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A thought-provoking work that stimulates and
challenges ones mind. Filled with wisdom, The Avatar Syndrome is an
intriguing and fascinating book. I recommend it.

F M J Clouatre, on Amazon.com

 


From just a few pages, the Avatar Syndrome
draws you in and doesn't let go. Just after a few paragraphs, I was
part of the story, I befriended the characters, I had to read the
next page. I just couldn't stop. However this book is not only a
good read, but allowed me to reflect on my own life and look deep
into my soul. This is a fantastic book, and I recommend it to
anyone with heart!

Bogumila Gierus, on Amazon.ca

 


I loved the story of Anne.
Many will be able to relate to her story, especially
parents.

Roy E. Klienwachter, writer, on
Amazon.com

 


I will start out by saying
that this book was not for the casual reader. It is intense and
heavy reading. With that said, I want to mention that I thoroughly
enjoyed it.... It is thought-provoking and will stimulate and
challenge you.

Patricia Chadwick,

Book Bargains and Previews, New York on
Amazon.com

 


This is a subtle and intriguing mix of
psychology, love, fame, faith and futurism. It feels like a
rolling, slowly churning sea, where pieces come together and fall
apart only to meet other pieces. On a deeper level it is an
exploration of the human potential that springboards forward from
science and technology to a paradoxical return to ancient
mysticism.

Bryn Symonds, writer, on Barns &
Noble
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PROLOGUE

 


“Two things are infinite:

the universe and human stupidity;

and I’m not sure about the universe.”

 


Albert Einstein

 


 


The MNI

 


“Billions, my dear Minister, billions,
not millions. Millions are what a baseball player gets for spitting
on artificial turf, chewing gum and hitting a ball with a stick. We
need billions!” Dr. Brent spoke with a sense of urgency.

The conference was the third of its kind. The
Montreal Neurological Institute and Hospital, already the world
epicenter of neurological research, needed funds, big funds, to
resolve the problems of the foreseeable future. Until recently,
only diseases of the aged such as Alzheimer’s and other more benign
forms of senile dementia had threatened to place an increasing
financial burden on the allocation of funds. But lately, a range of
benign as well as malignant intrusions had begun to accelerate
within the young as well as the aged.

“We’re scraping the bottom of the barrel,
doctor,” the Minister of Health tried his best to put a caring,
concerned expression on his rotund face. The Minister glanced
surreptitiously at his watch. He had a lunch appointment with his
new assistant at one of the best restaurants in Hull. If it hadn’t
been for her extravagant hair and voluptuous proportions, the Right
Honourable Jean Courtier would have sacked her weeks ago.
Fortunately for her, Miss Mimi Whatshername was more than willing
to share her generous amplitude with her boss, the Minister, in the
room he had already booked above the restaurant. But she didn’t
like to be kept waiting.

“Sir, we are not dealing with a mere
probability.” Dr. Brent was at his most earnest. “After the age of
sixty-five, the number of cases of senile diseases double every
five years. Recently, the ground base of a mere sixty-four percent
of ninety-year-olds with senile diseases had risen to over ninety
percent for the centenarians. If we don’t find a solution to the
problem, Medicare as we know it will cease to exist.”

“Surely, my good doctor, you are
exaggerating?”

“Sir,” Dr. Brent was becoming exasperated, “the
population is growing old. Older as we speak. By the time you
retire, the cost of maintaining any form of medical care for the
elderly will have doubled. Doubled, Mr. Courtier. Doubled!”

For the second time the Minister glanced at his
watch. The good doctor’s problems would be the problems of his
successor. Why should he care? It was his job to maintain the
budgetary guidelines.

Dr. John Brent, MD, FRCS, had been Director of
Montreal Neurological Institute long enough to know that
threatening the Minister with future problems would be of little
interest to him. He had saved his trump card.

“Minister Courtier,” he said, leaning over the
immaculate surface of the mahogany conference table and lowering
his voice to a conspiratorial level, “I must confide in you.”

The Minister unwittingly began to listen.
Secrets were always good for business. It kept one ahead of the
game.

“We have hard evidence that the Federal
Government guidelines bear a direct result on the sanity of the
whole nation. The Whole Nation,” the doctor capitalized the last
two words with exaggerated facial expression.

“What do you mean, doctor?” The Minister stirred
uncomfortably. This didn’t sound good. Mimi might have to wait a
minute longer. Life could be really tough in politics. Even
Canadian politics.

 


Dr. Brent allowed himself a quizzical smile. To
describe it as smug would be too much, but there was a touch of
satisfaction in it. Many changes had transpired at the Montreal
Neurological Institute since Dr. Wilfred Penfield had sketched, on
a napkin in the New York Biltmore Hotel, his dream of a
Neurological Research facility. He had convinced the millionaire,
J.D. Rockefeller, to underwrite his dream. In April 1932 the
Montreal Gazette had reported a grant from the Rockefeller
Foundation of $1,232,562. Construction began almost immediately.
Since then, it had grown to more than thirty distinct neuroscience
laboratories with a vast gamut of interests, ranging from molecular
mechanisms of neuronal growth to neuropsychology of human
behaviour. Further, the Montreal Neurological Institute had close
ties with the Royal Victoria Hospital, and in addition to the 120
tertiary-care neurological hospital treatment units of its own, it
had access to the 300-bed General Hospital. Such scientific
collaboration between scientists and physicians was unparalleled
throughout the world.

“You might become known as the Tommy Douglas of
neurological science, Minister,” Dr. Brent put in smoothly.

Dr. Brent’s choice of name was sneakily
premeditated. Only recently, Tommy Douglas, often referred to as
the father of Canadian Medicare, had been voted the Greatest
Canadian of all time. All Time! The suggestion was not lost on the
pink-cheeked prospective benefactor.

For a moment the Right Honourable Minister
basked in the pleasure of his forthcoming fame. He could see the
headlines now: The Father of... Then he shook his head, cleared his
throat and looked down on the mortal sitting across from him.

“Just what do you mean, Doctor Brent?” This, the
Minister thought doing his best to hide his sudden interest, was
well worth digging into a little deeper.

“Well, Tommy Douglas....”

Courtier waved him away. “What do you mean by
the, ah, sanity of the whole nation?”

So he took the bait, thought Dr. Brent. “Well,
Minister, I am not free to tell you everything, you understand. We
are still at the experimental stage. But...” he looked around to
assure himself they were not being overheard, “but there is
considerable evidence that the Ministry of Agriculture is
indirectly responsible for approving certain food preservatives
which have been linked directly to a substantial deterioration of
the human brain.”

To Dr. Brent’s surprise, the Minister appeared
to have exhaled a deep breath of relief.

“So it’s not directly related to my
department?”

“Well, not directly, sir. But... well, you are
the Minister responsible for the health of the nation. ”

Courtier seemed to be weighing the pros and
cons. He had a real problem to resolve. And judging from the pained
expression on his indulgent face, subjecting his grey cells to
undue exercise was something he neither enjoyed nor did very often.
One couldn’t trust these scientists, he thought. If I do nothing,
he’ll claim that he’d informed me of the dangers looming over the
general population. If I tell the Ministry of Agriculture about the
news, they’ll ask me for hard evidence and I’ll be stuck.

“The clock is ticking, Minister. We are really
running out of time. It is not just a question of advising the
Ministry of Agriculture; it is a question of throwing all our
resources behind research that we, at the MNI are conducting. And
the resource we desperately need is money. Only last week I lost
two of my best researchers to Uncle Sam. We are in no position to
match their salaries on our present budget.”

He recited this little speech practically in one
breath. He didn’t want the Minister to interrupt him, to have a
chance to think. He had to instill fear into the Minister’s
subconscious.

“The nation is reaching a point of no return,”
he added lamely.

At least half of what Dr. Brent had said was
true. The physicians in Montreal, indeed in Québec, were the worst
paid professionals of the Canadian Medical establishment. As for
the deterioration of the human gray matter, well, that was true
also. Mostly due, he suspected, to the overwhelming preponderance
of Canadians choosing to live in urban centers. The pollution in
our big cities does have adverse effects on our cellular structures
in general, our neurons, in particular. He needed money to hire the
best staff to do the best work possible.

The Minister appeared to have reached some kind
of conclusion.

“You realize that I cannot infringe on
Provincial Jurisdiction?”

This indeed was a problem. The Provincial
Jurisdiction, with the P and the J always capitalized, was the Holy
Cow of the Confederation. John Brent was ready.

“Minister.” He did his best to look the
politician straight in his shifty eyes. “Doctor Penfield never
thought of the Neurological Institute as a Provincial Institution.
Not even a Canadian one. He thought of it as an Institute doing
work for humanity. I believe it would be in accord with his
thoughts, indeed with his wishes, to declare the MNI the World
Institute for Neurological Sciences. Funded not just by Provincial
or even Federal money, but by the United Nations.”

This scored another point. The Right Honourable
Jean Courtier saw himself addressing the United Nations, in New
York, urging them to support the Canadian effort to save humanity.
To save the World!

“I’ll see what I can do, Doctor Brent.”

The Minister bestowed upon the good doctor one
of his effusive, benevolent smiles, the kind he normally reserved
only for the higher echelons. “Leave it with me, Doctor. You can
count on me or my name isn’t Jean Courtier.”

John Brent’s narrow face broadened in a vaguely
facetious smile. That was part of the problem, he thought. You son
of a bitch! You promised me the same thing the last time I spoke to
you. Dr. Brent extended his hand.

“I know I can, Minister,” he said. There wasn’t
a trace of sarcasm in his voice. Rather—a smidgen of admiration. He
found it hard to believe that a man of such limited intelligence
could have become a minister. Or maybe that was why he had.
Maybe... John shrugged inwardly. Maybe politics is simply a field
of imponderables. Like religion, or quantum mechanics.

The Minster again glanced at his watch.

‘MIMI!’ his thoughts screamed. He shook Dr.
Brent’s hand as though it were red-hot and was out of the door in
three steps. For the second time John Brent was filled with
admiration. He’d never imagined that a man with so many extra
pounds supported by such short, stumpy legs could move with such
alacrity. He must have been drawn by some marvelous incentive, he
mused.

Alas, The Right Honourable Minister’s incentive
had already left the restaurant.

 


 


 


 


THE BEAST

 


“The mind is its own place and in
itself

can make a heaven of hell, a hell of
heaven”

 


John Milton

PARADISE LOST
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The
Flies

 


There were three of them. Three
wingless flies moving slowly, in concentric circles, as though
burdened by some invisible load, across the kitchen table.

“Anne?”

“Yes, Mommy?”

Anne or Annette, as her father liked to call
her, was a bundle of joy. Five at her last birthday, a mass of
richly curled naturally red hair bounced with each of her jaunty
youthful steps. She presented a picture of health and happiness.
Diana Howell normally had to hold herself back from picking her up
and squeezing her for all she was worth.

“Yes, Mommy?” Anne repeated as her mother stood
over her, her hands clasped tightly together as though holding
something small but precious.

“Please explain these?” Diana pointed to the
three de-winged flies still performing their gyrations on the
table.

“The flies, Mommy?”

Her mother didn’t answer. This was the third
time in as many weeks that she’d asked her daughter the same
question. “Please explain these....”

“They like honey, Mommy. I gave them
some...”

“Anne?” Diana’s voice sounded more stern.

Anne’s mop of hair bounced up and down as she
danced around the table. “If I didn’t take off their wings, they
would fly away before they ate all the honey, Mommy!”

The first time she had claimed that the wings
fell off all by themselves. “They take them off, Mommy, when they
sit down,” was that story. The second time she tore off their wings
to see how high they could jump without them. Each time she had
been told, sternly, that hurting animals, insects, or any living
creature was wrong. Very wrong. She promised she’d never do it
again. She didn’t. Not for a whole week.

Diana had spoken to her friends about it, not
mentioning Anne by name, of course. She had asked if their children
ever did such things. “I never noticed, my dear. But I wouldn’t
worry about it. Children do strange things all the time. Besides,
they‘re just flies.” The answers had sounded quite candid.

But this was the third time.

Michael wasn’t much help. In his eyes Anne could
do no wrong. “You’re imagining things,” he’d said. “All children do
odd things at times. It’s their innate curiosity.”

Fathers are like that, she’d learned early on.
They would come back from the office and go all gaga over their
daughters. Not that she could blame him. Barring these odd
exceptions, Anne was wonderful. A bright, generally obedient,
thoroughly nice child. In fact, if Diana hadn’t seen the flies
herself—now crawling even more slowly as they began to die—she
would hardly have believed it.

 


For the next few weeks all was well. Anne
continued to be a punctilious girl. Her room was unusually orderly
for a child her age, her hands washed properly before meals, even
before Diana had a chance to remind her. No flies, maimed, dead or
otherwise tortured, were in evidence anywhere. Diana was beginning
to relax. “Michael was right. Just innocent curiosity.”

But she had relaxed her vigil all too quickly
and dismissed her instincts much too easily. One autumn evening she
found a jar full of flies. The jar itself was nothing special: just
left over from some marmalade Anne particularly liked. But the
flies? Some were alive, some dead; some looked on the verge of
dying. Keeping vigil over their fate, to Diana’s horror, were a
half dozen large, black spiders. The lid was not screwed on tightly
but lay loosely, allowing some air to get in, but with not enough
space for any of the captives to escape. The jar appeared to have
been carefully hidden behind some toys neatly stashed on low
shelves in Anne’s bedroom. Almost as an afterthought she noticed
that all the flies had wings intact. At least those that were still
alive.

After overcoming her initial disgust, Diana
tried to rationalize that the flies had found their way into the
jar on their own. That the spiders had followed in the hopes of a
tasty meal. She knew she was lying to herself. This was deliberate
and malicious. And worse, it had been done by her little girl. The
joy of her life.

To her relief, this time Michael did not try to
justify Anne’s behaviour with some inane excuses. He studied the
jar, emptied it into the toilet, and flushed twice. It never
crossed his mind that he had merely accelerated the process that
Anne had begun, while depriving the spiders of a decent meal. Next,
as though in a dream, he walked to the window overlooking their
rear garden. Anne was playing in the yard with the next-door
neighbour, a girl two years her senior, making garlands of autumn
multi-hued leaves with which they proceeded to crown each other’s
heads. The laurels were truly beautiful.

“We have a very talented daughter,” he said.

Michael, being a no-nonsense structural
engineer, recognized any colourful arrangement of almost anything
as symptomatic of talent. There was a deep, underlying reason for
his prosaic ineptitude. It reached back to his early boyhood.

Not that little Mike lacked cultural upbringing.
His family home displayed a veritable if uncoordinated cocktail of
who-is-who of modern art, or, to be more precise, of modern
artists. Michael’s father specialized in very modern art. And that
was, at least partially, the problem. His father never took time to
explain to him the inner meaning of the paintings. The Borduas and
Riopells, or even an early Lichtenstein or his contemporary
Rauschenberg, remained squiggles or blotches of colour framed in
rich gilt frames, as though underlying their intrinsic value.

For Michael, those works of art forever remained
squiggles. And blotches. And little more.

When Michael had asked questions, he had been
told that these were famous artists, who expressed esoteric
concepts through their paintings, much too deep for a little boy to
understand. By the time Michael turned fourteen, he was deeply
convinced that art is on a par with Greek philosophers, Eastern
mystics or equally incomprehensible religious tractates which the
Jesuits attempted, as unsuccessfully, to instill in him. He didn’t
know that his parents didn’t buy art. They bought ‘names’.

Years later, Michael learned to see the world
essentially in black and white, solid, structurally sound, even if,
on occasion, at the very limits of inherent stability. At this very
moment he felt at that limit himself. Whatever he also felt, at the
moment, was that in spite of his 20/20 vision, art was as
incomprehensible to him as to a man born blind.

“What a pity...” he added after a long pause.
She, little Annette, truly was the apple of his eye. Who else had a
daughter who never cried?

“What shall we do?”

“John Brent. Doctor Brent,” he explained. “He
and I went to school together. Upper Canada College. A nice guy.
He’s at the MNI, the Neurological Institute. The ‘Neuro’ I think he
calls it. Running it, I suppose? I’ll call him tomorrow. No.
Tonight... He must know a good psychologist. He’ll know someone.”
Michael was rambling, probably to avoid thinking. “He’ll recommend
someone,” his voice trailed off.

Michael’s prematurely graying hair spoke of a
life that had not always been easy. His mother died at his birth,
and even though his father had tried to make up for the loss in
little Mike’s life, it was hardly possible. No one really could.
His youth was lonely, in a state of hunger for something unknown.
He’d become a structural engineer mainly because of an unconscious
need for stability. To build things out of concrete and metal that
were permanent and tangible and never disappeared. Finally, he had
married late, as if afraid to expose himself to even a remote
possibility of yet another painful loss. Then he was equally afraid
to have children. When Diana got pregnant, he would lie awake at
night thinking that he would never forgive himself if his wife died
just to bear him a child. Now he’d recovered sufficiently to lead a
normal life, but nothing would induce him to have more
children.

“Once lucky,” he told himself, “twice shy. Or
stupid.”

He loved Diana very much. Anne, Annette, he
worshipped.

 


 


That night John Brent
was again in Ottawa, but he returned Michael’s call early the next
day. He said he would make some inquiries and call him back. They
didn’t talk long. They were both men of few words. Precise.
Exact.

“Well?” Diana wanted to know.

“He’ll call me back. He’s not a psychiatrist.
Nor a psychologist, for that matter. His specialty is neurosurgery
with some MRI and even nanotechnology connotations. He’s also
working on stem-cell research. But that’s nothing to do with
behavioural disorders. At least, not at this stage.”

For some reason the chat with John snapped
Michael out of his despondency. John was an eminently practical
man. “For every action there is an equal and opposite reaction,”
he’d said. “For every behaviour there is a reason. A cause. Remove
the cause and you’re home free.”

Now that was the sort of talk that appealed to
the engineer in Michael. It was logical. In engineering, if the
calculations didn’t follow the laws of logic, your calculations
were wrong. He felt better already.

 


The next day there was no call from Dr. Brent,
but a very youthful voice asked Diana if she would be willing to
bring her daughter to the Montreal Children’s Hospital, next week,
on Thursday, at 2.30 p.m. Dr. Schneider would be waiting for her,
for both of them, in her office.

 


Time dragged on. Finally, the following Thursday
at 2.25 p.m., Diana and Anne presented themselves in Dr.
Schneider’s waiting room. The place looked more like a tiny
kindergarten than a doctor’s office. Some toys had been stacked
neatly in an étagère by the window, but an equal number were
scattered about the room. Anne immediately began picking the toys
up and arranging them in what seemed obviously, to her at least,
appropriate places. The need for order was as strong in her as in
her father. She needed order to be happy. Likewise, her curiosity
was never sated until she felt order had been restored. Whatever it
was had to be examined until it fit into the pattern. Everything
had to be just so.

The door opened and an eye peeked through the
crack between the hinges and the door.

“I can see you...” a voice whispered
enticingly.

Anne was up and scanning the crack in the
door.

“I can see you too, ha!” she announced
triumphantly.

“Then come and get me,” the hidden voice
said.

Dr. Schneider’s playful manner in no way
diminished her powers of observation. She invited Anne into her
office, and shortly but firmly asked Diana to remain in the waiting
room.

“Just for a minute or two, Mrs. Howell. I don’t
want her distracted. Do you mind?” She didn’t wait for an answer,
closing the door silently behind her.

 


During the last few months, Diana had read
anything she could lay her hands on about child psychology. Most
books dealt with subjects like ADD: Attention Deficit Disorder,
learning disabilities in general, parents’—rather then
children’s—inability to stay within limits of good behaviour, and
masses of stuff on autism, which included checklists for initial
diagnosis. Diana was sure that Anne was in no danger of being or
becoming autistic. Her grasp of reality was as firm, as normal if
you must, as... well, as her own.

But then again, maybe the problem was hers.
Maybe her own grasp of reality wasn’t as good as all that. Not if
she, a mother of a five-year-old, couldn’t discover what made her
one and only daughter do horrible things to helpless insects. But
surely, don’t all, or most, children experiment with all sorts of
things in search of knowledge? Don’t we all?

Almost in desperation she had turned to the
Internet. There, the thought of having a choice of some 435,000
books and articles at her disposal was enough to drive her slightly
insane. More than slightly. There was nothing she could find about
signs of sadism in children. There was a great deal of sadism being
perpetrated on children; nothing on children being the
perpetrators. And at any rate, the subject was banded together into
Sadism and Masochism, Hatred and Cruelty, together with Sexual
Deviation. She had shut off the computer in disgust.

“My daughter is not a deviant!” she had said out
loud.

It was then that she decided to leave the
diagnosis to the professionals. Arriving at the door of the
Montreal Children’s Hospital was more a relief than a hardship.

And there she was. Palms slightly sweaty, a
little nervous, a little relieved. As soon as Anne went into the
office with Dr. Schneider, she realized how very tired she was.
Even just sitting there, while someone else, hopefully more
proficient than she, was taking care of her little Annie, was a
rest in itself. Her initial anger at not being allowed into the
consulting room turned to gratitude. Poor Annie. Please, God, let
it not be anything serious. Let it be just a passing phase. A child
thing....

She dozed off.

 


“Mrs. Howell?”

Diana sprang to her feet rubbing her eyes.
Apparently Dr. Schneider was used to exhausted mothers taking five
while waiting for their little ones. “Would you come in,
please?”

Diana was amazed to see Anne squatting on the
carpet, not two feet away, playing quietly with some toys. Diana
rubbed her eyes again. She obviously hadn’t heard Anne come into
the waiting room. I must have really been far away, she mused. She
smiled at Anne and followed Dr. Schneider into the consulting room.
Actually, it looked more like a small, intimate living room than
any hospital consulting room she’d ever seen. There were fresh
flowers on a low table, some toys placed apparently at random,
perhaps left behind by some other patients. Patients? Was my
daughter a patient? She sat down.

“Mrs. Howell?”

Diana brought her scattered mind into focus. She
looked up at the Doctor sitting at her desk, smiling, inspiring
confidence. “I’m glad you brought your daughter to see me. She’s
such a charming and bright girl. It was a real pleasure to meet
her.”

Diana remained silent, waiting for the worse to
come.

“There is nothing wrong with your daughter that
I can find. At least, not immediately.” Dr. Schneider smiled again.
“You know, Mrs. Howell—may I call you Diana?” Registering a nod she
went on. “You know, Diana, there are psychoanalysts who have their
patients on a couch for five to ten years. I defy anyone,
psychiatrist or otherwise, who would not find something wrong with
any one of us in such a length of time, don’t you think?”

Diana smiled feebly.

“But to be serious. You have a wonderful
daughter. Her desire for knowledge, her curiosity, might run wild,
on occasion, but what of it? We all have secret dreams that we
wouldn’t admit to one another. The difference between adults and
children is that children have not developed a sense of propriety.
They haven’t defined the boundaries. Not yet. We must give them
time.”

“Time?” Diana echoed. She wasn’t quite sure if
the Doctor was approving Anne’s behaviour or merely explaining
it.

 


“As much time as they need.” Dr. Schneider
smiled yet again, then she leaned forward. “Diana,” her tone
studiously serious, “there is nothing wrong with your daughter. If
such things as Dr. Brent described to me occur again, ah, more than
once or twice, then by all means, come to see me again. I don’t
think they will, though. The important thing is not to build
boundaries too early. If we do, we might stunt an eager mind from
growing.”

The Doctor got up, walked around the table and
shook Diana’s hand warmly. “I have a daughter, too,” she said. “I
know what it is to worry....”

With that she walked to the door and invited
Anne to join them. There were some other people in the waiting
room. Diana could only hear them. A minute later Diana and Anne
left the consulting room by a different door. Diana felt a lot
better. At last a professional had confirmed her own hopes on the
subject. All would be well now. Or soon. Very soon.

Michael took the rest of the afternoon off to
celebrate the good news.

“I told you, darling, you shouldn’t worry so
much.” His eyes were literally sparkling with joy. His only
daughter was all right. Finally they knew. They could be
certain.

Together they drove up Mount Royal and spent the
late afternoon walking in the park. Anne was running in circles,
spreading a kaleidoscope of colourful leaves all around her. She
seemed to have completely forgotten the visit to Dr. Schneider.

The next day Diana couldn’t find one of her
kitchen knives. As she walked to the garden to get some herbs, she
saw it lying on the ground, half covered by some leaves. She didn’t
recall taking it out. As she picked it up, she gasped. There was
what appeared to be blood on the blade.

 


 


Doctor Brent returned from Ottawa more
tired then he’d ever been after a long day’s work in his office,
his laboratory, or even after hours of intensive neurosurgery. At
least at the Neuro, after a day’s work, he took with him a sense of
accomplishment. A trip to Ottawa, on the other hand....

This had been his third meeting with the Right
Honourable Minister Courtier in the present series, and John Brent
was getting fed up. The Minister was seldom ‘Right’, and John had
no idea whether he was ‘Honourable’ or not. He lied well, if that
meant anything. The Minister was much more concerned with the
effect his decisions might have on his constituency than about the
mental health of the constituents. He liked making statements such
as: “I’m only thinking of the people, my good doctor. Only of the
people,” he would stress, usually glancing at his watch at
the same time. What a buffoon. John strongly suspected that the
Minister’s concern for the people was directly related to his own
well-being. The better he felt, the more flamboyant his speeches.
The more flamboyant his speeches, the further they drifted from the
matter at hand. Sometimes John thought he was flogging a dead
horse. Dead from the neck up.

John Brent needed money. All of his departments
needed money. Desperately. The idea of making the MNI an
International Organization was hardly his dream alone. Back in the
1930s Dr. Penfield had not only began to draw a detailed map of the
brain’s motor functions, but he had initiated the idea of an
interdisciplinary approach wherein daily medicine and pure science
would pool their resources to learn from each other. A great idea
whose time had come.

But it, like most things, needed money.

“Patients suffering from Alzheimer’s disease,
Parkinson’s, stroke, spinal cord injuries... they could all benefit
greatly from stem-cell research, Minister.” Recently John’s
colleagues had made enormous strides in this field at the
Neuro.

“Isn’t that rather, ah... unethical?” The
Minister’s face assumed angelic innocence.

“No more so than masturbation, Minister,” John
fired back. He was getting fed up.

The Minister’s face reddened. Mimi flashed
through his mind.

“This is not a laughing matter, Doctor.”

John shrugged. He didn’t care if the Minister
tossed himself off the top of the Peace Tower crowning the Houses
of Parliament, or to hell and back, for that matter, as long as he
got the funds he needed. But there was a grain of truth in the
Minister’s concern. About the moral rectitude, but, more
immediately important, about the political repercussions of the
research.

Scientists had to contend with religious
fundamentalists who, while claiming to be temples for spirit,
seemed eminently concerned about the molecular structure of their
bodies. Or elements that might, just might, be capable of producing
a body. They murdered each other with religious zeal in their eyes,
waged wars against women and children in the name of some
puritanical interpretations of biblical parables, but refused to
allow scientists to derive any benefits from research carried out
on discarded placentas. As far as John Brent was concerned, the
research could be a boon for all humanity. Not just for the
‘righteous’, if indignant, members of the Moral Majority—a vocal
Christian group in the United States. Soul, by whatever definition,
seemed of little concern to those moralists.

But the religious fanatics notwithstanding, the
research needed money. John Brent just couldn’t understand the
contradictions in their positions. The logic that said some
executions and murders were justified but using a discarded
placenta for research was immoral. Why? Because, they claimed,
genetics on the whole was playing God.

Since Francis Crick and James Watson discovered
the double-helix blueprint of DNA, the science of genetics had
exploded like a nova in the field of interstellar gray matter.
Recently, at the Neuro, scientists had successfully manufactured
artificial or copy genes that, in specific combination with other
genes, could be loaded into the deteriorating fiber. This technique
had the potential of curing muscular dystrophy—a neuromuscular
disease. And glioblastoma, a fast-spreading brain tumour. And other
incurable diseases. Of curing the incurable!

In rats....

Yes. So far the new methods had given fantastic
results in rats. The genes had been manufactured to the most
stringent Federal standards, and most people involved felt they
were ready to be applied to human subjects. Alas—money was the
determining factor.

“The material for just a handful of patients
runs into half-a-million dollars, Minister.”

“Isn’t that a trifle expensive, Doctor?”

“The Governor General of Canada spent six times
as much on a single trip to Russia. For each of her flings, we
could cure two or three dozen people,” John said very quietly.

It was true that the technique was almost
absurdly expensive. Perhaps, in time, given money, we would
learn to streamline the process.

“That is not in my jurisdiction,” the Minister
said brusquely.

“In whose jurisdiction is human life?” John
countered.

Suddenly the Minister had an important meeting
to attend.

 


When John returned from Ottawa, a message from
Michael was waiting for him. God, people have problems! A knife
covered with blood? What did that have to do with me? I’m not a
pathologist. He called Michael later that evening.

“How was the trip?”

“Don’t ask. Red tape is the colour of blood. My
blood. They suck it out of me by the gallon. Which brings me to
your problem....”

“I’m sorry, John. As I told you, Diana found it
and we are worried stiff where the blood may have come from. Is
there anything you can do?”

“Drop it over, tomorrow, and I’ll pass it on to
the lab. They’re bound to come up with something.”

“I don’t know how to thank you, John.”

“Then don’t. That’s what friends are for.”

Dr. Brent hung up. He was more tired than he’d imagined. Even
talking to John felt like an effort. He didn’t go home. He’d never
married. Or at least, had not married a woman. With a doctorate in
physics, which he then followed with studies in medicine and
neurosurgery, he was a natural choice to run the MNI. He was
married to his work. She was a very demanding mistress. Day and
night, he thought as he loosened his tie and collapsed onto the
couch in his office.

Within seconds he was fast asleep.
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 Cats, Dogs and Rats

 


For the next few days after
finding the knife, the Holwells lived in a self-induced hell. They
imagined frogs, squirrels, maybe even a cat or, worse, one of the
local children being carefully dissected by their daughter. They
both remembered playing doctor, when very young, though hardly as
surgeons wielding kitchen knives. The fear of violence that Dr.
Schneider had dispelled returned in force. Diana began watching
Anne like a hawk. The poor girl couldn’t take a step without her
mother tensing just a little around her mouth and eyes and across
her shoulders.

Finally, toward the end of the third day, John
Brent called back. Michael wasn’t home yet. Diana picked up the
phone.

“I have good news and I have bad news,” John
started without any preambles.

Diana’s heart missed a beat.

“Please John, I must know,” she said weakly. She
had to sit down. She was in no mood to enjoy John’s rather oblique
medical sense of humour. None of this was funny from her point of
view.

“The results have just arrived. The good news is
that the blood is not human. And it’s not a rat’s.” He chuckled at
his private joke. Since he had taken office as Director of the
Institute, rats were the only experimental animals allowed in his
labs. “The bad news, my dear Diana, is that we have no idea whose
blood it might be.”

Diana remained silent. Not human. NOT HUMAN.
That was good news indeed. The rest didn’t matter.

“It could be a dog or a cat, I suppose. They
tell me it’s some kind of a mammal. We really couldn’t give it too
much time. Busy, you know. Terribly busy.”

“I understand,” Diana managed at last. “Thank
you, John. Thank you for calling so promptly.” Three days. Three
long days....

They hung up.

Not human. Whose then?

Diana decided to make discreet inquiries in the
neighbourhood to see if anyone was missing a cat or a dog. Or had
an injured one. God forbid she might be successful. It took a week,
but finally she relaxed. No one complained of a freshly
reincarnated Jack the Ripper murdering meandering bitches. Or
felines.

She did ask Annie, of course, about the blood.
At first, it was her intention to confront Anne directly, with the
knife still dripping with blood in her hand. Not that there was
ever more than just a smidgen of the offensive fluid on the blade,
and even that was already dry. But the following day she’d
dismissed the idea as soon as it had crossed her mind. The night
before, she’d had visions, she dreamed of a tiny Lady Macbeth
following her in the garden, among the roses bushes. As they
walked, tiny rivulets of red liquid had run down Anne’s long,
voluminous hair—for there was little doubt in her chimerical mind
who Lady Macbeth really was. Each time a drop descended upon an
autumn leaf, it turned into a tiny pool of blood. She, Diana, had
run up the terrace steps to escape the red slime that threatened to
draw her back among the bushes that, by then, reached out for her
with thorny, convoluting arms. The air itself turned red and sticky
and smelled sweet, like honey.

She woke up covered in sweat.

A direct approach, she realized, was out of the
question. Frankly, Diana was afraid to mention the subject at
all.

Nevertheless, two days later, she did muster
enough courage to face her daughter. Not directly, but repeatedly
approaching the subject from different directions. The gentle
inquisition yielded nothing. No concern, not a smidgen of
embarrassment nor even a suggestion of a white lie. While remaining
her usual, joyful self, Anne expressed no interest whatsoever in
the matter of the bloody knife.

Two days later, Diana had given up. Either Anne
had nothing to do with the knife, or she refused to discuss the
matter. Diana, though not at the conscious level, preferred not to
know which was the truth. If there was harm, the harm was done. If
not? It was probably too late to do anything about it. Whatever
‘it’ was.

 


Since October, Anne had been picked up by a
school bus at 7.45 a.m., and returned home a little after 3.00
p.m.. This gave Diana ample time to check all the nooks and
crannies for evidence of Anne’s past interests. There was none.
Gradually, things got back to normal. By first snow, all was
forgotten.

After school, Anne stayed indoors—most of the
time. There were no more flies. They went wherever flies go during
winter. Diana hoped they would fly south, and stay there. There
were spiders, of course, which seemed to prefer the indoors at this
time of the year, but Anne expressed no interest in them either.
And even spiders seemed to disappear quite quickly. Perhaps they
knew they weren’t welcome here. Anne focused all her energies on
her homework.

By mid-December, Annie was getting bored. The
lessons, she said, were too easy.

“We’ve done that already, Mommy. Lots of times!”
she complained repeatedly.

Other children were not as fast on the uptake.
Diana tried to engage her daughter in extracurricular activities.
All to no avail. She needed a more challenging schooling. After a
month of repeated complaints, Anne found a new interest. She’d
decided to bully other children into a sort of intellectual
submission. She would ask them questions on schoolwork assignments,
and then ridicule the boys and girls when they didn’t know the
answers. She seemed to enjoy her mental superiority.

The children began calling her the Brain. She
called them Morons. The children didn’t mind. They didn’t know what
the word ‘moron’ meant. The teachers didn’t like it, though. They
said so, first to Anne, then to Diana. That teacher—the one who had
spoken to Diana—found a collection of spiders in her coat pocket a
week later. Her hysterics were heard all the way down the corridor.
Anne knew nothing about it, of course. That day she discarded the
extra jars from her locker and forgot all about it. The teacher
didn’t. She had nightmares for weeks afterwards.

No one seemed to suspect Anne. It would have
been too horrifying to consider. A girl of five? A revenge? A
lesson? No. No one suspected. Except for her mother. Somehow Diana
knew the truth without a shadow of a doubt.

 


That Christmas, Anne was given a puppy. It came
with its own soft crib, a bunch of toys and a retractable leash for
Anne to take it for walks. On Christmas Day Diana and Michael sat
spellbound watching as Anne talked to the tiny Labrador—if any
Labrador can be considered tiny. She talked to him, for it was a
he, as though the dog were human.

“What will you call him, pet?” her father
asked.

“He doesn’t have a name?” Anne sounded
surprised. In her reality everyone had a name. Even if some were
called just Morons.

“He’s been waiting for you to give him a name,
Annie,” her mother helped.

There was deep hesitation in Anne’s voice. “But
everybody has a name. Everybody,” she insisted.

“Well, where he came from they called him
Fluffy. But you can change that if you like.”

“Did you change my name when you got me?” Anne
asked, still looking at the puppy.

She asked questions like that. Often. You had to
be pretty careful what you said. It had to be logical. Grounded in
the reality with which she was familiar. Otherwise, you were in
trouble.

That night, Anne and Fluffy, a name she’d
refused to change, slept together. Fluffy peed on Anne’s bed. She
didn’t mind. She had been told that she also peed in bed when she
was little. Very little, of course. Fluffy was very little. She
accepted it at face value that all who are little pee in bed. Or on
the floor, for that matter. Or anywhere. Until they grow up.

“When will Fluffy be as grown up as I am,
Mommy?”

“You must teach him where he can pee and where
he shouldn’t, pet.”

She did. In less than two weeks Fluffy was
perfectly house-trained. Anne was very proud of herself. “He’s all
grown up now, Mommy. Like I am.” She glanced at a full-length
mirror. “Like me,” she added as though to reassure herself.

 


For Spring Break, Michael wanted to fly south.
For the first time in her life Anne indulged in real tantrums. She
stomped her feet, banged her fists on the floor, and generally
raised Cain. It stopped the moment Michael agreed that they would
cancel the air tickets and drive to Florida. Now, Fluffy could and
would go with them.

Anne had won again.

There was a moment when Diana wondered what Anne
would have done had she failed in her plan to take Fluffy with
them. Would she have taken Fluffy and disappeared? Run away? Would
she have devised a way to punish them as she had punished her
teacher? Diana felt a shiver running down her back.

 


The holidays were as blissful as holidays should
be. Long days on the beach, Fluffy being the centre of attraction.
Anne wouldn’t leave him for a moment. They walked, ran, bathed, and
slept together. Anne was a perfect mother to the puppy. A perfect
friend. Fluffy sensed her affection and likewise wouldn’t leave her
side. They were inseparable.

Time passed quickly. Tanned and rested, they
drove back, Michael and Diana taking turns at the wheel. They
stopped only to walk Fluffy and for small snacks. The parents sat
in front, Fluffy cuddled in Anne’s arms. Or else they were both
peering through the same window. It wasn’t that bad.

 


The snow melted early that year. The moment the
lawns had cleared, Michael went out to rake the autumn leaves he’d
neglected to remove last year. On the third stroke of his rake, the
leaves uncovered a fluffy bit of string. He picked it up and
dropped it with disgust. It was a tail. Probably of a squirrel. As
he raised it again with the tip of the rake, it had begun losing
moisture quickly and was regaining its fluffiness. Poor beast, he
thought. They were a nuisance but, well, he just shooed them away.
He’d heard somewhere that the poor animal was capable of re-growing
its lost appendage. He hoped they were right. And his next thought
was of Anne. What have I done wrong, he wondered? What have we done
wrong?

The following week he received a leaflet from
one of his neighbours warning pet owners about some deviant who was
poisoning dogs. Apparently he’d found their dog moaning on the
front lawn. It seemed in dire straits. They’d saved him, at the
cost of more than a thousand dollars. The poor animal had spent a
week on intravenous support, and had to have his heart rate
increased with a number of injections. He’d spent another two weeks
being force-fed semi-liquid food with an enormous syringe. Michael
had never actually ‘met’ the dog, a Great Dane, but he felt sorry
for both the animal and its owners.

Actually, they were wrong. The next day the same
thing happened to a cat belonging to people across the street. The
cat died. They couldn’t afford the veterinary fees.

“Something is rotten in the state of Denmark,”
he told Diana. “Who on earth would do a thing like that?”

“And why?”

They both refused to allow their own doubts to
reach their frontal lobes. To surface. To escape. They pushed their
dark speculations to the deepest corners of their minds.

“Daddy,” Anne asked without taking her eyes off
Fluffy. Her glorious green eyes were filled with innocence, her
tone suggesting casual interest only. “If someone attacked me,
would you kill him?”

Michael was stunned.

“Why would you ask such a thing, dear. Of course
I wouldn’t kill him. We have police to take care of such
things.”

She pondered her father’s words for a little
while and then she pursued, “Would the police kill him?”

 


 


Dr. John Brent divided his time
equally between the very young and the very old. The first were
disorders grouped under the general heading of Autism, the latter
dealt with incapacitating Alzheimer’s disease and more mild forms
of senile dementia. There were now more than 4,000 Canadians over
the age of 100. In the United States, the figure was much larger,
although recently that had decreased a bit, owing, he suspected, to
the unparalleled rate of obesity, which cut the Americans’ lives in
relative prime.

Basically there were more old people because
they had been maintained artificially alive by pharmaceutical
conglomerates which, by keeping the old alive, if incapacitated,
reaped vast profits from their magnanimous endeavours. Some groups
of people were becoming progressively more fed up with the stories
they heard about the increasing number of the negative side effects
that the drugs appeared to cause. The problem was that a great many
of the side effects only came to the fore after ten or even fifteen
years, when irreparable damage had already been done; but no one
was willing to test the drugs for fifteen years before launching
them into the market. John, hardly surprisingly, held strong views
that the answer lay, for most such diseases, in the field of
genetics, and if genetics didn’t work, in surgery. Particularly in
neurosurgery. There was ample evidence that the human body was
equipped with a magnificent immune system which, given half a
chance, could heal the patient. Provided the brain sent the right
signals, and provided the body hadn’t been poisoned by years of
chemical interference.

Egyptians in 2500 BC believed the heart was the
centre of thought. For mummification the brain was scratched out
with a hook through the nose and thrown away. The heart was
separately mummified and kept in a jar. 500 years later, the
Pre-Incas drilled holes in the middle of the skull to perform brain
surgery. Evidently, the centre of thought migrated upwards. In 450
BC Alcmaeon, the Greek physician, affirmed that the brain not only
controlled our thoughts but also our emotions.

The modern era really began around 1662, when an
English surgeon, Thomas Willis, conducted the very first detailed
study of the brain’s anatomy, defining the brain’s inner working.
He also connected the brain to the nervous system and coined the
term ‘neurology’.

 


Modern scientific proof of Alcmaeon’s claim came
in 1848, after an iron rod pierced the frontal lobe of an English
railroad worker. Following the accident, the worker retained his
speech, hearing and motor skills, but his personality changed
radically. He became a completely different man. Scientists of the
day had just connected the brain to personality.

This marked the beginning of the long journey
towards the identification of the workings of specific parts of the
brain. The Polish-born neurologist Carl Wernicke, studying stroke
victims, identified the left hemisphere of the brain as controlling
speech. Canada’s own Dr. Penfield studied and identified motor
functions and drew a detailed map of our brain.

Dr. John Brent continued to expand the same
field. The precision of this strange cartography was vastly
enhanced by the development in 1974 of a positron emission
tomography scanner that allowed him to study the reactions of
various parts of the brain in conscious patients. No more laborious
dissections of corpses in deep caverns akin to Dr. Frankenstein’s
subterranean endeavours. Out of the realm of science fiction horror
and obsessions of the deranged, neurology became the most
fascinating profession of the century.

“I think, therefore I am,” mused Descartes so
many years ago. “Now we can study the machine that translates our
thoughts into words,” John affirmed in one of his lectures.

“‘The brain struggling to understand the brain
is society trying to explain itself’,” wrote Colin Blakemore in his
book, Mechanics of the Mind. John Brent had tried hard but
failed to explain these concepts to Minister Courtier—that
neurology, the study of the machine of thought, was the study of
the machine of society. “Surely, you as a public official can see
the benefits to that kind of knowledge, Minister?”

“I don’t believe society is trying to do
anything very much, doctor, as long as their bellies are full and
they can afford to winter in Florida,” the Minister replied with a
straight face and profound, if self-appointed, authority.

Sometimes John thought that perhaps the Minister
was right. It usually took him a day or two to recover from the
effusion of wisdom the Minister spewed at him on each occasion.
Only then could he dive headlong, once again, into the work he
loved and lived for. John was as fanatical about helping people as
the Minister about creating an impression on the masses. Perhaps
this was as it should be. John Brent dealt always with an
individual, the Minister with a group, determined to mould them
into his own image and likeness. Into a homogeneous group whose
actions and reactions would always remain predictable. It was
easier to control them that way.

There had been moments when John, listening to
the Minister’s pronouncements, thought that the Minister was a near
ideal subject for experimental neurosurgery.

“If I could make a human being out of him, I
could do anything,” he told Michael at the next dinner they had
together.

John was becoming a frequent guest at the
Howells. He liked their open, direct approach to life. Both his
hosts, Michael and Diana, were scrupulously honest. They were
direct, devoid of any iota of posturing. What you saw was what you
got. And in his case, he got close friendship.

“Just how much do we know about the structure of
our brain?” Michael asked over deep ruby Porto they sipped after
dinner. Porto was as strong a drink as John Brent could be induced
to taste. He was the nearest man to a teetotaler Michael had ever
met.

“I know very little, but there are some guys at
Princeton....”

“...who know everything about everything,”
Michael finished for his friend.

“Ah, so you’ve heard?”

There was a standard joke circulating at the
Neuro about Princeton.

Before the invention of the MRI, the CT and
other electronic equipment, the only way to acquire knowledge about
the brain was to perform an autopsy. Back in 1955, when Einstein
died, a Princeton pathologist Thomas Harvey had performed the
autopsy on one of the 20th century’s most influential brains. There
had been stories that Harvey had stored the disembodied brain in
the trunk of his car, chopping off occasional chunks of it whenever
moved by scientific curiosity. Everyone assumed that he must have
learned something that no one else knew. Alas, the supposition had
proven erroneous. Thomas Harvey contributed little to neurology.
Hence, the joke.

“Well, Michael, we now know a great deal more
than we did a few year ago,” he said slowly.

Michael and Diana waited for him to continue.
They didn’t bother to explain their sudden interest in the secrets
of human brains. Anne continued playing on the carpet, Fluffy
following her every move with his big, liquid eyes.

After another tiny sip, John shrugged.

“All right. Here goes,” he began. “We know that
the human brain is divided into two distinct hemispheres, each busy
doing its own thing. The left is principally involved with logical
and rational processes, while the right hemisphere tends to control
the creative, intuitive, and all that which is unspoken. It reacts
to rhythm, gestures, and images—particularly as pertaining to depth
perception. Is that what you wanted to know?” John paused, not sure
if he had said too much or too little.

“Go on... please.” This was Diana.

“Well, the left hemisphere also governs words,
as in reading and writing, math, and all skills requiring
reasoning.” John smiled. “But it’s not always so....” he left the
sentence hanging.

“So that would make me a left hemispherite,”
Michael offered.

“Well, people who process information step by
step, like engineers or journalists, or lawyers for that matter,
tend to keep their left hemisphere more active. The right
hemispherites, as you choose to call them, would tend to use the
right half that deals in music and other forms of art. In fact, all
aspects of creativity which call for spontaneity, which might be
experimental, which rely mostly on multiple choice or that is
absorbed randomly—is done on the right side.”

“But there must be an exchange?” asked
Diana.

“Of course, take Michael, for example. As an
engineer you must be good at math, say algebra, but also at
geometry, which belongs on the right side of your brain.”

“So there is an interchange?”

“Of course. We couldn’t function otherwise.
Sometimes I think that it is the interchange, the pons, the bridge
between the left and the right hemisphere, which is truly
responsible for the mental power of a person: how well the two
sides work together.” Dr. Brent glanced at his watch. “But that’s
as far as we can go tonight. I’ve got a plane to catch at seven
tomorrow morning,” he said rising to his feet.

“The Right Honourable...?” Michael began.

“The very same. Sometimes I think if I weren’t
such a coward, I’d turn him into a vegetable, or kill him,
painlessly, of course, or render him harmless otherwise. Maybe his
successor might be better.”

Michael shuffled over to John, “Master, the body
is waiting for you in the laboratory, Master.”

“Not now, Igor. Not now, I say!”

And with that he kissed Diana on both cheeks,
shook Michael’s hand and made for the door. As he reached it, he
spun around, walked quickly to Anne, bent over double and kissed
her hand.

“Please forgive me, my lady. May I take my
leave?”

“I forgive you, Uncle John. And you may go now,”
she acquiesced magnanimously.

John walked away backwards, bowing all the way
to the door. Anne looked up briefly, waved and continued with her
deep if silent conversation with Fluffy. Yet, the moment the door
shut, she looked up again.



“Would he really kill him, Daddy?”

“Who kill who, pet?” Michael was taken
aback.

“Uncle John, that Ritorable man...?”

“No, dear. Of course not. Why would you think
such a thing?”

“He said if he was only braver that he could
easily....”

“Anne! You don’t even think things like that!”
Diana stepped in.

“But wouldn’t it be good for everybody
if....”

“No it wouldn’t. Older people say things when
they are joking that shouldn’t be taken exactly.” He wanted to say
á la lettre, but thought better of it. Anne’s French was
quite good already, but he wanted to drive the idea home.

“Killing some, Daddy, is not a joke. Uncle John
should know that,” Anne affirmed strongly and left the room.

When she’s right, she’s right, Michael
thought.

But why did it still make him feel
uncomfortable? After all, don’t all children regard life and death
merely as abstract concepts? Surely, it is only when we reach the
top of the hill that we seem perturbed by the very idea of killing.
Or death. Isn’t this why we try so hard to turn our inner, a trifle
more bloodthirsty desires, into a joke? But the word ‘kill’ coming
from a child still sent chills down his back. Am I the only one who
feels that way?

He glanced at Diana. She looked as white as a
sheet.
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The
Grant

 


They grow up so quickly. Only
yesterday Anne was rolling on the carpet with Fluffy in hot
pursuit, and then, as if overnight, she was a proper young lady of
eight. She was no longer an innocent girl with starry eyes, even if
she did, at times, still try to play the part. Every few months
there had been incidents, but gradually those incidents
diminished—if not in nature, then at least in frequency. Either
Anne was truly growing out of her childish duplicity, if one could
call it that, or she was getting better at hiding it. There had
been unexplained things happening to boys and girls at school, but
none ever pointed directly to Anne. A bunch of cockroaches had been
found crawling all over the locker of a boy who had attempted to
ridicule her in front of other pupils. Blood—of no apparent
source—had been smeared on the textbooks of a girl who had thrown a
stone at Fluffy. A round hole had been cut, neatly—presumably with
a razor blade—in the seat of a winter coat of a professor who once
said that Anne should be spanked for bullying other pupils.

There was no evidence whatever tying Anne to any
of those events. Furthermore, there was always a time lag of a few
weeks between the presumed cause and the apparent result of the
incidents. Everyone had forgotten about the first, and so never
connected it to the latter. There was no hard evidence that Diana
could take to Dr. Schneider.

Diana called the psychologist every once in a
while. Just to be reassured.

“Can you be sure, Diana, that your daughter is
responsible?”

Diana stammered and stuttered, only to admit
that no, there was no solid proof that pointed specifically and
exclusively to her daughter being the perpetrator of a particular
misdemeanour. Or even to an overblown prank gone a little wild. She
never thought that passing judgment on her own child had to conform
to the legal code governing a prosecuting attorney.

“No, Doctor, I cannot. But doesn’t mother’s
intuition count for anything?”

“It certainly does, Diana. But if we were to cast an errant
stone at the innocent, we would never forgive ourselves, would we?
And let’s not forget what irreparable damage we could do to a child
if....”

She went on.

And yet....

Whenever Anne was scolded, particularly in
school, she stood facing the accuser, looking him or her straight
in the eye, never answering back. When the castigation was over,
she would sit down and keep very quiet. Her usual boisterous
behaviour would return a few hours later, but would seem to
evaporate should the offensive teacher come close.

In her relation to other pupils, she gave an
impression of being easygoing, to the point of conspicuous
indifference. Yet should anyone encroach on boundaries she defined
in her own mind, the errant boy or girl would learn in no uncertain
terms where those boundaries lay. Her own ‘things’, her private
possessions, lay within the clearly defined, inaccessible no-man’s
land. The desk at which she sat was not to be tampered with, not
even touched, or brushed against, by anyone. Her locker was out of
bounds even to casual scrutiny. Should anyone inadvertently cross
such boundaries, he or she would hear a single warning. An
even-toned comment. If such were ignored, something unpleasant was
bound to happen to the offending party. Later. Sometimes, a week
later.

To be fair, she treated others, including their
personal possessions, with the same deference with which she
expected to be treated herself.

Apart from imposing, or trying to impose, her
will on all that she deemed stood in her way, for whatever reason,
she was an ideal pupil. Even if this particular weakness of hers,
particularly her lack of tolerance, was a manifestation of her
innate strength.

“In time this energy, this inner strength, will
be channelled in the right direction,” said Dr. Schneider echoing
Diana’s thoughts. “Give her time, Diana. Surely she deserves a
little time.”

Her grades were excellent. Whatever her other
foibles, Anne was an exemplary student. She went far beyond the
minimum requirements set by the curriculum. And yet Fluffy
invariably took priority over all her other interests. She never
forgot to take him for his morning walk, regardless of the weather,
and well before 7.45 in the morning when the bus picked her up for
school. Just before boarding she would talk to him, whisper things
in his ear, and then turn and walk to the bus without looking
back.

And so three years passed without a serious incident. No
poisoned cats or dogs, no bloodstained knives hidden under the
autumn leaves. Michael and Diana tried hard not to notice certain
things which, if it hadn’t been for Dr. Schneider’s assurances,
they would have taken more seriously. And then, just before her
eighth birthday, two things happened within a week of each other.
Anne was expelled from school for bullying other girls, and John
Brent got the first instalment on a $3 billion grant. He called
Michael to share his good news only to find out about Anne’s latest
misdemeanour.

“She’ll grow out of it, Mike, trust me,” he
tried his best to cheer Michael up.

“That’s what Dr. Schneider said more than once.
Only she doesn’t. In fact, it’s getting worse.”

There was little more John could say. They
agreed to meet later that week and compare notes.

 


As had become more and more common among the
frustrated, not to say unorthodox, pupils and parents, Diana had
decided to school Anne at home. She would be able to keep a much
closer eye on her, at all times.

“Perhaps it’s for the best,” she told her
husband, her voice begging for confirmation.

“I’m sure it is, dear. I am sure it is,” Michael
sounded as reassuring as he knew how. He was actually aware that
the extra responsibilities would fall squarely on Diana’s
shoulders.

He kept his doubts to himself. If Anne needed anything, it would
be contact with other children. How else would she learn to control
her temper? Michael was sure it was a question of temperament. Anne
was bright, kind to Fluffy, obedient to her parents. There was only
that one thing which distorted her vision of the world. She thought
she was its centre. She refused to compromise. She was like a bull
which, having sighted the matador’s cape, couldn’t stop until it
gored the red cloth, or even the matador himself. She also seemed
to have an absolute conviction about her inherent righteousness.
She took criticism well enough, always politely, but if she sensed
that her accuser wasn’t fair, fair by her own stringent standards,
she took it upon herself to inflict punishment.

Anne was evidently the judge and the executioner
of her sentences. Luckily, Michael and Diana seemed exempt from her
inordinate judgment. Michael wondered if she ever thought herself
in the wrong.

“Do you ever make mistakes, Anne?” he asked her
in as offhanded a voice as he could.

“You mean like the wrong answer in school,
Daddy?”

He tried again, “Like doing something you
shouldn’t.”

“Like what, Daddy?”

He was already sorry he’d started this
conversation. There seemed no way to elicit from her an answer
without mentioning her presumed pranks, or youthful indiscretions,
which had never been proven. Dr. Schneider warned them both,
repeatedly, about making such a mistake.

“Do you think you are always right, pet?”

“About what, Daddy?” she looked up at him with
those sweet, wonderful, emerald eyes, filled with utter
innocence.

“Never mind, dear,” he gave up. “I was just
wondering....” he tried to dismiss the subject. Suddenly Anne came
to his rescue. At least it seemed so.

“I was wrong about all people being nice to
Fluffy. Is that what you mean, Daddy?”

He preferred not to ask further.

“Yes, pet. That was what Daddy meant.”

“Not any more, Daddy,” she added as an
afterthought. “Not any more,” she nodded affirmatively.

They wouldn’t dare, Michael thought. And then,
though not for the first time, Michael realized that no matter what
happened to Anne, she never cried. There had been times when her
anger manifested itself with some foot stomping, even a raised word
or two, but never tears. The last time she had cried to get her own
way, he’d convinced Diana not to give in. Since then, those
gorgeous emerald eyes hadn’t shed a single tear. He wondered if
that was healthy.

 


 


Dr. John Brent was on cloud nine. His
plans for the expansion of the Montreal Neurological Institute went
into high gear within hours of receiving the Minister’s call,
almost immediately confirmed by email and fax. Apparently the
Minister wanted the news to leak out far and wide, to assure an
optimum audience for that evening’s news. The press release had
been sent out simultaneously. Not just to the national media. Three
billion dollars warranted international coverage. With the Right
Honourable Jean Courtier in the starring role.

Actually, to give Courtier his due, he had done
his best to convince the Prime Minister about John Brent’s
vision.

“If I may say so, Prime Minister, Canada has
been accused, of late, of having lost her clout,” he began. “This
would put us on the world platform,” the minister coaxed his
superior with a knowing expression on his pudgy face. “We would
become world leaders in the field, and...” here he lowered his
voice into a liquid honey of confidentiality, “...and let us not
forget the votes the aging population would bring us. They tell me
they can get rid of Alzheimer’s, you know, Prime Minister?”

Canada’s non-existent clout notwithstanding,
this last was a profound exaggeration, unless one omitted the
element of time, which Jean Courtier did with his usual affinity
for wrapping the truth in a woolly blanket. They played politics
within politics. Wasn’t that what the inner caucus was for? A sort
of circling within the inner circle. Or perhaps, just walking in
circles....

John Brent didn’t care who took the credit. What
mattered was that he would double his electronic scanning capacity
in the new wing. Since the first informal discussion about the
possibilities of clinical electroencephalography in England in
1929, the EEG had become an indispensable tool in examining the
rhythms of the brain. The next big step took place in 1974, when
positron emission tomography, or PET, provided computer imagery
wherein a single selected plane, or a cross-section, of a brain
could be photographed. The patient remained conscious throughout
the procedure. Now, in addition to the above, the researchers had
at their disposal the fMRI, or functional magnetic resonance
imaging, which had become the workhorse of modern neurological
research. Diagnostic neurology was now almost completely
non-invasive.

With three billion, they could double the
present capacity. Hundreds of people’s brains could be scanned,
fully conscious. Work on the reactions to various stimuli
administered to autistic children, the study of the rare savant
syndrome, the Mongoloid dilemma, and many other abnormalities,
would now be allotted their rightful place in the research labs. To
date, the Neuro had only been able to afford to concentrate on the
disorders identified as diseases, such as Parkinson’s, Alzheimer’s,
or dementia. Diseases of the aging. And, of course, the malignant
and non-malignant intrusive growths. As of now the Neuro would be
able to give equal time to the young. To the children.

“Surely they deserve no less than those who, for
all we know, have themselves contributed to their conditions.”

Michael hadn’t seen his friend this happy in a
long time. John Brent was definitely on cloud nine.

 


He had accepted Michael’s invitation to watch
the Minister’s official proclamation on TV that same evening. The
Rt. Hon. Jean Courtier was given equal time with the winning goal
in the Canada and Russia hockey match. Well, almost equal. John had
arrived at the Howell residence around six-fifteen, only to find
that the Minister had already made the announcement preempting the
six o’clock news. Well, not actually preempting, but basking in the
limelight of being the lead story of the evening National.

In a way John was relieved. Even the act of
watching the pompous minister’s presentation might well have proven
painful. John had too many unpleasant memories of that man,
spanning a period of almost six years. Six years of haggling with
Courtier and his predecessor. John was glad he had missed the
broadcast. Alas, he missed the winning goal also.

“You were mentioned, John. Courtier spoke highly
of you,” Diana told him.

John bowed deeply. “Non dignus sum,” he
replied gravely. While Latin did little to advance his scientific
career, medicine still leaned heavily on the ancient language.

“Non understandum niente,” Michael tried to
emulate his friend. Engineers had no use for Latin at all. “But I
gather that the $3 billion represents a record for research in any
field. At least in this country.”

“He’ll get his money’s worth, Mike. Many times
over. Besides, it’s good for business. People are screaming for
more money being allotted for Medicare. This way he shuts them up.
For a while.”

“And I suppose it won’t do any harm for the
upcoming General Elections?” There was speculation the Prime
Minister would call them by February of next year.

“It won’t reduce the waiting lists in the
hospitals,” Diana sounded doubtful.

“Not immediately. But in time it will cut the
lengthy medical procedures by ninety percent. With virtually all
the preliminary procedures being reduced to non-invasive diagnoses,
and even treatments, the recovery time can be taken out of the
equation. People will come, be treated, and go within hours. Not
weeks like they do now,” John assured them.

 


 


Anne was listening to the
adults’ discussion through an open door. Since her expulsion, she
had shunned company. There was some sort of a battle going on
inside her youthful head. Diana was worried. What mother wouldn’t
be? She’d tried to break through Anne’s defences but so far with
little success. It was as though she were closing in on herself.
Apart from with Fluffy, she hadn’t initiated a single
conversation.

Diana had tried to get her own version of the
headmaster’s accusations. The way he told it Anne’s behaviour had
been getting worse over the last few months and that during the
recent weeks Anne had torn up the homework of six pupils because
she didn’t agree with their answers.

Initially, according to the headmaster, the six
pupils had been punished for failing to do their assignment. Their
accusations against Anne sounded too absurd to be believable. The
teacher had even charged the pupils with conspiring to punish Anne
for her previous bullying.

After repeated questioning, it finally dawned on
him that Anne had really been the culprit all along. Yet, when
facing her accusers, the six boys, she had said nothing. Not a
single word in her own defence. She had been told not to return to
school until she was willing to answer questions.

So far, Anne had remained silent.

It was about that time that Diana had begun to
suspect that she, too, was being punished. That the Deity she had
visited in churches as a young girl had turned against her. The
Father and the Son, without whom she had learned to cope quite
well, were now beginning to exact their dues. Vengeance would be
too strong a word, but, at the convent she had attended when
little, she had been told, daily, that God is infinitely patient,
but also infinitely just.

“What do you want from me, Lord?” she would ask
when sitting alone thinking about Anne.

In her mind a child had to be innocent; ‘be ye
like little children’, she remembered. If Anne did have some
serious psychological problems, then she must be suffering not for
her own sins, but those of her parents. As delicately and obliquely
as she could, she raised the subject with John and Michael after
dinner.

“But, darling,” Michael smiled broadly, “Annie
is not suffering, surely.”

“Are you sure, Mike? Are you sure she’s not
missing all her friends from school even now?”

John kept judiciously silent. There was little
he could add to this conversation. Having no children of his own,
and being a confirmed agnostic, both issues raised by Diana were
beyond his expertise. Alas, he was not to get away with it.

“What do you think, John?”

Evidently Diana was expecting reinforcement for
her theory. None of them was qualified to be called Practicing
Catholics, but she knew all three had been taught, at one time or
another, by priests or nuns.

There was a prolonged silence. Finally, John
realized that they wouldn’t continue until he’d had his say. “You
are asking me to talk on a subject that is both subjective and
speculative. If you raise the question of God, as taught by various
religions, then I am definitely an atheist.” He looked at his hosts
as though weighing in his mind how far to go with his personal
beliefs.

“Go on,” Michael said. He was sure that John
would agree with him. God was just fine on a Sunday morning,
particularly around Christmas, or maybe Easter, but of little use
the rest of the week, or the year, for that matter.

“Well, I find no evidence of a deity wielding a
carrot or a stick over our heads to extract or enforce any type of
behaviour. There is too much evidence of very successful mass
murderers who benefited from such a deity’s munificence as there
were men and women who led quiet, normal, and generous lives.”

“So you don’t believe in God? Not at all?” Diana
was studiously examining her white knuckles.

“Not in the personal God of the religious. Too
many wars have been conducted in the name of such a deity. Still
are. In many ways, the world would be a better place if religious
leaders left people alone.”

In spite of his stated beliefs, John looked
uncomfortable.

Michael and Diana waited. Obviously there was
more.

“As you know, I am both—a scientist and a
neurosurgeon. No day passes without my being amazed that the human
brain is, as Isaac Asimov once said, ‘the most complicated
organization of matter that we know’. I would go further. I believe
that had such an organization of matter been left to ‘accidental’
if natural selection, then even ten billion years on Earth would
not have sufficed to produce it.” He spread his arms in utter
helplessness.

“Divine intervention?” Michael offered. This
time his smile was more whimsical.

“Again, not in the religious sense. Not in the
sense that an outside agency, a Divine Agency, brought it about.
But as I study the structure of this complex biological organism, I
cannot help wondering not just how nature put such an
‘organization of matter’ atop our necks.” He paused momentarily,
“but why.”

“You mean we don’t need such complexity just to
sustain together our body and... and what? And soul?”

John didn’t answer.

Just then Anne and Fluffy walked in. She stood
in the middle of the sitting room, head held high, as though ready
to make some momentous statement.

“God makes me do things!” she announced
triumphantly. And, with a winning glance at all present, she left
the room without another word.

Michael chuckled. Anne’s oratorical stance gave
it away. She’d obviously overheard something said on TV that, of
late, was a veritable goldmine of pseudo-philosophical balderdash.
Come prime-time, the gurus came out in force blaming God for just
about everything. It was a new twist. We used to be sinners,
destined to pay dearly for our transgressions. Lately, we became
mere pawns in the hands of the Almighty.

“So there you are, John,” Michael said with a straight face.

“I most certainly am,” John confirmed, rising to
his feet.

He seemed relieved at the interruption Anne had
provided. He thought the subject of personal belief should be, and
should remain, just that—personal. One could hardly speak the
unspeakable, explain the ineffable, discuss the incomprehensible.
If God were as simple as the various religions described Him, or
Her, or It, there would be no need for any religion. On the other
hand, surely the religions created the only God they could
understand, and thus by definition denied His existence. Wasn’t it
Spinoza who had said, ‘to define God is to deny God’? Whatever is
definable is no longer infinite. Thus the act of defining denies
the fundamental property of God.

“So there you are, folks. At last we know,” John
smiled.

Anne’s whimsical posture provided an incongruous
contrast to the tone and the gravity of her announcement. It made
any further serious discussion virtually impossible. Yet, there was
little humour in John’s expression. In fact, they all felt that the
subject was far from over, and that maybe they just never should
have raised the topic.
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 Private Schooling

 


It was not nearly as simple as it
sounded. It sounded like ABRA-CADABRA. In fact they all did. All
the support groups seemed to specialize in acronyms. And that made
everything, at least for Diana, seem unnecessarily complicated.
Diana had no experience with home study. She soon discovered that
the AQED, L’Association Québecoise pour L’Education a
Domicile, would be of little help. Diana’s French wasn’t bad,
but she and Michael had long ago decided to educate Anne in
English. It had something to do with blood being stronger than
water. Presumably, blood of their ancestors.

Next there was the ACHEQ—ACEFQ, the Association
of Christian Home Educators of Québec. While this body represented
all home-schoolers across the province, regardless of religious
affiliation, every member of the Board of Directors had to sign a
Statement of Faith and a detailed constitution. Yes, their
constitution. As in Magna Carta, or ‘We, the people....’ What of
parents, she thought? What do I have to sign?

She kept looking.

Only then had she discovered that there was an
English branch of the AQED, the QAHBE, the Québec Association of
Home-Based Education. There were a number of support groups in
Montreal. In addition, she had to study the Québec’s Education Law,
which had its own requirements.

Nevertheless, in three weeks she had it all
sorted out. At least the QAHBE—AQED offered support for all parents
who chose to educate their children at home, regardless of
language, religious affiliation or education philosophy.

Anne settled into home study. In fact, she took
to it like a bee to a field of clover. It fitted her personality.
It wasn’t that at school she had wanted to be better than others.
She wasn’t really competitive—except with herself. It was more that
she suffered from a low tolerance for wilful stupidity. A term
which, like most things for Anne, had a very strict definition.

At home she seemed happy, if a little
restless.

 


Anne was eight when she embarked on home study,
and for the next two years she conducted herself beyond reproach.
There were some childish pranks, now and again, but nothing that
could be defined as sadistic or in the bullying category. They were
childish pranks, even if of a slightly unorthodox nature. Whatever
her questionable past, she seemed to have developed an affinity for
animals. Maybe she saw herself as a caped crusader, seeking justice
for all her mistreated, adopted charges.

On a few occasions she unleashed dogs which had
been tied to the trees or guard rails in the park, while their
masters went for a hamburger or a pop. It offended her concept of
freedom. The errant owners were forced to spend hours looking for
their pets. At other times she would tell Fluffy to chase away
teenagers who were being rough on squirrels. This sort of thing
happened more than once in Mount Royal Park. Fluffy was almost six
now, and as big as a Labrador can get. And that’s pretty big.

Once, Anne chose to mete out her justice to a
pair of very fat boys. They were walking down the street, dragging
their obese bodies with them, while munching on double
cheeseburgers. Again Fluffy was told to teach them a little
exercise by scaring the wits out of them. The two lumps of
corpulence dropped their cherished junk-food while Fluffy chased
them for half a block. Actually, Fluffy would never have hurt
anyone, let alone children, no matter how fat or tasty looking. The
big lug was kindness incarnate, but the fat boys didn’t know
that.

Diana was vaguely aware of her daughter’s little
games. She invariably accompanied Anne on her walks on Mount Royal;
but once there, Diana would sit back with a good book while Anne
continued on her escapades. As Fluffy followed her wherever she
went, Diana had no qualms about Anne’s safety. Every few minutes,
Anne would return with a nebulously triumphant look on her face.
When Diana questioned her, she would give precise half-answers.

“Yes, Mommy, we played with the squirrels,”
she’d say, defying Diana to say otherwise.

Fluffy confirmed this statement with vigorous
swinging of his tail.

“But why were the boys running so fast away from
you?”

“They weren’t, Mommy.”

“But I saw them, dear.” Diana no longer allowed
herself to become exasperated by her daughter’s denials. “I saw you
and the boys. And the boys were running....”

“They were running from Fluffy, Mommy,” Anne
corrected severely. Of late she did not take kindly to being
accused of misrepresenting facts. Evidently, low bushes had hidden
Fluffy from her mother’s line of vision.

Only sometime later did Diana connect the boys
and Fluffy to the squirrels. Learning about any of Anne’s pranks
was like pulling teeth. Diana strongly suspected that, in her
daughter’s judgment, these were not pranks at all. It was becoming
evident that Anne took on the function of the caped crusader very
seriously.

During the last year or two, there had been
fewer than a dozen such occurrences, which appeared to have pushed
the envelope of Anne’s self-control. And even those incidents
dropped off in frequency once Diana filled Anne’s time with
extracurricular activities. They went swimming together. While
Diana was happy splashing in the shallow end of the pool, Anne
insisted on being taught the various strokes. Then she would
practise them until the bell announced the end of the session. The
same was true of her tennis lessons. She didn’t have to beat
others, but she had to be the best she was capable of being. She
repeatedly demonstrated an obsession with perfection. But her
critical approach, which at school had been directed at others, had
now swung a full hundred eighty degrees, to point directly at
herself. Or mostly so.

 


And then, one day, for no apparent reason, Anne
complained of a headache. She’d never done that before. After she
complained a few more times, Diana took her to their family
physician. He didn’t help. The headaches continued. Diana decided
to call John Brent.

“Without any reason,” she said. “We would be
walking along and suddenly she would grab her head and tears would
run down her cheeks. Don’t forget, John, she never cries.”

“How often does this happen, Diana?”

“Not once for a whole week, and then two or
three times in a row. For the last three days she’s been
complaining of nausea.”

“Did she fall down or hit her head on anything?”
he sounded obscurely hopeful.

“No, John. Not that I know about. She’d have
told me or there’d be some sort of a bump or scar, wouldn’t
there?”

“And your physician threw no light on the
symptoms at all?” John’s tone indicated growing concern. He had had
many neurological cases that had begun with unpredictable and
unexplained headaches.

“No, John. He thought it might be some sort of
allergy, but didn’t suggest any treatment other than some
analgesics.” Diana had much greater faith in John’s diagnostic
abilities than in those of her family doctor. “You know those
quacks only treat symptoms, never the cause.”

John didn’t say anything for a while. Time
dragged on as though he were trying to make up his mind. Finally it
came out.

“I can’t promise anything, but, if you like, I
can arrange a brain scan for Anne. It might not be conclusive, but
it might exclude certain possible causes.” He consulted his diary.
“I could see her tomorrow at six. Would that be all right?”

“I knew you would help,” Diana sounded really
grateful.

“The fMRI will not heal anything, Diana, but it
might help us form a diagnosis.”

“Thanks, John. We’ll see you tomorrow?”

“Tomorrow then.” With that, he hung up.

This was strange about John Brent. He would take
as long as needed to help a person, but the moment the matter at
hand was done—he would be gone. No good-byes, no see-yous, or good
lucks.

 


 


John Brent had good reason not to
waste time. The new expansion of the hospital was not entirely his
to supervise; the purchase of the specialized equipment,
however—the selection of the very latest models, examining their
specifications that changed almost daily—was his to decide. His
daily routine started a little after six a.m. He would clear his
paperwork by seven, make a round of the wards, have a quick bite,
and spend the rest of the day in the labs or in the operating
theatre. Unless he had to attend some meetings, which, of course,
he did his best to delegate to his deputy.

The neurosurgical wards were only part of his
realm. There was important work being carried out in the
nanotechnology wing, of which he liked to keep abreast. This new
branch of science advanced knowledge in stem-cell technology. Their
results were astounding. John had been asked to allow experiments
on primates. He had refused categorically.

“They are the nearest kin we’ve got. It would be
like experimenting on your cousin. Which might not be such a bad
idea, at that,” he had given the doctor a stern smile. “I met your
cousin at last year’s Christmas party. He might benefit greatly
from your expertise,” he’d said with a straight face.

The poor cousin had had one drink too many. John
had very low tolerance for people who, though perfectly healthy,
tried hard to become his patients. Or anyone’s patients. As for
primates, John was quite serious. The genome of a chimpanzee was as
close to a human as it could be without actually being human. As
such, he held, they should be treated as equals. John still allowed
some experiments on rats. But that was his absolute limit.

“You have hundreds, perhaps thousands of sick
people who might well volunteer to take part in your experiments.
People who would die unless you could save them. Put ads in La
Presse. The Gazette. In all the papers. But primates? No.”

Within two months the research scientist had
assembled a respectable group of volunteers. There were a number of
strenuous objections from some church groups, bellyaching about the
sanctity of human life and such like. Those objections,
paradoxically, came from the fundamentalist groups that most
vocally supported what our friends down south called ‘preventative
wars’, with their attendant ‘collateral damage’. Even more
inconsequential, and certainly more entertaining for John, was the
fact that the most vocal of the critics appearing on TV abused the
sanctity of their own lives by allowing their bodies to become
pathologically bloated through evidently uncontrolled overeating.
They weren’t just fat—they were grotesque. The hypocrisies of their
positions didn’t seem to matter much to them or their
supporters.

“Let the will of the Almighty run its course,” a
crimson balloon announced, his cheeks almost matching his
regalia.

“Ours is not to question why,” added his
companion sporting an oversized gold cross dangling over his portly
paunch. Apparently, penicillin was fine, radiology for cancer was
fine, but—no more. Science had gone far enough.

There was also a summons from one family who
claimed that a particular volunteer was not capable of making his
own decisions. The case was thrown out of court. The young lad in
question had a perfectly sane mind. What he also had was a
malignant tumour that would guarantee to take his life within
months, if untreated. Not that the treatment would be necessarily
successful, but at least there would be a chance.

John was kept busy on all fronts at the same
time.

 


 


Anne’s inexplicable headaches
brought Diana, once again, to question her own moral fiber. She
seriously wondered if she oughtn’t to begin, or really resume,
attending the local church. She visited it one day, just to see
what it felt like. The silence was inviting. But for a tiny sacral
red light, there was no sign of divine intervention. Real or
imagined. The church could be filled with whatever she chose. With
hope, or faith, or prayer. Or utter indifference. She wondered why
the latter was the strongest sensation she had felt.

She eased into a pew close to the middle of the
nave. She wanted to be surrounded by the Presence. Instead her nose
picked up the remnants of incense mixed with a whiff of stale
perspiration. Apart from that, there was a sensation of mildly damp
coolness. No love. No passion or compassion. No forgiveness. She
wondered if any of those exuded any aroma. If they could be
detected by the sense of smell? Or any other sense?

The last time John Brent had come to dinner, he
had told her about Dr. Richard Axel, who had just became a Nobel
Prize Laureate for his work in physiology and medicine. Apparently
the good doctor had said that at the tip of each cell in our nose
there are molecular receptors which pick up tens of thousands of
chemical smells. He’d called it chemosensory recognition.

“Doctor Axel tells us that individual olfactory
sensory neurons express only one of a thousand receptor genes.”

She had no idea what that meant.

The usual receptors, John had explained, those
dealing with food or predators or possibly mating, convey
information to the cognitive brain for analysis and responses. But
there is a vast array of chemosensory receptors that are connected
to the emotive brain. This input bypasses our conscious awareness.
It reaches and controls our subconscious. Or something like
that.

Smell controlling our subconscious? Are we just
puppets serving our body? Mere observers, destined not to steer but
to shut up and listen?

Diana couldn’t believe that. She’d often had
memories or emotions triggered by smells. Unremembered associations
that made her feel nostalgic for something she’d never normally
think about and couldn’t begin to put into words.

Now, sitting on the hard pew, polished to a high
gloss by years of human bodies, Diana wondered what inputs her
subconscious was getting right now. Perhaps Spirit also exuded some
sort of aroma, directly to her chemosensory receptors in her
subconscious. Perhaps saintliness discharged a pleasing smell, and
evil reeked of vile decadence. Perhaps people exuded a multitude of
odours which only some of us could pick up with our olfactory
equipment.

Michael smelled good. So did Anne. Even
Fluffy was pleasing to her nose. But here? Here there was a smell
of yesterday. Of something long gone.

Once, the church served to build my dreams.
As a little girl, I asked for whatever I needed. It didn’t matter
if it worked. If my prayers failed, maybe it was not meant to be.
‘Thy will be done....’ Thy will be done. It was a statement of
resignation. Of submission, like the Moslems are supposed to offer
to their Allah. No matter how inconvenient. How seemingly cruel. Am
I a wimp swaying in the wind, the breath of an Almighty Monarch,
the King of Heaven, whose Will overrides all I’ve ever desired? Is
this what God is supposed to be? Are we just pawns swaying in the
currents at the discretion of a God who allows murder and mayhem
throughout the world? And what of the starving children? What of
the tens of thousands murdered in the name of collateral damage?
What of... there are so many imponderables. So many....

Perhaps Dr. Axel was right. We just follow
our noses. Wherever they might lead us. Gravitating towards
eventual death, like dung beetles towards piles of manure.

But I’d gladly return to this, prostrate
myself before that central cross suspended over the altar, and beg
for Anne to get well. To be well. What’s missing is faith. I lost
that when my father died. Died unnecessarily. In an accident that
could have been so easily avoided. I never prayed so ardently as
then. If there was such a thing as Divine Intervention, as Infinite
Love, my father would be alive today. No. Faith is lost
irretrievably. I didn’t give up on God. He gave up on me. No faith
and very little hope. What remains is this lingering, churning
sense of guilt. It would come in the early hours, when Michael
turned over in bed... Those times when I shut my eyes tight and see
myself drifting without a rudder, being carried by a stream, a
river against my will. In such moments I scream silently for
guidance, for a sign of which way to go, where to go....

Next morning the dreams are a shallow
memory. I get up, shower, get dressed, prepare breakfast. And look
after Anne. All day. All my waking moments. Annie’s the only reason
for my life. Even Michael is sometimes a distant second place. But
I can always count on him. Michael‘s the only stable element in my
life. Without him?

She refused even to think about it.

 


 


At ten-to-six in the evening, Diana
and Anne entered the ornate door at the west entrance of the
Montreal Neurological Institute. At the mention of Dr. Brent’s
name, a young man detached himself from the reception desk and
approached Diana.

“My name is Doctor Brown. Doctor Peter Brown.
Doctor Brent asked me to take you up to his office.”

John was not in. Dr. Brown left them in the
Director’s office and went in search of his boss. The interns were
always glad to ingratiate themselves to the Director.

“I’m sure he won’t be long,” he said before
departing.

He wasn’t. John burst into his office like a
gust of wind, picked Anne up in his arms, kissed her on both cheeks
and said: “Let’s go and take a picture.” He then spun on his heels
towards Diana. “You want to come along, Diana? Only please, don’t
touch anything,” he added half seriously.

Usually he would delegate the fMRI to one of his
assistants, particularly Dr. Brown, who was certainly competent.
But this was Anne. And Diana might feel very uncomfortable to see
someone else peering into Anne’s brain. Michael was one of his
oldest friends. And a good one. Mike had helped him when he was
cramming for exams, had been like a brother to him. They had shared
their digs. Mike did most of the shopping, the cooking and the
cleaning up. Now it was John’s turn. He was glad he could help. He
only hoped that the gods of Olympus would be kind to the little
girl. John knew that Anne meant the world to his friend.

The magnetic resonance imagery equipment was
located two floors below John’s office. Rather than wait for an
elevator, John led the way down the stairs, practically sliding the
last three in each flight. Diana’d never seen him so agile. At
dinners in her home he seemed to switch to a different gear. Or
perhaps he just idled in neutral. But at the rate he moved through
the hospital, she understood why he didn’t need any sports or
exercise to keep fit. She was sure he climbed the steps two,
probably even three at a time.

The lab looked impressive.

Diana looked so nervous that John asked her to
stay behind the glass partition. She could see and hear Anne
examining the machine, while Uncle John explained to her how it
worked. On occasion parents were allowed to come into the actual
examination room, but today it wasn’t the patient but the parent
who showed signs of acute nervousness.

“Relax, Diana,” John had whispered to her just
before following Anne inside. “MRI uses radio waves and a strong
magnetic field rather than X-rays to provide a detailed scan of the
brain. There is absolutely no danger, no side effects. Take a deep
breath and relax.” With that he’d disappeared through the door,
only to reappear on the other side of a glass partition.

Dr. Brown had already made sure that Anne wore
no braces, nor partook of the peculiar habit that girls had—even at
Anne’s age—of piercing their faces, eyebrows, noses, lips or even
tongues with scraps of metal. Any such would affect the magnetic
resonance of the device. In no time at all Anne lay down on a
sliding table, her head held in a brace designed to hold it
still.

Diana looked away. She still thought that
computers were evil, or at the very least untrustworthy, monsters
designed to confuse people; and hospital equipment, these days,
looked and felt even more so. Even though she was fully aware that
her attitude was quite irrational. Emotional? She vaguely heard
Anne being asked to tap the thumb of one hand against each of the
fingers of that hand, and then rub a block of sandpaper. She then
seemed to be answering a few simple questions.

 


What was the point of all this? If we are
puppets of an invisible, uncaring God who plays with our bodies,
our minds, even our hearts, then what is the point of all this? We
can try, do our very best only to end up at the other end of the
vicious circle. We are born, we suffer and we die. Buddha was
right. Life is defined by the suffering one undergoes. When you
stop suffering, it only means that you’re dead. And in itself, if a
beast lurks within us, such must be the will of Him that created
us.

 


“Mrs. Howell?” Dr. Brown was leaning over
her.

Unwittingly Diana shook her head. “Yes, doctor,
what is it? Is it over already?”

“Not at all. We just thought that you might want
to watch the procedure inside?”

Diana stood up and followed Peter Brown inside
the scanning room. John was staring at some instrumentation,
another of those infernal computers. ‘There I go again,’ she
thought. ‘Infernal machines that might save her....’ she couldn’t
finish the thought. Anne was lying, perfectly still, her head
inside a round tunnel. She must have heard them come in.

“Hello, Mommy?” she said and wiggled her
toes.

“Don’t move, Anne. Not yet, would you?” John
asked, sounding serious.

“All right, Uncle John,” she confirmed.

“She can talk during the examination?” Diana was
aghast.

“She has to. We are also checking her speech
centers,” Dr. Brown told her. “Please sit down. Make yourself
comfortable.”

Hardly. There were two straight-backed chairs
and a simple table next to one of them. She sat at the table and
followed John Brent’s movements. After the display of agility a
minute ago, he now showed an amazing economy of motion. His head
didn’t move while his arms and fingers played with a large console
in front of him. He was all concentration. Diana wouldn’t have been
surprised if he hadn’t even noticed her come in.

“Hi, Di. Won’t be long now,” he said, still
without moving his head. Apparently he was very much aware of
everything around him.

 


Diana hated being useless or inactive. In one of
Joseph Campbell’s books she’d read that women must be while
men must do. As far as she was concerned, Campbell was
wrong. She definitely needed to do. Being she left to
holidays, when lying idle in the sun didn’t fill her with guilt.
She realized that all too often, recently, she experienced
unpredictable pangs of guilt. She wondered if they might be genetic
or imposed on her by her upbringing or even the environment. She
didn’t steal, or lie, or do any of the things forbidden by the
Mosaic Law, yet she was persecuted by this unrelenting sense of
guilt.

 


“That will do for now,” John said, getting up
from his stool. At long last the furrow of concentration left his
forehead. “There you are, as good as new,” he joked, picking Anne
up and putting her on Diana’s lap. “How about you, Diana? Would you
like to have your picture taken?”

“I would like to be home, John. I’ll thank you
properly the next time you come to see us. Now I must run. Don’t be
offended, but your place,” her arm swept the room, “gives me the
creeps. I’m expecting Dr. Frankenstein to walk through the door any
minute, followed by his creation, the monster.”

Anne smiled, then laughed.

“Dr. Frankenstein didn’t create the monster,
Mommy. The monster created Dr. Frankenstein. Without the monster,
no one would ever hear about Dr. Frankenstein. He would just be a
doctor. Like Uncle John.”

“Have heard, dear. No one would ever have
heard....”

John Brent smiled his farewells.

Diana took Anne by the hand and walked towards
the elevator. Even as she pressed the down button, she saw John
running for the stairs. He was in a hurry.

 


 


 


5

Escape




Michael Howell was an excellent
engineer. As a partner in a firm of structural engineers, he was
instrumental in many Montreal buildings looking light, elegant, and
eminently stable. He had once read that architecture could be
defined by three attributes. It had to have firmness, commodity and
delight. The first was his domain. He was responsible for its
firmness, its inherent stability. As for delight, well, the
architect couldn’t achieve much of that if he, Michael Howell, the
engineer, didn’t provide him with the means to achieve his ends. If
an architect dreamed up delightful shapes, Michael had to make them
work.

He loved his job.

Physically, Michael was the antithesis of John
Brent. John was tall and lanky, athletic, with hair disheveled unto
the image and likeness of a long line of Einsteins. Michael didn’t
have an ounce of athleticism in him. A little too short, with the
promise of an early stoop which further diminished his stature, not
fat but already a trifle paunchy. His hair, graying at the temples,
was cropped to within an inch of his scalp. Had the two friends had
comedic proclivities, they would have made an ideal duo. Like
Abbott and Costello, or Laurel and Hardy. John was spontaneous,
outgoing, a bundle of energy, wry humour exuding from every pore.
Michael was a confirmed introvert. He tended towards silence. An
ideal straight man. Sharing his innermost feelings was painful to
him. Even Diana had a problem finding out what was really eating at
him, on occasion. “It’s nothing, darling,” he would say, dismissing
the matter out of hand. Whatever he felt was invariably hard to
tell. For strangers, near impossible. He did have his moments of
spontaneity, but rarely. If you were to meet him at a party, it
would be difficult to get a feel for who Michael really was.

 


Notwithstanding all of the above, there were
times when Michael would toss and turn all night, unable to sleep.
Those were the moments when Diana, woken in the wee hours, would
also drift into her nether lands, in which her apparently inherent
sense of guilt came to the forefront of her mind.

At the conscious level, Michael never allowed
his gloomy side to come to the foreground. He kept tight reins on
the beast that lurked in the dark corners of his mind. He had to.
For him the world was pretty much black and white. It was either
good or bad, either right or wrong. Since, apart from his
professional life, he did not consider himself competent to pass
judgment on most things, he preferred to give problems a wide
berth, and suspend his judgment until evidence presented itself to
make an informed decision. This philosophy had served him well
until recently.

Anne’s behaviour, or suspected behaviour, did
not lend itself to black and white interpretations. She was so good
at so many things, yet there had been moments that threatened to
wipe out all her achievements, all her beautiful, positive traits,
and move her to the negative side of the equation. For Michael,
life was an assortment of equations. He applied the expertise he
had developed in his professional life to the rest of his reality.
A building would either stand up or fall down. Sure, there were a
number of different structural systems he could design, but
ultimately, the equations had to add up to stability. There was no
room for error. For compromise. No question of ‘maybe’ they will
stand up. Anne just wasn’t that simple.

Thanks to Diana, he was kept once removed from
the day-to-day problems which Anne had created. All too often,
seeing how hard Michael took any of Anne’s presumed transgressions,
Diana kept them from her husband. She chose to share such with him
only when a ready-made counter-argument was available.

“Dr. Schneider insists it’s only a passing
phase. It’s nothing to worry about.”

Michael believed her. He had to. The alternative
would have destroyed him. In business, Michael could be as tough as
any man, but when it came to his only daughter, he was that
fragile. He didn’t just love her. From the day she was born, he was
in love with her. And lately, somewhere at the back of his mind,
there was that recurrent nagging question. Why doesn’t Anne ever
cry? It seemed unnatural.

 


Home schooling was a godsend to him. He could
call home during the day, morning and afternoon, hear Anne’s voice,
and return relaxed to his work. Diana also seemed happy. The system
worked well enough for almost two years. Next year Anne would start
her first year in high school, and the immediacy of contact
inherent in home schooling would be gone. There had been moments
when Michael hoped his daughter would never grow up. He imagined,
as do many parents.

“You will always be Daddy’s little girl,” he
told her. “Always,” he would stress again, as if anyone could ever
doubt it.

And now Anne had had her brain examined at the
MNI. Thank God John was there to look after her. Michael knew he
could trust him. He would never admit that he was afraid to go to
the hospital. Afraid of what? Of his weakness? Of not presenting to
strangers the strong father image Anne and Diana must have expected
of him? He wasn’t sure. He tried to dismiss self-analysis till
later. If ever. It wasn’t really in his nature to dwell on his own
shortcomings. He would concentrate on Anne. On positive thoughts.
It was indeed lucky that he had taught himself to suspend judgment
until hearing the complete results. But this time it was much
harder not to speculate. He forcefully dismissed the matter from
his mind by burying himself in his work. All would be well, he kept
telling himself. It had to be. Though Michael would never admit it,
he held a strong conviction that the world was a benign place, that
universal laws were not designed to make life hell on earth, but
rather to guide people towards order and compatibility. A single
look at a night sky proved that. The stars would have smashed into
each other long ago if it hadn’t been for such order. And, at his
level of perception, there was also beauty. A black and white sort
of beauty. Derived from the order inherent in the universe.

 


And then, in spite of all that was good and
orderly, his world collapsed. On the morning of November 17th,
exactly a week after Anne’s 10th birthday, and three days after her
visit to the Montreal Neurological Institute, his only daughter
disappeared. She had gone out with Fluffy for a walk, as she had
every morning and, an hour later, Fluffy had come back alone. Diana
walked the local streets for hours trying to find her. She imagined
the worst. Anne had been hit by a car, she thought. Someone had
found her body and taken it to the police. She had been kidnapped.
She was....

At last she called Michael.

“I don’t know what to do, I just don’t....”

“Did you call the police?”

“You think I should?”

“Yes, dear. Call me back after you give them all
the details. All right? I’ll hang up, now. Do it right away, all
right, Di?”

It took all his will not to slam the receiver
down and speed home. Instead he sat back and took a deep breath. He
had to reason this out. The ever cool and collected Mike didn’t
feel cool and collected at all.

Why would a ten-year-old girl, taking a walk
with her favourite dog, disappear in the early morning on a dull
November day? There is a reason, a cause—for everything. All he had
to do was find it. Each action has an equal and opposite reaction.
He picked up the phone and dialled John Brent’s number. His friend
wasn’t in. “I’ll call you as soon as I can,” said the message on
John’s very private answering machine. He didn’t leave a message
and hung up.

The phone rang; it was Diana. She had reported
the incident, and had been promised that if Anne didn’t come back
within a few hours, they would come round to speak to her. Would
Mrs. Howell prepare some recent photos for them? A list of friends
she might visit would also help. Also a list of Anne’s favourite
places, of friends she liked more than others. Things like
that.

Diana said that she would. That she had them
right here. Now. Why wait a few hours? We have no one available
right now, Madam. Please call us again if there are any
changes.

The next two hours were the toughest in
Michael’s life. Four times he left his desk to go home. Four times
an urgent telephone stopped him short. As he got up for the fifth
time the telephone rang again. This time it was his friend. Had
Michael been more relaxed, he would have detected the strain in
John’s voice. But his subconscious smelled a rat.

“I was going to come round tonight, Mike. I was
hoping you would feed me?” His tone sounded hopeful.

“Anne’s disappeared,” Michael said outright.

There was a momentary silence. “Explain.”

“She went out for a walk with Fluffy and didn’t
come back. That was somewhere around eight this morning. About five
hours ago. Diana’s called the police.”

“I’ll come over tonight,” John said. There was
little else he could do at this moment.

“Thank you John, I appreciate your concern. I’ll
see you later,” he said and hung up.

 


 


Anne had told Fluffy to go
straight home. Not to bark at anyone, nor stop to talk to any other
dogs, nor to chase any cats, but to go straight home. With that
she’d turned on her heels and walked down the street.

For three days she’d been accumulating money.
She was as methodical in this endeavour as in anything else she set
her mind to. She found cash in the kitchen drawer, in the jar
behind the cans of soup on the lower shelf in the kitchen, and in
the drawer of Mommy’s bedside table. She put together over $200 and
thought it would last her for a good long time. She would eat very
little and she could sleep in the warm nooks of buildings like
banks and churches and even in some office buildings. She was
little and would fit into a broom closet before anyone even
noticed.

She had decided to run away when she’d overheard
Dr. Brown and Uncle John discussing drilling a hole in her head and
extracting something bad; she didn’t understand that part.

What she also hadn’t understood was that the two
surgeons had been discussing someone else’s head.

“No one is going to make holes in my head,”
she’d decided there and then.

She had to act quickly. She didn’t know how long
Uncle John would take to decide about when to drill a hole, but she
assumed she had a day or two. She’d heard her parents discussing
the ever-growing waiting lists in all the hospitals, all waiting
for operations. Weeks and weeks, they’d said. Sometimes months. She
assumed that Uncle John would find a way to fit her in sooner;
after all, she still had a relatively small head, but a few days
would allow her to organize her escape.

In addition to the money, she’d squirreled away
lots of nuts, a few roughly put together sandwiches, two apples,
long, warm underwear and an extra scarf in case the wind blew too
hard. She recalled how, last winter, mother had wrapped an extra
scarf around her mouth and forehead, leaving just a gap for her
eyes. She carried all her belongings in a backpack. She had no idea
how long she would have to stay away from home, but she suspected
that after a few days, weeks at most, they would forget all about
drilling some silly holes. In her head or anywhere else. She liked
herself just the way she was.

It seemed simple enough.

It wasn’t.

Anne walked till she descended to Sherbrooke
Street, an arterial route running practically the whole east/west
axis of Montreal. There she hopped on a bus. So far, for some
reason, whenever her mother took her to visit someone, they’d
always travelled west. Diana had friends in NDG, or Notre Dame de
Grace on maps, where Anne had played with some of her friends while
her mother compared notes on raising children with other mothers.
Today Anne went east. After a dozen bus stops, she decided she’d
ridden far enough not to be traced by whoever might look for her.
She was going to protect her head at all costs. She remembered her
address in Westmount, where she could return when she felt
sufficiently safe. She got off the bus at St. Urbain, and walked
another two blocks further east, just in case someone had decided
to follow her. Just before 9 a.m., she arrived at another Montreal
axis, St. Laurent. The Main, as some call it, which runs
north/south. For no reason, she turned north.

 


 


Functional Magnetic Resonance
Imaging is a very precise method applied to a very inexact science.
To procure exact results, the scientists are faced with a set of
challenges. No amount of reading material can substitute for
hands-on experience. The neurosurgeon, who ideally should be a
physicist as well as a physician, has to relate abstract concepts
to clinical applications. The technology, which forced its way into
the realm of medicine, was literally overwhelming. The old
fashioned stethoscope, still proudly dangling from physicians’
white collars, was now little more than an intern’s toy designed
for very preliminary examinations. This invaluable instrument of
the recent past has been replaced by an army of complex electronic
applications that no one short of an expert in physics and computer
sciences could begin to understand. Tests, countless tests and
analyses, performed by specialised equipment replaced the old
diagnostic tools. All too often, they replaced common sense.

One of the simpler things the attending surgeon
has to do is control the table the patient is lying on. It has to
be adjusted constantly to assure an even distribution of blood,
compensating for any of the patient’s physiological or emotional
changes.

The human brain requires 15% of total blood
flow, about 700 millilitres per minute, although the whole brain
accounts for just 2% of our body weight. To confuse the things
still further, the gray matter in the brain receives several times
more blood per gram of tissue than white matter. Unless the blood
flow is maintained, the reading might well produce erroneous
results.

Three days after Anne’s scan, Dr. Brown
presented Dr. Brent with his conclusions. Anne had a minor tumour
in her frontal lobe, just behind her left eye, in the part of her
brain that deals with problem solving, emotions and planning.

That evening, after drawing no new information
about Anne’s disappearance, John was forced to add to his friends’
problems.

 


Michael and Diana sat speechless while he made
his announcement. Their daughter? A brain tumour? It can’t be. It
just cannot be! There had to be some mistake. Anne was as normal
as... just how normal was Anne? They each recalled the long series
of events that did not follow the, so-called, normal behaviour of a
child. And then, there was that strange absence of tears. Anger,
even what seemed cold methodical revenge, but no tears.

Michael recovered first. He swallowed hard
before asking in a reasonably steady voice: “Is it malignant?”

“We don’t think so. It is still very small. We
have a good chance of getting rid of if. Anne could be as good as
new, in no time at all.”

John lied, just a little. Between 30 and 40
percent of benign tumours were curable. There were many treatments
possible. They included surgery, radiation therapy and
chemotherapy. Alone or in combination.

“To tell you the truth,” John leaned forward,
“what we should do is to take a complete medical history and
perform a thorough neurological examination. I’d also like to
narrow down the odds by taking other scans. A computed tomography
and, if possible, the PET scan. That’s the positronic emission
tomography which takes x-ray pictures of the particular area of the
brain,” he added unnecessarily.

Unnecessarily, because Diana and Michael weren’t
really listening. They were still trying to recover from his first
announcement. Yet, what else could he have said?

If left unattended, benign tumours had a nasty
habit of turning malignant. He certainly wouldn’t tell them that,
of patients with malignant or cancerous growths, only 60% survived
over five years. But time was of the essence. The brain is a very
delicate instrument. There was no need to worry his friends
unnecessarily. Certainly not at this stage. Only a biopsy would
provide the final answer. In Anne’s case the area of the brain was
critical. It would have to be a needle biopsy. A stereotactic
biopsy would allow him to take a sample of the tumour while
disturbing very little of the brain tissue. An experienced
pathologist would determine the exact type and grade or
aggressiveness of the tumour.

Even as he finished telling them about the
treatment options, a single tear began to descend, in absurdly slow
motion, down Diana’s cheek. Michael sat down next to her, on the
settee, and held her head close to his chest. John had had this
conversation countless times with patients he’d long since
forgotten, but tonight he felt especially helpless and awkward. He
sipped his tea and kept his eyes down.

“There now, Di. John will take care of her.
Anne’s in the best hands possible.”

But she wasn’t.

 


 


About this time Anne was
beginning to feel the cold of the evening. She was walking down
rue St. Laurent looking for a spot to hide herself before
the approaching night. By now, the police had been given all the
information they needed to conduct a citywide search. They had
pictures, even some of her clothing for the police dogs to sniff,
should the occasion present itself. So far, no one had thought of
looking for her anywhere near St. Laurent. After all, she’d never
been there. And it seemed too far for a ten year-old to travel
alone, especially one who had spent the last two years in home
schooling, only leaving her immediate neighbourhood with her
mother. Why would she want to hide in a place so strange, so
unfamiliar? And that was assuming she was hiding and hadn’t just
been kidnapped. Perhaps a ransom note would come. Soon. In a way,
it would make things easier. The Howells were reasonably wealthy.
Most people in Upper Westmount were.

“We all pay for our lot in life,” the sergeant
in charge of the search thought. There was a time when he was
jealous of the Upper Westmounters. Now he knew better. Fate had a
strange way of extracting particular payments from people for the
life they led. It seems impersonal, uncaring; yet, in a peculiar
way, it also tended to equalize our modes of life. Like nature. The
bigger your house, the more you lose in a fire. The more assets you
have invested, the more you lose if the stock market collapses.

 


Even then, on that first evening, Anne began to
have doubts about her decision. What’s a hole or two extra, she
kidded herself. I’ve already got... she started counting her eyes,
nose, mouth and ears. I already have seven holes in my head.
Although eyes are not really holes, she decided. Even so, perhaps
one more wouldn’t do much harm. She was almost ready to give up
when a nice-looking man put a very gentle hand on her shoulder.

“Would you like a warm cup of cocoa, dear?” he
asked. His face was round and angelic, with rosy cheeks. His open
smile inspired confidence.

“I think I would like that, sir,” Anne admitted.
It really was getting cold and she had already eaten two of her
three sandwiches.

“Then come along, deary. Come along, now.”

And she did. She had never been called ‘deary’
before. And a hot chocolate was a very tempting offer. By that
time, she’d been outdoors for more than eight hours, and her toes
were beginning to hurt. In fact, she was tired all over. She really
wanted that hot chocolate. And this man seemed nice, and getting
out of the cold sounded so nice. She knew she probably shouldn’t,
but perhaps the isolation of home-schooling had made her too
trusting or, with no enemies to fight, she had become too confident
of her own powers.

The man who picked her up said his name was
George. “Like Saint George,” he said. “The man who slew the dragon,
remember?” His smile was wide, showing none-too-white teeth.

“Do you have biscuits?” Anne began to feel
better.

“Lots and lots,” he assured her.

In no time at all, they had arrived at a
three-story walk-up. The man led the way and Anne followed
obediently. “Let me take your coat, deary.” The man reached out for
her outer clothing. “There—you sit yourself down and don’t worry
about a thing. Your Uncle George will look after you.”

She wondered again why he continued calling her
‘deary’. It sounded foreign, but it also sounded friendly. Right
then, Anne was ready to tell him that he was no Uncle of hers, but
she thought better of it. I’ll tell him after the hot chocolate,
she thought. Then I’ll take a few biscuits and go back home.
Perhaps they’ve forgotten about making a hole in my head. It was a
silly idea, after all. Who ever heard of making holes in people’s
heads?

But she didn’t go back. Not for quite a
while.

 


 


One other thing happened about
that time. Lately the media had been full of articles and TV
programs about the International Chemical Combines making billions
of dollars from feeding people pills which had neither been
thoroughly tested, nor proven to be free from long term adverse
effects. The result was a very profitable but vicious cycle of more
drugs to counter-act the side-effects of the original drugs.
Earlier that day there had been actual street riots in front of the
Pharmaceutical Conglomerates by people whose families had suffered
from these side effects. There seemed to be an incredible number of
them. People, that is.

“The do-gooders,” Peter Brown mused, “or the
social activists, I believe they call themselves.”

Dr Brent, after dining at the Howells’, was
taking a rare quiet moment. He and his assistant were watching the
late news in the cafeteria while Peter ate his supper.

This particular series of events will have a
very direct effect on Anne’s future. But that comes later. Much
later.
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Surgery

 


When the police broke into the
St. Laurent walk-up apartment, Anne was already gone. That was in
the first week of March. For almost four months, Anne had been kept
there, against her will, and forced to satisfy the perverse
fantasies of the sad, depraved, sick man, Saint George.

To make sure she behaved, George told Anne that
he and his friends had kidnapped her mother and would do terrible
things to her, including kill her, if Anne tried to escape or
didn’t do as she was told. To play safe, the room she was kept in
had a sheet of thick plastic screwed to the window frame, and the
door was double-locked. There was no toilet in the room, so she was
given a ceramic chamber-pot, decorated with an elaborate flower
design. The first thing George did each and every day on his return
to the apartment was to check the content of the pot and, if used,
he would transport it with flourish, as though carrying a relic of
a dear departed saint, to the bathroom. He would return a half-hour
later and place it with reverence next to Anne’s bed.

Evidently George’s sickness had many facets.

Once a day George escorted Anne to that same
bathroom and would watch her like a hawk while she brushed her
teeth and washed, or used the toilet. The single stroke of luck for
Anne was that George was principally a voyeur and, more often than
not, was satisfied with just observing Anne’s naked body while she
moved according to his instructions. To move seductively, in front
of his hungry eyes.

All days were about the same. The same
breakfast, the morning rite with the chamber-pot, repeat of the
same on his return, another meal and finally the long, protracted
ceremony of Anne undressing for bed. Often she would be told to
dress again and again, only to remove her clothing before him
afresh. The days all ended with the bathroom ablutions under his
supervision. Days passed without George touching her, as though he
were afraid of catching a disease from her tiny body. She was quite
unaware of the demons that tortured his mind. When driven by them,
he forced Anne to watch him while he masturbated himself.
Apparently her presence stimulated and ultimately mollified his
insatiable hunger. He needed her innocence, her youth, even her
very presence. Her vapid stare seemed to stimulate him still
further, as though driving him to find a way to extract a reaction
from her. Had Anne been older, she would have realized that she had
been held prisoner by a man as lonely as she’d felt when first
becoming aware that the door to the outside world had been shut.
Yet in that same moment, she entered a state of mind she hadn’t
felt since her early schooldays, when she imposed her will on some
of her peers. It was in that moment that she started plotting,
methodically, her eventual escape. She made a careful note of the
limited means at her disposal. She scrutinized objects in her room,
in the bathroom, even those lying about in the kitchen, though she
had no access there. She knew intuitively that only total
detachment would guide her to freedom. It never crossed her mind
that George, Uncle George, would remain forever in the dungeon
ruled by his demons.

 


Anne escaped on her own. Practically naked, she
walked up to an officer who happened to be smoking a cigarette in a
police cruiser parked in front of a doughnut shop. She told him
that she was cold. The officer’s first reaction was that the girl
was soliciting. He was ready to arrest her, when he glanced up at
his dashboard, where a photocopy of Anne’s likeness was still
pinned with three others. His jaw dropped. He invited her into his
car, gave her his own jacket, and telephoned his precinct. Half an
hour later he knocked on the Howells’ front door.

In the meantime, three squad cars with six
policemen surrounded the front and back of the address Anne had
given them, only to find George practically bleeding to death. The
police had saved his life, but he would never harm another child.
Anne had made sure of that. She was quite unaware that, in the
exact sense of the word, he’d never physically abused her at all.
Yet, at the time, she saw no other object on which to vent her
injured sense of justice. He was lying on the floor in a pool of
his own blood. The portion of his anatomy, which he used to satisfy
his cravings, now lay some distance away, looking quite harmless. A
single, rusty razor blade was also lying on the floor, next to the
door. A razor blade Anne had found in a small waste-bin in the
bathroom, over two weeks ago, in that rare moment when George had
turned his back on her. She palmed scraps of toilet paper, wrapping
single sheets of tissue around the blade into a semblance of a
handle. She was very patient about it. Her loathing mixed with fear
gave her strength. For nineteen days she’d awaited her opportunity
to seek justice.

“Serves you right, you son of a bitch,” the
sergeant said, delivering a kick to the man’s bloody crotch, now
deprived of its most sensitive element. “Serves you right, you
creep,” the sergeant repeated through clenched teeth. He was a
father of a girl about Anne’s age.

 


 


There was no warning, no call, no
inkling of what was about to take place. The police thought it best
to let the mother identify her lost daughter, lest they’d made a
mistake and raised false hopes. Diana stood at the door, her mouth
open, allowing the policeman to lead Anne inside. Stupor and
relief. Fluffy let out a yelp, halfway between a bark and a wail,
and ran to hide under Anne’s bed. He’d spent a lot of his time
there during the last few months.

For the first few days Anne refused to discuss any aspect of her
absence. She had been an unusually taciturn child before, and now
she had turned into a mute. She would say all the perfunctory
phrases like ‘good morning’ and ‘good bye’, even ‘please’ and
‘thank you’, but little more. She didn’t seem to have been injured,
in any way, though Diana took great care to inspect her,
surreptitiously, during her first long soak in the bathtub. She
considered taking her to the hospital, just in case. But the look
in Anne’s eyes discouraged any such idea. Anne needed to be home.
Her home, and nowhere else.

Anne hadn’t even lost any weight. What was
really missing was the sparkle in her eye. Her glorious eyes were
now shaded, as though dwelling some distance away, extant in a
half-life of an elusive reality. Outwardly she appeared fine. Quiet
but fine. To Diana and Michael, she was a small remnant of the
daughter they’d once had. The larger part was still missing.

“She’ll be back,” Michael repeated daily,
stroking Diana’s hair. In a way, his wife had also become a child.
“You will see, Di. She’ll come back.” But after three weeks he also
began to lose hope. Neither Diana nor Michael thought about the
tumour. It was too real, too scary. They’d only just gotten their
daughter back; they certainly weren’t ready to put her at risk
again.

“You really shouldn’t delay,” John Brent told
them. “At least let me finish the diagnosis,” he begged.

“No, John. Not yet. Let her get settled
again.”

John Brent continued to telephone the Howells
daily. He spoke to Diana or Michael, whoever picked up the
receiver. He didn’t always talk about the proposed treatments, but
he always hoped to hear that there was a change in Anne’s
behaviour. Dr. Schneider had been consulted three times. Each time
she’d said that Anne needed time.

“Time—and lots of love,” she repeated in her
kind, sympathetic voice designed to relax wrought-up nerves.
“That’s the best you can do. I could give her pills to relax her,
but, as you can see, she’s almost too relaxed.... Give her time,”
she repeated.

Dr. Schneider had had two previous cases of
child abuse. One improved after two years. The other committed
suicide. She didn’t tell them that.

 


By the end of March, Anne hadn’t improved, and
her lack of emotional engagement was starting to wear on her
parents. They went through the motions of everyday life but had put
their feelings aside. They did what they ought to, as well as what
they thought they should, and left the rest of their private world
to unfold itself. If Anne needed time, she would get it. If she
needed love, she got all the external manifestations of it. She was
held, cuddled, her hair was stroked, her cheeks kissed, her every
desire granted. But there was never any response, and she hardly
had any desires. She was nice, she almost smiled. Like a mask
smiles on an android in a science-fiction movie. She wasn’t quite
alive, she wasn’t quite dead. She was in abeyance. Only Fluffy
seemed content to have Anne back, but even he kept a precautionary
distance. At least he’d stopped wailing.

On April 3rd, Diana took Anne to the Montreal
Neurological Institute. Anne raised no objections. When Diana asked
her if she was sure she wanted to go to see Uncle John, she only
nodded.

“Are you quite sure, pet?” Diana pressed.

She nodded again.

 


John Brent came down himself. It broke his heart
to see Diana in such distress. Her face was lined; eyes appeared to
have sunk deeper into her face. She seemed to have aged by a decade
during those five months. John knew he couldn’t cure Anne of her
ailment, but at least he could try to extend her life, and allow
her youthful resilience to heal her. To enable her to heal herself.
Isn’t this what ultimately we all do? We just help our bodies do
what they have to do. We can give them the ammunition. The
strength.

“Medicine cures, the body heals,” he recalled
one of his professors from the final year of his medical studies. I
must help her to heal herself, he thought with determination.

This time Anne was admitted to the ward, though
he told her that she could come and play in his office whenever she
wanted to. He needed Anne to be under professional observation,
twenty-four-hours a day. At least for a little while. He had to be
100% sure of his diagnosis.

During the next few days, Anne underwent all the
available tests. By the end of the week, John and three of his
colleagues had confirmed their preliminary suspicions. Anne’s left
frontal lobe had developed a minor tumour. It was of a magnitude
that could be practically ignored in any other part of her body
but, regrettably, it was located in the most active and important
part of her brain. Even its nominal pressure could be responsible
for mood changes, unpredictable behaviour, or any number of
personality disorders. They decided to perform the operation as
soon as possible. That evening he visited his old friends. He
brought Anne back home with him.

“I’ve brought you a surprise,” he said, trying
to lighten the mood. He was hiding Anne behind his back.

Anne smiled the perfunctory smile. “Hello,” she
said.

Diana embraced her and hugged her, and Michael
did the same. But there was little joy in their reunion. The
motions were all there, all correct, yet all lacked spontaneity.
They both looked exhausted and heart-broken that Anne wasn’t
happier to see them. Poor bastards, John thought. He was a surgeon.
He had no idea how to help them.

 


The moment supper was over, Anne looked at her
mother who nodded, allowing Anne to leave the table. Fluffy also
rose from under the table and escorted her dutifully to her room.
It all happened in a total silence that dragged out for a minute or
two. In fact, during the entire meal hardly anyone had spoken. John
had made a few feeble attempts to raise any number of subjects,
only for each of them to trickle into apparent indifference.
Finally, with Anne disappearing into her bedroom, John raised his
arms in a dramatic gesture.

“We have very good news,” he announced. “We are
ninety-nine percent sure that the tumour is benign. We have very
little to worry about. And a great deal might be gained.”

For a moment Diana’s eyes lit up with long
pent-up hope. Then another cloud passed over them.
“Ninety-nine...?”

“That’s what surgeons always say. Only God is
one-hundred percent right!” This was again an attempt at humour. No
one laughed.

“Will she recover from her...” she stopped when
she saw Anne sitting curled up on the settee in the living room.
The double doors to the dining room were wide open. Anne must have
returned almost immediately, her steps deadened by the pile carpet.
Fluffy remained at the doorway, some distance from her. His placid
eyes followed her every move, but he still didn’t curl up with her
as he did before. His tail gave half-hearted wags: occasional signs
of life.

“We really can’t be sure,” John lowered his
voice. “If you’re talking about her, ah... present condition. We
don’t really know.” He was searching for the right words. “We have
no way of knowing how much of this is being caused by the tumour
and how much by the abduction.” He glanced nervously at Anne. She
hadn’t heard. “What we do know is that removing it can only help
her, and that time is of the essence.” He let that sink in.

“When?” Michael asked.

“We could take her next Tuesday. Would that be
all right?”

Michael looked at Diana. Her eyes rested
absently on Anne’s face, who in turn was looking at Fluffy. She
didn’t react.

“I suppose so, John. I suppose so.” He felt
helpless. It seemed as if in spite of Diana and Anne and even John,
he was all alone. Deserted by those nearest to him.

 


Anne’s tumour was of the meningioma variety,
which is non-malignant, and which arises from the membrane that
lines the skull and encloses the brain. It would be a particularly
delicate operation because of its hazardous location, not its type
per se. Any damage to the frontal lobe could result in severe
personality disorders, impaired thought processes, and even
interfere with the ability to cope with ordinary, everyday
events.

John’s team included physicians with expertise
in neuropathology, neurosurgery, neurology, neuroradiology and
radiation oncology. Those last were only needed if there was any
chance of latent malignancy. Following detailed examination of all
the evidence, they were ready to remove Anne’s tumour. Dr. Brent
would be the leading neurosurgeon, with four physicians in
attendance. For John, this was a very special case.

 


The next time the team met, Anne was stretched
out motionless on the table, already anesthetized, her metabolic
rate at an acceptable state of equilibrium. On the side there were
all sorts of strange-looking instruments. A few days before the
operation, Michael had asked John to describe the operation to him.
With his methodological mind motivated by the left hemispherical
half of his brain, Michael thought that the more he knew about the
surgical procedure, the more he would feel a participator and not
just a spectator in his daughter’s fate. John had started by
describing some of the instruments.

“There are so many of them, Mike. There is the
Slightly Curved Obwegesero Zygomatic Arch Awl, the Sympathectomy
Dissectors—bilaterally calibrated....”

He didn’t get much further.

“I suppose you don’t know much about the stress
calculations in high-tensile steel, either,” Michael commented
wryly. From that moment on he left the surgical gobbledy-gook and
paraphernalia to the experts. He had a good idea of what was going
to happen and that was enough.

Dr. John Brent took a deep breath. This was no
longer his best friend’s daughter. This was a case. Total
concentration. Total commitment. Once started, there was no way
back.

An hour later he placed a patch of gelfoam in
the craniotomy and sealed the edges with fibrin glue. He carefully
closed the incision in successive layers. He had done his job. Now,
nature had to do her part. The results were always unpredictable.
Every brain was like a fingerprint. Entirely different. A little
prayer wouldn’t hurt, he thought. He wished he knew how to
pray.

 


 


Back home, Anne wasn’t quite sure what
all the fuss was about. After a few weeks, the single puncture in
her forehead was hardly visible. As far as she was concerned, all
was back to normal. She resumed her home study, and was determined
to get sufficiently good results to be admitted to a good high
school. She knew she could pass all the exams. It was funny, she
thought, until recently she hadn’t cared one way or another. She
knew she was smart. She could do anything she put her mind to. But
now she thought it would be nice to get the best results
possible.

 


Almost overnight, her emotions, held back for
such a long time, almost a lifetime, were now demanding to be
acknowledged, to be recognized as part of her being. As part of
being Anne Howell. She found these emotional stirrings strange. She
was not used to them. She hardly recognized them.

“It’s all right, darling,” Diana would try to
reassure her.

At first, Diana couldn’t believe her good
fortune when Anne threw her arms around her neck and said, in a
voice filled with youthful directness, “Oh Mommy, Mommy, I do love
you!”

Anne repeated this assertion two more times that
same day. They talked a lot. They had so much to catch up on. So
many months, which seemed like years. Yet in all their chats,
Anne’s four-month absence—just like the knife—was left alone.

“There’s nothing to say,” Anne replied.

And Diana, not wanting to upset her, moved on.
“Nothing to say about what?” She never asked.

Perhaps, Diana thought, Anne suffered from a
blissful amnesia that selectively excluded those months from her
memory. Perhaps there really is nothing to say. Maybe it is really
gone. Perhaps all is for the best, she thought. She had no choice
but to accept things as they were.

Michael likewise found it almost euphoric to
observe the sudden change in his daughter. He took time off from
work just to be with Anne, to take her for walks, to the cinema,
shopping, whatever her heart desired. A few times he just sat
there, in the living room, spellbound, watching her through a
half-shut door as she was doing her homework. How glad he was that
all of Anne’s work was just that. Homework. Things always turn out
for the best, he echoed his wife’s conclusions.

But the greatest beneficiary of Anne’s awakening
was Fluffy. He, with senses that had not been given to humans, was
the first to know that Anne had returned. Even before any exterior
signs of her new personality became visible, Fluffy’s tail had
announced the birth of Anne’s new persona.

“Just look at that tail,” Michael had said.
“Surely that’s good news!”

It was.

 


Anne was hardly aware of how great a change had
taken place in her behaviour. And not just behaviour. Her attitude,
her reactions to events, to the people around her, to Fluffy, all
these were no longer impersonal. What others thought or did began
to matter to her. She felt part of a group, linked together by an
unspoken common interest, wrapped in a blanket of emotional
well-being. She felt her parents’ love as one feels the first rays
of sun touching one’s skin after a long winter. For the first time
she wanted them to feel hers.

Spring was truly upon them.

As for the past, Anne wasn’t pretending when she
told her mother that those months had never really happened. Had
she been older, she would have said that the matrix of time had
bent upon itself and excluded whatever took place during her
absence. She was aware of an unexplained void in her life. She knew
she had been away—her body was aware of the passage of time—but she
had no real strong idea of anything between the day she spent on
the street and the day she came home from the hospital after her
operation. None of it really mattered anyway, she thought. And
didn’t really worry herself about it.

 


Around the middle of May, she and Fluffy ran out
to the garden to chase around the bushes, to lose themselves in the
exuberance of spring’s awakening nature. They chased each other,
even rolled on the still wet grass together, laughed and barked, to
their heart’s content. As Anne finally sat down on the rear porch
to catch her breath, a picture flashed into her mind: a man, short
and tubby, naked to the waist, doing something she hated. She was
scared but didn’t know why. She shook her head to destroy the
vision. It came and went, as though recorded on a tape running
around a VCR, in circles. It came and it went. The next moment she
felt an acute headache.

An hour later, Diana called her to come in for
lunch. When she didn’t respond, her mother came to the window and
called again. Anne was sitting on the bottom step, her body
reclining against the steps rising behind her. She was
motionless.

“Anne, why don’t you answer me? Are you asleep?”
Diana suspected that Anne was playing some sort of childish
game.

“Anne?” she repeated. This time there was a
touch of anxiety in her voice. “Anne!” She called out loudly.

But Anne didn’t move. She was gone again. But
this time it was worse.

For the next two weeks Anne remained in a deep
coma.
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“The most beautiful experience we can
have,

is the mysterious.”

 


Albert Einstein
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Recovery

 


Since the Right Honourable Jean
Courtier, the Federal Minister of Health, had made the official
announcement about the windfall for the Neuro, John’s long hours
had become even longer. Most days he slept at the office. There was
the usual political storm about Federal encroachment into
Provincial jurisdiction, by assigning funds to a specific project,
and not allowing the Provincial bureaucrats to determine where the
money was most needed.

“Or could be most efficiently wasted,” John
quipped to Michael when they were alone.

Such puerile political storms occurred with
nauseating frequency, more often than not, about the lack of
equalization payments rather than about fiscal generosity.

Nevertheless, the Rt. Hon. (etc., etc.) Premier
of Québec found it necessary to elegantly stomp his feet and
display the usual tantrums as publicly as possible, before he began
boasting that Montreal not only already had, but would have even
greater hegemony in the important, overwhelmingly important, field
of neuroscience. Indeed, he bragged quite unabashed by his previous
histrionics, “Québec is finally recognized as the World Leader in
the field of Neurology.”

“Be that as it may,” Dr. Brent mused at this
meeting with the Provincial Minister, “will it not be embarrassing
if people learn that the Québec Government did not contribute an
equal, if not greater portion of the funds to such an important
cause?”

The Minister wiped her receding forehead
completely covered by an exorbitant overhanging coiffure. Don’t
those people ever have enough, she wondered? Three billion... On
the other hand the Director had a point. We have to find a way to
grab the limelight. What would people say indeed? They might even
begin to enjoy the benefits of federalism. Not that they hadn’t for
years, but at least they had been, quite successfully, kept
ignorant of the fact. The threat of separation was a marvelous card
to flash in front of the Federal eyes. All in the name of French
culture, of course. Just for the people. For the Québecois
and Québecoises. Culture Française. La
langue française, et cetera, et cetera, et cetera. The
usual foutaises. Connerie. Or as our Mexican friends
would say, excramente del torro!

There was once a time when the French language,
in North America generally, and in Québec specifically, deserved
all the protection the Federal and the Provincial Governments could
command. That was years ago. Nowadays, as it was with the trade
unions, the most vocal defenders of their imagined cause were men
and women whose overblown physiques matched their overblown bank
accounts. Most of them had little command of the decent, let alone
the beautiful, melodious French language. They spoke and worked in
a goulash of English and French, which no real Frenchman could
understand.

“You need more money?” the minister stuttered.
It didn’t come out the way it was meant to. “You have already spent
your...”

“Cher Madame la Ministre,” John Brent was
fluently bilingual, “it is not a question of money. It is a
question of French Culture! French Science! French...” Two could
play at this game. John was flapping his arms in a truly French
style. It seemed to create an air of unequivocal honesty.

Was that why so many people did that? Flap their hands as though
ready for take-off? John replaced his quizzical expression with
ardent seriousness. He was getting very good at this sort of thing.
He could maintain a poker face for minutes at a time, hours if need
be, or paint any number of expressions without the slightest
difficulty. It came in useful, nay expedient, when dealing with
politicians. He was playing their game. What he hadn’t told the
minister was that since at least half of the research projects at
the Neuro were conducted in close cooperation with his colleagues
in the United States, the working language at the Neuro had to be
English.
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