. ‘It’s more like your subconscious,’ she’d said. ‘The Immortal Soul is El. Read your Bible,’ she admonished. I never did. For a moment I wonder if the stranger would know.
“Do you…”
I am alone. There is no one on the knoll, no one floating on a cushion of air. I am in the middle of nowhere, with clouds gathering overhead. This also looks like the middle of winter and there is no one to tell me where the devil I am. I am not amused. I suppose I could call him, but I don’t even know his name. Hey, you, whoever you are, just doesn’t sound right. Anyway, he’d probably ignore me. It’s not as if he had volunteered much information.
I am beginning to feel sorry for myself. It wasn’t my fault that the City Authorities did not repair the potholes. As someone had said, we sure pay enough taxes. They must all go into their pensions, I suppose. Or worse, into their Christmas parties. To hell with them. To hell with potholes, with cars, with driving, with the police, ambulances, sirens, spinning lights. To hell with every bloody one of them. All I wanted was to deliver the plans I’d prepared to my partners. To keep my promise. I’d spent three hours looking them over just to make sure they were ready for the presentation. I must say, the boys and girls in the office had done a really good job. The plans were neat, the shadows on the elevations were cast just right, the colour coding easy to read. Perfect, as usual. Another job well done, another contract coming up. It would pay for that cottage Ruth had her eye on by the lake. It would…
And now? All’s screwed up. All thanks to one bloody pothole. And the bloody unions who refused to work on weekends. To hell with all of them.
For a moment I see an image of the stranger shaking his head. Then, nothing again. Only his words reverberate in my ears. I must have done that trick of going back in time. I hear him, clear as a bell. ‘We make our hell and our heaven.’ Or Purgatory, I add myself. Isn’t this what I am doing right now? Am I not creating a reality in which I have no peace, no serenity? A reaction to a reality over which I have absolutely no influence. It’s like crying over spilled milk, regardless of who spilled it and where. I find myself smiling the way the stranger did. A sort of wise-sardonic all-knowing smile. Not that I know much, but I think I’ve just learned my first lesson. Don’t get bothered by things over which you have no influence. Do what you can, and leave the rest to take its course. Or something like that. I’ve only been dead a short while. Or unconscious.
I wonder what they’ve done with my body?
I don’t think I can influence the answer to this question, but curiosity persists. I know they took my body, with wailing sirens, to the hospital. This implies that my body must have had some signs of life. It had to be the heartbeat. I don’t think they carry electroencephalograms on ambulances. I know what they are. I designed two hospitals. They measure brain waves. No waves, no life. Simple. Anyway, there was no time to make a graph. If there were faint signs, they had to hurry. Hence the racket they made.
This makes me feel better. On the other hand, I left things unfinished on this side. Who was that man who took me to the end of time? He practically called it that. ‘There is nothing more,’ he’d said. ‘It’s the future.’ Not written yet. But he also hinted that it already exists in some form. All jumbled up, he’d implied. There is so much to learn. Whoever thought up the expression, ‘Let them rest in peace,’ didn’t have any idea what he was talking about. There seems to be far more to learn this side than on the other, the one we call life.
The clouds are gathering in that unpleasant shade of bluish-grey. It probably means more snow. Snow or freezing rain. Or it could be just a reflection of my dark thoughts. I wonder how rain would affect my translucent body. Would it go right through me? Would it hurt? The next instant I remember that I have no pain. None, of any sort. In fact, I don’t actually feel any part of me. It’s as if I were asleep…
Or dead.
But if dead people don’t feel anything, then what’s the big deal about hell? You can fry all the oil you like, but no one would feel any pain. On the other hand, nor would there be any pleasure. At least not physical or sensual pleasure. The Moslem would be sorely disappointed. Especially those who blew themselves to smithereens. Fancy that. Make yourself into a bomb and then look at seventy-two virgins, but not be able to feel them. I’ll stick to Ruth. At least I would, given a choice. She was, she is, all body. Warm, pliable, comforting body. The only thing missing is my own, and I didn’t even blow myself up.
It’s not fair.
I close my eyes and try to imagine my body as it was before the accident. In a way, I resembled the stranger. Same silhouette, similar physique, just, sort of, younger? Not that he was old. In fact, Ruth would go for a guy like that. My contours but better brains. More knowledgeable.
My mind is wandering. Images of the accident are floating before my eyes. Not just images. It’s a first-class, three-dimensional audio-visual. Maybe the universe is recording everything on a universal digital recorder and then, when you’re dead, you can replay it. This would account for life events flashing before your eyes. And for the Last Judgment.
I can picture the Judge sitting on a high dais, his finger poised threateningly over the replay button. “On (date and time inserted) you did, willfully, have a second helping of ice cream. How plead you?”
“But, your Lordship, I only…”
“The defendant will answer yes or no.”
“But…”
You couldn’t argue with a digital recorder. You would have to take what was coming to you. On the other hand, what was coming? I already know that I don’t feel anything. So what could they do to me? And anyway, who are ‘they’? I’ve been floating here for, I don’t know, half of eternity for all I know, and I haven’t seen a single person.
“Sure I had a second helping!” I announce out loud. If it hadn’t been for Ruth, I’d have had a third.
If that was blasphemy… So how come a lightning doesn’t strike me? The clouds are dark enough. Then I remember. We must create our own hell and our own heaven. So what’s God going to do? Ride herd and just watch? I couldn’t quite picture God as a voyeur. What with that long beard, the old worn face taken directly from the Sistine Chapel—and just watch?
Those images just don’t work up here. Down here… never mind. They just don’t work.
I have to find out what’s happening with my body. If I am still alive, I am wasting my time trying to understand mysteries of the universe. Time enough when I’m dead.
My thoughts—or is it desires—bring me back to the scene of the accident. The knoll just disappeared; the day turned into night, and the road is dark and unfriendly. I move back a little. The garage truck, the stragglers, the cops and photographers… I am on a fast rewind. Funny how it works so smoothly. I don’t even have to press the button.
Then I see the ambulance taking off. The sirens wailing, it speeds along semi-deserted streets. I half-expect it to skid into one of the oncoming cars. Or hit the curb. Wouldn’t that be funny? I would die twice. In the next image it is stopping under a canopy. Someone has the decency to switch off the siren, but the spinning lights are still spinning. The back door opens and two guys jump down, one of them holding an IV on a long metal stick. They lower the stretcher, the wheels automatically opening below to make it into a gurney. A corpse is lying inert on top of the narrow platform. That’s me. The other, physical me. I’m already covered with a white sheet. Maybe I died on the way to the hospital? I look up. Lakeshore Hospital is spelled out over the entrance. Next I notice that my head is not covered. My eyes are closed, my face covered in blood. Judging by the movement of the white sheet, the corpse is hardly breathing, perhaps not breathing at all. A corpse shouldn’t, should it? The two guys who brought me here return to the ambulance. They start the engine and pull out. The moment they clear the hospital gates, the siren starts wailing. It must be a busy night. Two other guys grab hold of the stretcher and pull/push me towards the self-opening door. I’m inside. I wonder if I’m going to make it.
This is no fun at all.
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I wish they wouldn’t make such a fuss. Placing my body on the stretcher is not going to do me much good if they shake it to within an inch of its life. ‘Easy,’ I whisper. ‘Easy does it.’ No one is paying any attention. They all seem in a hurry.
“Easy!” I raise my voice. Still no effect.
I look down at my body. From what little I can see, not a bad body as such. I tried to take good care of it. Not that I exercised that much—no time—but I didn’t abuse it with any excesses. Well, not much. Perhaps a little sleep deprivation, but business is business. It took me nine months to make it. My body, I mean. Well… I had a lot of help. A few million years of it. Not that time matters that much. In the year minus a million or two, the experience would have been different. Like that time when I fell into a smouldering abyss. If the dino hadn’t broken my fall, I would have been a goner. How do I know that? Funny how snippets of my past flash before my eyes. Is that what they mean happens just before you die? If so, then I am not dead yet.
I shake my head.
The dino is still there. That’s right, a dino. A dinosaur. I have to watch my thoughts. The replay seems to be on automatic. Still, it’s better than being one. My God! I think I am one. A dinosaur. I’m back there. Here? A very long-necked creature is looking at me with suspicion. Or it could be maternal love. How do I know? Actually it is more like 230 million years back. No humans around. None. I feel rather stupid having to talk to my own tail. It seems miles away. It very nearly is. I try to shake the image away. It’s as if it were yesterday. Maybe it was. As I said, time doesn’t matter much. I blink it away.
They move me, I mean my body, to the OR. I wonder why they are so preoccupied with the body until I remember I’m human now. Still, I can always make another one. Even monkeys do it. And birds, fish—you name it. We all make new bodies, crawl inside and pretend we are it. Or they. Sometimes it’s fun. At other times it can give you a mighty headache. Like now. Thank God it’s not my headache any more. It belongs to the body.
“On three. One, two…”
Two guys and one nurse lift my body and move it to yet another stretcher. I can smell the sterilizing vapours rising from the floor mixed with the sweat of the nurses who lift my body. I never realized medicine is so physically demanding. I thought it was all brains and gadgetry. Then I stop. How come I can smell if I can’t feel any pain? Some senses work, some don’t. This reality is confusing. What if it were a painful aroma? Would I still smell it? It wasn’t. Unpleasant, but not actually painful. It is relatively indifferent, though I wouldn’t swap it for the smell of the pines on the knoll.
Two other nurses are running around as if they had no idea what to do.
“I think he’s slipping…”
I was slipping on the black ice, young lady. That’s how I smashed into the lamppost. They can’t hear me. I try to speak louder.
“We are losing him…”
There is some sort of instrument showing a green line going ‘blip, blip, blip…’ followed by a zig-zag line on a screen. Running around stops when a man in a green coat walks into the screened cubicle. This is not the OR. It must be the antechamber. A sort of waiting area to die. The new guy alone doesn’t seem to be in a hurry. There is an air of quiet confidence about him.
“Two cc’s of…” Something I can’t pronounce.
They give the body an injection directly into the heart. In seconds the zig-zag stabilizes and the blips become more regular. The nurses who wheeled me in wipe their foreheads. The younger nurse sits down and lets out a lungful of air. I can hardly believe my eyes. These people actually care what happens to that body. I mean my body. Perhaps more than I do.
“Call me if there is a change in rhythms,” the young green-clad doctor announces and, without another word, moves to the door. A curtain, actually; there is no door. “Any change,” he adds over his shoulder.
There is a murmured confirmation of his order. These people are tired. As the doctor draws aside the curtain to the corridor, I hear muted sounds of the ambulance siren. Another one. Not that the curtain blocked any sound, but my attention automatically covered a broader area. At least I think that’s what happened. I’m new to this.
One nurse remains at my bedside, the others move out. Probably to wheel in another pothole beneficiary. Screw the city management. Won’t they ever learn? Ever? Maybe it had been easier being a dinosaur millions of years ago than being one now, in the City Hall.
I turn my attention to my body. There is no blood that I can see except on the bandages that surround my head, seemingly on all sides. My eyes are slits, air has access to my nostrils from a gap under my nose; another slot has a tube coming out of my mouth. The IV is attached to my left arm, the side opposite to all the electronic equipment. I am covered by a freshly laundered sheet, two crisp creases running the length of my body. It’s all very clean and proper. Hygienic, I suppose? I don’t dare to peek under the sheet. It could be just a pile of broken bones.
The whole place smells of antiseptic.
I hear movement outside. The curtain opens and Ruth comes in. Her face is covered by a mask, but she still looks beautiful. I know that mask. She only wears it when she needs to control her emotions. She really does look good. A short fur coat (nylon—she wouldn’t wear another animal) stops at her knees, exposing two perfect calves and ankles. I cannot see her eyes peering from under her hat, but I know she’s looking worried. Who wouldn’t be?
She walks slowly to the foot of the bed, even as the sole nurse gets up and puts her hand on Ruth’s arm.
“He’s stable now, Mrs…”
“Clarkson.” She doesn’t say any more. Then, “Can he hear me?”
“No, Mrs. Clarkson. I’m afraid he’s resting now.”
I bloody can!
“He’s asleep?”
The nurse glances at the EEG. The alpha rhythms are completely replaced by theta waves, which are associated with sleep. How do I know this? Bits of knowledge keep popping up in my head. I know. I don’t have a head, but they keep popping up anyway. The nurse presses a button on the console.
“I’m afraid you have to leave now, Mrs. Clarkson.” The nurse keeps being afraid. Afraid of this, afraid of that. Or just afraid. Maybe all nurses are afraid. Maybe I would be, in their circumstances. I’ve never been responsible for somebody else’s life.
The nurse gently but firmly moves Ruth bodily out of the cubicle. At the same time Dr. Morton walks in, two other men right behind him. The nurse rolls back the blanket and the sheet. My right arm and both legs are immobilized by heavy bandages. I’ve no idea if they are broken. My right knee is dark blue, matching my left thigh. There’s also a wide swathe of elastic bandages around my chest. Must be the ribs.
Christ! Am I glad I’m not in that body!
Nobody seems to care. They all scan the electronics and the doctor gives depositions in a quiet, precise voice.
I move outside to be with Ruth. Not that she’d know it, of course. I feel as if the two of us became one body, one mind. Aren’t we all one? Ruth pulls out her Rosary and her lips start moving. I haven’t seen her use the Rosary for years. Many years. She’d said something about vain repetitions; “…use not vain repetitions, as the heathen do: for they think that they shall be heard for their much speaking,” she’d said. Funny how I can remember that... Anyway, it’s no big deal; people always talk too much.
Poor Ruth.
We are all one, I try to tell her. We are all one… you’ll never be alone. Never. I try to will my words into her mind. She’s a great believer in the Teaching. I and my father are one, I whisper. I am the light and the resurrection…
I have no idea why I am saying these things. I was always baffled by this particular Christian maxim. I and my father… I was born in silence. In outer darkness. There was no light in my mother’s womb. Warm, cozy, but no light. Except for minute electrical discharges. Something to do with the electrochemical system my mother’s body employed to communicate with itself. Trillions of reactions per second. Like being in the middle of a galactic cloud. Now, how would I know that?
Ruth wipes a tear on her cheek. I wish, God how I wish, I could tell her that I’m all right. By now I know she can’t hear me. I say it anyway. “I-am-all-right.” I scan the words. Perhaps she can feel my presence.
I also wish they wouldn’t make so much noise here. I always hated extraneous hullabaloo. People are running up and down the corridor, stretchers are rolling, six or seven are lined up against the wall. There are people on them. Live people. Waiting their turn to die? Or have they all put their head through the windshield? Ruth was right. I shouldn’t have driven so soon after my second Scotch. On the other hand, if it was meant to be…?
“We are losing him…”
The voice behind me is youthful, nervous. Almost out of place. It is the young nurse. Or she could be an intern on her first emergency room stint. Must be scary. Yesterday she was sitting in a classroom. It was all theory. Today…
Three more people run into the room. More hullabaloo.
“Clear!”
A couple of horse’s hoofs kick me in the chest. I shift back to the bed. My body jumps as if I were trying to get out. I already am out. No, I am not. Let me out…
“Easy!” I scream as loud as I can.
“Clear!”
“Shit! Not so hard! You crazy?”
It’s that bloody horse again. I wish they wouldn’t treat sick people this way. And they shouldn’t scream so loud. There are sick people here. Hey, how come they can’t hear me?
“Clear!”
Thump!
That’s it. I’m going. I’ve had enough. I can’t. Something tugs me and straps me inside the body. I hurt all over. My lungs are about to explode. Then, in infinitely slow motion, darkness comes from all sides. Warm, embracing, wondrous darkness. I am back in my mother’s womb. It is soft and cozy. And then all is quiet.
I hear voices again.
“His heart is all right, Mrs. Clarkson. He is breathing weakly but regularly. It’s just… I’m afraid he slipped into a coma.”
“So would you, laddie, if a horse kicked you in the chest that many times. So would you!” It’s like talking to myself.
Ruth doesn’t say anything. I try to console her with my presence. It doesn’t work. Then she repeats, “Coma?” It’s a question mark.
“There is nothing you can do, Mrs. Clarkson. All we can do now is wait.”
“How long,” she asks after a little while. She looks relaxed, but I know better. There’s a tiny vibration in her left cheek, just under the eye. Her calmness could explode any second.
“We don’t know, Mrs. Clarkson. We never know in such cases. It was the original shock. I’m afraid it was quite severe. A concussion. We must give his body a chance to heal itself.”
Ruth nods, still looking at the white blanket covering my body. She can’t see my face for all the bandages. I must look awful to her. Poor Ruth.
“Get some rest, Mrs. Clarkson. We’ll call you if there is any change.”
“Just what is a coma, Doctor…”
“Morton. Dr. Morton. It is caused by seve… by a head injury, a brain infection, or a damage resulting from a lack of oxygen for too long. Or an overdose…”
“I didn’t ask what causes coma. I asked what is coma, Doctor.”
Good old Ruth. She’s in charge now. In control. I know coma comes from the Greek word koma, meaning deep sleep, but I suspect there is a big difference between deep sleep and my body being in a coma. I just sense it. I wouldn’t be here otherwise, would I?
“Well, Mrs. Clarkson,” Dr. Morton glances at his wrist watch, “it is a profound state of unconsciousness. We stabilized your husband’s vital signs. His blood pressure, breathing and temperature. He’s also getting dextrose. That’s a glucose solution, Mrs. Clarkson, naloxone and Thiamine—that is the B vitamin. And oxygen, of course. We are monitoring his EEG patterns. That’s electroencephalograph, Mrs…”
“You don’t know, Doctor.” This is not a question.
“I’m afraid a comatose patient cannot be awakened. He doesn’t respond normally to pain or light. He also does not have sleep-wake cycles, nor does he exhibit any voluntary action…”
“You don’t know, Doctor.” Ruth’s voice is normal, if a little resigned.
“I beg your pardon, Mrs. ah…”
“Clarkson. I am the patient’s wife, Dr. ah-Morton. You have described for me a series of symptoms, and methods of treatment, not the condition itself. It seems that you are not quite sure what it is that you are treating.” Ruth speaks in a matter-of-fact voice she would use to tell me that she’d run out of eggs for breakfast. “You could also add that patients in a coma do not always lie still and quiet. Contrary to popular belief, comatose patients may talk, walk and perform other functions that may or may not appear to be conscious but are not.”
Doctor’s face assumes a distinct shade of pink. He wipes his forehead with his sleeve and looks at the nurses for help.
“Thank you, Doctor.” Ruth’s words are hardly above a whisper.
“Would you step this way, Mrs. Clarkson?” The male nurse takes a step towards Ruth, sees her eyes, and takes two steps back.
Good for you, Babe!
What a pity no one can hear me. I may not be exhibiting much life in my physical body, but I’m as frisky as ever without it.
“This is a very technical matter, Mrs. Clarkson.” The doctor begins again, then raises his hands, makes a few half-hearted circles as though clearing the air, and drops them limply by his sides. “We don’t know, Mrs. Clarkson. We only know that the patient may or may not enter a vegetative state, and he may or may not recover. I am very sorry, Mrs. Clarkson.”
Shit! I was hoping to find out myself. Now I’ll just continue as a vegetable while I try to find out what the devil I am doing here. Ruth’s face registers a cynical smile. I doubt she could have found out much more. She turns on her heel and walks towards the curtain. As she passes by me, I will her a mental kiss. There she turns once more. Her face is wearing a mask again. That’s my Ruth. When things were tough in the office, some project fell through or we got a poor write-up in the press for overrunning a budget, she was a tower of strength. I wonder where she got it from. I’ve often wondered about it before. She is one of two children, was good in school, got an MA in history of art, and has been teaching it ever since at college level. Twice a year she goes abroad; rejuvenation trips, she calls them. I know she spends her time visiting not just old museums but all the galleries where le dernier cri in art is shown. Paris, Rome, London, even Moscow and Leningrad. She pays for her trips with the fees she gets for extracurricular lectures she gives on her return. She is fluent in French and Italian, with a smattering of Spanish, German and, yes, even Russian. She is a very, very bright person. I often wondered what she saw in me.
Ah… if only she could cook…
Compared to her, I am, at least I was, a loner. I’m happiest in my office, poring over plans, solving problems, coming up with interesting ways of wrapping my buildings with good, exciting façades. Firmness, commodity and delight are my motto. Ruth approves most of my work although, on occasion, she would pass a comment that I could never ignore. Though I would seldom admit it, at least not immediately, she was invariably right. She had, sorry, she has that inimitable, innate sense of proportion which also took her to the very top as an art critic. Let me tell you, I am one lucky guy.
And now? It seems that now I am on my own. No more Ruth, no army of assistants, young and eager architects, post-graduate interns striving to come up with a solution that would please me. All alone. Except for the stranger. I almost forgot about him. I wonder if I’ll find him again.
I am ready to wander back to the site of the accident—that place has a magic pull on me—when I hear the doctor giving instructions to the nurses. Since it concerns my body, I listen in. I catch the last segment of it.
“…electrolyte abnormalities. Also renal dialysis to remove toxins and maintain normal electrolyte balance in the kidneys. We’ll start with the cocktail. The usual thiamin, glucose and naloxene. Also schedule him for a CT scan. We may need surgery.”
I think he told Ruth he’d already done some of that.
Still, as far as I’m concerned, he might as well have been talking Greek. I shrug my invisible shoulders. Then I remember the maxim: Don’t let things you cannot influence get to you. On the other hand, I wish they would leave my body alone. Surgery? If I had my druthers, I would slip into my body and walk away before I’d allow a neurosurgeon to drill holes in my head. That’s all I need. Someone poking around inside my head after they admitted they have no idea what coma is. I am glad Ruth isn’t here. She would probably blow her top.
For some reason I float around the ward. Actually I walk, but I have no sensation of my feet touching the floor. In a way, it’s rather nice. I still jump out of the way when someone is coming the other way. I wonder what would happen if I didn’t.
Each bed is occupied with someone who’s probably in as much trouble as I am. I hear gasps of pain, retching. I smell blood, as if I were a vampire dying of thirst. There seems to be blood everywhere, some of it, hopefully, still inside the patients. There are mostly women, one or two men, standing in the corridor, leaning against the walls. Some are crying, others try to keep the children quiet.
“Mommy, Mommy, is Daddy all right?”
“Daddy, when is Mommy coming home?”
“Mommy, Daddy… Mommy… Daddy…?”
Who needs hell? This place is as bad as any I can imagine. I suddenly realize that I have no idea what time it is. Did I visit the hospital the day of the accident? How quickly was Ruth notified? Did she come at once? She was at home when I left for the office. I mean for Frank’s place. That was about 7:30 p.m. But which day? For that matter, which day is it now? I glance at my wrist. It may surprise you, but ghosts, or whatever I am, don’t carry watches showing dates. At the far end of the corridor there is a window. It’s dark outside. It could be the night of the accident, or it could be the next day. Ruth wouldn’t wait any longer to visit me. She wouldn’t wait any time at all, but I smashed up the only car we have. Had. Ruth is very keen on ecology. Global warming and all that. She must have taken a taxi. Poor Ruth. No car and no husband.
I am at the scene of the accident. They’re just pulling my car out of the ditch, or from that clump of trees just on the other side. Time is playing tricks on me. It doesn’t seem to follow any rules here. This side of sanity. I wish I could curl up and die. Too late. This makes me laugh. The dead don’t die, I tell myself. Does anyone? I mean does anyone really die? Ever? If this is heaven or hell, or that godforsaken place they call Purgatory, then how am I supposed to get out of it?
They got my car, or what’s left of it, on the truck. They will soon leave. I know. I am watching a replay, compliments of the infernal universal recorder. I don’t think I like it here. Things are sort of impersonal. Even the guy who is going to smash himself later this night won’t be here to keep me company. I wonder what happened to him. Maybe he went to Bardo. That Buddhist place.
“It’s a Tibetan word,” Ruth had said. She knows all there is to know about such things. Or places. “It means ‘intermediate state’.” Apparently there are a number of Bardos, six in all; some of them may even be enjoyed while still alive. “That’s the Bardo of Meditation,” Ruth told me, although I have no idea why she thought I ought to know that. Anyway, as I said, she knows an awful lot about such things. As for the ‘intermediate state’, isn’t this where I am right now?
My mind wanders to the hapless pothole ex-driver, who made use of the same lamppost I did. He may have invented a reality that’s invisible. Or maybe he really did die, and doesn’t know it, while I am just filling time until that vegetable in my bed recovers. Or dies.
Poor Ruth…
I wonder if I can see her, I mean at home, while I’m in this condition. She’s one tough lady; I am sure she’ll pull through. I chuckle. That is what the police pixy said about me. Seems like ages ago. I think it was still daylight when Ruth left the hospital. Here, I’m surrounded by darkness. If it’s daytime, wherever Ruth is, I’m sure she’s giving her lecture as if nothing had happened. If I am watching a replay, what is her ‘real time’ now? I mean her ‘now’, not mine. For me, everything is now. She will not allow her personal problems to reflect badly on the work she is doing. It isn’t her students’ fault that the City fails to repair potholes on weekends. Or that I was so punctilious about the delivery of my plans. Or tried to be. As if they were really important. Life goes on. No one is indispensable—it’s just that some of us are a little more indispensable than others. At times. Everything on earth is ‘at times’. Sometimes you are important and sometimes you are not worth a dime. Not in the grand scheme of things. I’m sure the universe will find a suitable replacement for anyone, to do any job. Any job at all.
There is a grand scheme of things, isn’t there?
I try to concentrate on her face. Her slightly sallow complexion, the delicately arched eyebrows, the slightly curved nose, so elegant; her thoughtful eyes, filled with images of great works of art, past and future, as if time didn’t matter. In a way, it didn’t matter to her. Art is timeless, she told me.
“It is the gift of gods,” she assured me on many occasions. “Art is the result of a perfect blend of order and harmony. And love. Don’t ever forget love. That is where beauty comes from. That is where it is born. People talk about suffering giving birth to art. What nonsense. Art is the act of overcoming pain, of overcoming suffering. Art gives you release, freedom. Yes, and serenity. It puts you in touch with that within you that makes you immortal.”
I remember it word for word. It’s the recorder again. If I can hear her, why can’t I see her?
Maybe she’s right about that part that makes you immortal. I’m not sure I qualify on the art angle, but I certainly have problems dying. Or at least, making my death permanent. Even my body seems to be just taking a rest. If only she knew…
Nothing happens. I try to see her sitting, walking, or even sleeping. All I see is the slim pine directly in front of me, gently swaying, just barely, in a practically non-existent wind. How come I can’t feel its caress? She would enjoy being here. She would compare the view to some of her favourite van der Neers, or Berchems, de Valenciennes… So many others. Richards, La Farge, such forlorn, desolate landscapes. She knew them all. She knows them all. She still is. It is I who am gone. Forever?
I miss her. God, how I miss her. I’d gladly give up all my bodies just to hold hers in my arms. Just once. Just once more. Just for a moment… Only I can’t feel anything. I wouldn’t feel her touch, her arms, her lips.
Maybe this is hell after all.
4
“So we met before?”
I have to get back to that. His previous answers were quite unsatisfactory. If we have met before, I want to know exactly where and when. For some reason I find myself back on the knoll, floating on a cushion of air. Under the pine, directly in front of me, is the stranger, looking at me as if nothing had happened. Some cool character, that stranger. I wonder if anything could get him out of kilter.
I find his apparent familiarity with me annoying. At the same time, not that there is anything but ‘now’ here, I find it embarrassing to stare at him, as if my curiosity were somehow offensive, or as though I were peeking into aspects of him that are very private yet, simultaneously, familiar. At the same time, deep inside me, there is a nagging notion that if I understand who or what he is, I shall learn a great deal about myself.
There is that smile again. It makes me wonder if he takes any of this seriously.
I search my memory.
A car accident. I am thrown clear off the road. A screech of brakes, then silence. The silence of outer space. Not that I ever heard outer space. You cannot hear silence. Funny how all those science-fiction films fill space with sound effects. Not so. God resides in absolute silence. In nowhere. In never. Beyond time, space, beyond vibrations. How do I know this? Even beyond music, though that last is probably my, I mean His, first manifestation.
“Are you dead?” I have to ask. We may have met when we were both alive. Way back when, but I would have remembered.
This time he does laugh. As I already mentioned, his body is much more real than mine. If you met him on the street, you would assume he was very much alive. He opens his mouth, shakes his head, and then laughs again. Long and hard.
“You asked me that so many times,” he says, still practically doubling over. Then he takes hold of himself. “Are you?”
“I asked first,” I say. I hate that he plays these games.
“That’s true. But it is you who wants to know the answer.”
This guy is probably as stubborn as I’ve been known to be. To have been. Or, just maybe, we take our traits over to the other side. Other side of what, still remains to be answered.
“My body is in a coma at the Lakeshore Hospital in…” I am not sure where the darn hospital is.
“Point Claire,” he finishes for me.
“That’s right. How the devil do you know? Are you following me?”
“Sort of. In a way, I am looking after you.”
“You my Guardian Angel, or something?”
This gets him going again. If he really were on a real hammock between those two pines, he would have tumbled over. His titter seems to last interminably. At last he relaxes.
“Or something,” he answers with a straight face.
“Or something what?”
“Just ‘or something’.” He swings his legs to the ground facing me. “Look, John, if I told you I was a ghost, would that make you feel better? Or waiting to become your ghost, after you lose your body permanently, would that score any points? It’s as good as a Guardian Angel, but that depends on what you mean by this concept. Different religions made up different stories about divine intervention. Or divine protection, for that matter. What’s yours?”
“Are you asking because you want to know, or because you want to have a good laugh?”
“I am asking because you have to decide what you want to believe in. Whatever works for you. It really doesn’t matter who or what I am, or might be. You are the decider.”
“Decider of what?” He’s not going to shape me into a mental image of the former president of the USA. He’d been a ‘decider’. He’d said so. I am no more than a seeker. I am also in deep blue waters without a straw to grab at.
“When you were young, you read a book by Carl Jung. Remember?” The universal recorder spins on its axis. “He wrote: ‘Individual is the only reality.’ What do you think of his statement?”
For a moment the book he mentioned shimmers before my eyes. The title is Man and His Symbols, and it is yellow with age. Strange how the recorder works.
The flashback comes complete with my study, my favourite chair at my desk, and even a fresh flute of flowers on my desk. I can even smell them; they are as beautiful as they are tiny. Lilies of the Valley. My father loved them, and now I do. Anyway, Carl G. Jung contributed a single article, Approaching the Unconscious, to this collection of well-known dabblers in the human sub- or even unconscious. In the human psyche. The recorder scans the pages. There it is. ‘The Individual is the only reality.’ All this seems to have happened in a single instant. Except for the aroma. This lingers on.
“Yes,” I admit; for some reason I am slightly embarrassed. “I remember.”
“Well?”
Evidently my friend—at some point I began to regard the stranger as my friend rather than a lackadaisical incarnation of the devil—does not believe in doing the thinking for me. I am back where I started, only about twenty years older than I was when I read the book. And I only read it because Ruth refused to discuss the unconscious until I read at least the Jung article. Evidently, Jung did not make the requisite impression on me. I don’t remember what Ruth’s reaction was at the time.
We are back. “Well?” he repeats, this time stressing the interrogative nature of the question.
“I don’t know…” As I say, I really do feel lost in the field of metaphysics. I would rather discuss buildings, construction, suitable sites for development or even the weather. Or, right now, the picturesque nature of the paysage surrounding us. Or, frankly, anything else. Yet I know with incontestable certainty that my friend won’t let go. I asked the question and now I am stuck trying to figure out the answer. After all, until very recently I was a reasonably successful architect, not a third-rate philosopher.
What’s-his-name is watching me from the corner of his eye. It seems that he enjoys seeing me squirm.
“Whatever I accept as reality is real to me,” I volunteer after a pregnant pause.
He keeps staring at me. I try again. “So whatever I imagine, must have some sort of influence on the reality as I perceive it?”
“Some sort of influence?” There is almost a snigger in his tone of voice. “That was true back then. Now? Now we live in the present. Haven’t you noticed? You cannot imagine something that you would like to be or appear out of nothing. You must accept that it exists. That it is yours to explore. If you don’t do that, it cannot appear to be part of what you are.”
That’s pushing it too far. “Are you suggesting that what I see is part of me?”
“Part of your mind. Part of your perception. Part of what is in the here and now.”
Now that will take a very detailed dissection. I see the knoll, the knoll is part of me, therefore I am part of the knoll, therefore the knoll is here and now. Does this make any sense?
“But each time I open my eyes, I see something different.” I am nowhere near convinced.
“Yet someone else, looking at the seemingly identical things, sees things you do not see, and vice-versa. We can only see what our perception creates, and perception is an instrument of our mind.”
If I ever wake up from this coma thing, I am definitely going to dig into metaphysics, philosophy and maybe even some Jung and his colleagues. How come I never thought of those things? Too busy, I suppose. Too busy and too tied up in the realities limited to my profession. And to Ruth, of course. At least she had some broader interests that made up, in part, for my ignorance. I certainly hope so. Otherwise I couldn’t even begin to understand what my friend is talking about.
And this, once again, brings my office to the forefront of my mind. What the devil happened to the plans I was going to deliver to my partners? They must have gotten all mangled up. Fred and Jacques will have kittens. They were supposed to present my proposal the day following my accident. That was… I have no idea when that was. I’ve lost all sensation of time. If I don’t do something, BCD Architects will be in serious trouble. That’s Beaulieu, Clarkson and Drake. An acronym people don’t forget. BCD. Good, eh? Just the A is missing.
Anyway, we were counting on that contract. The budget was $65 million. That’s no shack for a firm our size, and only the sixth multimillion-dollar project since we formed our partnership. I wonder if Ruth has been in touch with them. I wonder so many things. Drake, that’s Frank, can take over the design. He’s not much at conceptualizing but has a good, a very good eye for detail. The job won’t suffer. And Jacques Beaulieu will take care of the business end. That’s what he does best. In this day and age, if you don’t specialize you get left behind. Too much competition? There is no room for a Leonardo da Vinci any more. It makes me laugh. Architect, engineer, painter, sculptor, scientist, mathematician, anatomist, inventor, botanist, musician, writer… did I miss anything? Ah yes, and a long beard like God the Father Himself.
“I like that,” he says out of the blue. My friend swings on his hammock, looking pleased.
“You like what?”
“Your calling me your friend,” he says, smiling. Only now do I realize that his smile was missing when we began talking in earnest about the nature of being. At least, I think that was what we were talking about. Nature of being and reality. Somehow it sounds pompous when equivocated in as many words. Yet talking about it with my Friend seems perfectly natural. I’m beginning to capitalize the word ‘Friend’ in my mind, as though that were his name. Like George. Or my George. Also, it seems, I don’t have anything else to do. Maybe all this happened just for this reason. To get me on the right track.
“Everything has a reason. It cannot be otherwise,” Friend offers, his eyes now drifting to the sky. The threatening clouds dispersed long ago. Or it could already have been another day. I really have no way of knowing.
“Are you reading my thoughts?” I ask, trying to read his facial expression.
“What makes you think they are your thoughts?”
“That’s silly. I was thinking them.”
“What if I was thinking them and you were just reading them from my mind?”
Back home, on earth—I mean, when I was still in one piece— this would be called walking around in circles and getting absolutely nowhere. I refuse to pursue this sort of nonsense.
“So up here,” I make a gesture with my hand encircling the knoll, “cause and effect still hold sway?” It is a statement as much as a question.
“Of course. Only the cause is differently defined here than,” he smiles broadly, his finger pointing downwards, “down there.”
I have a grave suspicion that Friend is patronizing me. Not that I don’t deserve it, but I don’t like it, anyway. Nobody does. I was never much good at taking bullshit from anyone. Not that people who knew me tried it very often, my being six-one and a hundred kilos. That’s a lot of kilos saying ‘no bullshit, please.’ Still, I am a little surprised that my personality didn’t change up here. I was hoping that I would be, well, a sort of ‘higher’ being. Perhaps ‘better’ is a better word. More humble? Saintly? Have some ennobling traits? None of this applies if we are on the way to hell, of course.
“Now you are patronizing yourself,” my Friend puts in.
It is my turn to smile. And anyway, why should we be any different here from how we were there? I am beginning to think that things are exactly the same, only more so. Everything is more intense. More powerful. We may be endowed with some abilities we didn’t have before, but not to the degree that it would change our viewpoint. We would just have a much higher, or more acute, perception of reality.
“And then some…” This time there is only a broad grin accompanying my first pat on the back. I must be on the right track. For some reason, I am pleased as Punch. And then some, I add in my thoughts. My Friend continues to grin but keeps any comments to himself.
For a while we recline on a cushion of air, looking at the sky. After some indeterminate time, I begin to discern stars in broad daylight. They are not as bright, of course, but they certainly are distinct from one another. As I peer harder, the blue sky recedes and the firmament surges forward. It makes me think of the velocity of light. Space is filled with such splendour as I never imagined possible. The photos made by the Hubble telescope pale in comparison. All of them. I recognize some constellations. Auriga, Taurus, Orion… The Gemini twins—Castor and Pollux—holding hands… Again I am mystified how I know these things? I never studied astronomy. Nor astrology, for that matter. Not that I can remember.
But what makes these images different is that all those constellations are three-dimensional. Yet, as though by magic, my mind links the component stars with no difficulty. The images are no longer flat, as on a photograph, but spanning light-years.
“Christ!”
I cannot help myself. The next instant I feel a pang of sorrow. How Ruth would have appreciated such beauty. She’d probably be willing to wrap our Honda around a lamppost herself if she knew what was in store. My second notion is that anyone who is an atheist is a congenital moron. I, more or less, count myself among them. Both—atheist and, as of now, moron.
This is flabbergasting… Thousands of light-years?
I don’t move. I don’t have to. I’m not just looking at the stars, I am among them. It is they that are moving away from me, yet, strangely, not losing their brightness. And the colours... You should see the colours!
Down there, in the real world, stars are pinpoints of silvery-golden light. Here, the palette used by my principal interior designer would not suffice to describe the half of them. And not just colours but shades and sizes…
The word splendour repeatedly comes to mind until I can no longer sustain my awe. I blink and the stars come to life. They quintuple in size, then start spinning, and display a diversity of shades and nuances that the Great Masters would give their life for.
“W-w-hat on earth w-w-was that,” I stammer. I’d never stammered in my life.
I glance at my friend. At Friend. At my Friend—there, that’s settled! He just floats there as if he had no idea of what I am talking about. That original grin is back on his face. I repeat the question, this time without stammering.
“This is what happens when you peek into my thoughts,” he says. “It’s going to rain tonight,” he adds.
“It’s bloody what?”
“It’s going to…”
“I heard you the first time. What do you mean I peeked into your thoughts?”
He lets that float for a while. Finally he turns and looks a little uncomfortable. “I think we’d better move under cover.”
“What do you mean I peeked…”
“All in good time. You coming?”
“Where, to the moon? And anyway, what’s wrong with a bit of rain? Will I feel it?”
“No, but it interferes with your concentration. It’s beautiful if all you want to think about is the rain. Is that what you want to do?” He glances at me, that infernal smirk now full-blown across his lips. “I didn’t think so. Come.”
We are sitting in a park, flooded with sunshine. When I say sitting, I mean we both manifest a sitting position, this time an inch or two above the grass. I cannot actually feel the air, but know it’s warm. Or, perhaps, I’m just reading his thoughts.
Suddenly I am baffled again. “Did we move?” I ask. I’m almost afraid to hear the answer.
“What do you think?”
“Please, don’t play games again.” My Friend can be most exasperating.
But I know. The warm clime, the park, the sunshine is no more distant than the stars, the galaxies I’d just visited in quick order. They all exist in my head. Or, better still, in my mind. I don’t put much stock in bodily parts anymore.
“Now you do it,” he says, ignoring my previous question.
“Do what?”
Actually I already know. It’s a request. He wants me to take him for a spin around the moon. The man is crazy, a magician, or some sort of an angel. I just don’t get why he reminds me so much of somebody. If I could only place him in my past…
“Well?”
It’s the ‘Well?’ game again. “I can’t control my dreams,” I say.
“Dreams?” There is sadness in his voice. “Why do you reject the evidence of things seen?”
“The evidence of things not seen,” I correct. I also went to school.
“Yeah… the substance of things hoped for, the evidence of things not seen. Hebrew eleven-one. But you’ve seen it. You don’t need that faith any more. All you need is to have faith in the evidence of things seen.” The stranger, Friend or otherwise, sounds strangely persuasive, and just a little annoying. He also begins to sound like a know-it-all, and like a priest Ruth introduced me to some time ago, to boot.
“Sorry, John. I didn’t mean to preach.” He actually contrives to sound contrite.
“It’s OK. I didn’t mean to bite your head off.”
This reminds me of my head in the Lakeshore Hospital. For a moment the dully lit corridors, the smell of antiseptic, the white-and green-clad bodies pass me on both sides. I only just manage to dismiss the vision of myself lying in bed, all bandaged up, waiting to die.
“There, that’s how it’s done.” Friend manages to sound excited.
“What’s done?”
“Didn’t you almost transfer to the hospital just now?” Rhetorical question. I’m sure he knows the answer.
“Yes…” This comes out as a protracted ‘yeeeeess?’
“You must have total commitment. Exclude all other thoughts. You must accept what is…”
For once he seems to be running out of words. Then he sighs deeply. I am beginning to get an inkling of what he is driving at. It is like creating a building. If I didn’t pay total attention, the damn thing would fall down. Or leak, or lose panes of glass under negative wind pressure, or the bricks would come loose from tiebacks… it took total commitment and dismissal of all other mental and physical interference. Yes, total commitment.
“I like your initials,” he starts, apparently on a new tack.
“J.C.?”
“Jesus Christ. No one believed him, either. But he never ‘almost’ cured someone, nor improved someone’s sight just a little, nor, for that matter, made someone half-alive. His cures were total, absolute, uncompromising. It’s like being a little pregnant. It can’t be done.”
Total commitment. It’s as though the previous condition didn’t exist anymore. You’re either sick or healthy. Either dead or alive. Except that I am neither.
My Friend sighs again.
“We never die,” he says. “There is no death,” he adds, hardly above a whisper. “We change realities—in one you are dead, in the other alive. Sometimes one can be in both. It’s rare.”
“So I’ll recover?”
My own future—or present, for that matter—is still foremost in my mind. Images of Ruth once more flood my mind. This time I can almost see her. I feel her presence, close, ephemeral, transient. A whiff of her perfume touches my nose. The same instant I get scared. What I mean is, I don’t want to scare her away. I have to learn this thing about reality the stranger is talking about. Did it have something to do with the biblical Jesus?
No answer. Apparently I have to work out some things on my own. I begin to hope that I would not recover too soon. If I could only understand what he is talking about, I could make those stars visible to Ruth. The name Jesus returns to me with renewed force. I always thought that he’d created a religion which, frankly, judging by the various sects, didn’t quite grab me. What did my Friend mean—that he is…
“What you did, back then, with the stars… can people do the same in their, you know, in their physical bodies?” I ask. I am really thinking aloud.
“You do it all the time. It is only a question of degree.”
I mull that over. “Why does our mind reject new concepts?” I ask instead. When my Friend doesn’t answer, I continue myself. “We create the reality we live in. But we put up barriers. We impose limitations on ourselves. Is that it?”
“Ye are gods…” I hear his thoughts reverberating in my head.
Easy for you to say.
Ruth shrugged. For a moment she could swear she felt my presence. It was as if I stood over her shoulder, as if I almost embraced her, and then I was gone. She didn’t believe in ghosts or apparitions. Not that she’d seen anything. She just felt it. Ghosts, for those who believe in them, are said to be cold, forbidding and scary. This was warm, kind, and somehow filled with longing. I sensed all that just by looking at her.
The next moment it was gone.
“Perhaps I should pray more,” she muses, a melancholy look in her eyes.
This was the first time I actually overheard her thoughts. I felt deeply ashamed. I had no intention to spy on her. Quickly I put distance between us.
Her parents had been very religious. In a way, still are. Not necessarily in the deepest sense of the word, but they are both conscientious, practicing Catholics. While she lived at home, before she met me, she attended Holy Mass every Sunday as well as on all the Holidays of Obligation. It was a way of life. Her parents didn’t question any of the Church’s teachings. They lived on faith or, as she later discovered, on habit.
Since Ruth’s father died, her mother, Clara, grew even more attached to what she believed was the only true faith. This lack of tolerance did nothing for Ruth’s allegiance.
She’d drifted a long way since those days. Her God metamorphosed into a non-religious deity. He, or She, became the God of beauty, or the Creative Force that inspires humanity to reach ever higher, beyond themselves. She liked to quote Captain James T. Kirk. ‘To boldly go where no man had gone before.’ Only she didn’t mean to some physical destinations. She thought that the greatest undiscovered land lay within her. Within each one of us—if we’d only allow it to come forth. To unfold.
Then she met me.
Practically from the day we met, she saw what total commitment I had for my profession. I would forego sleep, eating, even holidays, to get the job done. And to do it as well as I humanly could. She said she’d never seen such dedication. Not in her parents, not among her friends. While on occasion she apparently felt pangs of jealousy for my ability to concentrate, yet, simultaneously, this very commitment had attracted her to me. I taught her, by example, that one cannot serve two gods.
Soon she went back to McGill University to get her Ph.D., in fine arts. Summa cum laude. They didn’t award egregia cum laude at McGill. They still don’t, but her own professor had told her that if others before her got ‘with highest praise’, then she deserved ‘with outstanding praise’, as though highest were not high enough. There were champagne, speeches and press releases. I told her that I would build her a temple.
“Minerva has nothing on you,” I affirmed, raising my sparkling flute.
It was the highest academic achievement anyone in her family had ever had. Yet for her, almost to her own surprise, it was just the beginning. While she might sound like a paragon of virtue, it should be mentioned that she had absolutely no patience with mediocrity. She didn’t expect you to be a genius, but if she detected a smidgen of a divine spark flickering somewhere within your heart or mind, she would turn into an intolerant monster determined to awaken you from your stupor.
We live downtown, both for convenience and for the proximity to my office and Ruth’s interests. Montreal is not exactly a Mecca of art, ancient or modern. But she thought that both New York and even Chicago were on her doorstep. She thought nothing of getting up at 4 a.m. to see an exhibition at the Museum of Modern Art, or the Guggenheim, and be back in time for her afternoon lectures.
Lecture tours and academic invitations followed. After a few years, she settled down to teaching—History of Art at college level. There were higher academic places of learning, but she wanted younger, unspoiled minds. Minds and eyes.
“When they know too much of the wrong things, it is so very difficult to un-teach them. I need fresh, hungry, curious minds. Minds I can spur into independence of thought. To let them flourish in their own garden, not follow some established fashion or fad.”
She did that. Soon some of her students began to make names for themselves. They were always original, but not for the sake of originality. The uniqueness of their art flowed from their own individuality. This trait was as important to her as was the fact that her students became her lifelong friends. Our house, condo, was always open to them, day and night. She often joked that she had to go on a tour to get some rest. In this sense she and I were a perfect match. We were both unabashed workaholics.
Over the years, we both lost most of our previous social contacts. We gained, instead, dozens of dedicated friends. They became practically our children. All thanks to Ruth.
And now, these last few days, I know that she would gladly give up all this to have me back at her side. Even for a moment. There had been months during which we’d both been so busy that we hardly saw each other. But there was always a strange, unbreakable bond between us. A bond defined by a word so often abused, even bastardized, on TV and in other mass media. The word was love.
And now, here I was. At her shoulder.
I saw that, for the second day, she couldn’t concentrate on her work. It’s not fair to my students, she told herself. I must let nature take its course. I must have faith. I must, she repeated, her lips pressed tight in an unaccustomed thin line. I must…
And then I saw her eyes. “I must hold him again, even for a short blissful moment,” they said. “I must…”
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Way out, all the way to the horizon, the surface is as smooth as a mirror designed to reflect the wisps of clouds making their lazy way towards the land. Just wisps. Scattered over a vast area. Some of them pick up the rays of sunshine, making them quite three-dimensional. One actually shows a faint rainbow. No wonder so many artists paint seascapes. They really are glorious. As the clouds get closer, they become magnified, swelling into more vertical forms. Over time, a slight swell develops on the lustrous surface of the ocean. There seems to be a connection. The closer to the shore, the richer the cumulus clouds, the more boisterous the swell. And then a breaker takes off on its own and charges at the sand, leaving the clouds far behind. The wave grows, increasing in height and volume before my eyes. Finally, with a sense of fatality, the once lustrous sea crashes into the shore.
“Take that!” it seems to say. “There is plenty more where this came from.”
All to no avail. By the time the fulminating water reaches dry sand, its anger is already spent. It is but a frustrated ripple, its convoluted fury long spent on the way from afar.
I’m playing in the sand. The waves continue to perform their Sisyphean dance. To and fro. Quick, quick, slow. Quick to roll up the shore, slow to retreat. Ad infinitum. Or at least since time was born. Or for as long as I am here. Is there a difference? Perhaps Zen Buddhists would know. They would make a köan out of it. None of this is accessible to rational understanding. Not rational as I understood the word.
“Johnny!”
Did any of this exist before I came ashore? Like the rest of the animal kingdom, did we not all emerge from the primordial soup that now delights our sense of grandeur? The ocean and the mountains: two symbols of eternity on earth. Just symbols. They don’t really exist. At least, not according to my friend. To Friend. According to him, they only came into being when I saw them in my mind’s eye. Let there be light. Let there be oceans and mountains. Let there be me. According to him, that last came first.
I am, he said. And so are you. The rest? You decide.
“Jooohnnie, don’t go in so deep!”
Hogwash? Some days ago I would have said so. Today, some forty years ago, I can’t argue. I just can’t absorb it so fast. I’m reminded of the Greek philosopher Democritus of Abdera, some two and half millennia ago, ‘Nothing exists except atoms and empty space; everything else is opinion.’ It sounds like something Friend would say. He probably did. For all I know, he knew Democritus. He seems to know just about everything else. Thank God time is so flexible. Yesterday I was on my way to sixty, today I am around ten. A cute lad, at that. I see myself from within and without. It’s a funny feeling. Not at all like looking at other people or other things. Only I am not he. He only exists in my mind. Like the clouds and the ocean. As in a dream.
I find it amusing to look at my tiny feet.
“Johnny, come back here at once. Now!”
The ‘now’ sounds pretty final. It took me a while to realize that my mother was calling me. It takes me even longer to accept that I am the cute lad playing in the sand, then in the water, then in the oncoming waves.
“They say there is an undertow today.” She sounds worried. Of course, mothers always worry. Doesn’t she know that I’m immortal? Doesn’t she know that the mortal part of me is lying in a coma, way back, on shore, safely tucked in a hospital bed?
“I’m coming, Mother!”
I always call Mom mother. Ever since I can remember. Mommy is for little kids. I am big. I am probably also a bit of a nuisance. I always venture into areas that spell danger. I like to explore. Too deep in the water, too high on the mountain. Too close to the edge of steel girders when supervising construction. That last comes later. I guess, I always felt that I cannot die before my time. Even now, I seem to have problems dying. I mean now, in the hospital.
Joan and Elaine, my sisters, are playing in the sand. Joan is my senior by three years, Elaine’s just a baby. I think of most children who are younger than I as babies. Elaine is three. She was named after my mother’s sister, who married a French Canadian. Elaine grew up into a most beautiful woman. In these early days I resented her. I mean, having a younger sister. I thought I deserved a brother, to balance the odds. No luck.
On top of that, my father seems completely enamoured with Elaine. She’s the proverbial apple of his eye. Of both eyes. I might as well not have been born. Now, when I am just beginning to see reality, I realize that those early years gave me the sense of independence necessary to become a partner in a leading architectural practice. Perhaps even to wrap my Honda around the lamppost and survive. That’s assuming I’m still alive. I probably wouldn’t see any of this if I’d never been in a coma.
I wonder what brought me here and now. To the shore, I mean. I am quite happy hanging out with Friend. Then, seemingly for no reason, I find myself in a ten-year-old body. It must have something to do with how the subconscious works. Or it could even be the unconscious.
From afar, I notice the expression in my mother’s eyes and go ashore. I suspect she means business. I usually try to do as my mother tells me. I sit down on the sand and start throwing small seashells at my sisters.
“Johnny?”
My mother wants to know why I use my sisters for target practice. There is no one else within reach, I want to tell her but keep my observation to myself. I stop.
A crowd begins to gather about three hundred yards down the beach. Before my mother can stop me, I race down to see what’s going on. Like an oversized lizard, I slither my way along the sand, between people’s legs, to get to the front line of the circle of gawkers. Three men are carrying a man out of the water. He looks unconscious. They turn him on his stomach and try to press water out of his lungs. There are two or three slurps, and then they turn him over again, hold his nose to breathe air into his mouth. I think that’s disgusting. Anyway, it doesn’t seem to work. By then an ambulance is parked on the street and two men with a stretcher run down to pick up the man the other guys fished out of the water. Running on soft sand is funny. They look like circus clowns, or something. Only they are not smiling. I have no idea if the man they want to pick up is dead or alive. This is the first time I have witnessed the death of a human being. A possible death. It poses a question for which, to this day, I cannot find an answer.
“You see, Johnny, there really is an undertow,” Mother says when I get back. By now the speaker announces, again, the dangers of the currents.
“Mother,” I ask, ignoring her belated admonition, “where do people go when they die?”
“Don’t be silly, Johnny. They go to heaven, of course. Unless they were very bad.”
“How bad, Mother?”
“Never mind, dear. Never mind. I am sure that man, if he doesn’t recover, will go straight to heaven.”
Somehow I find my mother’s answer distinctly unsatisfying. Then and now. The ambulance starts its wailing and, with lights flashing, takes off. It’s a strange déjà vu in reverse. It is as if I saw a piece of the future. Friend said this couldn’t be done. I realize that my own image of the flashing lights and the attendant wailing is already in my future’s past. Does this make sense? Moments later I find myself sitting on the side of a ditch, next to a lamppost that looks the worse for wear. The ambulance is just taking off.
“Bye-bye, Johnny…” I wave goodbye. “So long,” I correct myself. I wonder if his name was Johnny. Aren’t we all one?
It is dark and lonely. Since that time on the beach, mother nearly died of complications trying to give birth to my brother. He didn’t make it. It may be why, to an extent, I’ve always been just a little preoccupied with death. I keep wondering if my brother made it to heaven. He couldn’t have sinned yet. I blink myself back to the seashore.
“Where do they really go, Mother,” I repeat. Mother doesn’t answer this time, either.
I smile at the thought of Friend knowing all the answers. I really miss him. But only for a moment. He is right where I left him. At the knoll. Smiling.
I am beginning to like that smile.
“What did you learn?” he asks.
That’s my Friend. No preambles, no ‘how are you?’ Straight to the point. Also, he never seems to grow tired of hanging on an invisible hammock between those two pines. Or it could be that he takes wild spins through the galaxy while waiting for my return. I would like to ask him why he bothers to wait for me, but I’m sure he would answer with another question.
“That people make much more fuss over the dead than over the living.” And then I ask him pointblank: “Tell me. Do you think that I am preoccupied with death?” I half expect a ‘what do you think’. I am spared.
“Not at all, John.” His smile gets broader. “I would argue there is ample evidence that you are quite extraordinarily preoccupied with life. Don’t you agree?”
I am beginning to really like my Friend. What he said definitely rings true. At my first contact with a drowning man I had had no concern at all about his possible death. My only interest lay in ‘what now?’ What happens after you get out of your body. There must have been something in me, even at the age of ten, that made me regard my own body only as a temporary abode. A place of in-between. In-between what, I had no idea. Like Bardo? And behold, here I am, four decades later, still trying to solve the puzzle.
“You mentioned that we create realities. Is this what Christ did? Did he just substitute one reality for another?” I bet he knows the answer.
“What do you think?”
There we go again. I should know better than to ask him for an opinion. Democritus saw to that. But, I must say, it seems that way. Jesus could not have denied the laws of the universe by accelerating the healing process, or restoring life while denying the laws that this reality has determined. Einstein insisted that God does not play dice with the universe. But are we not free to perceive it as we want to? What is beautiful to me may be ugly to someone else. This applies to everything. What’s more, each and every opinion is just as valid for each and every person. You cannot say who is right. Eye of the beholder, and all that. And if God is beauty, as Ruth claims, then even God would be perceived by everyone in His or Her peculiar way. To become a Christian one must, therefore, agree with the reality as Jesus saw it. I mean as Christ sees it. Otherwise, one just does lip service to his teaching. And it very much seems to me that Jesus found a way to adapt reality to his perceptions, without breaking any of the universal laws.
“Can one do that?”
By now I all but assume that Friend can read my thoughts all the time. It is too late to withdraw the question. Serves me right, I have to smile.
“What do you think?”
We both laugh. I am awfully glad that one can laugh in this, whatever it is that I am in. Purgatory? If any major religion makes any sense, then this is the more likely, if not the most appropriate locus for my present circumstances. Between heaven and hell, in a state of suspension. Isn’t this what coma is? I’ll never forget that extra portion of ice cream. Anyway, it seems I got a good handle on how Jesus performed his miracles. The next question is how to acquire the skill myself. After all, a number of saints did it also. And some not so saintly people, or even members of other faiths altogether. There was a time when I had been taught that only Catholics go to heaven. I concluded, then, that heaven must be a very dull place.
I am bending over my desk, poring over a pile of documents. On top is the program I received late last night in the office. My secretary stayed after hours to put together for me all the documents, plans, maps, and bylaws I would need to prepare my preliminary sketches. Gracie is a wonderful girl. Woman. She has a girl of her own.
The time is seven in the morning. I can hear Ruth taking her shower. I like to analyze the basic program requirements on my own, in the seclusion of my study, at home. In the office there are too many telephones, too many questions from an army of assistants. It got so bad—or good, depending on your point of view—that I had to produce the preliminary design on my own, my staff being kept busy on all the on-going projects. They will give me a hand drawing out the presentation drawings, the model and the perspectives, of course; but they have to know what to draw out. It’s just as well that I love my work. It’s like solving a three-dimensional puzzle with the element of time, scheduling, by-laws, legal constraints, climate, budget and client’s idiosyncrasies thrown in for good measure. And don’t forget firmness, commodity and delight. I don’t dare. Ruth would never speak to me again. In fact, from the visual point of view, she’s my best critic.
I have to fit 800 rooms into a footprint which can accommodate about 25 of them, side by side. Per floor, that is. That comes to at least 30-32 floors, plus all the public spaces, restaurants, lounges, cafeterias, bars. Ballroom and the meeting rooms will have to go underground. And we’ll need a large space for the lobby. An atrium, if possible. Plus parking, of course.
I check for height limitations, setback requirements, the aspect and the prospect from the site, prevailing winds, soil and subsoil conditions, existing structures, availability of services: water, gas, oil, electricity, telephone, sewage. Then I look at city plans to assess the road network, traffic patterns, proximity of public services, transport. We would add up to 1000 cars on the existing network at peak hours.
Finally I study the buildings around the site. Their height, quality, materials used, orientation and anything else that might catch my eye. Preliminary analyses take me about two hours. On the way to the office I’ll take a cab to the future construction site, just to get the feel of it. By nine I try to be in the office to be available to my staff. They seem to work much better with me around. I don’t push them, but I do express interest in their work. Our work. I couldn’t do any of the major projects without them.
“Darling…”
Ruth tells me that breakfast is ready. She’s in a great mood. She’s always in a good mood, but this week there is something extra. We went dancing last Saturday, and ever since she seems to be walking on clouds. Cloud nine, to be precise. I’d already set the percolator going, but she sets out the table. We use the low one, in the sitting room. It’s more relaxing, and we have a glorious view all the way across the St. Lawrence River. We never talk business at breakfast—neither hers nor mine. The most we allow ourselves to discuss are the ideas we woke up with. Some time ago we both realized, almost simultaneously, that the best ideas come during the night, when we are fast asleep.
“Funny, that,” she tells me when we draw similar conclusions on the flow of creative currents, “the Hebrews knew that some three thousand years ago. Actually, more like three and a half.”
I know better than to interrupt when she is searching for the right words to share an idea with me. I’d learned more about myself from Ruth than I ever could by self-analysis. And as far as reaching the same conclusions, well, it was she who actually reached it, and I who agreed. But with conviction. It was the day I got the hotel project.
I smile encouragement.
“In the first chapter of Genesis, there is a fascinating piece of instruction. We recognize the day as time between sunrise and sunset. The Hebrew did the opposite. The Hebrew day started at sunset. In order for an Idea to take root, we must not try to think about it but... sleep! The greatest ideas anyone ever had did not take seed in the scientists' labs, but at night. We are reminded here about the true source of ideas, and the true ‘developer’ of such. The nearest we get to participate is through our unconscious. So much for our egos!”
This is typical of Ruth. She would sip coffee, chew on a piece of toast and make statements that, over the next few days, completely inverted the way I worked.
“As a matter of fact, the first chapter of Genesis deals exclusively with the creative process. The birth of the world is only used as an illustration, an example. What really matters is the birth of an idea.”
I am chewing on that day while lying down, again, back on the knoll. I do a lot of that lately. I suddenly realize that I don’t eat. I neither eat nor drink. But I go through an awful lot of knowledge. Of accumulated facts. Perhaps they keep me going?
I regard the Stranger, my Friend, with renewed respect. Isn’t this what he keeps telling me? Everything is an idea. It lives in our mind. It’s already there.
I am still in awe of that breakfast Ruth and I had that day. An ordinary day, like any other. Except that Ruth was there. I remember going to my study, folding my papers, and not looking at them till the following morning. Then, also at seven in the morning, I sketched out the basic form that the hotel would take. Without Ruth it would have taken a week. At least. And chances are, the solution wouldn’t have been half as good. I’d decided, there and then, to take her dancing more often. For a while I did.
I think Friend is beginning to understand why I keep going back to Ruth. She is part of me. The part of my life I miss the most.
I am back in the condo. Again we are on the terrace, enjoying a pre-dinner drink. It must be a few days after Ruth’s statement about creativity.
She returns to the same subject. Only this time she is more direct.
“In the beginning God created the heaven and the earth,” she announces out of the blue.
“I dare say He did,” I say, studying her face over the rim of my glass. The ice in my Scotch is picking up the dying rays of the setting sun. I had a good day. Thanks at least in part to Ruth, the client had accepted my preliminary schematics. “Or She did, as the case may be,” I add, raising my glass. She ignores me.
“Note two important factors, John. One, God is always at the beginning of everything; and two, in order for anything to become manifest, we need to initiate the concept of duality. Heaven and Earth. In heaven, every idea is only in its potential state.”
“I’ll drink to that,” I mutter. Ruth sounds as though she is thinking aloud. Her eyes dreamy, her drink untouched on the side table. Only then do I notice that she is holding a small, leather-bound Bible in her left hand.
“And the earth was without form, and void; and darkness was upon the face of the deep. And the spirit of God moved upon the waters.”
This time she reads out the verse. Her index finger is holding the right page. “Obviously, the earth was without form; it wasn't there! It was only in its potential form. It was an idea!” she concludes triumphantly, italicizing the word ‘potential’ with two fingers. This time she reaches out for her drink. The ice cubes won’t last much longer.
She takes a minute sip and raises the Bible to her lap. I wonder if I am in for a long tirade on a subject which doesn’t hold particular interest to me. Not creativity as such, but biblical pronouncements on the subject. A sip later Ruth announces, “And God said, Let there be light; and there was light.”
I think it best to remain quiet.
“Light, John, in the Bible, stands for knowledge. It’s a well-established symbol. An illuminated person is a knowledgeable person. To put ideas into concrete form, we need knowledge.”
I recall studying volumes of documents my secretary amassed for me, before I could even think of putting pencil to paper. Knowledge, lots of knowledge. Maybe there is something to that stuff in the Bible. I take another sip myself, just to play it safe, in case I start taking all she says seriously. But I do start listening more closely. The problem is that just looking at Ruth, particularly in the evening twilight, is deeply distracting.
Ruth continues through the remaining verses of the first chapter of Genesis. My mind is beginning to wander. If Ruth is right, then all knowledge already exists in its potential form. Creativity is limited to bringing out to the conscious awareness that which heretofore has been hidden within.
Mozart wrote complete compositions—sonatas, concertos and symphonies—without the need to make a single correction on his manuscripts. He saw or heard them complete, whole. All he had to do was to ‘bring them out’, dispose the notes neatly on music-paper, and hope that performers would do them justice. Great sculptors have been known to say that the work of art is already extant within the stone, within the block of marble. They just have to remove the redundant pieces of material. The poets hear, or rather feel, the poems before they write them down. It is not the process of writing that is creative; it is the process of listening.
I imagine Ruth paraphrasing the biblical statement, ‘Blessed are they who have eyes to see and know how to listen!’ She probably already did, when I wasn’t paying attention.
It is self-evident that the biblical attitude demands of us a great deal of humility. I suspect Ruth has that. Innate humility. She glorifies other people’s creation even if we are not really the creators, although we partake in the creative act. We are instruments through which the creative process manifests itself in our physical, mental and emotional environment.
I am looking at the white field, still barely covered with a delicate blanket of snow. The taller twigs, even yellow, dry stems of grass, still protrude in irregular clumps through the snow. There is peace here. Winter is the time of peace. Of reconciliation. The rest of the year it’s dog eat dog. Now, nature sleeps. Even as I do, somewhere in a small room in a suburban hospital on the western outskirts of Montreal Island. Ile de Montréal. My personal oasis suspended in the infinity of space.
I also feel at peace with the world. I am grateful to my Friend for allowing me to reach back in time and listen to Ruth’s voice. And to see her in the evening light of the setting sun. She’s at her most beautiful then. She is always at her most beautiful.
I miss her touch.
I wonder if my Friend continues to fill my mind with knowledge. He’ll probably claim that it’s already there, mixed in a haphazard way among the one hundred billion neurons within a structure nature took five billion years to construct. He’ll tell me that all I must do is to become aware of it. To arrange the components in a sequential order. The way time does. He’ll tell me that the potential is within me. Within all of us?
I feel a stirring across the knoll. It is like a whirling of air I’d seen, many times, over tarmac on a hot summer’s day. And then I hear his voice.
“What do you think?” he says. And we both start laughing.
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She tried praying. It always worked in the past. It was so easy when she was a child. God was a fatherly figure, old, benevolent, somewhat like Uncle Jim. Jim also had a long white beard. It was flowing and curly on the ends. It was also so long he didn’t have to wear a tie. She once wondered, as a child, if that was why God grew such a long beard.
Ah, yes, it was so easy then.
Now? Now God had changed so substantially that it was difficult for her to address Him directly. Still, without prayers she felt lost. What else could she do? There was no one to lean on. Except Dad. He died when she was quite young, in her late teens. She remembered him as always being nice, always being supportive. For years he was—and remained to this day—her official contact in heaven. She didn’t pray to him, of course; but she knew, with unshakeable confidence, that Dad would press the right buttons, up there, in the never-never land, where angels and departed dads held great sway. Usually, it worked. If it didn’t—she knew with equal confidence—she must have been asking for the wrong thing, or at the wrong time, and her prayers would be heard as soon as it was at all possible. It was a nice arrangement.
“Thank you, Dad,” she would always add. “I know you will do what’s right for me.” That was how most of her prayers would end.
And she prayed for almost everything. From wanting to meet me, to my becoming successful. I know—she told me. When we met, I was just a junior assistant. A good one, I like to think, but still junior. Young architects who aspire to become designers have to wait their turn. They must prove themselves. Young, aspiring architects all think they can design, but, she knew, it isn’t so. ‘Many are called but few are chosen,’ she liked to quote. She often quoted the Bible. To her, the Bible could be applied to all walks of life. Sometimes, surprisingly so. Since losing her father, she leaned on the Bible a lot. Mother wasn’t much help. She was too busy feeling sorry for herself. Mother also prayed, but, from what Ruth observed, she prayed in the old-fashioned way. Always asking for something. Ruth preferred to give thanks.
“Lord, thank you for hearing my prayers. Thank you for John, for my work, for my students, for our condo, our wealth, for the view from our balcony…” It was a long list. “I know you will do what’s right for me.”
A win-win situation.
Ruth thanked the Almighty in great detail for the health He gave John and herself, for her students discovering their true potential. For the right weather on holidays. It’s not that she spent her life on her knees. Far from it. Nor was she a regular churchgoer like her mother. But the faith she developed as a child served her to keep her on an even keel, to give her strength in moments when pressures were seemingly too heavy for her shoulders. In time she learned to rely on her own strength, but those early years were always there to lean on when necessary.
Until now, Ruth was very content with her life. The ever-changing rotation of her students compensated most adequately for the lack of her own children. She never resented fate, or God, for not giving her her own family. Her students were more than enough—indeed, often overwhelming—and she learned to channel her own creative juices through them, for their good.
Sometimes she felt guilty for not praying for Canadian soldiers fighting oversees. The Canadian government felt it expedient to meet the American president’s implied obligations. The Americans started wars and then expected friendly nations to fight them. Ruth felt strongly against killing under any circumstances. To her, killing in war was no different from murder in a dark street corner in Montreal or New York. Murder is murder, she said, many a time. The Pentagon had a different name for it: collateral damage.
“What a pity that they seem to specialize in damaging tens of thousands of women and children,” she told me, her eyes expressing a strange mixture of anger and compassion.
Ruth has strong views on taking other people’s lives. She once told me that we are all murderers. “We don’t bother to vote to kick murderers out of office. They murder in our name.” I had a good idea whom she was talking about.
I know many Americans who are as much against the wars as she is.
As for her mom? She had Ruth late in her life, and although now a lady advanced in years, she still shows from where Ruth inherited her beauty. Her delicate features seem reminiscent of some old portraits, those gravitating towards the gothic period of Madonnas, which later artists preferred to portray as plump ladies disposed towards man’s insatiable pleasures.
Her mom, Clara, always was, and remains to this day, a bundle of goodness. Aren’t all moms? It’s just that, all too often, she finds her consolation, almost pleasure, in covering herself with tears. Clara cries when she’s happy; she cries when she’s sad. She cannot sit through a TV sitcom without going through a box of tissues. This predilection may be helping her, but it does nothing for Ruth, who has to keep a keen eye out for when it may be necessary to cheer her mother up, or just pass the next box of tissues. The one advantage is that Ruth has little time left to dwell on her own woes. Especially now that I am of no use to her at all. It was a great relief when Ruth’s mother moved out to live with my parents. Ruth missed her mother, but not her constant tears. Luckily, until now, Ruth had few problems to distract her from her work, or even from her mother’s insatiable need for additional tissues.
Actually, even before the accident, Ruth had only one woe. Myself. Peeking gently into her mind, it seems that I was, that I had been, the main source of her deepest pleasure, but also of her distress. I was never good at looking after myself. As energetic as I surely was, I would never think of buying myself a new shirt, let alone a new suit or a pair of shoes.
“But, darling, I had these for years,” was my favourite argument for not discarding them.
“My sentiments precisely, John. After all, you are representing your firm, not just yourself,” she would counter. There were moments when I hated that she was right.
“But they are sooo comfortable.”
I strongly suspect that most men are as I was. These last few days, they change my sheets twice a week, though I have no idea if I am even wearing any pajamas. Now that I think about it, it’s amazing how little interest my old, broken-down body has for me. While it continues to hover at the edge of my awareness, I have no desire to see it, touch it, or be near it. Yet I seem to have a peripheral if morbid interest in its condition, as a man might have towards a prison in which he’d spent some fifty years for crimes he didn’t commit.
What I really meant by my previous comment was that superficialities did not detract from nor in any way interfere with my total immersion in my passion. Design. With all her personal commitments, Ruth would still find time to take me by the hand, drag me to a shoe store and willy-nilly force me to buy at least two pairs to make up for the rarity of such occasions.
The same was true of my business suits. I admit that I was happiest working in a pair of old overalls. Clean but threadbare. I always kept a clean shirt and a jacket in my office, in case an important client dropped in. My theory was that what was good enough for Churchill was good enough for me. Winston Churchill had been known to carry out most of his prime-ministerial duties in an old boiler suit. Ruth would never admit to me that, even in my overalls, I looked more handsome, yes, even more dashing, than any man she’d ever met. Or at least than Winston Churchill.
Unfortunately or otherwise, Ruth’s assessment of my masculine traits was not shared by most women I knew. If it was, they remained uncommonly silent about it. Their loss.
As you can see, modesty is my second nature.
Anyway, on top of that, Ruth considered me to be so very much alive. According to her, I was a living dynamo. I admit I tried everything, and I liked to constantly explore new ideas. People who don’t make mistakes are people who never try anything new, was my motto. She agreed. She thought that some people went through life in a half-dormant condition.
“They move like snails, think even slower,” she told me, more than once.
So she identified me with a bundle of unrestrained energy. She often said that I reminded her of a little boy. “You seldom walk, darling, you jog.” In a way it was true. I did everything fast. Yet, according to Ruth, my concentration was such that I always did a thorough job. By the nature of my profession, I always paid attention to details. I had to.
“I always hold,” I told her, “that architecture is only as good as the details.”
Ruth reminded me of that when I paid no attention to my clothing. “Why can’t you think of yourself as a piece of architecture?” She remembered most of my sayings.
Details regarding my work, never my own person. Yet in all this seemingly haphazard behaviour, she admitted that I never once forgot about her birthday, our anniversary, and, in earlier years, the day of her patron saint, which Catholics liked to celebrate as an occasion. What she didn’t admit—and what I assume, nevertheless, to be adamantly true—is that if there was one passion that overrode my love of designing, it was, is, and always will be, herself. Deep down I think she knew it. Likewise, whatever art exhibition, lecture, display, or VIP trip, pulled her away from me, it was never stronger than the love I knew she felt for me. It was the kind of love that kept us close even when we were miles apart. Distance did not matter. In the middle of the night she would awaken seconds before the telephone rang—when I was calling to tell her that I had just gotten back from a meeting in a different time zone. We were one, inseparable, happy. Till now.
Now I watch her as she sits in my study, looking at photographs of my projects filling most of the west wall. On the left is my desk and, facing it against the east wall, my drawing board. Though I did most of my work on a computer, I still felt the need for a soft-lead pencil for initial sketches.
“Till now,” she repeats my own thoughts. “Till now.”
The day after the accident, Ruth made a concentrated effort to have my body moved to a downtown hospital. She’d made arrangements at the General, virtually a short walk from our condo. She wanted to be able to drop in on me at odd times, whenever she found a minute or two in her own, often taxing, schedule. Not that she wouldn’t cancel her engagements to see me. The way I am now, I have no concept of time. I am lost in some strange country to which she has no access. God knows she tried. She prayed, read masses of material on the subject till the early hours, researched the whole of the Internet and even paid a visit to a psychic.
To her great disappointment, the physicians strongly advised against moving me.
“Coma is a very fragile condition, Mrs. Clarkson,” they told her. “We don’t really fully understand it. And in such cases we practice the old adage, Primum non nocere.”
She knew the expression. First do no harm. In her own way she understood it well. She saw a dozen wonderful paintings of Old Masters literally ruined by inept restorers. Primum non nocere, she would say herself, when asked her opinion about removing the grime of the ages from the darkened-with-age masterpieces. And she is recognized as a foremost expert.
I, or at least my body, remained at Lakeshore Hospital and Ruth reduced her sleeping hours to five per night. She visited me twice daily—usually, morning and night. She would arrive at the hospital while the staff doctors were taking a bunch of eager interns and residents on morning rounds. She would step aside and let them examine my body. After a week or two, she and they would nod to each other like old friends, respecting each other’s privacy. They had to concentrate on every word uttered by the senior member of the staff. She had to listen in case I uttered a single word.
Up to the day she received the official police report of the accident, she was a little angry. It helped to balance her consternation. She was blaming herself for not insisting that I delay the delivery of my plans until next morning, or, at the very least, for not going with me to keep me company. I did have, she remembered, those two Scotches.
When she read the report, she breathed a deep sigh of relief. There was no guilt attached to either of us. The City was the only guilty party. The mega-size pothole had not been attended for two days—Saturday and Sunday. There was no evidence that I could have avoided the hazard without coming face to face with oncoming traffic. None of this made me feel any better, but she gazed at my still bandaged, lacerated, sleeping face as though asking for forgiveness.
“I’ve told Dad about you. He’ll know what to do,” she whispered into my ear. “You will see…” If she had only turned, she would have been face to face with me. My invisible, insubstantial face.
She continued to clutch on to the foundations of her faith. The accident had made a gaping hole in it. It shouldn’t have happened, she reasoned. John had been doing what was right. One shouldn’t be punished for doing what is right. Her God, at least in part, was still a god that meted out punishments and rewards. I suspect this is true of most Catholics. Even ex-Catholics. Even though she told me herself that Jesus said that his Father judges no man, old traditions seldom die. In spite of her knowledge, this philosophy served her well, until this time. She always managed to reconcile adversities with her personal, inimitable form of logic. Not now. Now was different. It just wasn’t right.
There is evidence that the air from the right front tire escaped in a single burst, making it impossible to control the vehicle even at normal speed. There is no evidence that any fault can be attached to the driver. Therefore, no demerit points will be filed against his driving license.
This paragraph concluded the police report. She re-read it three times. There was a sketch attached, showing the position of the pothole, the vehicle after the accident, and the offending lamppost. Well, thank heaven for that, she mused. No demerit points! John can drive right on. The moment he regains consciousness. Provided he’s still alive. Now I can rest, she told herself. She couldn’t keep sarcasm away even from her thoughts. No apology, not a word that they are sorry. Are they not part of the City Administration? Is no one to blame?
The lectures she delivered with punctilious preparation gave her strength. She arrived in MacDonald College early and was in the lecture theatre before her students arrived. She set up the projector, lowered the screen, and inserted the disc into the mega-size LCD high-definition equipment. Some time ago, she had been offered to produce her own TV series. She had refused. For now, she didn’t want to dilute her academic priorities. Perhaps later, she told them. When I am older, less active.
On the third day after the accident, she returned home at the regular time. She had rented a car; taxis were too expensive and she had no time to wait for the unreliable bus service. She drove it directly to Pointe Claire, intending to do some mundane shopping on her way back. There was no change in my condition. I was stable, the nurse told her.
“It can last for weeks,” she added sadly.
Or years, Ruth knew. On day one she researched the Internet for all the facts about coma. There were lots of words, opinions, but not many facts. As Dr. Morton had said, they didn’t know much.
On her return, the moment she opened the door of our apartment, she was overwhelmed by a powerful aroma. Moments later she saw them. The condo was filled to overflowing with flowers. They were standing on both kitchen counters in a number of vases, the sink held about six bunches. She took off her coat and peeked into the powder room. There, too, the wash-basin acted as repository for a bunch of bouquets, all ends submerged in water. She was glad the janitor hadn’t used the toilet in like manner. There was also a cleaning bucket, probably supplied by the super, filled with flowers to overflowing. It was on the floor, directly on her path to the living room.
On the dining table, to the right of the passageway, she found a scribbled note.
Sorry Mrs C but me and my Missus didnt know were else to puttem in water. They all came in abaut for oclock and almost all at once.
It was signed George Super.
About four o’clock. Half an hour after she gave her last lecture. They probably thought I would go straight home. Ruth was well aware that she was liked by her students. After all, a number of them remained her friends long after they completed the course she was giving. But this was something else. This was a sign of a deeper caring. Even of love. The vast majority of her students didn’t suffer from excessive affluence. Perhaps abundance of talent, but hardly money. Artists are seldom rich, at least not while still alive. Art may well be the only profession in which one is worth more dead than alive. Yet here, her students had spent their hard-earned money to fill her life with flowers.
She reached out for the first bouquet to put it in a proper vase. She held it at arm’s length, then drew it towards her, inhaling its fragrance. Red carnations—hardly cheap this time of the year. For a brief moment she stood very still, then she leaned her back against the kitchen counter. Quite involuntarily, her chest rocked with a series of convulsions. Then, just as spontaneously, tears came in great abundance. They were mixed with sobs and grimaces of joy in equal measure.
“I love you, too. I love every one of you. I really do…”
She didn’t sleep very well that night. She kept telling me how much she loved me. And then she said the same to everyone of her students. And then to every other person she could think of. I know I spent the whole night watching over her. Like a guardian angel. Only I couldn’t help her. I didn’t know how. This was the last night in the foreseeable future that joy won the battle over sorrow in her heart. The last night that she was reasonably happy. What followed wasn’t nice at all. The next day came anger. Anger and rebellion against the world, against whoever determines her fate.
I’m in the condo again. I choose a time when I know Ruth is at the College, in the middle of giving her lectures. I cannot control the dates, but I am getting fairly good at recognizing the times of day. Day or night, for that matter. Not that it matters. I can switch them at will.
Till now, I was more or less following Ruth’s every move, like an invisible dog on an invisible leash. I find it too taxing. She has no idea I am there. I inhale all her emotions. It is exhausting. Did you know that ghosts can get exhausted? I can.
Now I am afraid to come here when Ruth is home. I already see her in the hospital, every time she visits, but at home it’s different. It is one thing to see her give melancholy glances at my inert body, quite another to have her close, in an environment where but a few days ago I held her in my arms, where we shared the same bed, close, together…
I might do something I have no control over. Some time ago Ruth read stories about poltergeists and other extrasensory phenomena that weren’t very nice. At least not for those on the living side of the equation. I always thought of them as products of an overactive imagination, both Ruth’s and the writer’s. Now? Now I am not about to become a ghost-prankster, or expose Ruth to the danger of some sort of possession. I am darn new to being ‘dead’, or half-dead, and I am learning each day new rules that control this reality. Until I master them, I shall keep my icy fingers from her spine. And frankly, Friend is not that much help.
I move about—remembering. I assume that the better I refresh my memory, the easier it will be to find my way here in the future. I remember that this reality has no control over the future, but, well, I want to be prepared for all eventualities. Friend says that it isn’t necessary. That every fragment of my past exists in the present. That it is only a question of attention. I smile and concentrate on the knoll.
“Learn the trick and hey, presto, you are here,” he says, the sardonic smile never leaving his face. I blink the knoll away. This is weird.
My study is exactly as I’d left it. Even my pencils lie sharpened, ready to sketch another idea. I always sharpen them after I finish work. That way, when an idea comes, I don’t have to wait for it to dissipate into thin air while I am sharpening them. My assistants use felt pens, but I find them too final. Too committing. At the beginning I need freedom.
There is a knock on the door. Next a key is inserted and the super comes in with a bunch of flowers. Actually it is a bunch of bunches. There must be a dozen of them. He’s followed by the overflowing Mrs. Super. They put their bunches in the kitchen sink, peek into the living room—curiosity, I presume—and leave, snapping our lock shut. I float over to read the notes.
A lover? Shouldn’t he wait for my body to get cold?
There are none. Just bouquets without any notes attached. Either it is an extremely secret lover, or somebody died.
It takes me a while to realize that it might well be me. I haven’t been to the Lakeshore since this morning, and for all I know my body is kaput. Would I know it? Would Friend?
The key again. More flowers. This time they fill the powder-room sink. A bucket comes next. Right in the middle of the passage. That does it. I am dead. Quite dead. I don’t want to play this game anymore. I may not feel any pain, but there is such a thing as anguish, as loneliness, as sorrow of never holding Ruth in my arms again. I wish ghosts could cry. Mother says that crying helps. Clara specializes in it. It releases the tension, they both claim. I never realized that real suffering has little to do with physical pain. Maybe there is a hell, after all.
And then I remember. The universal replay.
I just finished my work, my drink is waiting for me on the terrace. I do fast forward. After twenty-four years of marriage, I still get a kick out of watching her undress. For whatever reason, she does it slowly, perhaps deliberately trying to entice my attention. She doesn’t have to try hard. I roll over the bed and help her out of her trousers. She always wears them to work. There is a standing joke between us that when she retires she’ll start dressing like a woman. Tonight, she is all woman. For me, she always was. She always will be. I cut the replay. It’s too hard.
This isn’t real.
I am back in the present. At least, I think it’s the present. My timing is still bad. I can’t tell my past from the present. I panic. I replay back this last scene from the beginning. Then again and again. God, how I love this woman.
Again, in the present.
I hear the click of the key in the lock. I picture the knoll. It works. I am out of my condo just as the door swings open. Friend is smiling. I think he has a dirty mind.
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I am not.
I am nothing.
I am nowhere.
I am nowhen
Which I am—am I?
I am the nucleus of awareness. I have no points of reference. How do I know that I am? I am infinite potential of everything, everywhere, at all times. Only there is no time.
I am everything, everywhere, everywhen in my potential form. Only I have no form.
I am everything everywhere that ever was, is or will be. Only there is no everywhere. I am nowhere. There is no space.
I reach out to infinity. Only there is no motion. I am infinity. I am everywhere and nowhere.
I just am.
I am aware of being and nothing else.
I am and I am not. This is unsatisfactory. I must manifest my being. Prove to myself that I am.
I shut off my perceptions. I am my mind. I am the vortex of my creative potential.
My Friend is grinning. He looks at me as one regarding a child who is given a new toy, and he is glad that the lad finds the toy pleasing. The observer and the observed. My emotions, such as I have, are whirling unrestrained, precluding any logical explanation of what is happening. It all takes place now. Here and now. I haven’t moved from my invisible perch, a perch I’d also created in my mind. This is not at all like being alive. It is even farther from being dead. Not that I’d know it. For a while there, nowhere, I experienced an awareness of non-being. How can nothing experience itself? I shut off the senses that I am aware of. I tell myself that I know that I am, therefore I must be.
My Friend is staring at me. His eyes draw me in with indomitable force.
I am aware of a new stirring within me. Yet it is neither within me nor without me. I perceive thoughts gathering from all parts of me, a movement… vibration? Time comes into being. Time gives birth to the future. Now I have room to expand my thoughts. There is no past yet, just future. Future that is void yet unfolding in my eternal present.
I wasn’t and now I am. I am that I am.
I am a blaze of light. I am that I am. I am the light, I am awareness of myself. I reach out to limits of infinity. I fill future with my presence.
For a moment I escape the grandeur of what is happening. I cannot embrace that which is infinite with my thought. I feel like a drunk on Friday night.
I AM I AM I AM I AM
I hear atonal vibration so fine as to permeate infinity with aliquot harmonics. It holds, sustains and glorifies the essence of my being.
I am reverberates in limitless glory of my consciousness
I am the birth, the sustenance, and the fulfillment
I am forever the essence of the infinite potential
I am life that is yet to come into being
I am the power of my own awareness
I am the source of all knowledge
I am that I am and I am no other
I am suspended on my trusty hammock in the middle of an expanding darkness. I am the points of light that give my presence a sense of reality. My Friend is gone. I am alone. I sense endless parts of me vibrating in strange unison. I smile as infinite aspects of me swell into harmonics. I am music; I am the music of the universe not yet born.
I swing between two pines in the center of the universe.
Ghosts don’t sweat. Less so, become covered with sweat. Yet my body, such as it is, has sheen, as though covered with droplets of dew… nay, with particles of light. No. It’s more than that. I sit in the light. The light is me. I am the light. Someone already said that. I know: Sai Baba. An Indian saint. Something happened out there, out when, that I am yet to understand. One day I shall. In the future that is not yet born.
Slowly the pines dissolve…
Again I watch time stretching to infinity. Gradually past comes into being, but I place no limits on the future. I dream of all that I am in time yet to come. I am all that is, that I ever shall be. In the eons of time. In the infinity of space. Vibration becomes a function of time that will become motion. Angular momentum, forever connecting parts of me to me with immutable attraction. No parts of me shall ever be apart. I shall remain as one.
I am that I am.
I am the dust from which galaxies will be formed. I am the concept of stars that ensue from my desire to create life in the image of me. I seed my universe with the ideas of my potential children, all living, all dreaming, all yearning to see themselves as reflections of me.
I am that I am.
I wave eons away. I am one in the many. I assemble parts of me from the dust I draw from the hearts of stars. How did they come into being? I endow parts of me with diverse identities. I give them joy and teach them the essence of attraction. The essence of love. I teach them that I am one and there is none other.
They grow and evolve.
More eons whirl past my awareness—mere fragments of eternity. I inhale my own essence; then, a strange fragrance of an enchanted orchard fills my esoteric senses.
“Tell me more,” Radha whispers, gazing at the young prince.
The cowherd in princely attire sets his flute aside. His voice sounds like music imbued with wisdom…
I am the taste of water, the light of the sun and the moon. I am the sound in ether and the ability in man. I am the original fragrance of the earth, and I am the light in fire. I am the original seed of all existence, the intelligence of the intelligent, and the prowess of all powerful men.
Radha rests her head against Krishna’s knees. She gazes at his face, luminous in the setting sun. I hold my breath not to lose the wondrous vision. By some miracle they both seem so very familiar to me. Have I walked this orchard before? Surely, I don’t deserve to witness such beauty…
“Tell me more,” she whispers. “Please tell me more…”
This time Krishna’s flute sings the arcane verses; the words form directly in my mind. Strange magic engulfs all who listen…
I am the strength of the strong, devoid of passion and desire. I am the Self, seated in the hearts of all creatures. I am the beginning, the middle, and the end of all beings. I am ever detached, seated as though neutral. I am the source of everything; from Me the entire creation flows. I am seated in everyone's heart, and from Me come remembrance, knowledge and forgetfulness.
And forgetfulness… Why have I forgotten so much? Surely my Friend is right. We have but one life—life that is eternal? Even as Krishna and his beloved Radha. Will they not live forever amongst us?
A gust of hot wind touches my face even as a new image fills my vision. A young man, perhaps in his early thirties, sits on a flat rock. His back straight, his blue eyes intense. They seem to embrace the landscape all the way to the horizon. A gentle smile lights up his face. The land falls away towards a stream, meandering through a patch of green in the surrounding desert. A dozen men dispose themselves all around him, waiting for him to speak. Then the young man rises. A strange light emanates from his face. He speaks slowly, as though making sure his words remain etched in the listeners’ minds. And beyond…
I am the light of the world. I am the door: by me if any man enter in, he shall be saved and shall go in and out and find pasture. I am the resurrection, I am the way, and the truth, and the life.
Who is this man? Who am I? Is there an answer hidden in those words just for me? For all of us? The image shimmers, wavers like the air rising over the nearby desert, then dissolves as I open my eyes… I hate empty words which people perpetrate as trite quotations, but these words strike an echo in my mind. I’ve heard these words before. So long ago…
Before me I see an old man. A long, pale-blue robe covers his gaunt body. In front it is swept back, showing traditional clothing of a medieval philosopher. He sits on his haunches. A simple man. His head is adorned with a turban as was worn, in those days, in Persia. His eyes are closed, a long, white beard touching his meager chest.
“The Roman,” people whisper. “He’s going to speak…”
There is a protracted gasp from the group, which in seconds has gathered around the ancient, as if in great expectation.
I am standing among the crowd, holding my own breath. I’d never given his teaching much thought. In fact, I’d given it no thought at all. Why am I chosen to hear his words? Yet here I am, my head, my mind brimming with learning that I never made my own while alive. I seem to know this man. This is the great Mawlana Jalal-ad-Din Muhammad Balkhi, known later only as Rumi, the Roman. A poet, a Muslim philosopher, a theologian.
It’s all coming back to me…
They call him Roman because he lived most of his life in Anatolia, part of the Roman Empire. But his kingdom was also not of this world. Surely, I also lived there at that time?
As silence envelops the crowd, the ancient speaks.
I am where My servant thinks of Me. Every servant has an image of Me; whatever image my servant forms of Me, there I will be. I am the servant of My servant's image of Me. Be careful then, My servants, and purify, attune, and expand your thoughts about Me, for they are My House.
My mind is spinning. So much knowledge had been available to me all my life. Yet I’d learned nothing. Not one word of wisdom that now flows into me by some inexplicable grace. My eyes search for my Friend. He must have dipped his fingers in this magic. I am alone, except for the people gathered around Rumi.
What wondrous mysteries are mine to witness?
The next fragment of eternity finds me suspended in the middle of nowhere. The heart of the universe? Time fluctuates along the matrix of the universe still forming. Where am I? Even more so, when am I? But most of all, I’m still searching for my true nature. For the essence of my being. And what of my children to come?
I am the Way-Guide, the Supreme Mind, the thoughts of Atum the One-God. I am with you—always and everywhere. To the sinful and vicious, I may appear to be evil. But to the good—beneficent am I.
The man who speaks these words is a head taller than I, yet I detect my presence within him. I am adorned like an Egyptian priest. I’d just initiated two acolytes to the Secret Order of Hermes. The rest of my mind is lingering on the lost wisdom of the Pharaohs. Will it survive the ages? Will I?
A slight man, his snow-white beard reaching to his waist, smiles, waves to me and utters the words like an echo of a forgotten melody:
Heaven’s Tao has no particular affection… there is no partiality of love… it is always on the side of the good man…
Ah, yes, I know this man. I’ve known him for ages. They call him Lao Tzu, the Old Master. He spoke of universal benevolence in such simple terms. For some reason my Ruth invades my mind.
I look upon my children with love. They have their being only in my mind, but for me they are alive already. They are growing ready for their becoming. And even as I think of them populating my universe, I search my mind for guidance for them. It is in that transient instant I hear his words for the very first time. He’s standing right next to me.
A lamp am I to you that perceive me. A mirror am I to you that know me.
“Thank you, John,” I whisper, hoping for more of his wisdom. In spite of my abject ignorance, I recognize the voice of John, later known for his Apocryphal Acts. I have no idea how I know this. Yet he says nothing more. He just smiles. A slow, contented, understanding smile. Just before his image dissolves into the ethers, his face strikes me as familiar. For an ephemeral moment I am convinced I recognize that smile.
The Stranger is swaying gently to and fro on his cushion of air, as if rocked by a cosmic wind. He seems suspended beyond time. Doesn’t he ever get tired? He looks at me, questions in his eyes. They are shining with an unusual light, even for him. If he can read my thoughts, why is he waiting for me to talk? Then I see it. He can read my thoughts, but not control what I think. For some reason this realization gives me pleasure. Remnants of my ego?
“Well?” His favourite question. It always seems to come back to what I know. What I’ve learned. Why am I so important?
“Did you do that?” I am thinking of the visions, the concepts that span the universe of my mind for the last few billion years. Billions? I try to pierce through his seeming indifference. I cannot. It’s not that I can’t read his thoughts; it is more like hitting an ocean of vacuity. A vacuous universe waiting to be populated with my thoughts. Till now, I was convinced it was the other way around.
“Before, there was no time. Eternity was just eternity. Immeasurable,” he says slowly.
“And now we can measure it?”
“Of course not, but people continue to try. They need a beginning and an end. It is in their nature. The nature of duality. But…” His voice trails off.
“But…?” It is my turn to prompt him.
“Now you know that it isn’t necessary.”
“I thought it is not in our nature. Aren’t we endowed with some latent, potential traits, you know…?”
“Of divinity? If we were left to find our own way at the rate the universe is evolving from first principles, we wouldn’t achieve self-awareness for another hundred or two hundred billion years. Hence, duality.”
“I thought that’s something to do with good and evil.”
This time he laughs outright. “Yes,” he says, at last. “That’s another of our quaint quirky traits. No, it accelerates the process.”
“What, good and evil?”
“No, John, the concept of duality. The cause and effect. Also the concept of pain, of suffering, of Satan, hell, Beelzebub…”
His eyes turn into great pools of swirling atoms. For a moment I resist, then I feel drawn into them as though into the vortex of a gargantuan black hole. I recall the phrase… connecting me to me, with inseparable, adamant attraction… we’re going back, back…
The rest comes in fragments, snippets I can hear just in parts. I recognize the voice of James, my friend of yore. Yet he speaks for his Master…
I am he who was within me... I am the beloved… I am the righteous one.
I am the process of becoming…
I am the silence that is incomprehensible... I am the one before whom you have been ashamed. I am strength and I am fear.
Never have I suffered in any way, nor have I been distressed.
I am the one whom they call Life…
I am the one whom you have hidden from. I am sinless. I am the one who alone exists.
“There is no room here, John, for good and evil, except by our ignorance and forgetfulness. Evil has no existence, no substance, by itself. It is an absence, rather than a presence. Leave it alone and it dissipates into the primordial darkness.”
“I am the one who alone exists…” The words still reverberate in my mind. Is this where Jung got his idea of reality? I’ve learned so much, yet my mind is humming with a million questions. Why have I wasted so much of my life? I hardly hear my Friend speak.
I emerge from the black hole unscathed. His words reach me as I adjust my senses to the here-and-now. “There is no evil…” I repeat, my intonation hovering between a question and hopeful affirmation.
“No, John. There is but Single Source.”
This I do remember. From before the world was, I am. From before time was, I am. From before… “No, my dear Friend. There is no room, for even in my creati…” I pull short of completing the sentence. My portentous presumptions astound me. Suddenly I am afraid. Afraid? I am scared out of my wits!
Friend looks at me with a dash of pity.
“It takes time,” he says. “Even eternal now is composed of infinite segments of infinity. It takes time…”
He sounds less and less vacuous. For the first time since I first saw him sitting on the edge of the dark, damp, cold ditch at the side of the road, I hear, I see, I feel genuine compassion. It washes over me in waves of emotions quite unknown to me. They are impersonal. Undemanding. Asking nothing in return. He really is a Friend. A Friend such as I’d never had before.
“Thank you, Friend,” is all I can muster. “I really think…”
His knowing smile stops me. For a moment I forget he can read my thoughts.
Even as I express my gratitude, the phrase I heard minutes or perhaps ages ago, the phrase I heard in a peculiar dream-state, hovers, again, persistently, on the edge of my awareness: A lamp am I to you that perceive me. A mirror am I to you that know me. I still don’t like quotations, just for their sake, but this one intrigues me. What a strange thing to say. What a strange world this is. Not at all like the other side.
I am back at the Lakeshore Hospital. I no longer notice the green and white tunics floating by me along the corridor. I don’t even notice the smell of antiseptic. I wonder, instead, why I always find myself inside the corridor, and not directly in my room. In John’s room. My room. I suppose it’s a force of habit. Or it could be that I am holding back, reticent to find out if I am still alive. Apparently, here, in my new reality, we also form routines. That’s too bad. Habits become traditions, and traditions limit our freedom. They hold us back from moving forward.
How do I know this? I always liked traditions…
My body is lying motionless. There doesn’t appear to be any change. That’s as it should be. Otherwise, I would not be in a coma. I would just be asleep. They’d removed some of the bandages from my face. I am delighted that I still have a nose. Broken, blue stretching all the way to my right cheekbone, twisted, but it’s still there. On my face.
At least, I haven’t died, as the flowers in the condo had implied. I am vaguely amused that I didn’t bilocate or transfer to the hospital to check straightaway the moment I saw them at the condo. Have I lost interest in life and death? I am reminded of Mark Twain: ‘We go to heaven for the climate, hell for the company.’ I think he meant for companionship. It must be lonely up there. Of course, according to my Friend, there is no such place as heaven and hell. There is not even such a thing as death. I don’t think my Friend actually said so, but that’s how I took his meandering answers.
I’m vaguely interested how the rest of my body is doing. I’d hate to slip into it, inadvertently. I might remain trapped inside it, contorted in chronic pain of some sort for years on end. I’ll wait. Forever—if need be. Time is such an elusive concept.
I look at the clock on the wall. It’s 4:30. It‘s still light outside. Must be the afternoon. I decide to wait for Ruth. Seeing her in the condo is more than I can handle. Seeing her here is less demanding of me. Usually there are other people around; and I know this sounds strange, but my body lying right there, in front of both of us, has the effect on me as if a third person were present. I know that’s ludicrous, but there it is. It’s either that or it would be like having sexual desires right in front of a corpse. Half-corpse. Your choice. It’s hard to believe, but in spite of all I’ve seen and heard since the accident, I still share all my dilapidated body’s memories.
Call me a kinky ghost, but not that kinky.
As Ruth is not here yet, I take a quick tour of other rooms. I transfer to one floor up. There seems to be an awful lot of suffering on this floor. Wasn’t it Buddha who said that life is suffering? Funny how I know things now that I never knew when alive. I never had any interest in Buddha’s teachings, and now I’m quoting him. Life—or death, for that matter—is full of mysteries.
Anyway, pain, here, is equally distributed throughout the floor. Like an equal-opportunity employer. It affects everybody. Not just their bodies, but their minds and emotions. I can feel it in the air. My Friend must be from another galaxy. He is, of course. Another world. But then I recall what Ruth told me once. She was reading—I could run the recorder and make sure—I think it was the Gnostic Acts of John. She read: ‘Learn how to suffer and you shall not be able to suffer again.’
There I go again: quoting people I’d never heard of while walking this valley of tears. I must sound like a wise guy. I wonder if it’s my Friend who keeps feeding me these thoughts.
John’s statement almost captures, in a single aphorism, the Four Noble Truths of Buddhism. Why don’t they teach us that? I mean teach them—I already don’t suffer. Wouldn’t just about all the patients in this and every other hospital benefit from such knowledge? Buddhists, Gnostics and everybody else. As would all Christians, though some seem to love suffering so. Yes, and Jews and Moslems. No more pain. Surely, truth is universal? It doesn’t belong to any one religion. Of course, the physicians wouldn’t make the money they are making; but, after all, aren’t they overworked, anyway?
“Please, please, Nurse, give me another… it’s been hours…”
She is begging for her next injection of morphine. I peek into the nurse’s mind. The woman had one less than an hour ago. From what I see, cancer patients would be excellent subjects for learning the Buddhist truth.
“We must wait for Dr. Prentis to come. He’ll be along any time now…” she lies.
It is a lie of kindness. It gives the woman hope. Dr. Prentis, the resident oncologist, won’t be making his rounds for another two hours. Poor woman. I bet she would love to join me in my comatose state. Let’s face it. I am actually having fun. More so, every day. Poor Mrs. Smith. Mrs. Brown. Mrs. Jones. Poor all the men with prostate cancer. Even the stupid smokers who lined their lungs with tar. Poor… there are so many of them. The terminal cancer patients are virtually nameless. Just numbers. Soon they will be statistics.
A strange thought crosses my mind. If Jesus of Nazareth came to visit the Lakeshore, would he heal all these people? Would the patients have sufficient faith to accept his healing power? Would they accept the change in reality? And… and would they contract the same disease soon, again, by not changing their ways? “Go and sin no more?” He must have been kidding.
I shift back to the floor below. I don’t go there. I accept myself in my room, and I am here. There is no travel involved. I am there—I am here. Neither time nor space is involved. Not even movement. Just reality. As when Jesus was healing. You are sick—you are whole. Just a change in reality. I wonder if we’ll ever learn from his example. It seems so easy—for me. Of course, I have a Friend. And I am dead. Almost.
I can hear them walking down the corridor. A bunch of them. I hate it when others come. I mean, I am very much taken by their concern, but what I really want is just to watch Ruth. And, if I’m lucky, to hear her voice. God, how I love that voice. If she sang in opera, she would sound like Alison Metternich. Or Maria Olszewska. I heard her in Lohengrin. A magnificent mezzo-contralto. Pretty, too.
In a way, I suppose I just wallow in self-pity. But seeing Ruth caring for that lug in that bed makes me warm inside. Or something like that. Ghosts don’t feel warm or cold. They don’t feel, but they see and smell and hear, and do funny things with space and time and velocity. As for Ruth, well, it is as though a warm glow washed over me. She is that good. Really. My Ruth.
I can’t face the rest of my family right now. They are so terribly parochial. We all are. Were. We think our tiny consciousness is the centre of the universe. I think Aristotle started it all, and then the Catholic Church picked up the idea. Or maybe the Church was the first? The concept expanded to become the geocentric view of the world. Ask Galileo. It wasn’t funny. It’s changing slowly. Traditions slow them down. In a way they had the right idea but the wrong interpretation. We are the center of the universe. Our private, personal universe. Our consciousness, our awareness, is just like the center of operations.
They should listen to Paul. I die daily, he’d said. He was willing to accept completely new realities each day. He healed the sick, walked through walls. Ruth is a bit like that. I don’t mean she heals and walks through walls, but she is not set in her ways. Each day, when I wake up, it’s like being next to a new woman. Her gorgeous wrapping is the same, but she generates fresh views, fresh opinions, fresh ideas. As if she made them up while sleeping. Now, I know that she actually does that. Her unconscious never stops, it’s just that she doesn’t put clamps on hers just because the ideas might contradict her previous viewpoint. She would feel so good here. Where I am. So very at home. I don’t hold on to anything. Not even to my body. Nor to the place I’m in. Not even to my understanding of things. These grow exponentially. Like the dust clouds and the galaxies. Like the expanding universe itself.
Ruth is so alive. In constant becoming.
Here’s my mother, tissue in hand. That’s it. I am gone.
I am energy. I am sitting on air, facing my Friend. I have no mass. Do I have mass as a ghost? Unlikely. I’d be affected by the space-time continuum. I’m not. Ergo, no mass. If I am a body of light, even dim light, then, though photons have no mass, they do exhibit properties of both waves and particles. Not that this makes me feel any better. Now I am countless squiggly minute pieces of lint in desperate search of a melody.
“You are energy,” my Friend repeats. He’s not here, but I can hear him. And then I am alone again. Not even his voice reaches me here. I am surrounded by absolute, impenetrable darkness.
Blackness extends with equal density in all directions. I am surprised I can see me. In fact I can’t. I don’t have eyes. Just tiny pieces of lint. If anyone blew at me, I would fly in all directions. Like dandelions at the end of a hot summer—miniature galaxies in their own right. Only, I suspect, I consist of infinitely smaller components and an infinitely larger whole. Somehow I retain awareness of my being, regardless of the ridiculous substance of which I am made. Ridiculous and spanning the whole universe. At least, I think I do. There seems to be nothing beyond me.
It is either the beginning or the end of the world. Perhaps Brahma is still sleeping a dreamless sleep. Or is about to wake up. I am still an endless ocean of squiggly, vibrating bits of thread. Actually, I don’t know if my component parts are large or small—there is no comparison. I only know they, or I, are omnipresent. Anyway, I am aware of them. I know they are me. I have no perception where I begin or end. I am endless, like the universe. Infinity is my middle name. Except that there is no universe. I am just an ocean of unfulfilled energy.
All of me is vibrating. I feel the need for harmony. For order and harmony. Surely this would be an expression of beauty? I am beauty in search of an expression. I decide to examine myself more closely. I must do so by direct perception. Not by the use of senses, but by accepting what I am and experiencing my present form. That’s right. Direct perception. The yogis can do that. They become the object of their contemplation. Only I already am. I do it in reverse order. I became the object, and now I try to experience my own nature. Does this make sense?
“Frieeeend!”
There is no way he can hear me. He’d know what to do. I am surprised that I can still think in terms of words. Or, perhaps, I am just imagining I can. Perhaps this is a trick that my Friend is playing on me. That’s it! I am supposed to learn something. Only what? I have a strong suspicion that if I don’t, he’ll repeat the exercise again and again. Like my piano teacher—way back when. Or eons ahead in the future.
I can no longer say that I am nothing. Myriads upon myriads upon myriads of bits of string are not nothing. Even if they don’t really have any dimensions. Not three, anyway. Two at most. Not much, but still, not nothing. But why? Is this how the universe began? Whatever happened to the Big Bang? Was the universe just an omnipresent soup of bits of vibrating energy?
I don’t want to be here. I don’t want to have my being as an omnipresent soup. I know that’s from which the biological life emerged on Earth—primordial soup—but the whole universe? No way. It’s too dull, too uniform. I may be vibrating, but otherwise I am completely static. I make a great effort of will, and some strings begin to vibrate at different frequencies. I am fascinated. I try again. Soon a wondrous symphony fills the totality of my reality. The totality of me. I remember the words of a great scientist, Dr. Leon Lederman. Way, way into the future. Can you remember the future? I can. The future is my present, just like this is. Eons from now Dr. Lederman will say that God may turn out to be a beautiful melody.
Is this what I was intended to learn?
I am back at the knoll, suspended between heaven and earth, unsure of what I am. I had been given glimpses of the mystery of being, even of its glory, but I neither feel nor understand any of them. Those mysteries seem to belong in a different reality where I am but a visitor. A stranger in a strange land. I am not even sure of my purpose, of what I want to be. I’m neither alive, as I was when I held Ruth in my arms, nor am I in a state of being, with becoming insidiously stirring within me. Insidiously, because I have no knowledge of my direction—not when I’m suspended between two pines in an indeterminate hinterland. I am neither hot nor cold. Neither dead nor alive. I neither feel nor am I without feeling.
I am in a state of suspension, neither here nor there.
I am nowhere.
I am nothing.
I am not.
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Hail Mary, full of grace, the Lord is with thee, thy kingdom come, thy will be done…
Just who is riding herd over our will? Whatever happened to free will? Why are they praying? Don’t they believe in divine benevolence? I always did, and look where it got me. There I am, lying on my back, not showing any overt signs of life. But praying?
Divine benevolence. It’s simple. Everything always happens for my good. Perhaps, for my ultimate good. It beats the dickens out of worrying about tomorrow. Of course, if you act like an idiot, you get treated like an idiot.
…and the fruit of her womb, Jesus.
The Buddhists and the Hindus have their mantras, we have the Rosary. Droning, repetitious sets of words.
Aummmmm…
Ruth sighs. She must have left home in a hurry. She’s wearing the same suit she wears to give her lectures. This one and three others. In rotation. Simple, clean-cut. Nice. I like it. There is nothing I don’t like about Ruth. Except when she starts praying in public. I hate that. She ought to know better. At least her face seems relaxed. She’s a good actress, my Ruth.
I’m sure she finds kneeling hard. Ever since that double somersault she performed skiing on Mount Tremblant. She was as close to the other side, to the side I am on now, as she ever will be. Anyway, hard vinyl tiles are not designed for kneeling. Walking at best, or rolling stretchers to the emergency rooms. Nor are church pews, for that matter—I mean, designed for kneeling—though the Catholics deny this. They think that suffering is good: it purifies the soul. Sure. Tell that to a mother holding a starving child. They also say that Christ suffered so that we wouldn’t have to. Illogical? On the other hand, I am told they introduced upholstery on their prie-dieux to save their faithfuls’ knees. How about their souls? Can you upholster your soul, or character or whatever, to save your body? Trust me, if you could, I wouldn’t be lying here.
I detect a certain tension in me, bordering on anger. I have no idea why. I didn’t even know ghosts, or whatever I am, can get angry. There’s an awful lot I don’t know about the here-and-now.
I look around.
My body continues to lie motionless, just as I saw it the last time. My face is partially unwrapped. On top I’m still wearing a white turban. I could impersonate an Arab in any desert. Or is it an oil field? The rest of my face begins to resemble the one I wore when alive. The blue patches have turned yellow; my nose looks like a nose. Almost. But the room is different. They moved me to a private one. It seems I got here by being drawn, pulled, or somehow attracted to my body, not to the room as such. Thank heaven for insurance. If it weren’t for my firm, I would be lying in a public ward, cell phones flashing and beeping all over, and my whole family making a public spectacle of themselves.
Actually, my body shows signs of life. Indirectly. There is a little green light on the bedside table going blip, blip, blip… ad nauseam, you might say. Only… if I am in that body on that bed, then who am I?
Next to Ruth, my mother sits on the edge of the chair, as if making an effort to be uncomfortable. Dear mother. Her face is showing the strain of seeing me in such a dire condition. Usually dressed to a tee, she seems to have left home in a hurry. A light coat, inappropriate for this time of year, open in front but still dressed over her shoulders. She kept it on to keep her warm. People her age need warmth, and they don’t overheat the hospital rooms. The wide-brimmed hat she’s wearing at an equally inappropriate coquettish angle is more suitable to an Easter Parade than a hospital visit. Kerchief in hand, she murmurs the Rosary in unison with my cousins. Ruth must be doing this for my mother. She’s a deep believer, but not in praying in public.
“You’re coming over to the dark side,” I told her after we watched a video of Star Wars some time ago. We were probably the only people in Canada who did not see the movie when it first came out. We’d rented the video to cheer ourselves up. Just that morning we had received a card about the passing of a dear friend.
“Why would you say that, Lord Vader?” she bowed low before me.
“You don’t pray any more.” I never saw her on her knees.
“When thou prayest, enter into thy closet and… pray to thy Father in secret,” she quoted Matthew from memory. I don’t think she would go through these Rosary rites on her own. It must have taken wild horses, or, well... or her mother.
There is also Ruth’s mother, Clara; my father, George; and two of my cousins, Doris and Brenda—both good Catholics. Clara always elegant, my father in his double-breasted suit, probably the one he wore to our wedding. The rest of Dad hasn’t changed, either, these last twenty years. Even when staying at home, he always wears a tie. Old habits linger on and on and… As for my cousins, the less said about them the better. We don’t really get along, they and I. Lack of common interest? Not that I know what their interests are, except for their coifs. No kidding! You should see their hair! But they are good at praying. Faces drawn, a vertical crease between their tightly closed eyes. Oh, yes… they are good at praying.
Not at all like me. Dear cousins. I have a strong suspicion that they are keeping their fingers crossed in case I left them something in my will. I might get back into my body just to spite them.
The only people missing are Joan and Elaine, my sisters, who are happily married in the United States. I’m sure Ruth told them that there was nothing they could do.
Clara is always correct. Also, she tends to be plus catholique que le pape. I bet she can still recite the Holy Mass in Latin. And then some. Funny that. I am beginning to talk like a youngster. Perhaps I am. Perhaps, on this side, I am no more than a babe-in-arms. I have the whole universe to explore, the whole eternity. No matter—we’ll see. Or at least I shall, I hope.
Ruth and the cousins are kneeling down. Mother and Dad and Clara are sitting on chairs imported from the sitting area in the waiting hall. The chairs can only just fit in at the foot of the bed. My room is little more than a large cubicle for long-term patients. But it does have a door, not just a curtain. It is pale green, bland, sterile, insipid, flat, prosaic, and… did I say bland? And the fluorescent light is positively hideous. There is a small incandescent lamp on my bedside table, tucked behind the electronic stuff. That’s in case I want to read, I suppose. Ha, ha. I suppose the room’s good for dying in. But there is a bunch of flowers on a twin bedside table, on the other side of the bed. I wonder who brought them. Probably Clara. She’s always correct, remember? No one can be sorry to leave such surroundings. Believe me. I am an architect.
I was an…
One other thing. They substituted an eiderdown displaying nice autumn colours for the ever-present white blanket. It goes well with the flowers. Together they contrive to make the room look almost habitable. And there is a telephone next to the flowers. In case I want to call my office?
They don’t know it, but my extended family are all making a frightful noise with their unspoken pleas. I mean their thoughts. I don’t mean I peek into their minds—they just keep muttering. To me it’s like talking aloud. I can’t even tell them apart. They are reciting the Rosary, but their minds are wandering all over the place. Subliminal chatter, they call it. ‘They’ being people who study such things.
Make him healthy again, please God. Make him wake up. Do I have enough milk at home? Make him talk again (sometimes I sooo wish he’d shut up!)...
Holy Mary Mother of God…
We had that part, already. And anyway, if she’s the mother of God, then who is her mother?
That last wasn’t nice, but the question always bothered me. As for my cousins, if they want to pray for me, that’s fine, but they should switch off their blabbering minds first. Now that I am just beginning to pick up other people’s thought waves, I am also beginning to realize what the stranger, my Friend, has to put up with. If my mind generates as much subliminal clutter as the members of this little congregation do, then no wonder he needs time off. When I’m far away, he can get some rest. Maybe that’s why, in eastern cultures or religions, they teach meditation. A sort of switching off of the jabber.
Yak, yak, yak…
The scourge of humanity! Whatever happened to ‘Silence is golden’?
I had a friend, a client actually, who said that noise is the curse of the twentieth century. It’s not any better now. Even that which passes for music, these days, doesn’t stray far from noise. The screaming banshees on each TV program are ample evidence of that. They scream at the beginning, at the end, and as often as possible in-between. Mostly girl teens, but their mothers are rapidly joining them. It is so bad that Ruth and I stopped listening to TV altogether.
And now this. The Rosary.
Weren’t they supposed to contemplate on the mysteries of whatever? Mother told me, years ago, that Rosary is like a mantra. You don’t think about the words, you just repeat them, round and round, to enter into a lethargic state.
“It helps you contemplate the mysteries,” she’d said.
What mysteries? She never told me. And further, most people I know already are lethargic. However, the Church is obsessed with mysteries. If only we resolved to observe the world with open minds, surely the haze would slowly dissolve.
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