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The unexamined life

is not worth living for man
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as reported by Plato
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Autumn

 


…for he maketh his sun to rise on

the evil and on the good,

and sendeth rain on the just and

on the unjust.

 


Matthew 5:45

 


 


 


1

 The
Interview

 


The time is six o’clock in the
morning. It is quite normal for Dr. Peter Thornton to arrive at the
Montreal General Hospital well before the appointed time. Today is
no exception. Dr. Thornton does not expect a mere five hours of
sleep to have an adverse effect on his performance.
Performance. That’s how he thinks of the Rounds. The dreary
morning tour of the Wards with the usual contingent of residents
and interns. An ignorant lot.

“Good morning, Dr. Thornton.” The tone is
coquettish. Halfway between a greeting and a giggle. Dr. Thornton
turns his head.

A regular set of white teeth smiles at him.
The grin seems incongruously awake below the still sleepy eyelids.
A spotless white tunic accentuates the girl’s hourglass figure
while a crisp white cap is fighting a losing battle in an attempt
to regiment the nurse’s abundant blond hair. Dr. Thornton tries not
to show that he finds the greeting a mite annoying. People
shouldn’t smile this early in the morning. Not even student nurses.
Then he remembers the pixie face. Actually, not so much her face as
the soft, resilient body in a darkened linen closet. Last week?
Possibly.

Dr. Thornton manages a thin smile. Could it
have been last Tuesday? There are so many nurses... Thank God they
are all certified STD free. As he is, of course.

“Morning, Nurse.”

Dr. Thornton quickens his pace. He missed the
nurse’s name on her lapel nameplate. Dinah or Donna or something.
Peter Thornton enjoys a photographic memory for facts. Scientific
facts. They do not include his sex life. Anyway, there are just too
many nurses. He smiles again. This time at his own thoughts.

He enters a tiny office. As a final-year
resident in Internal Medicine, Dr. Thornton rates his own private
office. He takes off his trench coat and flips on the computer
terminal on his desk. He scans the moving data at a rate that would
leave most people gaping. Each single glance covers the whole
screen littered with meticulously tabulated information. At five to
seven, a white coat dangling over his shirtsleeves, a perfunctory
stethoscope swinging from his neck, Dr. Thornton steps out again
into the lackluster corridor.

It is a good five-minute walk to Ward A-12.
Today he must cover three wards in two hours. Hopefully not too
many patients will require his personal assistance. Actually, the
patients seldom do. It is the inferior, the inept, the
inexperienced residents and interns who tax his time and patience.
At no time had he been as ignorant as they all seem to be. Never.
Not even during his own internship. Dr. Thornton walks quickly, his
mind mulling over the patients’ medical histories he had just
scanned in his office.

There once was a time when, crossing these
same passageways, Peter Thornton could sense, almost see, the
sauntering shadows of those unfortunates who had come here looking
for help. Their empty carcasses were already dispatched to
Pathology in the basement, but their unrequited demands, hopes,
emotions still persisted, wandering the corridors, unsated. There
was a time when Peter could almost hear the disembodied echoes of
their pleas, see their silent screams frozen in the horrified eyes
gradually submitting to the inevitable. Why had those people been
so afraid of dying? Had they had a foreknowledge of some unspoken
horror lying ahead, or were they merely ignorant immortals still
unaware of their ultimate destiny? There was a time... once...

Now the corridors are empty.

Impersonal walkways, deserted, hollow,
indifferent to suffering, memories. Sequestered in silence. Even
the sound of Peter’s feet is absorbed by the polymeric carpet. He
is the only shadow in the shadowless labyrinth. The nurses rested
in at their stations. This was no-man’s space at no-man’s time.

When Dr. Thornton reaches Ward A-12, the
interns and residents are already waiting. There is a murmur of
recognition accompanied by a nodding of heads: Peter, George,
Brenda, Joan, Fred... whatever. He nods back, reciting his
colleagues’ names in return. Then he stops dead in his tracks.

“Dr. Brent?” Peter nods his head a little
lower.

As Chief of Medicine, Dr. John B. Brent is
the senior member of the teaching staff. He rarely attends the
Rounds. Dr. Brent is available as a consultant for difficult,
unorthodox cases only. Peter clears his throat to hide an amused
smirk as he shakes Dr. Brent’s bony hand. This is a Godsend. Peter
Thornton never bothers to show off his knowledge in front of the
interns and junior residents. This is different. He might score
points for his career.

For the next two hours they greet, smile
over, prod, push and pull, examine, discuss, pamper, disturb,
annoy, soothe and prescribe for some three dozen patients. Three
minutes per patient. By nine the Rounds are over. The patients are
fed, again drained of fluids and feces. They have already been
washed, scrubbed clean since dawn, in readiness for the Rounds.
After all, hospitals are not built for patients to be sick in, only
for doctors to cure them.

“A spot of lunch, Peter?” Dr. Brent asks, in
an offhanded manner.

“I would be honoured, Sir.” Peter smiles,
then adds, “I must check with the office first, though...”

“Of course. I’ll see you in my office around
noon.”

Peter bites his tongue, but it’s too late. He
realizes he has overdone the zeal. One does not treat the Chief of
Medicine’s invitations conditionally, nor does one imply one’s own
indispensability. Peter swears under his breath. Lately he’d been
making mistakes. He hates his own slips even more than those of his
subordinates.

At twelve sharp, Dr. Thornton knocks on the
Chief’s door. A middle-aged secretary waves him on. He knocks again
and enters Dr. Brent’s office. He stops at the door, looking down
at a mop of gray hair bent over a desk cluttered with stacks of
paper. Whatever happened to computers, Peter wonders? The old man
doesn’t move.

“Sit down, Peter.”

The Chief doesn’t raise his head. The office
is ten times bigger than Peter’s. One wall is lined with Dr.
Brent’s private library, the other with case histories. Against the
third wall is a settee wide enough for a nap. Peter chooses one of
the two moulded chairs opposite the large desk. Dr. Brent pushes a
button on his intercom.

“Mary? The usual. For two.” He releases the
button and continues working. A minute or two later Dr. Brent looks
up and seems to notice Peter for the first time.

“Glad you could make it. Wanted a word with
you.”

Dr. Brent’s voice sounds cordial enough, but
Peter detects a certain hesitation in the Chief’s voice. Is the man
ill at ease? Why? Why am I here? Peter is more interested than
worried that he may have perpetrated some medical misdemeanour. He
decides to wait.

Mary comes in with two plates of raw
vegetables, two large glasses of vegetable juice and a basket of
rehydrated bread. She places them on the few empty spots she can
find on the desk and smiles at the old physician.

“Would you like anything else, Sir?” Her warm
smile reflects genuine affection for the doctor. Peter finds
himself wondering what makes an attractive, blithe woman show
fondness for a man known as a driving workhorse. Dr. Brent looks at
his guest.

“Dr. Thornton?”

“That will be just fine, Sir.”

Peter grins at his passing thoughts: ‘When I
was wishing to be a rabbit, I was referring to its sex life, not to
its dietary preference.’ Chief of Medicine and Mary take Peter’s
grin as grateful acquiescence.

For a few minutes they eat in silence. The
vegetables are crisp and obviously fresh. Rather a step up from the
subsidized cafeteria on the fifth floor. Halfway through his plate
of salad, Dr. Brent leans back and lights a cigarette. Peter had
heard about the Chief’s smoking habit, but had never actually seen
it. Dr. Brent never indulged his weakness in public.

“This morning I asked you for three diagnoses
and three proposed treatments,” said Dr. Brent, speaking through a
cloud of smoke. Peter waits, though suddenly he feels a little
uneasy. “All three of your diagnoses were correct.”

Dr. Brent again draws on his cigarette, then
stubs it out and returns to his salad. Peter is becoming nervous.
He chews his assiette de crudités slowly as though having
difficulty with swallowing. What the devil is the old warlock
driving at?

At last his plate is empty. They finish
almost simultaneously and both lean back.

“Cigarette?” Dr. Brent extends his
old-fashioned cigarette case.

“I don’t...”

“Of course!”

The old man again leans back in his
high-backed armchair. He joins his palms together, his gaunt, long
fingertips touching in silent prayer while pointing his
long-stemmed cigarette at Peter like an Amazonian blowpipe. A thin
line of smoke rises from its tip in a perfectly straight line, then
wavers as though uncertain of its future. A little later, the
host’s bushy white eyebrows draw together as though arriving at a
decision. As Peter stirs expectantly, Dr. Brent, incongruously,
blows a perfect smoke ring. Peter wills the Chief to come to the
point. He can’t imagine what the devil he is doing here other than
exposing himself to the noxious fumes of a filthy habit. Peter
hates being nervous.

“The proposed treatments were also correct.”
Dr. Brent continues as if he had never stopped talking. John lets
out an inaudible sigh. “What I cannot understand is, why did you
recommend the biopsies in Mr. Clayton’s case?”

“Ah, Mr. Clayton...?”

For a briefest instant Dr. Brent’s eyes turn
hard. Then he puffs another smoke ring. Peter knew of his mistake
before the smoke left the Chief’s lips.

“Yes, Peter, Mr. Clayton’s. The third case we
examined this morning.”

The Chief looks at Peter over his half-moon
spectacles. His tone is kind, his gaze once more fatherly. Peter
thinks he must have imagined the hardness in the old man’s
eyes.

“Yes, of course, Sir.”

“There were three other treatments you could
have recommended... Could you comment on that? Rather more, shall
we say, standard treatments?”

“Yes, Sir. I believe that any other
preventive measure would have only delayed the operation. The
symptoms were characteristic of the three cases which you had
treated...” (Peter knows that he just made his third mistake)
“...which I had treated this morning exactly as per your diagnoses
of three, four and six years ago. Quite rare cases. Very rare
indeed.”

Dr. Brent seems preoccupied with a speck on a
blank sheet of paper. Then, almost absentmindedly, he reaches for
another cigarette. “Why have you been looking up my past medical
histories?” The Chief looks the young man straight in the eye.

Peter swallows hard. He cannot, he should not
try to fool the Chief. It would never work. No bloody way.

“I have made a study of the most unusual
cases of all the teaching staff in this hospital,” Peter answers
bluntly, returning the Chief’s steady gaze. He then crosses his
legs. He does his best not to show his irritation.

“Why? Why specifically at the General?”

“It is the best hospital.” Peter’s voice
carries all the confidence he can muster.

Dr. Brent lowers his penetrating eyes to his
watch. He draws the last puff and puts out his cigarette.

“I’m afraid I must go. Thank you for having
lunch with me.”

Dr. Brent rises to his feet and puts on his
jacket. They leave the office together. Peter looks small next to
Dr. Brent’s six-foot frame. The old man is pushing seventy and
seems to have twice Peter’s energy. And twice his memory. At least
of his patients’ names.

Peter goes back to his office. He cannot
understand the reason for the Chief’s interrogation. It wasn’t a
lunch, it was more like a lynching. But why? Why was it necessary
for the Chief of Medicine to know why Peter had made the
right diagnoses?

 


At 18:00 Peter is free.

He always walks to and from the General,
though he prefers early morning or late night for negotiating
Côte des Neiges’ intersection with Pine Avenue during the
rush hour. The heavy traffic with its attendant pollution does
little to improve his spirits. During the day Peter was much too
busy, but now his thoughts return to the interview with Dr. Brent.
It left him unhinged. Being unsettled is a luxury Peter cannot
afford. Not with the Royal College of Physicians Fellowship exams
coming up later next month.

This would be the second time in his life
when, in a way, he would be making a final commitment. The first
had been a failure. A fruit of inexperience. Of the
irresponsibility of youth. The first time he had run away. He
cannot afford another failure. Not now. This could be the reason
why lately his thoughts drift to distant images, perhaps better
left alone. Yet he remembers them so well. As though it all had
happened yesterday.

Peter shrugs. I was no more than an
adolescent...

Perhaps. Perhaps all boys dream, at one time
or another, of becoming a priest. They do if they have been brought
up by good, practicing Catholics. The old, traditional variety. The
type who do not question authority.

Peter questioned authority, but it wasn’t
even that.

He had gone through a period in his young
life, apparently inherent in most boys’ lives, when they think they
are ready to give up all, give up life itself, for a cause. A
passing phase. But not for Peter. He had gone a stage further. He
had entered a seminary. The Seminary of St. Francis of Assisi. He
had spent years strengthening his faith, his resolve. Anything less
than perfection, than obeisant sainthood, was not good enough. As
with most things he did, Peter had tried too hard. Or his
expectations had been too great. He’d never know. Not now.

Peter had been too honest to aspire to
sanctity, to that exalted state which his role models had achieved
throughout history. Why? He had questions. Questions which one does
not ask in a seminary. He did not mind the rough cloth, the binding
girdle or the sandals, but his head could not be contained within
the brown, drooping cowl. It limited his vision. His inner
vision.

Or maybe he just lacked the necessary
humility.

On the day before Ordination he had left the
heavy metal gates of his temporal prison. His confessor had given
him absolution. The old priest had understood him, or else had been
very wise. Or a fool?

“Come back to us when you are ready.”

“Yes, Father. I will.”

Peter has had no opportunity to keep his
promise, as yet. He doubts he ever will.

There followed a long period of guilt. Peter
could not even pass by a church, let alone enter one, without
feeling guilty. He tried to sublimate his self-condemnation by
giving large sums of money, as large as he possibly could, to the
Saint Francis Seminary. For years there had been no money left for
anything extra. Anything over and above the bare necessities of
life. Then, one day, the guilt was gone. He was a second-year
student of medicine by then. His inherent hunger for immortality
had taken a strange turn. Rather than peruse the intangible, Peter
Thornton applied his powerful faith to the physical body.

Later, much later, came the nurses. By
today’s standards, Peter was a throwback. At the age of 24, Peter
was still a virgin. A male virgin. By choice. A nurse his own age,
but with ten years’ experience, took advantage of his innocence. Or
had it been just plain ignorance? Since that day nurses had become
Dr. Thornton’s hobby––the various linen closets at the General his
private if transient seraglios. Peter did his level best to make up
for his early shortcomings.

Today, however, was not a day for
frivolity.

This afternoon one intern and two nurses
suffered the consequences of his mounting tension. He had
practically bitten their heads off. Peter Thornton hates anyone
witnessing his weaknesses. Not that he indulges himself in many.
His driving ambition leaves little room for complacency. He sees
himself as a man on the cutting edge of modern medicine. Being
brilliant carries its own responsibilities. Noblesse oblige.
He intends to break new professional ground. He is going to prove
that the human body, when properly maintained, can last forever.
Virtually for ever. It’s only logical.

But the damage was done.

Still, a few well-placed words and they’ll
forget. They always do. He could spin the junior staff around his
little finger. A smile widens Peter’s narrow mouth. They call it
charisma. He can turn it on and off when necessary. Ask any nurse.
Any pretty nurse.

On occasion, Peter loved to give an
impression of a phlegmatic country squire. Reserved, polite,
elegant, detached. Affable when necessary. An arbiter
elegantiarum. He is none of these. No time right now. First,
the exams. And his five-foot-six stature does not carry an air of
commanding detachment. He is too short, his hair neither dark nor
truly blond; his eyes, once a fine blue, now seem faded, blurred
from incessant reading, staring at the screen of his computer.
Peter runs his palm over his inch-long crew cut. At least his
hairstyle gives him an extra inch.

The bloody exams.

Finally Peter leaves the winding Chemin de
la Côte-des-Neiges and enters the serenity of Upper Westmount.
After his brother Andrew died, Ruth, his sister-in-law, had asked
him to stay at her opulent residence. She had asked him right then,
at the funeral. She seemed awfully broken up. People did not take
kindly to the death of their loved ones. They didn’t give a hoot
about others dropping off like flies.

“The children need a role-model. Someone to
balance my...”

“Surely you don’t think of me as a father
image!?” He remembers having spoken too loudly next to the open
grave. Ruth’s request had come as a shock.

“Peter, please help me.”

There had been enough pain in Ruth’s voice to
convert him into any image she liked.

Ruth had really broken down. Even his
shoulder seemed inadequate. Physically. Ruth was taller than he
was. He had promised he would come and stay with her as long as she
needed him. He had surprised himself. It had not been in his nature
to make concessions for human weaknesses. Not even his own. But
what could he have done? Ruth and Andrew had adopted the two kids
some years ago. The kids had lost a father for the second time. Now
there was Smith, of course. But, Peter had reasoned, it was not the
same. Blood is stronger than water. Or is it?

Peter inhales deeply. Even the air is
different in Upper Westmount.

What a magnificent difference! Whenever Peter
walks through the upper reaches, he thanks his lucky star for being
among the chosen. The superb, mature elms join their crowns into a
continuous gothic arch. The living cloister fosters a sense of
peace. A sense of protection from the foibles of this uncertain
world. The manicured lawns, the meticulously maintained front
gardens create an air of well-being, of being apart, above and
beyond the masses swarming on the other side of the tracks. Upper
Westmount always had ruled, and continues to rule, Montreal, Quebec
and a good part of Canada. And that only twelve years after Quebec
had rejoined the fold. The New Canada. Sixteen provinces with two
more State applications still pending.

Dr. Thornton loves Westmount. The bastion of
the mighty.

As he reaches for his key, Winston opens the
door. He nearly always does. The man is psychic. And, at three in
the morning, scary.

“Good evening, Sir. May I take your
coat?”

Winston Smith speaks in as deep and smooth a
voice as Peter has ever heard. The butler could probably sing Boris
Goudonov at the Met. He could also fly a kite. Literally. He often
does, with the kids. He is also the best majordomo and
general factotum Ruth could ever hope to find.

“Hi, Smith.”

Peter drops his coat on Smith’s extended arm
and continues to his upstairs room without losing stride.

“Thanks...” He throws over his shoulder,
waving his arm in an offhanded greeting.

Peter is the only member of the family who
addresses Smith as Smith. He insists that this is the proper form
of address to a servant of Smith’s stature. Particularly towards a
stature exported from England. Of course, the English don’t have
butlers anymore. Can’t afford them. Not since the Solidarity. All
the same, Winston Smith is an enigma.

Two days after Andrew’s funeral (heart
attacks are on the increase in Westmount), Winston Smith had
appeared at the door of the Thornton residence. As Ruth opened the
door, the tall, gaunt man handed her a sealed envelope. It had been
hand-addressed to Mrs. Ruth Thornton. The writing was familiar.
Then Ruth recognized the writing and broke down. Some weeks after
the event, Ruth confessed to Peter that she had actually fainted.
Later, she said, she had found herself lying on the settee, two
pillows under her head, a glass of water at her elbow and Andrew’s
unread letter on her lap. Winston Smith was standing at the door
quite motionless.

“I came to,” Ruth continued her confession,
“and before I even noticed Winston at the door, I again saw the
envelope. It was definitely Andrew’s writing. I have no idea why I
had fainted. It must have been the shock of seeing a communication
from beyond the grave. That’s how it looked at the time. Or maybe
it was the strain of the funeral, the poor children... Oh, I don’t
know. Perhaps I am just a weak woman.”

Ruth always had a well-modulated,
mezzo-contralto voice.

“Anyway, I tore open the envelope and read
the letter. A note really. Andrew said simply that should anything
ever happen to him, unexpectedly, I should consider making use of
Winston Smith’s service. ‘You can trust him, darling,’ the note
said. I broke down again, but I didn’t faint anymore...”

At the time Peter wondered if Andrew had
suffered from a premonition.

“I asked Winston how he met Andrew. He gave
me a roundabout answer that he had occasion to be of service to him
during a mission in China when Andrew was building a number of dams
across the Ch’and Chiang, or the Yangtze river. I recall Andrew had
had a serious mishap there of some nature and apparently Winston
had helped him out. That was about all he would say. Winston, not
Andrew, of course.”

For some strange reason, as Peter passes the
living room, he visualizes the scene of Ruth lying in a fainting
spell on the settee. He shrugs and continues up to his room. He
needs all the time he can spare for his studies. Thank heaven the
kids are out at the Centre. Normally he would have to dodge them or
be caught in a tumble for at least fifteen minutes. The little
brats have absolutely no idea of the importance of time.

“Dinner will be at seven, Sir.”

Peter ignores the ponderous announcement as
he closes the door to his room.

Smith isn’t a bad chap. A bit stiff, speaks
in a stilted accent, is about three feet too tall, but he certainly
has a way with the children. This last trait invariably left Peter
baffled. Neither Jonathan nor Moira ever minded doing anything the
black-draped beanstalk told them. There were never any long-winded
arguments, as there would be with him or their mother, at bedtime.
Never a pouting look or an attempt at an emotional blackmail the
kids seem otherwise so good at:

“You never play with us anymore...

“Just five more minutes, pleeease...

“I’ll do it first thing tomorrow...

“Oh, pleeease, mommy, I already read that
book for hooours (meaning ten minutes) today, I’ll read for two
hours tomorrow... if you let me stay a little longer...”

Whenever Winston appeared on the scene, Jo
and Mo would get up, kiss their mother, sometimes his own cheek
and, if so instructed, leave in a fray of joyful obedience. Smith
accomplished this feat without ever raising his voice, let alone a
punitive hand. In fact, the children seemed to like him. A lot.

Peter glances at his watch. With dinner at
seven it’s hardly worthwhile to do any cramming. Nevertheless, he
clicks on the computer and sprawls on his padded armchair with his
feet on the side table. His right hand toys inconsequentially with
the mouse, opening a dozen windows on the computer screen, then
closing them again. His mind drifts to the midday interview.

What the devil was the old goat after?

Whatever it was, it couldn’t have had
anything whatever to do with matters they discussed. Of that Peter
was certain. He may have been weighed for a possible future
addition to the permanent staff. But there are better ways of doing
that. And anyway, with the workload Dr. Brent has, he would have
waited till after the Fellowship exams. After all, less than 35% of
the residents taking them manage to pass at the first sitting. The
knowledge required is just too great. And now, with the computer
simulations, those desirous of keeping down the numbers of the
Illustrious Fellowship are free to make up pathological syndromes
virtually ad infinitum. Often, there are no right or wrong
answers.

Peter’s twisted smile reflects his onerous
thoughts. It occurs to him that medicine, in an attempt to
stimulate life, succeeds only in deferring death. Marginally.

It just ain’t good enough!

Peter closes his eyes. He recalls quite
vividly the first years of his Medical School at McGill. Then he
had felt that the scope, the range of knowledge was so overwhelming
that no sane man could or should possibly aspire to it all. This
feeling had never left him. It grew. Sometimes, in moments of great
stress, perhaps of excessive fatigue, he tried to imagine that the
information, the knowingness, was already within him; that it could
manifest itself even without his conscious participation. I am a
healer, he repeated often. The life force of nature works through
me. Regardless of my subjective limitations.

What limitations?

After a rare good night’s sleep, Peter did
not recognize limitations. Not for himself. He was however becoming
more and more aware of the limitations of medicine. His reading
extended well beyond the standard curriculum stipulated by his
chosen profession. Peter felt compelled, urged on in his studies,
almost as if he were running out of time. Yet, the more knowledge
he absorbed, the more he became aware of the underlying chaos which
seemed to saturate the universe around him. Peter was becoming
convinced that the laws of thermodynamics were bent on restoring a
state of primordial chaos. From this all-pervading random,
disorderly turmoil of matter and energy, life, the Force of Life,
wrenches a small degree of harmony. At times It fights a losing
battle. Occasionally, only occasionally, science provided some
answers as to how, where or even when this bedlam of confusion came
under a semblance of order.

It never explained why ?

Peter discovered that life is not a natural
arrangement of atoms and molecules, but that it strives to sustain
an unstable, indeed, an unnatural condition. Nature seemed to defy
itself as it formed random alliances from chance encounters between
the countless particles of the universe. Life not only created but
maintained a precarious balance between a temporary suspension of
chaos and the ever demanding, debilitating, waiting in the
aisles––death. Over the years, Peter had become convinced that to
be a physician one could not take man out of the context of nature.
Man was the first product of the Life Force that asked why.
For that alone the phenomenon of man should be cherished in its
totality. Yet the medicine practiced at the General Hospital was
oriented towards the symptomatic, the resultant, not the causative
stimuli.

“And the General is the best!” Peter says out
loud, a perverse sneer on his lips.

Yesterday he left the General at midnight.
The stars were out, amused, mocking, winking at his ineptness, his
primitive ineptitude. Five hours later he was up and ready to
repeat the crazy cycle. The morning Rounds, two hours with the
illustrious Chief of Medicine, an illustrious watchdog bent on
trying to catch him on some symptomatic technicality. For crying
out loud... They are all bloody ignorant!

“And so am I...” The sneer relaxes into a
sardonic grin.

In all he had ever read, in all the books,
tapes, disks, memory banks he had scanned, in all the information
he had once treated with respect fed by his insatiable hunger for
knowledge, in all the lectures he had attended, in all the
countless laboratory tests, in the medical journals flaunting the
purportedly greatest brains of the medical profession, in all that,
Peter Thornton had never, never found any scientific reason
why people had to live or… die.

 


Peter switches off the computer and leans his
head against the back of the tall padded armchair. He stares into
the ceiling, trying to empty his mind of despondency. He fails.
Dejection, almost agony, contorts his normally relaxed features.
There had been moments in his young life when he wanted to throw in
the towel, when he thought he could give it all up and join Ruth at
the United Nations in some capacity which carried prestige, with
the attendant financial rewards. The Thorntons have all the right
contacts, and this means a bright future in politics. Why not? Does
he not share a sufficiently low opinion of humanity?

Peter is vaguely aware of a knock on the
door. He ignores it. Probably some nurse or a moronic intern. The
second knocking is louder.

“Yes, Smith, I’m coming,” Peter calls out
without moving.

He glances at his watch. It is 7:05.

“Uncle Peter?” A squeaky voice precedes a
pair of wide-open eyes peeping through a crack in the door.

“Hi, Jonathan. Come in.”

Jonathan’s neck seems to stretch, allowing
the blond, curly head to peek farther into his uncle’s room. The
place is out of bounds. This fact alone makes it fascinating. There
is no tension or fear as little Jo’s eyes wander over the room. No
hunger. Just curiosity.

Is that what it is? Curiosity? Is that all
that motivates me?

Peter takes Jonathan’s hand and they go down
together. When they reach the bottom of the stairs, Moira runs up
and jumps astride just above Peter’s knees. Her eyes are filled
with the wonder of youth.

“Gochya, Uncle Pether!” Last week Moira had
left her two front teeth under her pillow for the tooth fairy.

Perhaps that’s enough. Perhaps the search is
all that matters... Somehow the answer doesn’t satisfy him. The
hunger remains.

Peter catches Mo and carries her to her chair
at the table. Jonathan sits down opposite his sister. There is just
a touch of jealousy in Jo’s eyes. Of course, at seven he is too old
to jump on Uncle Peter’s lap. Except when they are alone.

“There are moments, Sir, when hunger seems
difficult to satisfy?”

The sonorous voice comes from the direction
of the butler. Winston Smith is standing behind Peter’s chair,
ready to push it in once Peter sits down. The table is set for
three. With Ruth in New York on UN business, Peter takes the head
of the table. He’s hungry.

“You might well have a point there, Smith.
All the same, we shall try.”

A delicate aroma of home-made soup reaches
Peter’s nose from the tureen waiting on the dining-room sideboard.
As Peter sits down, a quizzical smile parts his lips almost against
his will. He stares into his plate, unable to look up.

Suddenly he is quite certain that Winston
Smith was not talking about dinner.

 


 


 


2

The
Ball

 


After six hours of
continuous study, the tiny lines of
concentration release their tight hold at the edges of Peter’s
eyes. Peter blinks, rubs his eyes with the back of his hand, takes
a deep breath and clicks off the screen. His joints are stiff from
long immobility. Some moments later he walks over to the dormer
window overlooking the front lawn and the street. There he sits
down again, sideways, on the deep sill and peers outside. His tired
smile turns into a lopsided grin of masochistic
satisfaction.

It is that time of year.

The weather looks as bleak as he feels. From
the first day of the fortnight he had taken off from the hospital,
the dull, listless drizzle enveloped Montreal with ubiquitous
persistence. There was nothing outside to tempt him, nothing to
dissuade him from his resolve to recap all the data he believed
pertinent to the Fellowship exams. A mammoth task. For eighteen
hours a day, with devotion bordering on fanaticism, Peter stared at
the luminous screen. Occasionally his arm moved his fingers,
dialing some numbers on the modem. New texts would appear, new
voluminous compilations that might not help him in his professional
career but were apt to assist him in impressing his mentors.

Peter is glad the fortnight is over.

He feels near the end of his physical and
mental resilience. He had awoken this morning with a headache. He
had been dreaming. He had dreamt that he was attending the usual
morning Rounds and couldn’t remember any of the patients’ names.
Dr. Brent, wearing a long white robe with oversized sleeves, was
persistently whispering into his ear that he, Peter, was much too
clever, that he should try to be original in his approach. The
Chief suggested he should try a little black magic. Peter, who in
his dream was much taller than Dr. Brent, told his superior to go
fly a kite. Dr. Brent immediately spread his arms wide, flapped
them a few times and flew off towards the quickly receding ceiling.
At the very last moment Peter tugged on the string, but Dr. Brent
was not attached to it any more. Peter felt guilty about allowing
Dr. Brent to get away.

Now the headache is gone; the memory of a
kite-like Dr. Brent, flying, remains.

Peter shrugs. He had never paid much
attention to any of his dreams. He isn’t even certain that the
Chief will be one of his examiners. Either way it didn’t matter a
damn. Not now, anyway.

Peter continues to stare through the streaky
window.

In spite of the rain, the view is beautiful.
Melancholy, but beautiful. The pavement is almost hidden under a
glistening carpet of red and gold. The rich embroidery slopes
gently to the south, thick in places, elsewhere opening up to allow
tiny rivulets to find their way between clumps pushed to one side
by a gust of wind or a passing car. Here and there tiny rills
disappear under larger heaps only to emerge on the lower side, ever
descending, down and down, towards Sherbrooke, then lower, ever
lower, through St-Henri, to the broad river of the St. Lawrence.
Then lower still until this falling haze, these tears after the
departed summer, this persistent drizzle would be swallowed, drop
by drop, with equal persistency, by the ocean from whence it had
once risen towards the sky.

The cycle of life.

“Divinity is like water, it always finds its
lowest level...” Peter murmurs now, looking at the ever-changing
pattern of lines on the wet windowpane.

He had read this sentence somewhere.
Sometime. When he was still attending church on Sundays. Before,
like Beethoven, he had shaken his fist at the thunder. Now it is
his job to decide on the fate of those living and dying. He no
longer has time to wait for the capricious gods to make their trite
decisions for him. Some of his patients would live. Some would die.
Up to heaven or down to hell. Thank God there is no metaphysical
platitude for lateral orientation.

Peter feels tired. Very tired. Mentally and
physically. He even feels drained emotionally. The sheer volume of
knowledge is dwarfing. Smothering. Oppressive. Perhaps ‘I am taking
all this too seriously?’ he ponders. Perhaps medicine, power over
life, should not be left to the lesser gods. Perhaps we should all
accept the dictates of Mother Nature. Eat or be eaten. Succulent
morsels of human flesh. There would be no shortage of food in the
world. Selection of the fittest. The tastiest.

“I must get some sleep!”

Peter looks at his watch. It is nearly four.
He must take a nap to survive tonight’s ball. The annual Ball of
the Montreal General Hospital. At the Ritz-Xentung. A posh affair.
All the capital bores will attend. Capital takes great interest in
medicine these days. People seem very preoccupied with remaining
healthy. Or at least alive. At any cost. Transplants galore. Get
your spare parts at the General! Tuesdays and Fridays two kidneys
for the price of one. The rich can afford them. Those with
influence and connections. Anyway, he had promised Ruth he would
escort her. Just this once. Frankly, he could do with some good
contacts after having acted like a hermit since his first year at
McGill.

Hope to God she’ll not be too argumentative,
he grimaces.

The last time Ruth was in town, they had
argued all during dinner about the merits of orthodox religions.
Peter never realized how strongly Ruth felt about the Pope’s
infallibility. Strange. She is such a practical woman.

Peter stretches on the bed and closes his
eyes. He pictures Ruth with red cheeks, excited, spoiling for a
good fight.

“Only in matters of faith, of course,” she
confides.

“And pray tell me, sister, just what are
those matters of faith?”

“All things dealing with your soul. And
heaven,” she adds.

“Then after you define my soul, you might
care to give me a quick tour of your heaven?”

That was a week ago. Ruth had neither looked
nor sounded amused. Since she lost Andrew, she seemed to be
searching for something to lean upon. Some dogma, some broad
shoulder she could take with her when she went to her office. More
so when she went out of town.

Peter wonders if his sister-in-law would ever
remarry. At 42 she is young enough. Slim but not skinny––certainly
a ‘handsome woman’. In high heels, a little taller than Peter. Her
liquid brown eyes can look demure and intelligent at the same time.
And she certainly keeps her copious dark hair pinned up in the
latest fashion. Even in the morning she manages to look as though
she had only just left the best hairdresser. Peter smiles at his
thoughts. His only means of comparison are the nurses, and two
women staff doctors. Not much competition there, he muses.

As the chief representative of the Canadian
Confederation at the United Nations, Ruth has brains, too.

“You must have faith, Peter!” she
commanded.

“Fine, but in what!?”

Peter recalls he was becoming exasperated
himself. He seemed to live in a permanent state of exhaustion.

“But in what?” He had repeated, having
received no answer.

“In that which is beyond our understanding!”
Ruth had lowered her voice slightly.

“And just what good would that do for my
patients?” He recalls having asked.

“Who are we to know...?” There had been a
plea in her voice.

Peter feels like a heel. Ruth had needed help
and he had managed to upset her. To weaken what tiny straws she
still grasped at. Being a single mother of two can’t be a picnic.
Thank God for Andrew’s insurance. At least she would never have to
face financial problems. Not that she couldn’t take care of
herself. Her own income vastly exceeds Peter’s. For the present.
Soon, very soon, this will change... The day after the exams he’ll
start looking around. At last. At long last!

Peter slept for three hours. Like a log. Like
a new-born babe.

Like a resident before a Fellowship
examination.

 


“Peter?”

Sleep. Perchance to dream...

“Peter!?”

No peace for the guilty. “Yes, Ruth?”

“I’ll be ready in one hour.”

A threat? A warning? A reminder.

“The dinner is set for nine. We shouldn’t be
late.”

The dinner at the Ritz-Xentung. To hell with
Xentung. Let them get their own Ritz. Then Peter smiles. They did.
He shrugs.

“I’ll be ready!”

One hour later, showered, his crew-cut at a
perfunctory right angle to his scalp, sporting the latest black-tie
garb (he refuses to wear tails), Peter finds Ruth already
downstairs. She looks stunning. Peter thinks of his brother. You
must have been crazy, old man. If I’d been you, I would have taken
her with me.

“Is something wrong?” Ruth asks as Peter
continues to stare at his sister-in-law.

“Only that I may be accused of having bumped
off my brother just to take you to the Ritz!” His voice is quite
serious.

“Peter, that’s not in the best of taste.”

“Well, you’re worth it. And no, it isn’t. A
sherry?” He counters.

Only then does he notice that Ruth already
has one.

“Sorry. Where are the kids?”

“Jo is playing with Winston, and Mo went next
door to a pajama party.”

There is a short silence.

“Peter?”

“Yes, Ruth?”

“Thank you. Maybe I needed reassurance.” Her
smile is radiant. “It’s been quite a while, hasn’t it?”

“You are working too hard,” Peter says.

He means it. Ruth seems to be filling the
vacuum Andrew left with work. She had asked him to escort her to
the Ritz because she is the official representative of the UN. The
World Health Organization, the WHO, had asked her to say a few
words on their behalf. Asking for money, of course. Everyone wants
money.

 


From the moment the doorman opens the taxi
door, they step into a different world. Not a world to which Peter
is accustomed. He offers his arm to Ruth as they cross the
vestibule into the plush atrium.

The Ritz remembers far better days. The
canopy over the main entrance is shaped like an over-decorated,
gilt-edged, jewel-encrusted pagoda. The new, three-story atrium is
more reminiscent of a building flanking Red Square than the quiet
elegance of the old Ritz-Carlton. The Chinese ownership is
unmistakable. It proclaims its control with vulgar ostentation. No
one seems to object. After all, it was Hong Kong money that cut
unemployment in Montreal from sixteen to six percent. Since the
Queen of the Orient reverted to China, the expatriates owned
Montreal. After buying out the controlling interest in the most
prestigious locations in the Western provinces, there was still
money left over. Montreal was an obvious choice on the East Coast.
The Japanese already owned New York.

Peter finds the glitter of the interior
distracting. Almost annoying. He has neither time nor inclination
for frivolity. He is a little sorry he agreed to escort Ruth. Then
he looks at his sister-in-law and smiles.

“Is this the modern version of Babylon?”

“Quiet,” she admonishes him in a half
whisper. “Smile to the people. That’s what we are here for.”

A uniformed man appears at their elbow to
escort them to the head table. As they cross the ballroom
threshold, a resplendent general in full livery announces them in a
stentorian voice. To Peter, the man looks like a lugubrious town
crier or an unemployed president of a banana republic.

“Doctor and Mrs. Thornton!”

Peter wonders if anyone is listening.

“Do you think they think that we are hitched
up?” Peter asks innocently.

“Shut up, Peter!”

Ruth smiles left and right with the grace of
a princess. Peter begins to understand why at the UN they insist
that Ruth be their spokeswoman at every social gathering they can
think of.

Three men rise as Ruth approaches. All three
are dressed in tails with wide silk sashes across their
underdeveloped chests and overdeveloped paunches. The sashes
display a number of stars, medals and other pieces of glittering
metal.

The tallest of the three performs the
introductions at the head table. Peter and Ruth shake hands with
the nearest diners, nod and bow to those further away. People stare
at Ruth. Peter never realized how beautiful she really is.
Familiarity breads contempt, he muses. Or at least lack of
appreciation.

Finally the pleasantries are over and they
sit down. Peter is three chairs away from Ruth. A gray-haired woman
on his right has already announced that she is hard-of-hearing in
her left ear. This leaves Peter with a petite woman on his
left.

Brunette, well put together. A severe dress,
à la chinoise, flowing down from a diamond-studded collar at
the neck, clinging to every curve, every nuance of her body.
Judging by her facial bones, the girl is only half-Chinese. The
other half could be Spanish or some other Latin extraction. Or
Irish after the Spanish Armada. Peter ignores her until she raises
her long eyelashes. Two superb, polished jades filled with
intelligence. No face with such eyes could be ugly. The
intelligence is almost overpowering.

Peter leans over to check again her name on
the placement tag. Dr. Catherine Mondellay. Surely, not another MD.
Enough is enough. Yet the eyes are too intelligent to ignore. They
radiate magnetic power.

“Dr. Mondellay?” Peter raises his glass. “We
seem to have a common interest.”

“Cathy.”

“I beg your pardon?

“My name is Cathy. We can’t spend these next
hours sitting next to each other throwing titles around.”

So much for breaking the ice.

“Peter. Dr. Peter Thornton. Delighted.”

“I know. I read your name tag. Are you?”

Peter has slept for a few hours but this is a
little too fast for him. He retreats into a defensive posture, sips
the dry champagne, and plays for time.

“And I am not a Doctor. I am a Ph.D. They
always get that wrong,” Catherine Mondellay assures him.

“A Ph. D. in...?”

“Physics. Nuclear. Subatomic.” Then she looks
again at Peter with those amazing eyes. “Very tiny.” She says
without smiling.

“Ph.D. is a Doctor,” Peter counters.

“Is this what we are going to discuss
tonight?” This time there is a suggestion of a smile at the corners
of her very red lips.

“Politics, religion or sex?” Peter
offers.

“Sex.”

Peter takes another sip from his oversized
flute. He is saved by a waiter serving the entree. Scampi
Cantonese. What else? Suddenly he feels as though he hasn’t eaten
for a month. He remembers he hasn’t had lunch. He helps himself to
roll and butter and downs it with the abandon of a man within an
inch of dying from starvation.

“Would you care for my Scampi?”

“Oh, Miss Catherine...”

“Cathy. And yes. I am a Miss.”

Peter swallows hard. This is going to be a
very peculiar evening.

“I haven’t had time for lunch.”

“Patient?”

“Computer. Cramming. The Fellowship.”

Cathy’s eyebrow rises and stays up.

“I got my license five years ago, but wasn’t
sure of my choice of specialization. Took time off to get my
Master’s in biochemistry. Wanted some information.”

Partially true. Peter did his Master’s
concurrently with his medical studies. He didn’t feel like telling
Dr. Mondellay about his bout with St. Francis.

Her arched eyebrow comes down and her smile
broadens.

“Do you normally get a Master’s when you need
some information?”

They laugh. Her teeth are perfect.

“What do you do?” Peter asks.

“I continue the work of my father.”

Then a little red light flashes hazard
signals in Peter’s head. God, what a fool I am! Dr. Bartholomew
Mondellay put the first Chinese man on Mars. After returning to
Montreal, he started the Mondellay Institute. Twenty years ago he
had been instrumental in producing the world’s first fusion
reactor. He had achieved it on a relatively small scale. So small
that within ten years each town, each village in Quebec had their
own source of power. Now individual houses can own one. Hydro
Quebec has gone bankrupt. Energy became clean and cheap. Its sheer
abundance and availability opened up the North of North America.
Within fifteen years––Peter was only ten then––the population of
Canada had swelled to 85,000,000. And that’s not counting the
northern states of the old USA which had joined the Confederation.
Dr. Mondellay is a multimillionaire. Perhaps billionaire. And a
genius.

“Dr. Bartholomew Mondellay.” It wasn’t a
question. Just an affirmation.

“Daddy doesn’t work anymore.”

Not surprising. The old man must be well over
a hundred.

“I never realized...?” Peter doesn’t know
what to say. He is in awe.

“Do you mind?”

Only now Peter puts down the fork and leans
back.

“Dr. Mondell... Cathy. You are the first
woman in my life who appears to be constantly two steps ahead of
me. Yes, I do mind. I find it embarrassing. Please slow down
sufficiently for me to catch up with you.”

“Would you like my Scampi?” Cathy repeats
innocently.

“Yes!” They swap plates. “Thank you!” At
least he doesn’t have to talk while he’s eating. It sort of keeps
his feet out of his mouth.

The soup is green. The main course––stuffed
pheasant. The dessert––Peach Melba. Then comes the music. Peter
asks Cathy to dance.

“We haven’t talked about sex yet,” she
reminds him, nestling comfortably in his arms.

“I could ask them to play a tango?”

“Would that help?”

“I heard somewhere that tango is a vertical
expression of a horizontal desire.”

“Ask them.”

They dance together perfectly. Peter is not
an experienced dancer. His five-foot-six plus heels does not
encourage him to indulge in this particular form of foreplay. But
Cathy is two inches shorter. She’s a perfect fit. Each time Peter
takes a wrong step she does it with him. It looks and feels like a
new figure. A new pas-de-deux. Halfway through the third
dance, Peter realizes that he hasn’t thought about medicine since
he looked into Cathy’s eyes. He also forgot, completely, about
Ruth. At that very moment he sees Ruth a few paces away in the arms
of a distinguished-looking gentleman. She winks to him
lasciviously. This is not like Ruth. Then he realizes her wink is a
tacit comment on him and Cathy. Not on the gray-haired partner
guiding her around the floor.

His thoughts return to Cathy. They don’t talk
much. Her body feels like no body had ever felt before. Talk would
spoil it. The rhythms change, their proximity doesn’t. Then, in the
middle of a foxtrot, Cathy takes him by the hand.

“Follow me. Stay a few steps behind me.”

Peter is lost. He has no idea what is going
on. Cathy makes her way between the dancing couples and turns left
towards the lobby. Peter follows a discreet distance behind her.
She is waiting for him at the bank of elevators. When he catches up
with her, she shows him her back.

“This place is too ostentatious already,” she
murmurs over her shoulder.

Four more people enter the ornate cab with
them, then leave on various floors on the way up. The elevator
takes them to the top floor. Cathy leaves and walks three paces in
front of Peter. He can’t believe what is going on. Dr. Mondellay?
Cathy and he?

Ridiculous!

She pushes a piece of plastic into the door
slot. She steps inside without waiting for Peter. Peter follows
slowly, his knees feeling weak. He had gone through the motions of
this sort at the hospital with a dozen––with dozens of nurses. The
Ritz is different from a linen cupboard. Very different. Or maybe
Cathy is different. She isn’t a nurse.

Peter pushes the door shut with his back and
leans against it. Cathy is standing in the middle of the room,
quite motionless. She is still facing away from him, balanced on
her toes, as though pressing against an invisible barrier. Then her
hands reach behind her neck and the silk dress peals, unfolds down
to the floor in a ridiculously slow motion. She steps out of it and
turns to face Peter. For a moment they both keep very still. They
make love with their eyes. Then Peter moves forward. He tries
pretending she is just another nurse.

She should have been. Her bedside manner is
exemplary.

Peter feels mesmerized. The woman is simply
beautiful. Intelligent, sexy, gorgeous. Beautiful. A thought passes
through his mind: why me?

They leave the light full on. Cathy
insists.

“I don’t want to miss any of this.”

She doesn’t.

 


The music weaves strange sequences Peter has
never heard before. He knows the tunes, but now they sound
strangely romantic. He had never listened to the lyrics before.
Everything is different. Normally after a tumble in the hay Peter
feels relaxed, rejuvenated. Today he feels embarrassed. He has no
idea why. After they return to the table, he takes a long time
sipping coffee and green bitter-sweet liqueur. Cathy looks
perfectly relaxed. She acts as though nothing has happened. She is
even more beautiful than before. Her slightly oriental complexion
is enhanced by beautiful shades of rosy colour high up on her
cheeks.

“We could talk politics now, if you like?”
She gazes sideways at Peter, who is busy sipping green Chartreuse.
She looks vaguely amused.

Peter raises his glass again. The fiery
liquid complements the colour of her eyes.

“Don’t have much time for it. Never did.” He
admits.

“Religion?”

He doesn’t answer. Peter has never felt so
inexplicably silly in his life. He always, always was in full
control of any and every situation. He held the reins. He made the
decisions. Tonight he feels like a sixteen-year-old on his first
date with an older woman. He feels way over his head.

Cathy’s chest heaves in a deep, exaggerated
sigh.

“That leaves only sex, I suppose.” She looks
demurely at Peter over the edge of her fluted crystal. She doesn’t
like liqueur. The green jade of her eyes sparkles with more bubbles
than the champagne. “I don’t suppose you want to go upstairs
again?”

Peter starts coughing. He feels caught in a
spasm, somewhere between a sudden constriction and acute dryness at
the back of his throat. He pretends something got stuck in his
larynx. She is totally impossible. God, those eyes! He could take
her to the dance floor but he is afraid to hold her in his arms. He
is afraid of her.

“Tell me about neutrinos,” he says at
last.

“Then come and dance with me.”

They get up. Peter tries to keep himself at
arm’s length. He has no idea why. It doesn’t work. She snuggles
closer and closer. Then the band starts playing an Argentine tango.
La Cumparsita. There are too many people on the floor to move
freely. All he can do is sway with the erotic rhythm.

“Shall I ever see you again?” Peter manages
when he regains his breath. He had been holding it for the last
hour.

“Do you want to?”

“Rather a silly question.”

“You mean you are used to loose women?”

And then Peter realizes what was wrong with
Cathy. She felt different. She acted differently. She was willing,
almost driving, yet reticent. Suddenly Peter feels faint. No. It
can’t be!

“You were a virg...?” He asks before he can
stop himself.

“You couldn’t tell?” She looks proud of
herself.

“Why? Why me??”

“I am twenty-nine. I thought it was
time.”

“But... but...?”

“Was I... all right?” There is sudden concern
in her eyes.

Peter decides not to ask any more questions.
He has always found women relatively easy to read. As a doctor he
is well conversant with their anatomies, has professional training
in female psychology. Women have an established place in his life.
A relation of mutual respect and understanding and convenience.
Until now.

“You were wonderful,” he tells Cathy in a
very serious voice.

“I bet you say that to...”

“No. I never lie,” he lies. Until now.

And then they don’t talk anymore. They just
dance.

About two in the morning Peter sees Ruth
waving to him over her partner’s shoulder. When they get closer,
she tells him not to look for her. The ambassador of Mexico has
offered to take her home. He is the distinguished gentleman she
danced with before. And most of the time. Peter thanks her. He
wants to stay a little longer. About a million years.

Cathy and Ruth had been introduced before
dinner. They wave each other good-bye. As Ruth dances away, she
smiles and again winks at Peter. Peter looks away in exasperation.
Do women know things? Again he is embarrassed. For a moment he is
angry. With himself. Then he is conscious only of Cathy’s body
gently melting into his own.

It seems like only a few minutes have
passed.

He and Cathy are the only people on the dance
floor. The only people in the ballroom. The headwaiter is trying
hard to stifle a yawn. The other waiters are surreptitiously gazing
at their watches. The band leader leans against the piano with a
resigned smile of understanding. There is always that last, last
couple...

It is morning.
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The
Second Interview

 


“The
phenotype is a mixed hyperlipoproteinemia…
and the same to you!”

Peter throws a copy
of The Medical Clinics of North
America into the out-of-date basket. He
has now reached the state of a zombie-like stupor. He goes through
the functions, carries out all his duties without thinking of the
consequences of his decisions. He is too tired to worry. The exams
are scheduled for next week. He has reached the point of no return.
If he doesn’t collapse from exhaustion, then he will pass them. If
not, they can bury him together with his modem and his computer. A
worthy company. Peter presses his fists into his eyelids, hard,
rotates the tension out of his shoulders and stretches out on his
bed. The instant he closes his eyes, his beeper cuts the silence.
Peter is on call till eleven at night, then free till tomorrow.
Till the second interview.

“Thornton?” Peter had a private line
installed in his room.

“This is Jarvis, Dr. Thornton. It’s about
Mrs. Denton.” The intern on the other end of the line sounds
embarrassed.

“Get to the point, Jarvis!” Peter snaps into
the mouthpiece.

Felix Jarvis is a perfectly good intern. He
knows as much as an intern can be expected to know. But he can’t
win.

The point is that Mrs. Denton is under the
personal care of Dr. Peter Thornton. The intern knows that if he
doesn’t call the senior resident, he will get a rude dressing down
in the morning. He will also get one if he calls Dr. Thornton at
home. A Catch-22. At least that latter alternative would take place
on the telephone and not in front of other interns, residents and
nurses. Dr. Thornton is not known for being the most tolerant
senior resident at the General.

Peter listens to the problem without further
interruption, gives his instruction and hangs up. He stares at the
black receiver with disgust.

Yesterday Peter barked at the same intern. He
has no idea what makes him rude to people. Lately. It can’t be just
his cramming, or lack of sleep. He did that all his life. Can’t
blame it on Cathy, either. Since the ball last week, she hasn’t
called even once. He told her he was boning up for the Fellowship,
of course. It must be something else. He didn’t use to be like
that. At least, he doesn’t think he was.

Peter is also a little nervous. Tomorrow he
is to have another interview with the Chief of Medicine. What a
waste of time! Surely Dr. Brent has better things to do. The old
goat knows about Peter’s upcoming Fellowship. Maybe he’s going over
the edge? Both, the old goat and myself, he muses.

The other half of his brain tells Peter that
there is a reason. He just can’t put his finger on it. Not right
now. Maybe that is what makes him snap at people. The unknown? Too
many unknowns.

And Dr. Brent isn’t the only enigma that has
barged into his life. There is Cathy, of course. Will she wait for
him to get past his exams? Does she want to? Why should she... At
least with the nurses he has a mutual understanding. They satisfied
each other’s urges on an equal footing. A doctor and a nurse. A man
and a woman. But Cathy? A man and a goddess? Nuts. A Ph.D. with
jade eyes. That’s all.

Like hell!

And there is also Smith, the butler. A
strange kind of a fish. Peter can’t deny that Winston Smith is damn
good at his job. Over the last two years, Peter discovered that the
perambulating mummy also has an impressive knowledge of Latin,
ancient Greek and, to Peter’s utter amazement, a working knowledge
of Sanskrit. His English is impeccable, if you can ignore the
Oxonian overtones of his accent. His French is correct if stilted,
his Mandarin sufficient to cope with the Chinese influences in
Montreal. In addition, the man gives veiled evidence that he can
hold his own with any group of people, on virtually any
subject.

Peter is at a loss to understand how a man of
such wide interests can be content to spend his life playing with
juveniles, do the shopping, keep the house in an overall good order
and, when required, mix a first-class Martini. This latter ability
had been predicated repeatedly by Ruth’s friends. Peter is almost
prepared to take up drinking––just to verify Smith’s dexterity.

Last week, just for the hell of it, Peter had
given Smith a series of argumentatively contradictory instructions.
Peter wanted to find out if the butler could get mad, or at least
if he would lose some of his dumbfounded stoicism. Not only did
Smith not break under Peter’s puerile onslaught, but the walking
enigma managed to carry out the instructions quickly, to the
letter, avoiding the apparent contradictions. On top of that, Smith
managed to complete his tasks without looking superior!

Smith had acted as though the orders given to
him were perfectly reasonable. In no way did the old scarecrow show
that he was aware that Peter was acting like a spoiled, obnoxious
brat.

“And here am I, snapping at poor, nervous
interns for doing their job the best way they know how!” Peter
mutters under his nose as he drifts off to sleep, fully dressed,
half sitting, half reclining on his bed.

There are moments when Peter finds himself a
trifle annoying.

 


On the following day, Friday, Peter presents
himself at Dr. Brent’s office.

A fair night’s rest converted his misgivings
into reasonably high expectations. Whatever the Chief wants, Peter
wants it resolved. He has no time to play around the bush for
whatever reason. Contrary to the previous interview, today Peter
knows that he could not have committed any errors of judgment; not
even an innocuous faux pas. At least not recently. Since
their last meeting, Dr. Brent had not attended any more Rounds. Nor
had they met since the last time the illustrious Chief had called
him into his presence. Unless... being rather short with the junior
staff rated as a misdemeanour. Peter very much doubts that. And
whatever his personal shortcomings, he knows that his medical
knowledge is well respected. By all. Including the junior
physicians.

Peter knocks on the door, enters and smiles
at the Chief’s secretary.

“Good morning, Dr. Thornton,” she responds,
looking up from her computer terminal. The woman’s eyes seem to
study him with an air of quiet disbelief.

“Something wrong?” He smiles again.

“Why, no, Dr. Thornton. Nothing is wrong.
Nothing at all.” Yet her eyes continue to linger over his face a
lot longer than on his first visit. She can hardly tell him that
she has never seen Dr. Thornton smiling. “Dr. Brent is expecting
you. Please go right in.”

She half rises to open the door for him.

“Do not trouble, milady.” Peter tries to
imitate Winston’s voice. Suddenly, for no reason, he finds himself
in a good mood. Or perhaps he is just past caring. Too tired?
“Thank you just the same,” he adds in his normal voice.

As usual, Dr. Brent is hiding behind stacks
of papers. Peter wonders what makes a perfectly good, perhaps even
a brilliant physician choose to spend most of his time shifting
scraps of paper instead of getting on with the business of curing
people.

“Come in, Peter!” The Chief sounds relaxed
and friendly. He points to a chair in front of his desk. “Be with
you in a moment.”

Peter takes the chair that he had occupied
only a few weeks ago. He sits down and regards the elderly doctor
with quiet interest. Dr. Brent has indeed a splendid record. He not
only runs the biggest Department of Medicine at the largest
Montreal hospital, but in addition he finds time to teach, to act
as a consultant to the Federal Ministry of Health, to be available
to his staff––often at a moment’s notice. He also, Peter recalls,
makes an annual tour of the North American continent, delivering
lectures on the concept of holistic medicine. Not bad for a man who
must be way past his seventieth birthday.

Dr. Brent sits up, makes some cryptic
annotations on an official-looking printout, and picks up a new
folder from his cluttered desk. He checks a note in the margin and
hands the file to Peter.

“Would you look this over? You might find it
interesting.”

Neither his tone nor facial expression gives
Peter any indication of what to expect. Having given Peter
something to do, the Chief reverts to his work as if there had been
no interruption at all.

Peter leans back and opens the folder. He
scans the mass of figures and numbers with detachment. He fails to
see why he, of all people, should find anything interesting about
the numbers of patients who come in and out of the hospital. Surely
Dr. Brent is not looking for an executive assistant to dive into
the swamp of bureaucracy at the expense of medicine.

The statistics, for that is all that the
computer printouts are, cover all the departments of Internal
Medicine at the General over the last four years. Almost. They
start on the day Peter started his residency. The last entry is
dated October 15th, the day Peter returned to his duties after
taking the two weeks off for study. He scans the figures looking
for some, for any significance. He finds none. During his stay at
the General, Peter had been rotated through all the wards, one way
or another; he had been deeply involved with most if not all of the
departments. The same was true for his briefer stints at the
Victoria and the Veterans’ hospitals. The rotations were part of
his training.

Internal Medicine is a very broad subject. So
broad that most physicians opt for a narrower field by the time
they get to their third year of residency. The spectrum covers a
number of sub-specializations such as immunology, neurology,
cardiovascular disorders, bronchial and pulmonary diseases,
rheumatoidal derivatives, and many, many sub-sub-disciplines
dealing with complex syndromes. Somehow, Peter had found it
difficult to narrow his field at the expense of general knowledge.
He was slowly but surely becoming the most all-round physician that
the modern teaching methods can produce. Peter’s general knowledge
had already made him sufficiently unique to have him rotated
through more departments than he cares to remember. In the past,
the residents also had to rotate through different teaching
hospitals. Now this method proved no longer practical, yet Peter
managed to put in time at two other hospitals in addition to the
General. In a way, Dr. Peter Thornton is a throwback to the old
teaching methods.

This must be it! Peter sits back with
satisfaction. The Chief’s personal interest in holistic medicine
must have precipitated this interview. But... it still doesn’t say
why now?

“Well, Peter? Anything of interest?” Dr.
Brent looks up from his papers.

“I’m afraid, Sir, I am not quite sure what I
am looking for?” That was an understatement. Peter has no idea at
all.

“Look at this folder.” Dr. Brent hands him a
photocopy of the same documents. This time Peter notices little red
marks next to some of the numbers. There is no pattern that he can
detect. He returns the folder to Dr. Brent and says as much.

The old man leans back in his armchair and
lights a cigarette. He regards Peter through a cloud of smoke. Once
again Peter cannot reconcile in his mind how a man of Dr. Brent’s
stature and convictions can indulge in such an unhygienic habit. He
keeps his thoughts to himself.

“Haven’t you noticed that on some wards the
turnover of patients is faster than on others?” The Chief fixes
Peter with a penetrating stare.

Peter reexamines the statistical printouts.
The red marks in the right-hand column do indeed represent the
fluctuations in the patient-per-bed ratio. Peter sees nothing
unusual about them. Such fluctuations are to be expected. He looks
up at the Chief, expecting more explanations. He still has no idea
why he was called in to see the old man. Dr. Brent says nothing but
seems to be studying Peter with detached interest.

“The fluctuations are up to 23% above random
chance...” Dr. Brent allows the sentence to drift with the smoke
from his cigarette. He then holds up another printout he was
studying just after Peter walked in.

“This is a letter from the Ministry of
Health. They advise me that there must be some inefficiency on the
other wards, rather than offering congratulations on selective
successes...” The Chief takes another puff without taking his eyes
from Peter’s face. A vague, crooked smile touches his deeply lined
features. Dr. Brent seems strangely amused.

“How does all this affect me, Sir? Surely you
do not think that my work could have adversely affected...” Peter
stops when the Chief raises his hand.

“Now look at the last two weeks on the
report. Note that none of the wards indicate the random chance of
increased efficiency to correspond with the previous months.” Dr.
Brent stubs out his cigarette and immediately lights another
one.

Peter again scans the printout. Indeed, the
figures do support the Chief’s statement. Then a triumphant idea
dawns on Peter like a protracted flash of lightning.

“But, Dr. Brent! I wasn’t even here, the last
two weeks!”

Peter knows that he could not have made any
errors. The Chief’s own data vindicate his innocence. Following a
few minutes of mounting tension, he relaxes visibly.

Dr. Brent remains silent. He keeps regarding
Peter with an air of speculative disbelief. He continues to puff on
his cigarette with absentminded deliberation. He appears to be
weighing something in his mind. Then the Chief leans forward in his
chair.

“Peter, do you remember having lunch with me
a few weeks ago?”

Peter nods. “Of course, Sir. Right here, in
your office.”

“I asked you then some pointed questions
about your methods of treatment. Remember?” Dr. Brent stubs out his
cigarette and leans forward over his cluttered desk. “I was trying
to find out from you whether you employed any diagnostic,
therapeutic or post-operative techniques which differ substantially
from my own methods. Did you tell me the truth?”

“Are you implying...?!”

“Peter, please. Bear with me and answer the
question. Your answer will remain between these four walls.” The
old man’s voice carries paternal reassurance.

“Well, of course, Sir!” Peter’s voice sounds
only partially mollified.

“You mean that you told me the precise truth,
is that right?”

“Yes, Sir. The precise truth.” Peter shrugs
in an exaggerated resignation. He is still annoyed at having his
integrity questioned. What the hell is going on here, anyway?

Dr. Brent seems to collapse deeper into his
chair. His hand reaches for a box of cigarettes but stops short.
Instead, he looks up again at Peter. There is determination in the
old man’s eyes. Determination or... pleading? Peter is not quite
sure. Once more the Chief changes his mind, and his long, gaunt
fingers reach out for the offensive weed. His worn features give an
impression of being either nervous or a little angry. Peter wishes
he knew Dr. Brent well enough to judge his facial expressions. For
his part, Peter is intrigued by his own speculations as to what
caused those strange fluctuations in the Chief’s behaviour. He arms
himself with patience and keeps quiet. At last Dr. Brent appears
ready to speak. He finds it necessary to clear his throat, as
though still uncertain of his words.

“I had these figures checked three times.
There is no room for error.” Dr. Brent speaks with a slow, measured
voice. “The statistical data cover a wide range of diseases,
syndromes or what have you. However, in every single case when the
recuperation period of any patient was substantially, and I might
add inexplicably, reduced, you, Dr. Thornton, you were the
attending physician.”

Dr. Brent leans back in his chair. Peter has
no idea what the old man is trying to tell him. He waits for the
Chief to continue. After a moment or two, Peter breaks the uneasy
silence.

“Are you trying to tell me, Sir, that my
patients recover sooner than other patients?” Peter grins broadly
as he asks the inane question. Dr. Brent does not share his
humour.

“Yes, Peter. Your patients consistently
recover substantially faster than those in the care of any other
members of my staff,” the Chief replies gravely.

“But... how? Why??” Peter looks and sounds
totally perplexed. He still doesn’t treat Dr. Brent’s data as a
matter requiring any particular attention. “Coincidence?” he asks.
“Pure coincidence,” he repeats, nodding vigorously.

“Twenty-three percent above the norm?” Dr.
Brent fixes him with a stern gaze.

“Then how...?” Peter waves his arms in sheer
exasperation.

“This, my dear boy, is what we are here
trying to find out!”

 


By seven o’clock Peter is on his way home. As
usual he is walking. It is already quite dark. The street lamps
flood the street with a cold, impersonal light. No longer do they
wash the underside of the branches spanning the sidewalks. The
leaves are gone. Most of them. There is a wet chill in the air, the
type that penetrates through your clothing and skin right down into
your bones. Peter raises his collar against the shifting breeze.
Even his favourite Westmount avenues seem uninviting. He shrugs. It
all looks so different when you’re tired. He quickens his pace.

Peter tries to reevaluate the peculiar
interview that he had had this morning. Right now, none of it makes
any sense. Dr. Brent had finished the meeting by insisting that
Peter take the weekend off.

“You need a bit of a rest, my boy,” he had
said. “Want to see you here bright and early on Monday. I arranged
for my colleagues from the Victoria to join us for your
Fellowship... a formality, you know, but mustn’t be accused of
favouritism.”

Peter grins at the recollection. The smile
had changed the Chief’s stern features into an image of paternal
concern.

“Thank you, Sir. I dare say, I could do with
a few hours off.” He had thanked the old man. Not such a bad egg,
the Chief, after all, Peter thought.

Peter is glad he will be examined by the
staff from the Royal Victoria Hospital. He regards their
specialists as topnotch in all matters related to neurologically
based disorders.

Dr. Brent had offered Peter a firm handshake.
Reassuring.

“Good luck on Monday,” he had said. And then
he had added: “And don’t worry about your patients. I’ll stand in
for you myself.”

Peter was flabbergasted. The Chief had
practically accused him of dealing in black magic. Then, a minute
later, the man who was manifestly the most overworked member of the
staff took on extra duties to give Peter a respite. The old
warhorse does have a heart hidden somewhere under those stacks of
papers.

The Chief had little to add to their
discussion. He didn’t belabour the points. He allowed the facts to
speak for themselves. Perhaps he intended only to plant the seed
and let time, or time and Peter’s subconscious mind, come up with
an answer. There and then Peter decided to do likewise. To dismiss
the interview from his mind. The so-called facts didn’t make sense,
anyway. Still don’t. Statistics can be turned and twisted in a
thousand different ways. Time enough after the exams. For the next
two days, Peter doesn’t even want to think about medicine, let
alone bureaucratic statistics. He quickens his step again to put
more distance between the hospital and himself.

 


At the front door he is greeted by Ruth. She
was supposed to have left this morning for New York.

“You’re just in time for supper,” she
says.

“What happened?”

“I’ve been grounded.”

Peter hangs up his coat, turns towards Ruth
and raises an eyebrow.

“Solidarity,” Ruth explains. “They closed all
the airports. It’s a first, down here.”

Peter takes Ruth by the arm and leads her to
the dining room. Jo and Mo are already seated. They are ready to
rush up to greet Uncle Peter, but he restrains them by raising both
arms.

“Whoa... Sit!”

Jo and Mo remain seated, looking like
offended puppies.

They eat together very seldom. Peter’s hours
are unpredictable. Ruth often leaves on a moment’s notice. Peter
walks around the table, ruffles Mo’s hair, then shakes Jo’s
hand.

“Do not get up, Sir,” Peter tells little Jo
with a straight face, then turns again to Ruth. “I’ll be with you
presently. Need a quick wash.”

Peter leaves the room to return five minutes
later. By the time he gets back, an extra setting is already laid,
and his soup is waiting on his plate. Winston, framed by the
kitchen doorway, bows to him with superb dignity. Peter
acknowledges the majordomo with a wave of his hand.

“Good to see you, Smith!” he adds, seeing his
steaming plate.

For a while they all eat in silence.
Generally, during the meals, children are not allowed to speak
unless addressed by Ruth or Peter. Or Winston, of course. He looks
after them more than anyone. An old-fashioned custom but eminently
practical.

“So what’s all this Solidarity business?” he
asks Ruth.

“Solidarity International,” she corrects. “To
my knowledge this is the first time they managed to cross the
ocean. On such a scale.”

Peter has no idea what Ruth is talking about.
His commitments of the last few months––correction, years––had left
no time at all for newsprint or television. None at all.

“Go on?” he encourages.

“Well, in Europe they seem very powerful.
They are not exactly a union, a trade union I mean, but they are an
organization which has managed to infiltrate the key positions in
the Common Market countries, particularly as regarding
communications. This seems to include all the media as well as the
railways and, of course, the airports. They say that when they
place a demand in any of these industries, such demands are carried
out without an argument.”

“What demands?”

“Well, we don’t know as much about them as we
would like.” Ruth hesitates. “They are very cagey people. Not at
all like the old-fashioned unions. It seems that their initial
demands were directed at the salaries of management. They stated
that no administrative officer of any industry should earn more
than six times the national average. Later, I understand, they
reduced the coefficient to five and extended the demand to cover
all salaries. The idea was so popular that masses of employees
joined the Movement, demanding that its ideas be put into
practice.”

“That’s all? Doesn’t sound too
unreasonable.”

“No, it doesn’t, does it? Considering that
the company presidents, television anchors and suchlike had been
earning, say, three or more millions of Euros as compared to the
average being little over forty thousand. That’s a spread of
eighty-and-up to one.”

“You mean that the bosses had been taking
home over eighty times the European average?”

“And more. But don’t look so surprised. We
are no better,” Ruth admits.

“No wonder the idea became popular. I suppose
just about everyone joined? People don’t like being exploited. No
matter what colour their collar.”

“Right. The response to the Solidarity
manifesto had been very far-reaching. But all the same, out there
things are getting a little out-of-hand. They had started with the
communications, and gradually took over all the major industries.
The upper crust, if you want to call them that, had been forced to
give in. Apparently the key personnel in the Solidarity
International are extremely well organized. They have just begun
flexing their muscles over here... I really don’t know what is
going to happen.”

“It is easy to see what makes them so
popular, but what is their seat of power?”

“From what I understand, they have a very
broad base. Anyone can afford a biannual $10 donation. Multiply
that by about 800,000,000 people and you have a tidy operating
budget. They are all over Europe, Northern Africa, the Middle East
and a good chunk of Asia. We are next. The UN estimates that their
numbers grow at the rate of a million people a day. They don’t do
much as long as they have things their own way. It not...”

Ruth is doodling with her fork and a couple
of peas. Mo and Jo look at each other and start a game of their
own. Soon a dozen peas are rolling along the table. Peter gives
them a stern look. The game stops with a restrained giggle.

“You seem to take them rather seriously. I
hardly heard anything of them at the General.” Peter doesn’t seem
worried. It all has nothing to do with medicine nor with his
Fellowship exams.

“You hardly had time to hear about anything
much at the General. And that goes for most people. Since
Solidarity International does not make much noise, one doesn’t hear
about them until suddenly all the airplanes are grounded across the
Eastern Seaboard.”

For a while they eat in silence. Ruth
remonstrates gently with Jo to finish everything on his plate.
Then, having finished herself, she sits back and looks at her
brother-in-law. There is just a touch of jealousy in her eyes. She
knows that he is well insulated from world affairs. She isn’t. The
United Nations represents the status quo. Solidarity seems
very much the wave of the future.

“From what I’ve heard in
New York,” she resumes, “their executive power lies in
communications. Apparently they are in a constant, worldwide
computer link. Not just across Europe, but now apparently over
here. They hire the very best pollsters, get them to find out what
are the most widespread pet hates of the populus at large, and then base
their demands on their research.”

“A vox populi. Brilliant! No wonder
their popularity is growing. I have a few pet hates of my
own.”

Peter finishes his
Chicken à la King. For the hundredth time he wonders where Smith learned
to cook with such an Epicurean proficiency. Surely not in England.
No one ever accused the English of being extraordinary
cooks.

“So now what?” he muses aloud.

“Now we wait. They want the top salaries of
all the executives, in all the main airlines, to be reduced
immediately to five times the national average.”

“That’s all?”

“Yes, Peter. That’s all!”

“Doesn’t seem like all that much?”

“They never ask for all that much. But they
always get what they want. Apparently they have an executive
cadre-in-waiting all ready, in case the present executives simply
resign. By the way, the Chairman and the CEO are both making over
two million dollars; nobody seems to know exactly why...”

“Two million annually...?” Peter lets out a
low whistle.

Mo and Jo look up. They purse their lips.
Ruth wags her finger. Peter is thinking of the money that he will
start raking in the moment he passes his Fellowship of the Royal
College.

“Do you know, Ruth! After all the years of
my slaving away in medicine, I never expected to make more than
five times national average.”

“I know. This is what makes the Solidarity
so powerful. Do you know, until recently, in England, 90% of the
wealth was held by no more than 5% of the population? Even most of
the established professionals feel like joining the Solidarity to
get the few moguls off their back. There is a certain sensual
pleasure in being a participator in getting the multi-million
dollar salaries down to where they belong.”

“And that is their true seat of power.” Peter
nods to his own thoughts.

“I wonder if they know where they are
going...” Ruth’s eyes drift to her children.

There is a prolonged silence.

And then Mo and Jo finish their dessert and
there is silence no more. Not until bedtime. That is the deal. Ruth
always keeps her part of the bargain.
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“Ladies and
gentlemen. I present to you Dr. Peter
Thornton. May he live long and strengthen our ranks.”

The President of the Royal College of
Physicians raises a fluted glass and drinks a bubbly ginger ale as
he recites the age-honoured toast to Peter’s health; a toast dating
back to the time when the ‘Royal’ affiliation actually meant
something. Dr. Peter Thornton, FRCP, will henceforth be known as a
Fellow. As one of ‘Us’. Dr. George Tsan, the President, is taking
part in the impromptu initiation at the personal invitation
of Dr. Brent. The President and the Chief go way back.

“For he is a jolly good Fellow, for he is a
jolly good Fellow, for he’s...”

The couplet is as apt as any song can be at
the investiture to the ranks of the select few. Relatively few.
Over the years, the ranks had been kept down to maintain the
exclusivity of the club. Is it a club? In a way. It is treated as
such particularly by those who have ambitions to bring home more
than five times the national average. Not all Fellows are as
magnanimous as Dr. Brent. Nor as able.

For Peter the end of the exams means being
able to devote more of his time to the patients, and have some time
left over for an occasional game of golf. And to be able to buy
Ruth as nice a present as she had bought him last Christmas. And to
spoil Jo and Mo. Just a little. A Senior Resident doesn’t make that
much money. Less than a senior nurse!

And to see Cathy.

“Thank you, ladies and gentlemen, my Fellow
Canadians,” Peter quips, acknowledging the good wishes. “I trust I
shall prove worthy of your faith in me.”

That’s all. Peter does not specialize in long
speeches. Anyway, this isn’t the real, pompous, officious
Investiture. That would come later. This is unofficial. This
get-together was organized by Dr. Brent, in his office, after
submitting Peter to five days of the most exhaustive
cross-examination Peter had ever endured in his life. Just the four
examining Fellows, five of the General staff members and Dr. Tsan.
A few Fellows proud of swelling their ranks. Peter is not an
average physician. Not by a long shot.

Dr. Brent pulls Peter to one side.

“I don’t suppose you had a chance to give our
last meeting much thought?”

Peter is in too good a mood to get angry.
These last few days he had other things on his mind than some
stupid statistics.

“What, this last week?” He grins broadly. “I
have been trying to survive, Sir!”

“Thought as much. I’ve given a copy of the
printouts to George. George Tsan,” the Chief explains when Peter
looks up. “I wonder if he can make head or tail of all those ah...
coincidences.”

Now Peter pays a little more attention. The
President can still raise objections to his official investiture
next month. Peter is a trifle annoyed.

“You really thought that necessary, Sir? I
would have thought Dr. Tsan has more interesting...”

“ ...I find all enigmas interesting. George
is a personal friend of mine. He might have heard of similar cases
elsewhere.” The Chief takes a sip of the ginger ale. “Surely, you
don’t mind, do you?”

“I just didn’t think...”

“Peter, you seem on the defensive. Relax, my
boy. No one is accusing you of anything. We would simply like to
know...”

“We?”

“We.” Dr. Brent smiles, waving his arm. “I,
Mary, George, the computer statisticians, the Ministry of
Health...”

“Oh, my God!”

Peter’s pale face loses the remainder of its
scant colour. He no longer finds the stupid affair amusing. For
crying out loud! The old goat is making a mountain out of a mole
hill.

“We’ll let that go, for now, shall we?” Dr.
Brent pats Peter on the shoulder. “This is your day of celebration.
Mustn’t get you muffed, my boy...”

“No, Sir. I’m sorry. I had other things on my
mind,” Peter murmurs.

“Of course you did.” Dr. Brent looks at his
watch. “Fellow travelers. It is time for take off. Enough of this
revelry. We all have our work to do, and our new colleague,” here
he raises his glass again towards Peter, “has earned a good
rest.”

“Peter Thornton!”

“Peter Thornton!” “Thornton!” The Fellows
echo the final toast.

The glasses are raised again, accompanied by
hearty handshakes. Peter’s adrenaline keeps him going. He smiles
his thanks and tries hard to address the staff members by their
first names. After years of tradition he doesn’t find it easy. He
and the staff doctors are the first to leave. The four examining
physicians stay behind.

Peter feels that there was something missing.
Something he had expected. He is too tired to think. He walks down
the corridor to his office. He wants to shed his white smock in his
office, pick up his trench coat and make for home. Sleep. Sleep
till springtime. Perhaps a little longer.

Then Cathy, he muses vaguely.

As Peter leaves his office, he hears two
women arguing with a nurse. In French. One woman sounds very
insistent, the nurse equally unbending. The nurse is trying hard to
restrain the older woman from going down the corridor towards his
office. To get to the elevators, Peter has to pass by the bellicose
trio. He feels he ought to help the nurse, whatever her problem.
But surely, not today. Not...

“Doctor Thornton!” One of
the women sees him and shouts his name on the top of her voice. She
has a strong French accent. His name sounds like Tonton. The
h is gone and the
on’s are pronounced the
French way.

“Tssss!” The nurse does her best to quiet her
down. One does not shout in hospital corridors. Not unless one is
in pain.

“Docteur
Tonton, please...” The
shout is converted into a screaming whisper.

“Madame Ouellette. Ce n’est pas un couloir public. On ne peut
pas entrer ici. Je vous prie, Madame. Venez avec moi.”
When the woman doesn’t move, she raises her own
voice and adds: “Maintenant, Madame
Ouellette!”

By this time Peter is within ten steps of the
arguing women. He is desperately trying to think of a way to avoid
them. How to pass by without getting involved. Just then the older
woman starts sobbing. The halting, gasping kind of sobs which seem
to take the air into one’s lungs with none coming out. It sounds
painful.

“What can I do for you, ah, Mrs. Ouellette?”
Peter stops. The woman seems at the end of her tether. I must be
nuts, he thinks. That’s how I feel.

The woman looks at him, her sobs making it
impossible for her to speak. The other woman, about ten years
younger, takes a step forward.

“I am sorry, Dr. Thornton. I told them...”
The nurse looks worried.

Peter raises his hand. He addresses the
younger woman.

“And you are...?”

“I am Lucille’s sister, Sir. My name is
Janinne.”

Janinne looks about Peter’s age. A little
younger. She looks familiar. Pretty in a common sort of way. Both
women have blond hair, but that is where the similarity ends.
Lucille looks about forty, perhaps more. A tired forty. Peter
thinks that their light coats are quite inadequate for this
weather.

“So what seems to be your problem?” He asks
against his better judgment.

“Madame Ouellette’s son has just been brought
into the emergency,” the nurse answers instead. “I told Madame
Ouellette that he is in good hands.”

“Henri is my only
son, docteur.”
More sobs shake her whole body. “Mon petit
Henri.…”

“There, there, Madame
Ouellette. Ne vous en faite
pas. Your son, ah, Henri is well looked
after.”

Peter strokes the older woman’s thin
shoulder. Her sobs are gradually coming under control. Suddenly she
lunges at Peter, falls to her knees and kisses his hand. Peter
jumps as if bitten by an animal. A reaction aggravated by his own
wrought nerves and exhaustion.

“What...?”

“Please,
docteur. If you could
just touch him. Just touch him.”

“Madame Ouellette. Please believe me. Your
son is in the best of hands. The best possible. There’s nothing I
could possibly do that is not already being done.”

Peter is embarrassed at his nervous reaction
when the woman grabbed his hand. He should have better control of
himself. As he talks, he edges towards the elevators. Then the
elevator doors open. Two chunky orderlies join them in the
corridor. The nurse must have pressed her emergency beeper.

“Hold that door!” Peter shouts to the
orderlies.

One of the men keeps the elevator door open,
the other takes three steps forward and takes hold of the older
woman’s arms from behind. He is gentle but firm. Lucille Ouellette
does not offer any resistance. She seems to have lost the battle.
Her sister stands to one side, her hands hanging loosely at her
sides. (Peter is sure he had seen her before. He tends to forget
names, never faces.) For Lucille, it all happened too quickly. She
seems lost. Bewildered. As Peter steps into the elevator, he smiles
at Madame Ouellette. Her eyes hold a desperate plea.

“Just touch him... just...” The woman utters
as she collapses against the burly man behind her.

Peter presses the button. The elevator stops
at the emergency floor. What the hell? Peter could have sworn he
had pressed the button for a different floor. Damn! I must get some
rest, he mutters to himself. Nevertheless, he steps out of the
elevator.

Immediately to his right are the double
doors through which the orderlies wheel in stretchers from the
Emergency Department to take them upstairs to the various wards. Or
to the Emergency Operating Rooms. Sometimes, to Pathology. The
latter is a one-way trip. Peter hesitates, then turns on his heel
and pushes the double doors. It’s been a while since he held duty
in the Emergency. The Specialists are normally called in only to
the wards.

The light inside the Emergency is twice as
bright as behind the doors he just crossed. The silence is gone,
also. Here people are working at a different pace, a different
attitude permeates the sterile walls. The only words spoken are
short, a sort of controlled rapid-fire exchange between the doctors
and the nurses. The patients do not talk much. They groan mostly.
Or whimper. This is the Friday evening traffic emergency.

Peter walks to the nearest nurse.

“Who’s in charge?” he asks.

“Dr. Cunningham, Sir. He’s in room nine.”

Peter walks on and waits in front of room 9
for Dr. Cunningham to emerge from behind the curtain. They are not
rooms, really, but cubicles with no front wall. The staff on duty
refer to them as cages. Only the patients who can’t be left outside
are kept here. Some are wheeled directly into the ICUs. Others...
the worse cases, those with little hope, are in the cubicles. One
must determine what to do with them. The less injured are in the
outer main waiting area––those who are able to sit or walk and
talk.

“Dr. Cunningham?”

Peter addresses the young man who emerges
from behind the curtain. He is tall and gaunt. His green tunic
hardly reaches halfway down his thighs. Peter had met him once or
twice but does not remember his face too well.

“Dr. Thornton! It’s a pleasure to see you,
Sir. I believe congratulations are in order?” Dr. Cunningham is all
smiles.

For a moment Peter is lost, then he remembers
his Fellowship. News travels fast. Too fast for his liking. No
matter.

“Thank you.” He nods to the younger man. The
resident can’t be more than twenty-three or -four years old. Peter
remembers going through the same tortuous training. Night duties in
the Emergency on Fridays and Saturdays had been the worst. People
drink more.

“You have Henri Ouellette here?”

“Cage three. They brought him in about an
hour ago. Some drunk smashed into their car. The mother and her
sister are O.K. Funny. He’s the only one hurt. Punctured spleen and
kidney, hemorrhage all over the abdominal cavity. Lost too much
blood. His spine is twisted... Can’t do miracles. Put him on
morphine. I give him a couple of hours. At the most.” Dr.
Cunningham keeps smiling. He has to. He would go crazy
otherwise.

“Thanks. I won’t keep you.” Peter dismisses
the younger man.

Dr. Cunningham nods and walks away. Peter is
not really impolite. The resident is in charge of the whole
Emergency ward. He can call a senior resident, and even a senior
staff member, if he is over his head. He tries not to. It is his
job to cope as best he can.

Peter hesitates, then walks over to cage 3.
He pulls the curtain to one side and walks into the cubicle. A boy,
perhaps twelve or so, is lying on the emergency stretcher. He
doesn’t move. He seems at peace. Obviously Cunningham gave him
enough morphine to kill the pain. Peter stares at the boy without
moving. He feels anger stirring inside him. The boy is twelve. His
mother forty. He’s her only son. She’s probably too old to have
another child. And they weren’t drinking. There was no alcohol on
his mother’s breath. None at all. And her boy is dying. Shit. SHIT!
It’s all wrong.

Peter’s fists are clenched in anger, pressed
against his thighs. He takes a deep slow breath. It helps. He takes
another. Slowly his fingers loosen. “Just touch him...” Henri’s
mother’s request crosses his mind. “Just touch him...”

Poor woman. Superstitious. A mother will try
anything.

Peter walks to the
stretcher. He bends over. The boy’s breath is hardly discernible.
His eyes are closed. His chest doesn’t rise at all. Just touch him.
Peter’s anger is gone. In its place a great feeling of tiredness.
He knows he can do nothing. Even if he could, he is too
tired. Just touch him. Yes, Mrs. Ouellette. Yes, mother. Just as you say. A
good-bye. A farewell to youth. To life. To immortality.

Peter leans over further and embraces the
boy’s slight body. There is no response. He holds him close. Peace.
Just peace. No more pain. No more hurt. No more...

He straightens up and walks through the
curtain. He feels awkward. He touched briefly thousands of
patients; he never before embraced one. Peter quickens his pace
through the Emergency Ward to the Emergency Exit. As he walks
through the outside door, the orderlies bring Madame Ouellette and
her sister to cage number three. The mother leans against the
stretcher and closes her eyes. She doesn’t weep any more. She has
no tears left.

 


The wind hits Peter in the face like a tight
fist of ice. He raises his collar. From his coat pocket he pulls
out a woolen hat and pulls it down over his ears. He walks quickly
to keep warm. Having left the hospital by the lower entrance he
must walk uphill, then left to get to Westmount. It will take him
about twelve minutes. He presses his hands deep into his trench
coat pockets. He doesn’t feel tired any more. Just numb. As though
he had drunk too much alcohol. He wonders what it must be like to
drink too much. So much as to kill a small boy. An only son.

Winston Smith opens the door for him. It is
past supper.

“Good evening, Sir. May I prepare you
something to eat?” Winston asks.

“Yes, Smith. Two fried eggs on bacon, a
dozen rolls, lots of butter and a few gallons of coffee. Around
nine, tomorrow.”

“Very good, Sir.” Winston Smith bows, taking
Peter’s coat. He still looks superior.

“Madam sends her congratulations, Sir. May I
add my own?”

“How did she know that I passed?” Peter
asks.

“She telephoned and I told her, Sir.”

“Oh. Thank you, Smith. Good night.”

Peter assumes the children are already in
their beds. He unbuttons his shirt as he walks upstairs. He drops
his trousers at the door of his room. He collapses on the bed with
a protracted sigh. Then the corners of his lips edge upwards in a
contented smile. He suddenly remembers what had been missing at his
unofficial investiture. It was the smoke. Dr. Brent hadn’t been
smoking.

After that he remembers nothing at all.

 


Breakfast is exactly as he had requested.
Perhaps the numbers or quantities of certain items differ, but the
essence is there. Peter is free till Monday morning. Two free
weekends in a row. It feels like being a member of the Staff. He
feels great.

So this is what it’s like to be a Fellow?

“Will there be anything else, Sir?”

Winston steps out of the woodwork with a
grave smile. He is the only man Peter has ever met who can arrange
his features in such a way. A grave smile. Sometimes Peter thinks
that Smith is deliberately enigmatic. That he enjoys being
mysterious. Sometimes, on the other hand, he seems to be pulling my
leg, Peter muses. Hard.

“No, thanks, Smith.” Then he remembers.
“Where are the kids?”

“At the Conservatoire de Musique, Sir. They
are attending a dress rehearsal of the Youth Symphony
Orchestra.”

“At nine in the morning?”

“It is now 10:27, Sir,” Winston answers
without looking at his watch.

Peter raises his hand and
stares at his watch. The time is 10:28. He must have spent close to
an hour in the bathtub reading the Saturday Gazette. It is the first
time since his student days at McGill that he has taken a morning
bath. He never had time before. He always was a strictly
shower-and-run man.

“So this is what it feels like to be a
Fellow?” he mutters, again under his breath.

Then he remembers something Winston had said
last night.

“You told me last night that you advised Mrs.
Thornton that I had passed my Fellowship exams. How did you
know?”

“I never doubted it for a moment. Did you,
Sir?” Winston takes a step backwards towards the hall.

“Why, no. As a matter of fact, deep down I
didn’t.”

“Nor did I, Sir.”

With that assurance Winston Smith takes
another step backwards, and suddenly Peter finds himself all alone.
It is a strange feeling. Not to be alone. He had spent innumerable
hours cramming data into his head with no one but his shimmering
computer screen for company. No. It is a strange feeling to sit
here, in the dining room, without having to either rush to the
hospital or upstairs to his computer. Peter begins feeling almost
ill at ease. He is not used to leisure.

Once more he glances at his watch. The green
face stares back at him, mocking his discomfort. It is now 10:31.
Ten-thirty-one and twelve seconds. Thirteen, fourteen...

“God, how time flies when you’re having fun!”
he says aloud.

There is no one to hear him. Winston has
melted into the innards of the house, the kids are out, Ruth in New
York, nurses in hospitals, patients... Poor Madame...? Peter can’t
remember her name. Poor mother... The patient in the morgue.

He gets up and walks to the window. The
leaves are all gone. Not only from the wide elms and maples, but
even from the pavement. The giant vacuum cleaners had sucked them
all up. They are now in the process of being converted into
compost. Like people after the Pathology department gets through
with them.

He shrugs.

“Must call Cathy.” He looks at his watch.
“Damn!”

The time is 10:35. Too early. One doesn’t
telephone young ladies so early on Saturday mornings. He sets his
jaw. He crosses over to the living room, sits down in an armchair
next to the telephone table and remembers that he doesn’t remember
Cathy’s number. He’s got it somewhere upstairs. He sits back and
tries to remember Cathy. Catherine Mondellay, Ph.D. A nuclear
physicist. Daughter of a billionaire. A woman he had made love to
the first time he met her. Even with nurses that would be a
coup.

With Cathy...?

With Cathy it was a miracle. She had said she
thought it was time. There is a time for everything. A time to live
and a time to die. Poor mother.

 


Cathy wasn’t at home. A squeaky-voiced
housekeeper asked him to call later. Around twelve. How can anyone
hire a squeaky-voiced housekeeper? Now Smith...

He had over an hour to kill. God, it’s good
to have time to relax! Maybe I could go for a walk? Without going
anywhere. Just a walk. Or I could take a drive around the Summit
Circle. Peter remembers that the view from the top of Westmount is
fantastic. It is years since he stood there, at the lookout.
Nowadays you had to be on the top of a mountain to look over the
slums into the distant hills. There is Westmount, and there are the
distant hills. In between––the ‘have-nots’. Montreal has six
million of them. Six million people living on government
assistance. Enough to keep body and soul together, not enough to
live. To Live.

Now he had time to
live. Only Cathy wasn’t
there. Not yet.

What idiot invented time? Science had
already proven that time is a figment of our imagination. At the
velocity of light, time stands still. To an outside observer, of
course. Inside the impossible spaceship it ticks on as usual. Only
clocks don’t tick anymore. They just spit new numbers at you.
Silently.

Isn’t it quiet on Saturday mornings?

At the velocity of light, time stands still;
but your mass gets to be infinite. That covers a lot of space.
Infinite? In a manner of speaking, a circle is infinite. So is
going in circles. Round and round. Forever. What’s the point? You
always get back to the same spot and don’t even know it. Round and
round.

“Is Miss Mondellay there, please? This is
Doctor Thornton.” Dr. Thornton, FRCP.

“Peter?”

A room with dimmed light, a single button at
her neck. She presses that button and the green silk slithers down
slowly...

“Cathy?” Of course it’s Cathy. “Yes, it is I.
How are you?” What an inane question. After all this time.

“Congratulations.” On the telephone her voice
is like liquid honey with a touch of oriental aroma.

“Oh?”

“On your Fellowship!” she adds
unnecessarily.

“I didn’t know there had been an official
press release.”

“When shall I see you?”

“Lunch?”

“One o’clock at the Jinhua.”

“Where is that?”

“I’ll pick you up.”

“Thanks. I’ll be waiting.”

She hangs up. Why must she always be in
charge? The time, the place, the mode of transportation. A strange
woman. Yet at the Ritz, she was pliant. Giving. Forgiving.
Malleable. Strangely submissive.

It is 12:14. Must get ready. What does one
wear on a Saturday to a restaurant patronized by a billionaire’s
daughter? A Chinese restaurant? Ruth had said the best restaurants
in Montreal are all Chinese. Mostly named after Chinese towns or
cities. They are by far the best cooks, she had said. In a crude
world they are subtle. Refined.

Peter runs upstairs two at a time. Energy is
bursting out of his veins. He feels he could fly if he had to.
Suddenly he is short of time again. He is active. He is going to
see Cathy. He sneers at the silent computer. The sneer becomes an
indulgent grin of contrived superiority.

Peter pulls on a freshly pressed pair of
slacks and ties an Ascot around his neck. He presses a matching
handkerchief into the pocket of his Harris Tweed jacket. He
examines himself in the full-length mirror on the bathroom door.
Last time he studied his image, he thought himself about six inches
too short. Right now he feels ten feet tall.

From under his crewcut, a pair of eyes are
smiling back at him.

“Wonder what she looks like in daylight?”

 


 


 


5

 Worse than a
cure?

 


“Very well, Sir. Gin or Vodka?”

Winston’s voice reaches Peter from somewhere
just below the ceiling. When you are addressed by a minaret almost
two meters high while you are sunk in a deep armchair, the sound
that reaches you seems filled with an illustrious propensity.
Particularly if the voice reaching you appears to emanate from a
great depth (presumably from the vicinity of your interlocutor’s
toes), whence it is swept up by a divine current to prohibitive
heights only to float down in sublime magnanimity to your
miserable, mundane level. In the process, the voice seems to
develop an echo. It also develops certain forbidding authority that
you feel you should not question. Perhaps that is why the children
always respond to all Smith’s commands without question.

“Whatever you think best, Smith. Thank
you.”

What could he say? He has never had a Martini
in his life.

Peter feels distinctly discombobulated. His
weary bones are impregnated with a sort of neither-here-nor-there
feeling. He had settled into his favourite armchair to perform the
inevitable autopsy of his lunch with Cathy. He diagnoses it, the
lunch, somewhere between peculiar and just short of the
what-am-I-doing-here category. Peter surmises that at the Jinhua he
simply felt out of place. Yet it wasn’t the ambience. The
atmosphere was pleasant enough. The decor was Manchurian, the
porcelain Ming, the crowd cosmopolitan. But it was none of these
that had given Peter an out-of-place feeling. He doesn’t believe he
belongs in a restaurant where people spend more on hors d’oeuvres
than a fourth-year resident makes in a week. Almost. Even then, it
also wasn’t just the money. Since during the last few years he had
had little opportunity, or time, to spend any of his income, he
could well afford a dip into this Epicurean debauchery. Money was
definitely not the problem. It was Cathy.

She wasn’t the same. Better? Perhaps... but
different. Too different.

She seemed bent on overwhelming him with
facets of her personality that piled one on top of the other at
break-neck speed. Whatever mask she had worn at the Ritz Ball,
well––that woman didn’t exist anymore. At least, not today.

The new Cathy was more of a Catherine.
Perhaps even a Ph.D. An intellectual. She scrutinized the world
from behind a set of enormous spectacles. Extra large, perfectly
round lenses. Peter found it difficult to say whether she needed
them or if they were part of the mask with which she had decided to
present him on this particular occasion. Once or twice she had
removed them. Peter had not noticed any difference in her ability
to read the menu or recognise and acknowledge perfunctory bows and
smiles from the elite delicately gorging themselves on the
minuscule morsels at astronomical prices.

“Do you really need those?” Peter had asked,
pointing to her glasses.

“Don’t you like them?” she had countered.

“I don’t know.”

“Then why do you ask?”

It wasn’t that she was imposing her logic on
him. Nor was she contrary on purpose. She just seemed to need a
purpose for whatever she did. Or said. Maybe even what she felt or
thought. Peter admits to himself that he had met her to get away
from work, from thinking, from responsibility. He was looking
forward to a frivolous lunch in a fashionable den––just for a
change. To be different. To get away...

“Would you care for anything with it,
Sir?”

Winston places a Martini at Peter’s left
elbow, then hoists his head again to the upper reaches. Peter
switches off his thoughts of Cathy and looks up at the shape
looming above him. Smith must be somewhere between 40 and a 100
years old, he muses. When he wants to, he moves like a genetically
bred basketball player. On other occasions he seems to exude the
wisdom of the ages.

“What does one have with it, ah, normally?”
Peter has no idea.

“Nuts.”

“What?”

“Nuts, Sir. Salted or baked. Mixed or of
singular persuasion.”

“You are pulling my leg.”

“If you say so, Sir. Though, if I may, Sir, I
am attempting to titillate the sensual receptors at the opposite
end of your lower extremities.” Winston actually said this with a
straight face.

“Half and half, then. Or whatever.”

Peter hadn’t asked for a Martini to study the
merits of the ancillary tidbit attendant to the art of drinking. He
wanted to try one because Cathy had one at the Jinhua and he had
refused. She survived the concoction, therefore he decided to find
out what it’s like in the privacy of his home. Peter would never
admit to anyone that he was shy. Men who are five-foot-six seldom
do. Peter sighs. One-hundred-sixty-seven-point-five centimeters
does sound a little better. But not in Westmount. In Westmount you
are born and you die on an Imperial scale. For ever.

As Winston withdraws to get the nuts, Peter
raises the glass to his nose. No smell to speak of. It must be
Vodka. He takes a cautious sip. It is cool...and smooth; just a
hint of tartness. An aftertaste of a dry lemon. He takes another
sip. It’s even better. It’s definitely smoother. Very, very
cool.

“I am told you are good at this sort of
thing?” Peter asks when Winston returns with the nuts. “Why don’t
you have one?”

“Thank you, Sir.”

Winston doubles up his body and takes a
single nut from the crystal bowl he has just placed on the table
next to Peter’s Martini. Peter starts laughing. This peregrinate
mummy is just too perfect.

“Do you ever relax, Smith?” he asks Winston,
still laughing.

“Yes, Sir. Most of the time.”

“Are you trying to tell me that you are
relaxed right now? I mean really relaxed?” Peter probes deeper
since Winston remains in a position of rigid attention.

“Not so as to fall down, Sir. But
sufficiently not to take life too seriously.”

Peter stares up at Winston in an amused
amazement. He finds it difficult to accept that during the last two
years the inveterate butler had never taken a wrong step. On any
account. Peter had read somewhere that perfection consists of doing
ordinary things extraordinarily well. By such a definition, Smith
is perfect.

“Don’t you ever drink yourself?” Peter
probes further.

“Frequently. Though I avoid beverages which
tend to cut down on the oxygen in my brain.”

“Like booze?”

“I take a little wine, occasionally.”

“Why?” Peter thinks he has found Smith’s
Achilles heel.

“It gives me pleasure, Sir.” Winston replies,
with his usual straight face.

“That is the only reason?”

“I find it an adequate stimulation for most
of my actions.”

“So you won’t have a drink with me?”

“I would rather decline, if I may. Unless my
refusal would adversely affect your good humour, Sir?”

Peter laughs again. He leans back, tilts his
head even further and downs the Martini to the last drop.

“What is it like to be perfect, Smith?”

Throughout this conversation, Winston has
appeared frozen at rapt attention. Now, at this very moment, his
voice changes. It loses its usual detached quality. It becomes
quietly commanding, impregnating.

“It is a question of balance, Sir. It is all
a question of balance.”

Peter knows that Smith is
not talking about nuts, Martinis or perfection. Not in the normal
sense of the word. How? He just knows. What is the beanstalk
talking about then? Peter feels as if his memory cells have been
etched with the single word BALANCE. In the same moment Winston,
without waiting for dismissal, withdraws. One instant he was
towering over Peter, the next he is not there. Not even the
slightest sound of a footstep accompanies his disappearance. Peter
looks at his empty Martini glass. Suddenly he understands. Smith
didn’t want me to have another one. So he just disappeared. He does
that sometimes. He had done it before. Then Peter realizes that
Smith had replied to his inane question with a straight face. For a
moment Peter is convinced that Smith had responded to a different
question, a question he hadn’t asked. Then the moment is gone. He
knows Smith to be too intelligent to take himself seriously. So how
come a straight answer? Peter reaches out for his glass. It is
quite empty. And Smith is gone. He could call after
him...

Somehow he doesn’t.

 


She had been wearing a high-cut white blouse,
a pair of tweed slacks and a loose shawl draped over her left
shoulder. Most women wore something like that, but Cathy looked as
though all others were just copying her style. She had a quiet,
demure air of owning the space she occupied. Perhaps she does.
Peter wonders if she or her father did in fact own it. The waiters
seemed to have ignored their assigned tables to rush at the
slightest wave of her hand.

To start with, they had chatted about nothing
much. Peter refused to admit it to himself, but he was hoping that
Cathy would take his mind off the events that had taken place in
the Emergency Ward last night. Peter thought he was already immune
to death. He had to be. His job is to do the best he can and ignore
the consequences. He thinks he does that. But yesterday? What had
he done? Yesterday he had carried out the last wishes of a boy’s
mother. A fat lot of good that would do.

Peter listened to Cathy
expounding snippets of gossip circulating about the
crème de la crème of
Montreal’s society. Peter found it boring, inconsequential. Quite
brutally he told her so. She smiled.

“I was waiting for you to interrupt me.”

Suddenly Cathy’s smile had something of the
Ritz-Xentung. Open, inviting, enigmatic. All at once. She then
pulled down her absurd spectacles and asked from under her curved
eyelashes: “Politics, religion or sex?”

Peter grins at the
recollection. He then asked about her work. He cannot remember a
single thing she had said about gossip, but the rest of the
conversation he remembers practically verbatim.

“Mostly neutrinos, lately.” She said. “Not
much to look at.”

“Why?”

“Too tiny. That is why I have to wear these
glasses.”

Peter recalls rewarding her with a polite
chuckle.

“You know, Peter, my work is very similar to
yours. We both deal with life, only you limit yourself to a tiny
fraction of it.”

When she looked up, Peter felt drawn into
those mysterious, polished jade jewels. Then her eyes changed into
the Dr. Catherine Mondellay mode. If intelligence can propagate
radiation, then her eyes were shimmering with dancing points of
light. With green fireflies.

She must have noticed. For the first time
since Peter saw her this day, his own face registered interest.
Real interest. “Perhaps I have a one-track mind,” he remembers
chiding himself. “Perhaps life is all that ever did interest me.”
Perhaps it is.

“Well... It all depends how you look at
life,” Cathy said. “You may define life in terms of a biochemical
construct functioning within predetermined limits of energy
transference. You put in food at one end, add a little oxygen, and
expel it at another. In between the energy produces certain effects
which, if conforming to a majority, we define as normal.”

“Others define it as the presence of spirit
residing in various portions of our anatomy––depending on religious
bias or cultural preference,” Peter put in. “Since I have little
influence on this premise, I prefer to concentrate on the
biochemical construct.”

“I thought so. But physicists deal with the
macro and the micro universes. We do not have such a privileged
choice.” Cathy’s smile became mysteriously wanton, though it had
nothing to do with sex. It expressed a lascivious desire for
knowledge.

“Go on...?”

“My predecessors had it easy. Matter was
matter, and energy was set apart. Then came Einstein and mixed the
two together. He said that the two were one. But that is not all he
did. He introduced the concept of a field. Electromagnetic,
gravitational... he got rid of the duality of energy and matter,
but brought in the duality of field and matter in its place. Yet he
wasn’t satisfied with it. He died in a state of frustration.
Although he recognized that a field is also energy, and energy has
mass, and therefore a field is no more than a very diluted form of
matter, he could never eliminate the duality of the concept.”

“Duality of the concept?” In spite of himself
Peter felt beguiled into Cathy’s world.

“Yes. He worked all his remaining life to
modify the laws governing a field in such a way as to have them
stand up in areas where energy is extremely concentrated.”

“And that has something to do with your
concept of life?” Peter asked.

“To me it does.”

Peter thought he saw sadness in Cathy’s eyes.
“Tell me about it,” he urged.

At that moment Cathy’s eyes seemed as much to
drift towards the distant stars as to recede into the inner realms
of her soul. The macro and the micro universes seemed to meet,
merge into a single state of consciousness. Peter thought it must
be his imagination, but at that moment she was as beautiful as when
she had stood naked in his arms. A second later he was embarrassed
by his own carnality.

“A stone is alive,” she said slowly. “Its
life is limited by the period it takes for its atoms, its body, to
disintegrate by radiation. It may span millions upon millions of
years; it may be little more than a life span of a human
being.”

Cathy’s eyes shone with a life of their
own.

Peter sits back as he stares into the images
fused into his memory. Is the life in her eyes also limited by the
radiation she sends out into the world around her? What is the
half-life of jade? Longer than plutonium, he hopes. Then Peter
closes his eyes and stares again into the memory of her face.

“A plant goes beyond this,” she had said.
“Here we evidence a magnetic field. Electromagnetic. Not as strong
as in animals, a field nevertheless. This very same field becomes
much more powerful in our own species. People call it an aura, an
emanation, whatever... A Russian named Kirlian photographed it way
back in 1939. Science chose to ignore him, yet all he did was to
prove the existence of a field emanating from or surrounding our
physical body. Which is our real self? Is this field our soul? A
physical soul? Is it our essence?”

“Our soul?” Peter had found it hard to
believe that a physicist dealing with pure science would resort to
metaphysical concepts.

“Why not? Perhaps our physical soul. A soul
that can be measured. You can be sure of one thing. A dead body
quickly loses its aura. Check it. Find out for yourself. Perhaps
you, Peter, should not be attempting to cure the body but rather
repair the damage in the electromagnetic field. The field of
life?”

Peter’s eyes rest on his empty Martini
glass. For a brief moment he wonders why people drink. An escape?
From what? From life? Then his thoughts return to Cathy. She has a
magnificent ability to breathe life into scientific concepts. Her
ideas don’t end with a human being.

“Look at our earth,” she had said. “There is
an electromagnetic field surrounding our whole planet. Do you think
if some force were to sweep this field away the earth would
die?”

“Sweep the Earth Soul into oblivion?” Peter
remembers adding.

“Oblivion? I don’t believe there is such a
state. Such a force could, perhaps, absorb our field. Absorb it
into a Greater Whole...” She had accented the words ‘greater’ and
‘whole’ as if to capitalize them. Her tone had given them a
mythical quality.

“And solar systems...”

“.…and the galaxies. Universes throughout
realities... all wrapped in souls, life, pulsating, emitting waves,
influencing all that ever came in contact with them...”

“Like people?”

“Like giants.… Like gods of the
continuum...”

 


Peter tries to dismiss the images of the
lunch. He wonders what happened to Smith. When the children are
away, the house is as dead as a mausoleum. Ruth took them to the
country cottage at Mount Burton. About ninety kilometers straight
North of Montreal. The last chance before the snow would close the
access road for the winter. One could still get there later. Her
cottage has its own generator, which maintains an ambient
temperature the year round. But the only access would be by a
skidoo. They should be back soon. It’s already getting dark and
they only went for the day.

As if in response to his thoughts the
doorbell cuts through the uncanny silence. Forgotten her key?
That’s unlikely. Peter dallies. By the time he is ready to get up
he hears Smith’s voice from the hall.

“Very well, thank you,
madam. I shall be sure to tell him. Au
revoir, Madame.”

Next follows the sound of the door closing.
So it isn’t Ruth yet. Must be some door-to-door peddler. There are
so many of them these days. Everyone wants to make a living. It is
no longer easy. Too much automation.

“These are for you, sir. Would you like me to
put them in water?” The question is presumably academic.

Winston Smith holds an enormous bunch of
purplish, white, blue and pink asters. They are partially wrapped
in a soggy newspaper. For some reason Winston allows them to drip
on the carpet. The flowers look as though someone had collected
them at random, perhaps surreptitiously, and hid them in a
newspaper to conceal detection. Winston manages to hold this large
chunk of someone’s front garden in one hand, stretched outwards, as
though maintaining a good distance between himself and the
impromptu bouquet.

Peter is equally as amazed as he is amused by
the image before him.

“Has someone died?” His question is followed
by a prolonged chuckle. “I assure you, Smith, it’s not me!”

“Apparently, Sir, nor did anyone else. The
lady who presented these flowers asked me to thank you for saving
her son’s life.”

Peter’s smile remains poised on his face, but
there is no longer any mirth in it. It is a frozen grimace, a
remnant of a smile. His eyes narrow in an effort to understand what
Winston is saying. He refuses to accept the words at their face
value.

“The woman said her name is Lucille. Said you
would know who she is.”

Throughout all this exchange, Winston’s hand
has remained outstretched in front of his equally immobile body.
The bouquet seems to be growing out of his palm. If Peter were in
full command of his senses, he would notice that there are strange
fires smouldering in Winston’s eyes; but at this moment Peter is
not at his sharpest. He leans farther back against the armchair as
if retreating in search of support.

“...Lucille?” The name sounds like a
question. Then, haltingly, seemingly gasping for air, he enunciates
a single word: “Mother.”

Peter doesn’t seem to
notice that Winston has withdrawn. He is alone in the sitting room,
in the world. Alone with his thoughts and the smell of wet
newspaper. Do asters have a smell, he wonders incongruously? Does
autumn smell of asters? Mother... Just
touch him.

“Winston!!!”

Peter jumps up from his chair and rushes to
the front door. He flings it open and runs out into the biting
drizzle driven by gusty wind. There is no one there. He runs out
onto the street. It is empty as only a late-autumn street wrapped
in ubiquitous rain can be. Street lamps shimmer, highlighting the
descending droplets. Peter seems oblivious to the penetrating cold
as he continues to scan the street. His teeth are set, lips drawn
back––he seems ready to scream, to call out... Then his arms drop
down in resignation. He turns reluctantly. Only now he notices the
rain. He quickens his pace. Winston is silhouetted by the light of
the open doorway.

“May I be of any service, Sir?” Winston
closes the door as Peter enters.

“What...?” Peter seems in a daze.

“You called me, Sir.”

“Yes. I did, didn’t I...” It doesn’t sound
like a question.

Peter drags himself to the living room. His
feet feel unbearably heavy. His shirt is drenched. He stands facing
the dark, cold fireplace, seemingly staring at nothing in
particular. Winston passes by him and puts a match to the laid-out
fireplace. In seconds the flames dance in the cavernous interior of
the old-fashioned hearth. The next moment Winston disappears only
to return with a dry shirt and a flannel dressing gown.

“You’d better put these on, Sir,” he says
quietly.

Peter ignores him. Winston steps forward and
holds the shirt in front of Peter’s face.

“Put this on now, Sir!”

Winston’s voice is of the quality he normally
uses only when addressing Jonathan or Moira. Peter obeys without a
word. He then takes off his trousers and puts his arms into the
dressing gown held out for him by Winston. He continues to stand in
front of the fire. Behind him, on a low central table, is an
enormous bouquet of multihued asters. There must be hundreds of
them.

Peter turns towards the butler.

“Thank you, Winston. You are very kind.” He
then seems to notice the flowers for the first time. He catches his
breath. He always thought of asters as flowers of death, of autumn.
Flowers for the graveyard. Are these a celebration of life? They
seem to hold the freshness of springtime daisies. Of joy.

“Then why am I so depressed?” Peter asks no
one in particular. He is alone.

He is very alone. There is something wrong.
An omen of death in spite of the flowers. If it isn’t Lucille’s
son, then what is it? What is dying with an irrevocable certainty
of an incurable disease?

“I made you a plate of hot soup.”

Peter is completely oblivious to Winston’s
comings and goings. The butler places the tray with the steaming
plate on the low table previously occupied by the Martini. Peter
looks at it and shivers. Suddenly he feels very cold. He has no
idea how long he had been outside in the rain. There are wet stains
all over the carpet. They will dry, he assures himself. They will
disappear. Like Winston. Like all things. In time. Only death seems
permanent. Eternal.

“Winston?” Peter stares into the fire.

“Yes, Sir?”

“What is life? What is immortality?”

“Immortality is a state of consciousness,
Sir. If it were otherwise, we would all live forever.”

Peter hardly listens to
Winston’s answer. His own thoughts are much too pressing. Too
vital. Surely the body is immortal. IMMORTAL. All cells can
regenerate themselves. Always. Ad
infinitum.

“Yes, Sir. But the mind is programmed to kill
it in due course. Don’t you agree?”

“You mean we all commit suicide?” Peter
sounds as though he’s thinking aloud.

“In a manner of speaking. In a protracted
sort of way. When we no longer need our bodies, we discard them.
Will there be anything else, Sir?”

Peter looks at Winston as though he sees him
for the first time. Then Peter’s features contort in an effort to
find something missing. Something which happened only a minute or
two ago.

“No, thank you. And it’s good of you to bring
me the soup. It seems I needed it.”

Winston again melts into the background.

Peter sits down and tastes the warming puree.
His mind is jumping from one thought to another; like a butterfly
unable to make up its mind which aster to sit on. He shakes his
head in an attempt to clear it.

Lucille. Mother. Henri. And Winston.

And Winston. Something has happened. And then
he knows. He had addressed Smith by his first name. He had called
him Winston. Peter wonders why. It had seemed appropriate. At least
at the time.

But there was something else. He can’t put
his finger on it.

As Peter swallows the last spoon of the
life-giving soup, the front door opens and the sound and Mo and Jo
fill the house to overflowing. With life. Ruth is back.

“I wish we had a covered link between the
garage and the house. I must have it done before winter,” she
announces for the hundredth time. She makes this commitment each
time it rains. “Mo, Jo, take off your shoes before you step on the
carpet!”

They already did. Winston is putting the wet
galoshes away. Mo and Jo rush over and jump simultaneously on
Peter’s lap.

“Hello, Uncle Peter!”

They shout their greeting on the top of their
penetrating voices. In fact, they always talk like that. They are
extremely alive. Mo and Jo plant wet kisses on both of Peter’s
cheeks. For a moment he seems stunned. They are so different from
all that happened today. Is this what life is?

“We saw a bear! He was so close and so big,”
Jo announces. The first ‘so’ is tiny, the second as wide as his
arms allow. “As big as...”

“I saw him first!” Mo insists.

“No, you didn’t!”

“Yes, I did! And he was much bigger than
that.” Mo is pointing at the ceiling.

Peter smiles. It all depends on the point of
view.

“And he was so close!” she affirms, giving
Uncle Peter another hug.

“Dinner is served, Madam.” Winston announces
from the dining room door.

“I’m coming!” Ruth calls from upstairs.
“Children, wash your hands!”

Mo and Jo climb down from Peter’s lap,
reluctantly, then chase each other to the powder room in the hall.
A moment later they emerge and hold out their still damp hands for
Peter’s inspection. He dries their tiny palms with the flap of his
dressing gown and then directs the children to the dining
table.

As Peter follows them, he watches Winston
putting finishing touches to the table. He is acting as though
nothing of any importance had ever happened in his life. Perhaps
nothing did. Not to his life. But... And then, as though through an
obscure veil, Peter remembers a different place, a different time.
Just before the children barged in, he had asked Winston a
question. The man had answered. And then something happened. What
the devil was it? It was something the butler said or didn’t say.
Or was it the way he said it...?

“There, now.” Ruth’s entrance interrupts
Peter’s thoughts. “Hello, Peter. Had a good day?”

“Thanks, Ruth. Stimulating.”

“I noticed the flowers in the living room.
They look gorgeous. A secret admirer?” she asks, tasting the
soup.

Peter already had his earlier. He sits back,
watching his sister’s cheeks rosy enough to rival her
children’s.

“Yes. Sort of.”

And then a strange thought crosses his mind.
A powerful image converted into an unspoken symbol. He almost says:
“They were sent for my funeral.”

He almost says it aloud.

 


 


 


6

 The End of an
Era

 


“Can I take it then,
Peter, that you accept our offer?” Dr.
Brent has a habit of phrasing the obvious in a hypothetical
manner.

“I consider it an honour, Sir.”

“The position will be retroactive to the
first of this month. Welcome to the faculty, Dr. Thornton. It is a
pleasure to make official that which had been a reality for the
last few years anyway.”

The last statement did reflect the truth. In
all but name, Peter had been a member of the teaching staff for at
least two years. He just hadn’t been officially recognized as such,
nor had he benefited from the attendant perks. Overnight, in fact
as of the first of December, his income will be quadrupled. He
would no longer have to perform any night duties. He would still be
on call, periodically, but from the comfort of his own home.
Heretofore, he had been the nearest approximation to slave labour
our political system allows.

Peter knows that he cannot blame the Chief
for this apparently flagrant oversight. The government has full
control over the finances of all facets of Medicare, including the
hospital budget. To elevate Peter to the Teaching Staff, Dr. Brent
would have had to dismiss someone to make room for him, and
probably suffer punitive litigation. For his part, Peter could have
left the General and practiced general medicine elsewhere. He was
empowered to do so since he had passed the Provincial License
Examinations. This he had done over three years ago. The Fellowship
was not necessary for the practice of the profession, though it was
recommended for positions of influence and prestige. There was a
time when such had been very important to Peter. That was before he
became a Fellow.

Peter had dedicated the last four years
almost exclusively to the procurement of the position that had just
been offered him. But now, hardly a few minutes later, his back
pressed against Dr. Brent’s office doors, from the outside, it
feels like a great let-down. All the titles, the professional
recognition and the attendant creature comforts exemplified by much
greater income for much less work seemed like an anticlimax.

“Your new duties will be assigned shortly,”
Dr. Brent had said.

He could have added: “...as
well as the allocation of hospital beds (reserved for our boys),
the number of rotating interns and residents, the qualified
doctors, all of whom will work round the clock while you reap the
financial benefits from their labours––they will all be also
assigned to you.” This is the system. The time-worn, proven method
of exploitation. In the name of tradition. A system of fleas
feeding upon fleas, sucking their blood for the benefit of
maintaining the almighty status
quo.

“I had to go through this, my boy...” a
senior staff member had once told him. “Your time will come to play
golf during the afternoons, my boy... Your time will come!”

My time has come.

“I don’t want the stupid position, Dr.
Brent!” he could have said.

But he didn’t. He couldn’t have. Dr. Brent
didn’t invent the system. He doesn’t even practice it. He alone
continues to work round the clock while his colleagues practice
their medicine on the green fairways or in the plush offices of
investment brokers. After all, was this not precisely Peter’s plan?
His intention? Is this not why he had spent the last ten years
slaving day and night, giving up personal life, personal pleasure,
holidays, even the thought of a family? All to gain
recognition?

No bloody way!

Peter glances over his shoulder to make sure
no one overheard him speaking to himself. Lately, he’s been looking
over his shoulder quite often. He’s been living in a state of
agitation, of inner turmoil. During the last month he’d discharged
his hospital duties in a strange atmosphere of an emotional vacuum.
Could it be that he’d lost more than physical contact with his
patients? He is afraid to touch them. He tells the nurses, the
interns, the residents to do the actual examinations while he
limits his participation to diagnoses, once the facts are presented
to him.

He has to. Since the Henri incident, he is
afraid to touch anyone. He is not about to jeopardize his life’s
work because some hysterical woman indulges in some voodoo
manipulations to save her son’s life. Peter has direct evidence of
the power of such women, but he refuses to have anything to do with
them. Lucille had a tan complexion, probably some Creole blood. He
is a doctor, a damn good one. Not some mumbo-jumbo healer. He had
worked too hard to lose it all now. Harder than anyone he has ever
met.

Lucille Ouellette. As common a name as you
can think of in Quebec. Yet a name indelibly imprinted on Peter’s
mind. A simple-looking woman, but what an actress! Why was she bent
on destroying him? And her sister! The stupid girl is actually a
trainee nurse right here, at the General. What bloody luck!

And she talked. She even practically
convinced Dr. Cunningham that the X-rays didn’t really get mixed
up. What damn nonsense... Peter took time to examine the boy’s
plates in Radiology. Rearranging the records wasn’t easy, but not
harder than passing the Fellowship exams. By the time Peter
finished, there was no sign of a twisted spine or of the internal
abrasions Cunningham had spoken about. Not that Peter blamed
Cunningham. With over fifty stretchers brought in on a weekend
evening, it’s a wonder that more data didn’t get screwed up. Peter
remembers being on duty in the Emergency. God Almighty! So many
years... The art was to stay awake, let alone carry all the cases
constantly in one’s head. Seventy-two hours on duty. Continuously.
Sleeping propped up against the wall, falling off the toilet
seat... It’s a crazy system. Tradition!

Nuts!!!

It wasn’t easy. Whatever the reality, Peter
couldn’t afford another misunderstanding. Another miracle. Imagine
being a physician and avoiding touching your patient.

I am a physician. Please, God. Let me stay
that way!

Only now, a month later, the junior staff and
particularly the nurses are beginning to treat Dr. Thornton as a
normal human being. For a while they gave him surreptitious looks
as if expecting him to wave a magic wand. But he was too smart for
them. This trick of not touching the patients really worked.

“I got them where I want them!” Peter awards
himself a congratulatory smile.

“Then why do I feel like a cheat and a liar?”
he muses a second later.

 


Ruth is delighted with
Peter’s appointment to the teaching staff. In Upper Westmount one
is expected to reach the top. That’s what it’s all about. People
who envy those on the higher slopes seldom realize what effort goes
into reaching the upper reaches. The days when Papa’s or even
Mama’s college connections translated into instant success are long
over. True, they don’t hurt, but they would do you no good at all
unless you worked your butt off on top of that. Except in politics,
of course. There, connections are all that matters. Some things never
change.

“Does this mean that we shall see more of
you, Peter?” Ruth asks as Peter tells her about Dr. Brent’s
offer.

“I haven’t exactly accepted the position. I
just told him I consider it an honour….”

Ruth looks up, her eyes half as large again
as usually.

“Peter! Have you been drinking?”

“Well, Brent said that I have been a teaching
Fellow for the last two years, anyway. So why change things?” Peter
deliberately speaks in an offhanded manner.

It works. Ruth’s face shows a deep
concern.

“You need a holiday. I shall call Judy. She
will let you use her Palm Beach condo for a week or two.” She
speaks to Peter’s back. “Peter? Peter! You need a rest.”

Peter had to turn his back on his
sister-in-law to hide his grin. He needs humour to release the
tension that seems to build up each day in the hospital. In the
past he felt tired. Often very tired. Now he only feels an
overwhelming stress. It builds up slowly during the day, then
gradually diminishes at home. A cycle.

“Surely you don’t want me to take the
position just for the money?” he says over his shoulder. His grin
is becoming broader.

“And may I ask what is wrong with money?”

Ruth’s face is perfectly serious. God knows
she works hard enough to maintain her standard of living, Andrew’s
life insurance policy notwithstanding.

Peter manages to control his features
sufficiently to wipe away his supercilious smirk. At this
particular moment he feels superior to the world around him. He
feels free, unfettered. He turns round and hands Ruth a flat suede
box. It has the gold insignia of Montreal’s best jewelers.

“Nothing that I can think of. Unless one
spends it on trinkets. By the way, these are for your last
Christmas.”

Last year Peter had spent the whole of
Christmas at the General. Some of his colleagues were already
married. He took on their duty to allow them to spend their
holidays at home with their families. Peter did not regard his
action as magnanimous or sacrificial. He preferred spending his
time at the hospital. Medicine was his life. Under the
circumstances, Christmas became so meaningless to him that he had
also forgotten to buy Ruth a present. Later on, he had made it up
to the kids, Winston got the usual cheque, but Ruth? Well, somehow
later on it seemed too late.

Today, on his way back from
the General, Peter suddenly realized how totally meaningless money
was to him. He realized that whatever his motivation in the pursuit
of excellence in his profession, it wasn’t and never could have
been money. Once he may have thought otherwise. But it wasn’t so.
Not in his heart. The desire for financial success was never any
more than a conditioned reflex, a platitude fed by the environment
in which he functioned. Peter neither had nor has any objection to
money. It is just that he had no desire whatever to assign even the
smallest effort towards its acquisition. Money is necessary for the
performance of certain tasks. Once such are taken care of, money
loses its raison d’être.

When Peter was no more than a hundred yards
from home, he hailed a taxi and told the driver to take him to the
best jewellers in town. The drivers servicing Upper Westmount are
used to unorthodox requests. The man drove Peter to Pillington’s,
waited until Peter did what he had to, and returned him to the
Westmount address. Peter’s action was an intuitive,
spur-of-the-moment caprice, perhaps motivated by fear that his new
position on the Teaching Staff of the General might swell his bank
account to unprecedented if not ignominious heights. Peter spent
more money on the ruby earrings and necklace than he had spent
during his last two years of residency on keeping his body and soul
together.

Ruth’s eyes again widen perceptibly. She
seems to regard the insignia on the elegant box with a strange
fascination. She knows the name, of course, she has just not had
the occasion to open one of their boxes before.

“Oh... oh, my God!” It would have been an
exclamation if it weren’t for the fact that her utterance is hardly
audible. “Wha-a-at... what are these?”

“Oriental rubies. Supposed to be the best.
Andrew once told me that your skin and hair colouring were
specially designed for rubies.”

Although Ruth’s mouth remains open, no
further questions follow in the succeeding seconds. Peter is really
enjoying himself. This is the first time in months that he feels
the taste of freedom. I am broke, he tells himself, and I like
it.

“Got them on sale. Bit of luck, really.”

For a moment Peter is afraid Ruth will refuse
to accept the belated present. He need not have worried. Ruth is
too stunned to make any intelligent statements.

“Andrew.…?” she whispers at last.

“Right. He told me to get them for you.”

“For me?” Her voice is almost normal.

“Didn’t have much time before.”

Ruth gets up, walks to the hall mirror and
slowly puts on the necklace, then the earrings. Peter looks over
her shoulder. He thinks that Andrew was right. The rubies were made
for her. Ruth studies herself in the mirror, then turns around and
faces Peter.

“I have no idea how much these cost. But I
know a liar when I see one. Why did you do it, Peter?”

“I thought you would like them.”

“Don’t be stupid. There is no woman alive who
wouldn’t love them. Why did you do it?”

“A Fellow’s folly?”

Ruth doesn’t buy that either.

Peter looks at the fiery droplets of blood
around Ruth’s slim neck. He smiles at the filigree perfection of
the necklace, at the way it enhances and complements Ruth’s own
natural beauty. Andrew was crazy to die at forty-seven.

“I guess I had to,” Peter shrugs. “I needed
to be free...”

Ruth continues to stare at Peter’s face. He
looks triumphant yet haggard. A contradiction. A living paradox.
Her face reflects her concern.

“Is there anything I can do?” she asks.

She knew nothing about Peter’s encounters
with black magic. Or with the stupid statistics. Obviously, if
Winston suspected anything, he kept it to himself. Just as
well.

“I don’t know, Ruth, but thank you for
asking.”

There is a silence punctuated by the sound of
Jo and Mo having a lively argument in the playroom. Then, suddenly,
there is a strained silence. Winston must have said something after
all.

“I don’t need these, but I shall look after
them for you for as long as you want. You are very sweet, brother
dear.” Ruth walks up to Peter and gives him a warm if sisterly kiss
on both cheeks. Then she pulls back, holds him at arm’s length and
looks him straight in the eye. “And you are quite a good liar, as
well.”

“Thank you, sister dear. I try!”

Peter is happy. For the first time in his
life he is broke. Truly broke. He might have a few dollars in his
pocket, but he couldn’t take Cathy to a restaurant. It is a strange
feeling. He knows, of course, that come the end of the month, he
will receive a fat cheque from the government. The elegant salary
of a Teaching Fellow.

Still, for now he is free.

For now he has covered his tracks. Dr. Brent
said not a word about the statistics. Not a word. He couldn’t have
heard about Henri. The stupid nurse, Lucille’s sister, had spread
all sorts of gossip, but the facts had contradicted her. The blood
samples, the X-ray, the diagnostic notes. It wasn’t as though Henri
had been dying and didn’t. It was as though he was never in danger
of losing his life. Cunningham was the most difficult one to
convince. Finally he, too, had credited it to fatigue.

“It never happened to me before, Dr.
Thornton,” he insisted when Peter told him that we all make
mistakes. “I just don’t see how...?”

“Just forget it, Cunningham. You are the best
we have. Don’t let it get to you!”

That worked. Dr. Thornton was not known to
throw compliments around loosely. Let sleeping dogs lie, Cunningham
told himself. Anyway, there were new patients requiring his
attention. A great many during the last month. And Peter hadn’t
physically touched a patient since. Not once. He couldn’t. He was
too scared.

I shouldn’t let it get to me, either, he kept
repeating in the solitude of his office. The problem was that Peter
knew that Cunningham hadn’t made any mistakes.

 


“Here comes Megabyte!”

“Beware of the Prancing Paragon!”

“Look out, the QQ’s on the prowl!”

 


The nurses and interns have
many names for Dr. Thornton. Behind his back. Peter is not
particularly concerned about the opinion junior staff hold of him.
The first moniker refers to his incredible, computer-like memory.
The second to his habit of appearing where least expected, with
full knowledge of the medical problem in hand. But the last is
neither deserved nor fair. It stands for Quintessential Quack.
Peter knows his job and is damn good at it. Sometimes he even
surprises himself. Lately he found he could quote whole paragraphs
from the medical journals. Verbatim. He is perfectly aware that
the younger physicians are in awe of his knowledge. This is exactly
as it should be. Once, it seems like ages ago, he also had been in
awe of his Teaching Fellows.

But there were other, more insidious
problems.

Peter seems quite unaware
that he was becoming stilted, emotionally disjointed. He seems
equally unaware that he was treating people like objects under a
microscope. Evidently he cannot help himself. He had to create a
barrier between himself and the patient. He must keep his
distance. His distance. They, the residents, do not seem to have noticed
that he doesn’t touch patients anymore. Not that he believes in
voodoo or any other bloody nonsense. Given time, things will get
back to normal. He is sure of it. Most of the time.

Surely, the charade cannot last forever.
Sooner or later he will have to demonstrate to some medical upstart
a correct procedure which will involve physical contact with a
patient. Peter is half convinced that nothing will happen. Nothing
peculiar, that is.

He is half convinced. He is also half scared
out of his wits.

 


The next evening Ruth has a splitting
migraine. She has been suffering for hours. She hadn’t said a word,
but Peter can see the pain in her eyes. Peter loves Ruth as though
she were his own sister. She is his only family. Peter goes up to
his bedroom and brings back a single pink pill wrapped in a tissue.
It is a placebo. He gives it to Ruth and tells her to suck on it.
He says it is an experimental sample. Not yet available on the
market. Very confidential. He then walks behind her and holds her
head gently between his palms. The migraine disappears.
Instantly.

Peter goes straight up to his room. His hands
shake for an hour.

 


Today, Peter must touch a patient. A number
of patients. He is to demonstrate a new diagnostic procedure to the
Teaching Staff and senior residents. He had spent three days last
week at the Victoria Hospital to learn it. He had been instructed
by Dr. George Tsan himself. For at least a generation, Dr. Tsan had
pioneered all aspects of oriental healing methods. The Nobel Prize
had given him world recognition. Acupuncture, acupressure and later
electro-pressure techniques had become an important part of general
medicine. Particularly in combination with computer technology.
There is very little nowadays that one can accomplish without
electronics. Now it is Peter’s turn to pass on the maneuver he had
learned from the great man. He has no choice.

Dr. Brent will be present.

They all meet at 1400 hours in the
Demonstration Theatre. The residents are waiting at the door. Peter
enters with Dr. Brent on his heels. Three other members of the
teaching staff are already in the theatre. The overhead scanners
are ready. Peter will manipulate the patient under the scanners,
which will record his every movement from all possible angles.
Obviously, it must be done by hand. Both hands. His hands must come
in direct, prolonged contact with the patient. The maneuver relies
on judgment and experience. Peter is good on judgment, poor on
experience.

“Gentlemen.” Peter feels
hot in the 18o
C temperature. This is the first time he will be
teaching the Teachers. He is nervous as hell. “As you know, I have
spent three days at the Victoria to learn the Ganzhou maneuver. We
shall all try it on each other without engaging the Neurotrone.
Once we feel easy in its application, nurse Prim will wheel in the
patients whom we shall treat using milliampere doses from the
Neurotrone. When we are confident of our technique, we shall
commence the full treatment.”

The silence seems filled with reverence.
This is the Tsan-Gauzhou maneuver. It is a privilege to witness its
first application. Yet no one volunteers to be the guinea pig. They
are all familiar with Neurotrone procedures, but only with the
standard electro-pressure techniques. They know that the technique
is akin to homeopathy. In small doses it saves lives. Used in
excess it can kill.

Dr. Brent steps forward.

“Would you care to try it on me, Dr.
Thornton?”

The younger physicians feel and look
embarrassed. It’s too late.

“Thank you, Dr. Brent. Please remove your
shirt and vest. Then lie down, please.”

Dr. Brent does as he is told. Peter goes
through the complex preparation, sets up the Neurotrone for
neutral, then demonstrates the maneuver. They all take turns in
examining Dr. Brent. Then each other. They work quickly, with
professional efficiency. Soon they have all had more than one turn.
As they get dressed, there are murmurs of appreciation. Peter has
scored a hit.

“Bring in the first patient,” Peter
commands.

The nurse leaves the theatre and returns with
a man on a wheeled stretcher. The patient is about sixty years old,
looking older. He is already stripped to the waist. His skin is a
sickly yellow. One of the symptoms. Peter takes over.

“Watch carefully. Remember: the object is to
minimize the voltage by paying equal attention to the scanner and
to the patient’s reactions. The synaptic response to the
Neurotrone...”

At this point Dr. Thornton’s language
becomes very technical. In the last few years medicine had passed
the point of no return. Over fifty percent of procedures had been
relegated (or raised) to computer technology. The residual half
remains in human hands. A delicate balance between the old and the
new. With a good dose of Oriental influence. Computer-assisted
surgical procedures have become the order of the day. For much of
the diagnostic work, the physicians also rely on the computer’s
probing capability. Yet with all this progress, the human hand
still remains the most sensitive instrument for certain
maneuvers.

Peter works with poise, control and
confidence. The patient is the sole object of his concentration.
Whatever may have churned at the back of his mind these last few
months is of absolutely no consequence. Dr. Peter Thornton is a
physician solving a medical problem. That is all. That is all he
has ever wanted to do.

To guide man towards inherent
immortality.

The patient’s breathing becomes deeper, more
regular. An instant effect. The maneuver works. It must have been
administered magnificently. The other doctors applaud. More
patients are wheeled in. All the staff take turns. More often than
not, Peter has to intervene. With his hands. There are instant
results. The Teaching Staff is spellbound. They do their best to
emulate Peter’s exact movements. They are all experienced
physicians. Some with years of similar maneuvers behind them. True,
not identical but similar. Yet none can begin to match Peter’s
incredible dexterity. The patients seem to improve at the very
touch of his fingers. Only Peter is too involved to notice. Peter
is a doctor. A total physician practicing his craft. First time in
a month.

God, it feels good!

All in all, eleven patients are treated. Six
of them benefit from Peter’s direct or partial participation in the
application of the maneuver. Four respond well to the treatment
administered by other physicians. They are doing quite well. One
woman virtually recovers while Peter demonstrates the technique
before he has time to apply the Neurotrone. The patient improves
sufficiently to be wheeled back to her ward.

Such things happen. Occasionally.

Don’t they?

 


 


Peter slept very well. For the first time in
a long while he feels at peace with himself. He takes a long bath
and comes downstairs feeling on top of the world. He greets Winston
with a broad grin. Winston serves him orange juice, coffee,
scrambled eggs, toast and marmalade. A big breakfast. Like on
holidays.

At 8:05 the telephone rings.

“Dr. Brent, for you, Sir.” Winston hands
Peter the telephone.

“Thornton, Dr. Brent. Good morning to you!”
Peter’s voice is practically joyful.

“I must see you at once, Peter.”

“And how are things at the General?”

“In my office. Now!” The Chief doesn’t
actually raise his voice, but his tone is commanding.

“Have they all recovered?”

“Only the six you treated or manipulated
yourself. I checked the scanners.”

The Tsan-Gauzhou maneuver should bear
results in three to four weeks. After initial improvement the
patient basically reverts to the previous condition. Only repeated
application, over a period of time, is expected to lead to complete
recovery.

“And the others?” Peter’s voice is
conversational.

“The others responded quite well, but...”

“But they haven’t recovered completely...” It
wasn’t a question.

There is a prolonged silence. Neither man
seems anxious to resume the conversation. Neither man knows exactly
what to say.

“Well, Dr. Brent. I am grateful for your
call.”

“Peter, I spoke to Dr. Tsan this morning. It
just isn’t possible...”

“Yes?”

There is silence. Dr. Brent seems to have
difficulty breathing. Peter is perfectly relaxed. Almost gay.

“I’ll see you, Dr. Brent. Sometime. When I
recover...”

Peter replaces the receiver in its holder.
There is little more to say. Both men know it. The General is a
temple of medicine. That is all one can practice there.
Medicine.

Peter thanks Winston for breakfast and goes
upstairs. Winston’s eyes follow him with a strange satisfaction.
Under the circumstances it doesn’t make any sense. Peter stays in
his room for about an hour. He puts his things in order. Then he
goes to see the children. He plays with them. He touches them. He
is very tactile in all the little games. At long last he says
good-bye to them.

“Going to the hospital, Uncle Peter?” Jo asks
when Peter puts him down on the floor. He then lifts Mo up, swirls
her in the air, kisses her cheeks before answering.

“Not exactly, little fellah. But I shall be
back. In the meantime, look after your Mom for me.”

Ruth isn’t there. She left last night for New
York.

“Are you going away, Uncle Peter?” Mo seems
too perceptive for her years.

“No, Moira. I am not going away. I am not
sure where I am going. I only know that I must go. Somewhere. Now
be good, you two. Until I come back. Promise?”

“Yes, Uncle Peter. I promise!” The two speak
in unison.

Peter leaves the room and goes to the front
hall. Winston is waiting for him with his coat. He has gotten the
winter coat out. A coat Peter hardly ever used in town.

“You’d better take this one, Sir. It’s quite
nippy this morning.”

Peter doesn’t argue. He seldom does with
Winston.

“Thanks, Winston.”

Then Peter looks up into the steady eyes a
full head higher than his own. Winston’s eyes are dark, sober,
reliable. There is also something else in them. Something Peter
hadn’t had much time for lately. Or for the last ten years or so.
Deep in those dark eyes there is a great serenity. A sort of
timeless peace. And something else...

“Thanks again, Winston,” Peter repeats. He
seems a little mesmerized.

The two men shake hands. Peter has never
shaken hands with a butler before. He wonders why. He pushes the
door open and steps outside. He walks towards the sidewalk. Winston
was right. The air is crisp. Later on there will be snow. It is
that kind of a day. For a little while, Peter stands still and
looks in the direction of the General Hospital. Then he smiles. The
smile stays on his lips as he turns and takes the opposite
direction. Down the hill. Towards the river.
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“Shall mortal man be

more just than
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 The
Search




Time matters
little. A lazy morning. An empty
afternoon. An end of an era. A challenge? A new beginning. Down,
down, south, ever down, towards the rising haze, towards the
breathing, misty river. Peter’s synthetic soles make little sound
on the descending sidewalk. His feet follow their own predetermined
course. An escape towards freedom.

Cowardice?

Down, down, ever lower, lower, away from
life. From fame. From money, recognition. From Ruth and the
children, from Winston. From Cathy. From Catherine. What would she
say? Would her jade eyes laugh or sneer? Would she perhaps cry? A
scientific mind giving up without a fight. Fight what? I don’t even
have windmills. Peter de la Mancha. Nor have I a Sancho Panza to
lean on.

A self-inflicted funeral of dreams.

Peter stops and looks back. Only yesterday,
it seemed verdant and golden and crimson in its beauty. A mountain
of glory. A status symbol. Upper Westmount. Now it seems cold and
somber. Peter regards the sloping streets with a strange
indifference yet also with a certain detached curiosity. It’s been
ten years since he took a walk without a definite destination.
Without hurrying, without being preoccupied about something
important. Like a matter of life or death. Literally.

And now? Freedom. A persistent sense of
unfettered freedom. Freedom of one who escapes, alive, from a
battlefield. From the field of glory.

“What else can I do?”

Two people stare at Peter as he voices the
question. He was addressing no one. Perhaps only the mountain.

He refuses to feel guilty. I owe nothing to
no one, he avers his own thoughts. Should I die, this very moment,
my slate would be clean. No man or beast could lay claim to my
burden. I have none. None at all.

Or have I?

That’s stupid! Everyone is indebted. If for
nothing else than for the air he breathes. For the blue sky, even
if it is turning opaque... Peter turns up his collar. The wind is
northerly, bending his overlong crew-cut forward. A progenitor of
snow. Then once again he looks up at the mountain.

On his right is Upper, on his left the
almost-as-good Middle Westmount. He walks, looking at the trees
stripped down to millions of twigs reaching in mute supplication
towards heaven. They needn’t bother. God’s face is hidden behind
the heavy, impenetrable clouds. Trees! Trees! There is nothing
there to answer your prayers, Peter feels like shouting. You might
as well wait for springtime.

Will there still be a springtime?

Peter’s feet thread an up-and-down zigzag
towards the West. Like Cinderella’s, his shoes, imbued with power
of their own, refuse to leave the conclave of iconoclastic
barbarians who took away his claim to fame. The Upper crust of
Upper Westmount. You do not practice quackery in the Upper Reaches.
Not among those who rose high by the use of mind power. The higher
realm leaves no room for charlatans, quacks or mountebanks.

Peter’s feet turn sharp left.

Perhaps the Middle ground will offer some
solace. Perhaps people here will be less demanding. Peter glances
at some men, women, then peers into their faces, searching for eye
contact. So many people. Busy, contented, just leaving the
restaurants after their three-Martini luncheons. Is there no one
here who would like to be cured? Of anything?

A taxi divests itself of the body of an
overindulged woman.

An army of minks crawl up her back, then come
down her front in orderly, regimented fashion. She seems content to
carry their burden on her overstuffed torso. She seems
content––behind a mask of powder. Below, a red smear of a smile
gone astray. Perhaps she gnawed the minks with her own teeth in
order to wear them?

I, too, have shed blood once, Peter muses, a
dry, sardonic smile distorting his own mouth. In the operating
theatre.

It is time to turn down, southward. There are
no people here. No people who need me. Just mannequins.

The sky seems to get darker with each step
Peter directs down towards the river. The streets now are hardly
sloping. The universe is becoming flatter, fairer. More honest. And
then, down the last slope, ahead are the tracks––the great divider
between the haves and the have-nots.

Where are the trees?

Peter peers left and right. Why are there no
trees below Lower Westmount? No maples, no oaks, no sedate elms to
cast their protective shade even on a summer eve. No rest for the
weary. For anyone. Perhaps there are no people down here, either.
The streets are deserted.

Peter looks at his watch. It is only 3:30.
Have I been wandering for hours? Strange. Getting so dark so early.
Peter had never noticed the exact changes in the natural daylight.
Never had time. The General kept artificial lights on at all times.
Why not? Energy was no longer a problem. Perhaps the only problems
were the people. Or lack of them.

His feet reach the tracks, two hard lines of
rust on either side of the sidewalk. But... where are the people?
Peter is quite alone now. Alone and strangely lonely. He senses
that if he were to meet someone, he might have to approach him with
the stealth of a hunter. He is entering a desert. A hostile,
forgotten, bereft of trees jungle.

His feet step onto the tracks. It is quite
flat now.

The old CP rails are no more than an old,
discarded, once mighty symbol of national unity. From ocean to
ocean... Peter looks left and right and he thinks of Cathy. Of Dr.
Catherine Mondellay and her relativistic physics. Five sets of
rusty rails bear witness to the Einsteinian postulates. Parallel
lines really are receding into the darkness seemingly to meet, to
unite, to join somewhere. Perhaps in infinity, though it seems––a
lot sooner. At least they did once. Now most of them are torn up
for scrap metal. No more railways. Not even monorails. Those few
who still wish to watch the sun set over the Pacific must fly. Most
prefer to see it on their 3D projectors. Perhaps there is too much
comfort in the world. Perhaps there should be more than 70% of the
population working.

Peter wonders why some streets are wrapped in
great, mature trees and other streets, like down here, stretch like
a barren wasteland framed by hard walls of masonry. Prison walls
behind which people vegetate, seemingly resigned, hoping for a
better day? Peter had met some of them at the General. Mostly
accident victims. Ex-workers, ex-labourers, ex-members of the human
race. Yet, once stripped of the pungent rags, scrubbed, rinsed and
wrapped in a hospital tunic, they all looked the same. Almost
human. Except for their eyes. Those glassy windows-to-the-soul
seemed empty, devoid even of hunger. They stare at you in abject
apathy. With the indifference of December. Of an approaching
winter. Like today.

The St-Henri syndrome, they called it.

Peter remembers seeing
photographs in which St-Henri had been semi-fashionable, especially
on either side of the Lachine Canal. The bohemian gypsies, who had
once wandered as far east as rue
St-Denis, then hovered for a spell among
the limestone façades of Old Montreal, had moved southwest to the
Lachine Canal. Then. Way-back-when...

There the artists dwelled longer than
expected. Like a last fling. Last chance.

They were gone now.

Yet then there were trees on the sides of
the Canal. Trees casting quivering images on the narrow, still
water. Like Monet, or Sisley. Later the trees had been cut down,
mostly for firewood. It was during the third Long Depression. The
Permanent One, they called it.

Why is it that when a city expands beyond
its natural borders, only the urban Westmounts retain their limits?
What expands are the slums. Only now they call them the suburbs. By
the time Montreal had reached a population of nine million, the
slums extended from St-Henri to the foot of St. Bruno. Another
mountain. Even as the crow flies, kilometers away. Or miles, as
they still said in Westmount. Those who had been successful either
remained on the tight slopes of Westmount or moved out with their
modems, their communication paraphernalia, to the still distant
lakes of the far-reaching Laurentians. Fuel, once again, is cheap.
Practically all business could be conducted by means of
electronics. Yet the vast masses preferred to remain in a hovel––in
the ever-expanding, inexorably advancing, yet stagnant, unemployed
suburbia. They run like lemmings only to drown, to fall prey to the
magnetic attraction of a Metropolis. Perhaps like ants––only seldom
working.

There is no hunger here. At least no
physical hunger. All people are granted quite adequate subsistence.
For nothing. Abundant energy drives armies of robots, which result
in an era of growing abundance. An era of a common denominator, the
lowest possible but adequate. An extra reward for breeding fewer
children. Finally.

Some still work––part time. The few are
getting fewer. It is too easy to do nothing. Just vote for
Solidarity. Too easy to bring others to your own comfortable
level.

Peter has no idea for how long he’s been
walking.

Away from the glaring street lamps, the
spaces between the buildings are filled with darkness. Even here,
cheap energy converts the pavement into daytime. The lamps provide
a mixture of ultraviolet and infrared radiation. The sporadic
snowflakes which gyrate downward from behind Peter’s back melt as
soon as they touch the concrete. Only on the sides, along the
narrow setbacks, their white presence shimmers in the
fast-approaching darkness.

A wilderness of illuminated concrete.

Peter seems oblivious to the wind, the snow.
His mind is luxuriating in a silent void. He refuses to think, to
analyze his actions. His drooping head directs his eyes downwards,
towards the cold pavement. Now and again he peers ahead, then to
his left, his right, then reassured down again towards his feet. A
million lumens cascade with the snow onto the empty sidewalk.
Perhaps there are no people here, either. Not even behind the blind
squares of the windows. Only the light-washed pavement. Perhaps
someone had switched on the street lights and left them on in
silent homage to those who once lived here––a cemetery of the long
departed.

Suddenly Peter sees a
furtive figure cut a dark shadow across the street. Almost as soon
as he sees it, a hole opens in the stucco wall and the figure is
swallowed up within a feebly glowing interior. Peter crosses the
street. He was right. It is a shop front. The sign says: TAVERN.
Underneath, in tiny letters: Gaston Brown,
proprieteur.

A diner?

Peter pushes the door open
and enters. It is darker inside than out. A lot darker. It must be
the people. Perhaps they do not like daylight. The semidarkness,
the heavy air, the background to an incongruous lightness of
a valse musette, stops Peter at the door until his eyes readjust to the murky
interior. Why do these cave dwellers prefer darkness to
light?

Eight tables with red and white chequered
cloth are shoved against the even darker walls paneled up to waist
level with dark-stained wood dado. A lone man sits at one table,
another stands at the counter talking to the owner. The trio look
up as Peter walks in.

“A soup d’onion?” Peter asks the man
behind the counter.

The man doesn’t answer. He continues to stare
at Peter from behind a row of glasses hanging upside down over the
service counter.

“Bouillabaisse?” he asks at
last.

Peter assumes that
soup d’onion written in
large letters over the headboard as spécialité de la maison is not on
today. He smiles to himself.

“Ça va,” he replies.

The man lifts a flap in the counter, goes
over to a table and smacks the chequered tablecloth with the rag
attached to his belt. Even in the relative darkness of the tavern,
Peter sees a cloud of dust rewarding the owner’s hospitality. The
man straightens the tablecloth and points Peter towards the
table.

“Ça va?”

“Yes, thank you.”

Peter wonders if the man speaks any English.
He can’t tell by looking. The place looks pseudo-French, the music
is definitely not English. By the time Peter takes off his coat and
throws it on the empty chair opposite, the steaming bowl of soup
arrives. It is the largest bowl of soup Peter has ever seen. The
man also places on the tablecloth of dubious cleanliness a large
chunk of fresh, crusty bread.

“Anything else, Sir?” he asks in English with
hardly a trace of an accent.

“Not for now, thank you.”

Peter needs this soup. Until he came in, he
had no idea how cold he was. His hands are now too stiff to hold
the spoon. He rubs them together to restore life into them.

The fish soup is as tasty as any he has ever
eaten. Of course, he’s so hungry that anything resembling food
would taste good. He tries to eat slowly, to let the warmth
percolate from his stomach to the rest of his body. It does. As he
thaws out, Peter begins to study the small tavern. The owner, his
guest at the counter, as well as the only other customer at the
window table, are all sipping draft beer.

A cold night for a beer, Peter thinks.

A cold night for a walk through the cemetery,
he also acknowledges. The soup has done him good. He begins to feel
human. Peter vaguely wonders what made him walk all the way down to
this part of Montreal. He hadn’t planned it. He merely wanted to
walk so as to clear his head. To do some thinking. In fact he
hadn’t thought very much at all. Then Peter remembers saying
good-bye to the children. Is this where I belong, he muses? What am
I searching for?

“Do you have any rooms?” Peter asks the man
at the counter.

The man again regards Peter without
answering. Why would anyone want to stay here? But the sign over
the counter also says CHAMBRES. Perhaps they are for people who
wish to sleep off the beer they downed at the owner’s counter.

“Ten dollars in advance,” the man replies
eventually. “Eight for two nights, thirty-five for a week.”

His voice trails off. He doesn’t expect Peter
to stay for more than a night.

“I’ll take one. May I use your
telephone?”

The publican points with his chin to the
receiver on his right on the counter. Peter nods, finishes his
soup. He has no idea why he asked the man for a room. He knows only
that he cannot negotiate a walk back to Upper Westmount. Not just
the getting there––theoretically he could dial for a taxi. No. It
is the being there that he cannot quite face yet. He gets up and
walks to the telephone. The earpiece is greasy. He dials his home
number. Winston answers.

“I shan’t be home tonight,” he says.

“Very good, Sir.”

Peter hangs up.

“How much for the soup?”

“Deux piastres.”

The man changes to French. As cheap as the
cafeteria at the General, Peter feels like saying, only tastier, if
you don’t get poisoned. He pulls out $15 from his wallet and puts
the notes on the counter.

“One night,” he says.

The publican gives him back $3. Does one tip
here, Peter wonders?

“If you wait at the table, I’ll get your room
ready.”

The publican presses a button on the
counter. A woman with a cigarette hanging from the corner of her
mouth appears from the darkness behind him. Why is it so dark here?
The people seem to shun light on purpose. It can’t be the money.
Electricity is practically free.

“Number three, upstairs.” He points to Peter
at the table. “One night.”

The woman goes away without saying a word.
Ten minutes later she is back. She nods to the man, presumably her
husband, and waits in silence.

“Your room is ready, mister,” the publican
announces. Is there pride in his voice?

Peter looks at his watch. It is 6:30 p.m. He
wants to linger, to watch people. Not much to look at here. He gets
up and picks up his coat. The woman is still waiting for him at the
counter. She looks tired. Or, maybe, just bored. As they climb the
stairs, Peter tries to hold his breath. There is a distinct smell
of a dog having urinated on the carpet. Lots of dogs. Or cats. Or
anybody. An old smell. The woman leads him up two flights of stairs
and leaves him at an open door. Before she leaves she gives him an
old-fashioned key. It looks like a museum piece. Cast iron with a
decorative ring at one end. One could see such a key only in books
on history. In Westmount, that is.

Peter closes the door and looks around. The
room is small, clean, but the air is stale and overheated. Cheap
energy. A coloured print of the Immaculate Heart of Jesus is tacked
to the white-painted wall at the head of the bed. Peter wonders if
the picture gave comfort to the previous occupier of the bed. Then
he looks around and sniffs cautiously. At least the smell of urine
did not percolate from the staircase. Peter walks to the single
window. A vertical sliding sash from the previous century.

I bet they still have iron counterweights
hiding in the stiles, he murmurs to himself.

He tries to lift the window. It doesn’t
budge. He hangs his weight on the upper frame. It opens a crack and
stays there. Better than nothing, he shrugs.

The window is facing the street. Peter leans
against the frame and watches the flakes hover over the sidewalk
and then disappear as though they had never existed. A short life.
Not like humans. We are immortal. He grins in spite of himself. He
wonders why we are immortal.

From his present vantage point he sees more
people than he had noticed when he walked down from Westmount.
Perhaps I wasn’t really looking, he muses. Perhaps my search for
human beings wasn’t in earnest. Maybe I don’t really want to find
people. They might well be better off without me.

Maybe I died and this is hell.

The street is a lot lighter than his room.
The inhabitants of St-Henri seem to live in hiding. When they walk
down the street they walk fast, as fast as they can, and then they
disappear into the darker doorways. In fact, people don’t seem to
walk here. They dart through the uncomfortable glare of street
lamps from one house to another, or to a tavern, or a shop.
Whatever. There are a lot more of them now. Perhaps they only leave
their lairs after dark. Peter sees at least five men and two women
enter the tavern downstairs. They must be gravitating towards beer.
And company. I should be down there, with them––Peter breathes on
the window pane, clouding it over. The mist clears quickly. Even
here they use double glazing. Peter continues to stare out onto the
street. In half an hour he counts thirty-seven people and eleven
cars. How come the street was so empty before? Perhaps it was me.
Perhaps people knew I was coming.

There is no mirth in Peter’s smile.

 


A bang and a shout wake him from an uneven,
tossing sleep. He glances at his watch. A quarter of midnight. More
noise downstairs. Peter pulls on his trousers and walks up to the
window. It is a lot colder now. He shouldn’t have left the window
open. He tries to close it. It’s jammed. He puts on his shirt to
keep warm.

Down below a car is parked diagonally on the
sidewalk, and five or six men are talking with their hands. Large,
staccato gestures of anger. Peter can’t really hear what they are
saying; there is too much wind humming through the open slot. He is
also two floors up from the illuminated sidewalk.

As the men move back, Peter sees two bodies
lying on the sidewalk. He puts on his jacket, slips on his shoes
and goes downstairs. There are still some people in the tavern
drinking as if nothing has happened. He goes past them to the front
door.

“Close the door fast, will yah!” one man
shouts after him.

The temperature outside must have dropped by
fifteen degrees. Part of his mind tells him he’s an idiot not to
have put on his coat. He pushes past two men arguing the
right-of-way of a driver. A woman lying on the sidewalk is
bleeding. She looks up at Peter. With chattering teeth she
whispers: “...c-cold-d…” The man beside her doesn’t move at all.
Peter studies both bodies, trying to determine, just by looking, if
their spines might be hurt. It is impossible to tell; but if the
two stay here any longer, they will die of hypothermia, pneumonia
or other complications. It’s funny working without a diagnostic
computer.

“Take them inside.”

Peter speaks in a normal voice, but somehow
the men stop arguing. The one behind the others pushes forward.

“We called for the cops, they’ll be over
pronto!”

“Aye, when they finish their donuts, ha,
ha!” adds a tall man laughing. The others join him.

“Take them inside,” Peter repeats. “Now!”

The tall man scratches his neck under his
cap. “Guess it’s a bit nippy out here at that... OK, Joe, give’s an
’and.”

Two men take the woman and carry her inside
the tavern. The publican opens the doors for them. It might be good
for business. You never can tell. The other men do nothing. With
the bodies being carried away, they seem to lose interest in
further argument. The two men who carried the woman return to pick
up the older man. His hair is wet from the falling snow. No one
thought of putting something under his gray head.

“’e don’t look so good, guv,” the smaller man
says.

“Take him inside,” Peter repeats.

The original self-appointed porters carry
the man inside. As Peter follows them, the rest of the men finish
their argument and also go inside. They seem annoyed at Peter for
having spoiled a bit of good fun on a dull evening. They go
directly to the bar and order another beer.

The two victims of the accident are both
placed in a room to the left of the main drinking area. It is a
room designed for private receptions. Both bodies are put on the
tables pushed together to form provisional beds. The men who
carried the bodies stand to one side, their hands dangling loosely
on each side. They seem lost now that they have carried out Peter’s
instruction.

“Stand at the door and don’t let anyone in,”
Peter commands.

“Not even the cops, Sir? I don’t want no
trouble with the law.” The younger man looks uncomfortable. The
tall man seems happy to have something to do.

“You may let the police in. When they
arrive.”

The man looks placated. They both move to the
door. Somehow Peter is sure that nobody but the police are going to
interrupt his efforts.

“Here goes nothing...” Peter murmurs to
himself.

He walks round the table and opens the man’s
coat. There doesn’t seem to be any blood, but even in the darkish
room the man looks pale. Peter puts his ear to the man’s mouth. The
man’s breathing is hardly discernible. He carefully runs his hands
over the man’s body searching for broken bones. There don’t seem to
be any. Then Peter remembers Henri. Little Henri Ouellette. He
leans over the table and covers the man’s body with his own.
Nothing happens. Nothing at all. A loud salvo of laughter is heard
from the tavern. People are having fun in St-Henri.

Peter leaves the old man and turns to the
other table. The woman is quietly moaning. Her left arm is covered
with blood. It is also bent at an awkward angle. For a moment Peter
holds his palm over the women’s forehead and then sets her arm at
an angle resembling normal position. He runs his hand up and down
the rest of her body. There is surprise in her eyes. Almost a
suggestion of a smile. Then, as before, Peter leans over the table
and covers the woman’s body with his own. He stays like that for a
few seconds and straightens up.

“You’ll be all right, now,” he tells her.

She doesn’t look all right. She looks pale
and tired and frightened.

“How is my father?” she asks.

“He’ll be all right, too,” Peter assures
her.

It doesn’t cost him anything to do so. And
she needs to relax and rest. In addition to her arm, the young
woman is suffering from shock. Only now Peter notices that the
woman is hardly more than a girl. Her long hair is mottled with
slush from the sidewalk, her lipstick is smeared yet she still
looks pretty. Pale but pretty. And scared.

“Thank you, Sir, I am sure.”

The girl tries hard to smile. It doesn’t
quite work. She grimaces instead. Her arm must hurt like the devil,
Peter thinks. It’s broken in at least three places.

“Don’t you worry now, you hear me?”

Peter is vaguely surprised at his own words.
He seems to regard the young woman not as a patient but as a
person. As a human being. He smiles reassurance and quickly walks
to the door. There is nothing he can do here. He doesn’t have any
backup.

“They won’t get any worse before the police
get here,” he mutters to himself. Then he asks the shorter of the
two, who seems to have more initiative, “You sure they’re
coming?”

“I called them myself, mister. Must be a half
hour ago,” the tall guy answers instead.

“All right, then. Keep the others out. These
people need peace and quiet.”

With this Peter walks past them and through
the door. The room inside is full of people. The accident must have
brought extra customers. He pushes his way through the crowd to the
staircase. The odour of urine is still there, but now it is mixed
with the pungent tobacco smoke. He climbs quickly and closes the
door of his room, cutting off the downstairs noise.

The room is cold but quiet. Peter walks to
the window and pushes the upper sash upwards. It closes easily. He
takes off his jacket, shirt and trousers and just in his underwear
climbs under the single blanket. He shouldn’t have left the window
open for so long.

He feels tired. He is not used to long walks.
He is grateful that the noise from the tavern is no more than a
distant echo. He closes his eyes. Suddenly he remembers. He
remembers what it was that he had seen in Winston’s eyes when they
shook hands this morning. It was friendship. No, it was more than
that. It was love.

It was compassion.
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Goodbye

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/39475
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!
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