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It may be true that

you can’t fool all the people all the
time,

but you can fool enough of them

to rule a large country.

 


Will Durant

American historian, philosopher and
educator
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 Washington

 


“Sit down, gentlemen.” The Vice
President’s kindly eyes drifted over the group of men, embracing
them all with a fatherly smile. “At ease, if you prefer,” he added
as an afterthought.

John Linker didn’t like the atmosphere that
Pentagonal comportment fostered. He thought it artificial, not
conducive to creative thinking. He didn’t like the pomp, the
regimentation, the saluting. He liked even less the collection of
metal the soldiers liked to append to their chests, as if to prove
how brave they were.

“The brave ones are dead,” he once told a
marine colonel who looked down at officers who did not display
their medals.

The brave ones were dead, and those who were
brave and lived did not find it necessary to publicly display their
decorations. Their heroic deeds were things of the past. “So you
were brave once?” he asked another one-star, freshly baked general
who got most of his boy-scout badges by sending others to do a
man’s job. “Just how may times have you risked your life,
young man?” he asked, staring the officer in the eyes. The one-star
freshman had not risen through the ranks. He’d risen through
connections. He knew the right people.

“At ease, gentlemen,” Linker repeated,
seating himself at the head of the table. “We have work to do.”

Actually, Vice President Linker wasn’t at the
head of the table. He sat at its very end. Joshua Rosengart, his
Chief of Staff, already occupied the head. A good man, if a trifle
too ambitious. Rosengart had the ability to talk around any subject
in such a way that no one was really sure what he was talking
about. He was Linker’s official spokesman. The man he relied on to
keep himself in the shadows.

When Linker entered, the last to arrive, all
the men had stood to attention. All except Joshua. John and Joshua
had been friends for a long time.

The Vice President’s eyes ran over the faces.
The men’s bodies were now presumably relaxed, but their faces
remained at attention. All eyes were turned towards him. He was the
architect. He called the shots of the Plan. Not President Twigg.
Only he, John Linker.

 


Linker smiled. He liked to smile. Just a
little, a grimace almost, but it put his men at ease. At ease, but
off balance.

Boys liked to play soldiers, and he needed
their dedication, loyalty and expertise. He would have preferred to
carry out the whole operation with the CIA, which was closer to his
heart, but the plainclothes could no longer be trusted. “That would
never have happened while he was in charge,” he thought. It never
had. One took one’s orders from the President and carried them out.
Now... now there was a smell of divided loyalty.

There had been whispers of division of power,
of loyalty to the people, and such like. People? What people?
Linker had never met anyone who knew precisely what he or she
wanted. Not as far as the big picture was concerned. They followed
the party line, or their religious leaders, or some outdated
socialistic aspirations. As he had once. Then he’d read Ayn Rand.
He’d never looked back. That was some forty years ago. He shrugged
his shoulders, even as Atlas had.

It won’t be long now, he mused, that same
little smile drifting across his face.

“Brad?”

This time his voice, still gentle, carried a
ring of authority. Authority which, those present knew, it would
not be wise to question. There were stories circulating around
Washington about mysterious disappearances. No one would presume to
suggest that the VP had anything to do with them, but the stories
persisted. Of course, those whispers had nothing to do with their
Cause. With the Plan. After all, Linker was the Vice President, and
as far as the world outside these four walls was concerned, they
were here for their usual game of bridge.

It was Rosengart who had suggested calling
their trysts a bridge club. One table, six men in all. Four
playing, two waiting their turn. The Vice President liked the idea.
He also liked the similarity to the game of bridge. It wasn’t a
question of which cards you were dealt but rather how well you
played. A brilliant player can win at bridge even with repeatedly
poor hands.

Linker made sure men reported directly to
him. “The President is too busy with world problems,” he’d told
them. “I wouldn’t bother him with details.” According to Linker,
all that issued from the Pentagon were details. He also made sure
that all present had already read the reports presented at the
meetings. This was the place for discussion, not for doing one’s
homework.

“Your deal,” Linker said, pointing at a tall
man on his right.

Brad Schwartz sat up even straighter. It was
quite evident that the two-star general felt uncomfortable in the
civvies. There were stars and stripes written all over his face.
Now and then, Schwartz shed his uniform on purpose. He imagined
that without his chest brimming with medals, he was here virtually
incognito.

“Yes, Sir.” He was hard pressed not to salute
his boss repeatedly. “I put together a report as per your
instruction, Sir. It lists the locations and numbers of all the
silos and suspected arsenals of North Korea, Iran, Pakistan,
Brazil, Syria, Egypt....” He read out another eight or ten
countries before his voice hesitated.

“...and?” Linker prompted, his voice as cold
as the ice cubes on the sideboard.

“And France, Sir,” Schwartz finished.

“Israel?” The question came out as a
whisper.

“We haven’t been able to locate those, Sir,”
the general said, looking at a spot on the wall directly in front
of him. “Not as yet, Sir,” he added, his voice losing some of its
confidence.

Linker didn’t need to be a trained
psychologist to detect a twinge of discomfort in the young general.
He had only been promoted to two stars a month ago, mainly to give
him greater access to classified information. One star was still
controlled by the ‘need to know’. Two stars decided themselves what
they needed to know. A very fundamental difference.

“Brad,” Linker’s eyes resumed their fatherly
gaze. “We must be prepared for all contingencies.” And then, as the
Vice President’s eyes met the young general’s, the blue in Linker’s
eyes turned to tempered steel. “If you feel uncomfortable....”

“No, Sir!” The man rose to attention. “No,
Sir!” he repeated, his hand halfway up to a perfunctory salute.
“You will have all the coordinates for all locations by tomorrow
morning,” he said, still saluting. Even if I have to work all
night, he thought.

“Sit down, Brad. I know we can trust you. Sit
down.”

There was that grandfatherly kindness again.
Linker knew he could count on the young man. He had plenty on the
young man’s dealings in oil during the last crisis. Brad’s father
had made a fortune selling oil through third-party deals to places
that must remain secret. At least, for now.

Brad Schwartz had previously placed a stack
of satellite photos in front of each man at the table. He went on
to describe the cartographic characteristics. “We know these
locations,” he added, “to within inches!” He couldn’t help letting
pride creep into his tone. “Why, we could, right now....”

“That’s enough for now, Brad,” Linker cut him short,
nodding knowingly. “We mustn’t run ahead of ourselves.”

Brad Schwartz looked nonplused. He had been
looking forward to sharing his coup de grâce with his
colleagues. Or was it friends? He glanced around the table. Does
one really have friends in this business, he wondered.

 


There were six men sitting at the table. The
average age was around forty. Only Linker was their considerable
senior. At somewhere over sixty, some said seventy—nobody knew just
where exactly—he commanded respect not only from the position of
the Vice President of the United States of America, but by the
abundant gray hair he brushed straight back from his high forehead.
In contrast to all the men at the table, there was a perceptible
stoop in his posture, which made the VP seem to be looking at his
interlocutors from under his bushy eyebrows, as though passing
judgment over his half-moon reading glasses. For a while, during
the election campaign, he made do with contact lenses, but he hated
them for everyday use. And, his age notwithstanding, he enjoyed
excellent vision for everything but reading. He could still bring
down a duck with a single shot. Not with a shotgun, but with a
single bullet from a hunting rifle.

Linker himself had handpicked the other five
men. “There are some things one simply cannot delegate,” he told
Joshua. When selecting each of them, Linker demanded absolute
obedience, total commitment, and unquestioning faith. Faith in the
Way. The American Way. Only from full-blooded Americans, born and
bred in the American tradition, brought up in the strict confines
of an established Protestant Sect, well grounded in the American
ideals of freedom and democracy, could he hope to find men worthy
of his Plan. The Plan he’d worked on, dreamt of and finally begun
to put into practice over the last six years. A plan which would
leave the world a better, safer place for all men of good faith.
For men who wanted to be free. For democracy. American democracy,
not some home-grown version where people who did nothing to advance
the wealth of the human race demanded equal rights. “Rights are
earned, not usurped at someone else’s expense,” he said during the
last campaign, nearly two years ago. It almost cost him and
President Twigg the election.

And now, here they were, advancing his Plan
towards imminent fruition.

“You’re next, Fred,” he nodded to a man with
a round face and a bushy, prematurely gray hairdo, looking more
like a professor of physics than a man involved in the most secret
mission Linker had ever undertaken. The fact that he was a nuclear
physicist by training was coincidental. Fred Finer, Ph.D., wore the
image of an absentminded professor on purpose. No one took him
seriously or held him responsible. Except, of course, John
Linker.

 


The Vice President closed his eyes. He’d
already read the report. It analyzed the megatons of each country
in terms of delivery and such like. He knew the numbers by heart.
He needed the other men to know them. To be able to recite them in
their sleep. But he had to impress on those present the importance
as well as the magnitude of the task before them.

So much had happened.

Fleeting images of a boy walking along what
later became Memorial Drive… heavy trucks rolling, one after
another, carrying material to the middle of the two hundred acres
of wasteland. Over five million cubic yards of soil had been
shifted. Over forty-one thousand concrete piles had been driven
into the swamps and dumps to make up the foundations of the
biggest, the strongest, the most efficient building in the
world.

The lad would sit on the curb, counting the
trucks. He remembered.

Today the swamps were lawns, leaving room for
8,770 cars spread over sixteen parking lots. Inside, the 3,705,739
square feet of office space housed some 23,000 military and
civilian employees. They reached their allotted desks by 19
escalators and 131 stairways. They worked dutifully until one of
the 4,200 clocks dismissed them until the following day, while the
next shift began. The building never slept.

“...an estimated 370 ICBM, each carrying five
megatons, have the capability of reaching...” the professor’s voice
droned.

About 200,000 telephones were dialed daily.
Over 1,200,000 pieces of mail were handled every month. The army
library alone had 300,000 publications, supplemented by 1,700
periodicals in various languages.

The opening ceremony had been held on January
15th, 1943. It had been attended by John’s father, John Linker
Senior, who’d made a fortune supplying the concrete. Some 434,000
cubic yards of concrete just for the building alone. A twitch
lifted Linker’s left eyebrow. At the time American boys were still
giving up their lives in Europe, defending our allies. So many
lives. So many...

A momentary flash of anger crossed his
fatherly features. “Allies!” His lips formed the silent word in
disgust. “Allies indeed...”

Everything connected with the Pentagon was
big. It was American. It was American power.

“The logistics are complex, to say the
least,” Finer continued, rattling off another series of numbers.
Linker was no longer listening. Even now, so many years later, he
experienced a thrill when crossing Arlington Memorial Bridge on the
way to his office. Oh, yes. He kept a permanent presence at the
Pentagon. This was the epicenter of power. He could sleep here for
a month, if need be. Here dwelt his heart. From here he controlled
the future of the world.

 


The remaining men reported on their
assignments. Two three-star generals gave their estimates on the
delivery power of the latest stealth bombers and the location of
the disposition of the US Navy aircraft carriers throughout the
world. A discussion followed on their state of readiness. It wasn’t
a question of putting the Plan into action today. Or the next day.
It was a question of absolute readiness the moment an opportunity
presented itself.

“We have to make it easy,” Linker had said
more than once. As though it was meant to be, he mused.

“I shall not allow American boys to die on
foreign soil,” he’d said another time.

“This time we are planning ahead. Well
ahead,” he’d added after one of their ‘bridge’ meetings. Everyone
knew what he meant. The last fiasco in Iraq would not be repeated.
Not while he was the Vice President of the United States.

 


 


As the other men filed out of the
meeting room, Linker asked Fred Finer to stay behind. The
professor, as he was known at the Pentagon, did not like being
singled out. Too often it proved detrimental to one’s health. He
smiled weakly and remained seated. The Vice President waved him to
come and sit closer, next to him.

“How’s Mary?” John asked.

Mary was Fred’s second wife. His first had
been murdered on their anniversary trip to Israel. Robbed of every
penny. The VP had never talked about it, but Fred knew that it had
been John Linker who had sent the Air Force II Executive Jet to
bring him and the body back to the United States. For a while,
after that show of concern, he really liked the VP.

“Thank you, Mister Vice Pres...”

“John. At least when we are alone.”

“...John. She sends her best regards.”

“I asked you to stay because I have a special
assignment for you. One, I think, you will enjoy.”

Linker studied the younger man’s face
intensely. The gray hair added some years to his image, but his
fresh complexion belied his relative maturity.

“An assignment, Sir?” He reverted to the
absentminded professor.

The Vice President smiled. He liked the way
Fred could change his appearance from a steady, intensely
intelligent gaze into a fuddy-duddy scientist. Even his hair seemed
to rise to a discordant mop.

“Relax,” John prompted. “We’re friends. I
wouldn’t allow anything to happen to you.” He measured the
scientist with a penetrating gaze. Did I misjudge the man, he
wondered. But in the next instant Fred’s eyes met his with a steady
stare.

“I want you to go to Montreal,” John
said.

 


 


 


 


 


THE FIRST STEPS

 


 


...’tis in ourselves that we are thus or
thus.

Our bodies are our gardens, to which our
wills are gardeners.

 


Shakespeare,
Othello
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Montreal
Neurological Institute

 


It was that blessed part of the year
when the leaves have just begun turning various shades of gold,
with an occasional maple showing her rubies. Yet the weather was
warm enough to be able to walk around in shirtsleeves. Yesterday,
as was their custom on Sundays, Peter and Anne had taken a long
walk to and around Mount Royal Park. They luxuriated in the still
warm, though no longer scorching, sun and reminisced about their
early days, when a walk on the Mountain was their only chance to be
alone.

“I’ll never forget how Fluffy went after
those boys who were chasing the squirrels who were chasing the
peanuts the boys threw. I couldn’t stop laughing,” Anne confessed,
a distant smile reaching back many years. Fluffy was her dog when
she was a girl. He’d died more than fifteen years ago, but she
always remembered him when she and Peter walked, arm in arm, along
the narrow trails.

“Why should you? According to Diana you
taught him to act as your judge and executioner,” Peter said
accusingly.

Diana was Anne’s mother. She and Michael,
Anne’s dad, lived quietly in the Laurentians. They’d both wanted to
escape the huff and bustle of city life. At the time, it had all
worked out very nicely. Peter had sold the condo he and Anne had
downtown, for some years, in the Floralie de la Montagne.
The money had been used to pay cash for a lakeside cottage in St.
Marguerite. Peter with Anne, at the time pregnant with their second
child, moved into Anne’s parents’ house, which was begging to be
loved as it had been by Anne’s mother and father. For a while,
Gabriel, the majordomo and pretty much major of just about
everything else, then in his late sixties, stayed with them in
Westmount. Recently, he’d moved to the country to look after Diana
and Michael. Apparently, he remained as useful as he had always
been. Now and then he drove to Montreal, just to see Miss Anne. The
fact that Anne’s children had left home almost a year ago did not
stop him from according her the youthful title. Peter and Anne both
thought that Gabriel’s age had its privileges. He must have been
eighty if he was a day, although they both strongly suspected that
Gabriel was not affected by the march of time at all. Over the
years, Gabriel hadn’t changed a bit.

“He’d never have hurt anyone!” Anne raised
her voice in mock exasperation. “I told you a thousand times.
Never,” she repeated firmly. Fluffy truly was the only friend she
trusted in her youth.

As a matter of fact, there had been ‘stories’
Peter had heard from Anne’s mother. Just stories, Diana insisted,
from the very distant past. Something about local animals being
subjected to harsh treatment. Nothing had ever been proven. In
fact, Diana wasn’t even sure Fluffy had been around at the time.
Peter knew with utter certainty that the Anne he held and cherished
would never allow anyone to hurt anyone else in her presence. Over
the years, Peter had learned that Anne’s presence meant a great
deal to a great many people. In a great many ways. In fact, Anne’s
presence affected people in ways that were nothing short of
miraculous.

“Of course not, dear.” He pulled her arm
closer to his side. “Of course he wouldn’t.”

Fluffy was—and his memory must remain—sacred.
A little like a Hindu cow.

Anne smiled but there was a vestige of a hurt
expression on her lips. She didn’t know that that gentle pout she
assumed following such inconsequential spats drove him wild. Anne
also didn’t know that when she left him behind on her frequent
trips, Peter missed her lips the most.

He wished she could give up her missions.
Once and for all. Each time she left, even for a short time, he
worried about her. How could he not worry? She went to places a
grown man wouldn’t venture alone. Especially not at night.

“But they need me,” Anne would say simply, as
if this justified risking her life.

 


 


Last week, on Friday, Peter had been
notified by the Administration of the Montreal Neurological
Institute that yet another delegation from the Great Republic down
south was coming to visit his Department. Over the years, there had
been many such delegations from various American universities.
Harvard, Johns Hopkins, Stanmore, UCLA, all had their
representatives living in Montreal. But this was the first time
that a personal emissary of John Linker, the VP himself, was
heading a delegation. Peter usually steered as far away from
politics as he could, but it was common knowledge, even in Canada,
who held the reins in Washington. Linker—the power behind the
throne. The President was the spokesman. The front man. Peter had
no idea what they wanted.

Once Peter had taken over as the Head of the
Neurosurgery Department, he had achieved positive results in memory
control. Within a year the Department of Experimental Sonic
Neurosurgery at the MNI became known throughout the world. Well, at
least the neurosurgical world.

It was becoming fairly certain that
particular ultrasonic vibrations affected people’s memory cells.
More often than not, the effect was temporary. In the early days,
Peter experimented with sound to erase traumatic memories in women
and some children who suffered from acute psychosis brought on by
abuse. That part did not bear particularly good results, because he
found that while he could bring about general temporary amnesia, he
could not get at specific memories.

It was an all or nothing proposition.

The promising part and the part that had kept
the funding coming was that when the memory had returned, there
were certain aspects of the traumatic experience which had been
relegated to the deep recesses of the mind, so much so that they no
longer immediately affected the patient. It was regarded as a
tremendous step forward in treatment of certain types of psychoses.
A ten-minute treatment bore results similar to five to ten years on
a psychiatrist’s couch. No mean achievement for a research
scientist still in his forties.

 


“Dr. Brown, I presume?”

The man facing Dr. Peter Brown, the Director
of the Department of Experimental Sonic Neurosurgery, or simply
DESN, did not look like any of Peter’s previous visitors. Einstein,
Peter thought, Albert Einstein’s doppelganger. Or it could just be
that other Albert? Albert Schweitzer, who in a single lifetime
managed to achieve fame as a philosopher, missionary, physician,
scientist, humanitarian, theologian and a skilled organist. Peter
somehow doubted his visitor would prove a good missionary. He
looked too... scattered. Humanitarian? Scientist? Possibly. But if
the latter, then that would draw him closer to Albert Einstein. Or
perhaps....

Peter nodded his head, acknowledging the
complex image before him. Whoever managed to arrange each hair on
his visitor’s head to point in an entirely different direction had
done a marvelous job. “Dr. Einst...” he bit his lip.

“My name is Finer. Doctor Fred Finer,” the
man said, handing Peter his card.

The little rectangle of slick cardboard
looked impressive. Frederick Finer, Ph.D., Special Assistant to the
Vice President of the United States of America. The address that
followed was short and equally as impressive. PENTAGON, United
States Department of Defense. No street number, no telephone. Not
even e-mail.

“Won’t you sit down, Doctor?” Peter pointed
to a chair in front of his desk. He’d inherited Dr. Brent’s office
when he retired. John Brent had run the Institute for years from
this relatively small office. The new Director of the MNI chose to
oversee the considerably larger Institute from an equally larger
office located in the new wing of the Montreal Neurological
Institute and Hospital. The MNIH as it was known throughout the
world.

“Fred. You are a doctor. I am Fred. I don’t
heal people,” the short man replied. He was a good six inches
shorter than Peter.

“I don’t succeed too often either. I rather
try to create conditions in which the patient cures himself. Or
herself, of course.” There was something contradictory about the
man. His smile said one thing, his eyes another. For some reason
Peter doubted that Fred Finer had great interest in healing
people.

Nevertheless, Peter’s statement was true.
After the erasure of offensive, traumatic memories, the repair job
was accomplished by the organism itself. The human brain, left to
its own devices, mobilized the neurons which seemed to select and
maintain only such memories as were the most beneficial to the
organism as a whole. Peter still had no idea how it worked
exactly.

“I’ve heard otherwise, Doctor. I heard your
name mentioned with the highest regard.”

Peter smiled. The man was either pumping him
by exfoliating his ego, or he desperately wanted something. He
glanced at his watch. The VP’s special envoy had arrived an hour
before the appointed time. There was always talk of the United
States attempting to buy the best and the brightest from Canada. If
not the world. The States would buy ‘the brains’—a single
investment—and then export their expertise to the rest of the world
at great profit. Finer looked suspiciously like a man on a fishing
mission.

“Perhaps we can discuss it later in the day,”
whatever ‘it’ was... Peter got up from behind his desk. “I’m afraid
I have a meeting I cannot miss.”

He really did have another meeting. The
Washington delegation hadn’t given him enough time to reschedule
his agenda. Also, he did not have the slightest intention of
discussing being bought by Washington, the Pentagon or even the
White House. Montreal was his home. What was much more important,
it was Anne’s home. And the children’s, he thought. He wondered
when they would be home next.

They shook hands. Finer’s was surprisingly
soft yet firm. A man of contradictions.

“What time will you find it convenient to see
me, Doctor?” Finer asked, still holding Peter’s hand.

Peter had no time to explain that he had no
desire to see the emissary at all. Ever.

“Around three?” he offered.

“I shall be here, Doctor,” Fred Finer said
and was out of the door without another word.

I wonder if I offended him, Peter wondered.
And then, the left, orderly, rational and logical hemisphere of his
brain whispered, ‘I hope so’.

 


Like so many great discoveries, Peter came
across the neuro-sonic effect by accident. During the construction
of the Third Wing of the new MNI, the contractor proudly affirmed
that he could carry out certain work with a minimum disturbance to
the patients and scientists alike. By using ultrasonic tools, he
could reduce the noise that the mental patients, exposed to
previous bouts with construction, found quite unacceptable.

“You won’t know we are here, Sir,” the
builder had told the Director with a great smile. No one had
believed him. But he had been right.

Unbeknownst to the builder, and for that
matter to everybody else outside the MNI, within two weeks of the
employment of the new ultrasonic tools, saws, drills and suchlike,
the MNI staff had observed two side effects. One, a number of
patients had suffered temporary amnesia. And two, there was an
unusual number of stray dogs seemingly gravitating towards the
Institute grounds for reasons which no one had been, at the time,
able to understand. It had taken Peter three years to put two and
two together.

The next challenge was to discover a method
of controlling and directing the ultrasonic waves onto specific
areas without affecting other people in the immediate vicinity. By
manipulating various wavelengths, Peter began obtaining quite
unpredictable effects. He was only now beginning to feel that he’d
achieved a degree of control over the ultrasonic emission.

Peter couldn’t help wondering what unholy
machinations had brought his work to the attention of the
Department of Defense of our southern neighbors.

 


Peter’s meeting ran into the late afternoon.
He had his secretary call Dr. Finer and apologize for his inability
to meet that day. Peter suggested that Dr. Finer might care for a
guided tour of the MNI, which his assistant was ready to
provide.

Such meetings, like the one he’d attended
that day, took a large portion of his time. He’d never truly
appreciated what an incredible job John Brent, his boss until some
years ago, had been doing. To retain some control over the latest
research and to control the administrative duties at the same time
was a near-Herculean task. John Brent, the
scientist-turned-physician, then neurosurgeon, had taken it in
stride. True that he’d never married, and thus did not have to
serve two masters, or mistresses, but even so, his duties had been
much more extensive than Peter’s.

On the other hand, Peter had initiated a
completely new branch of neuroscience. He was venturing into the
unknown. It was one thing to realize that sound affects our
well-being, quite another to control and direct the ultrasonic
waves at specific neural passages to obtain specific results.

The positive effects of classical music on
study habits and house plants had been known for years. Likewise,
the negative effects of heavy metal and certain electronic music
were also well documented. The ultrasonic vibration of the
contractor’s tool had come in at just the right time. Within six
months Peter had published his first paper. Within nine months, a
department had been formed with him as its Head.

The rest, as they say, was history.

Peter loved his work. As an aspiring
violinist in his youth, and then having witnessed the greatest gift
nature had ever bestowed on a single musician, his own Anne, he
knew, instinctively, that the medical profession had not paid
sufficient attention to the influence of sound on our health. Sound
surrounded us on all sides, it blared through the open windows of
tall condominium buildings facing each other across narrow streets,
it spewed out from cars’ open windows, and it even drowned the
words which actors spoke on both the big and the little screen.

“Please, Peter, please....” he’d heard so
often when he and Anne attempted to enjoy some program on TV. She
would raise both her arms to block her ears. He knew at once to
switch off the sound of their boob tube.

Lately he and Anne seldom watched television,
just to avoid having to listen to the noise. It seldom, if ever,
had anything to do with the story line. Even sporting events, which
were a means of relaxation for him, became impossible to watch. An
army of commentators destroyed his pleasure with an insatiable
running commentary as if the broadcast were on the radio and not on
TV. His viewing was reduced to just that: viewing, with the sound
turned completely off.

 


What was even worse was that the omnipresent
noise, going under the misnomer of music, seldom carried any
melody, any inspiring harmony or even relaxing rhythm. Percussion,
and only percussion, boosted by overwhelming amps, displaced music
as the food of the masses. There was not a single advert on the TV
which was not accompanied by a cacophony of drums, brass plates, or
simply cooking pots being struck by metal and wooden implements. At
least, that was what the ‘music’ sounded like to him. He often
imagined how Anne must have suffered when she was exposed to such
gross abuse of her privacy. Anne, the once genius....

Peter needed music. After all, it was music
that brought him and Anne together years ago. It was at his first
dinner with the Howells. His boss, John Brent, must have had
something to do with it. He probably noticed Peter’s particular
preoccupation with young Anne’s welfare. It had been just after
Anne’s second PET scan followed by a series of fMRI’s at the
Montreal Neurological Institute. Dr. Brent had just confirmed the
enlargement of the pons Virolii, the bridge between the right and
the left hemisphere of her brain. As this had not been considered
bad news, Peter had been invited to a celebratory dinner.

First, he had been given a personal tour of
the house. An angel crowned with a massive red halo that bounced up
and down with each jaunty step led him, leaving no nook unexamined.
After dinner, Anne, under some pretext he couldn’t recall, invited
him into the garden.

It was early autumn….

There and then, with the smell of the first
fallen leaves lingering in the air, their lives took an inevitable
swerve towards each other. He found himself demonstrating to Anne
his skill of playing the violin. One stick served as the violin,
another for the bow. He must have created the right impression.
Anne’s words still rang in his ears.

“Mommy! Dad! Peter can play the violin!”

She was all fluttering, her eyes filled with
an enchantment that illuminated her face. “He was playing the
Sibelius,” she announced, catching her breath, “The violin
concerto. He is brilliant!”

Peter grinned at the next memory. It was the
sonorous voice belonging to the Howells’ majordomo.

“I thought your rendering of the andante was
particularly engaging, Sir,” Gabriel had said in a voice worthy of
an ex cathedra proclamation.

Dear Gabriel. They both owed him so much.

It had been later that evening that Anne had
asked if she could study the violin.

 


These days, on early autumn Saturdays, they
would spend time together in the garden. Peter would pick up a pair
of sticks and play a mock concerto. Anne would take over the
cadenzas. They would stare at each other, hearing each note,
precisely, as if really playing on the best Stradivarius Anne had
once used around the world. Peter would see the girl in an emerald
dress, long curls of fiery red cascading down her shoulders....
After the triumphant world concert tour, Anne had announced that
her virtuoso days were over. She’d never played another note.
Except on the sticks, with Peter, in their garden.

The long tresses were gone, too. Only the
rich, reddish gold remained.

It had to be so. It would have been too
dangerous for Anne to travel alone looking like a vulnerable girl.
She’d cut her hair three years ago. Di, their daughter, had cried
for a week.

“Mommy, how could you? How could you....” She
was eighteen then.

“My head is still here, darling. And the hair
can regrow,” Anne assured.

Johnny, their firstborn, had taken it much
better. “Makes you look half your age, Mother. Really,” he assured.
Being almost twenty, he deemed it a mature thing to say.

“Why, thank you, kind Sir Galahad,” Anne
said, bowing low before her son. “I think....” she added, not quite
sure how old that made her look. Probably a little younger than her
own daughter. “We could be sisters,” she turned to Di.

This seemed to cheer Deirdre up. She smiled
through her tears.

As for Peter? Well, Peter hadn’t been asked
for an opinion. He loved Anne’s hair well enough, but he would take
her and keep her if she were shaved naked.

Those were the good days.

The past was so beautiful. So enigmatic.
Anne’s incredible world tour, their first child, the first word he
uttered, their daughter.... Such beauty that it almost hurt to look
at her... Their life was filled with miracles. And there was Anne’s
work. Miracles one never saw. Miracles that came about long after
Anne had left the object of her inimitable influence. Of her
Presence.

Some time in her youth, Anne had had an
operation to remove a minor, benign tumor in her frontal lobe. In a
follow-up fMRI scan, the medical team discovered that Anne had
apparently grown new neurons (an unprecedented occurrence) and
enjoyed an over-developed Pons Varolii, the bridge between
the left and right hemispheres of her brain. Of her cerebrum, to be
more precise.

Years later it had been observed—details to
this day remain rather murky—that when Anne walked the wards,
visiting John Brent’s patients, there took place a number of
inexplicable spontaneous remissions. They’d all wondered, ever
since, if the additional neurons which had grown into the space
liberated by the excision of her tumor, and the enlarged pons, had
anything to do with these remissions and with Anne’s incredible
musical talent.

While the children were at home, Anne kept
her trips to a minimum. She travelled alone, in men’s clothing.
Peter had insisted on that. He knew Anne could take care of
herself, but he felt safer that way. He couldn’t afford to go with
her. He was as needed at the MNI as she was... as she was wherever
she went. The slums, the favelas, the east end of New York City,
the Vancouver needle district. You never knew in advance. She went
for just a few days at a time. Sporadically. She often returned
looking haggard, tired. She would sleep for ten or twelve hours.
Then she would be her wonderful self again.

Waiting was tough on Peter. “If only you’d
tell me in advance...” he tried a number of times. “Perhaps I
could... Perhaps I could go with you?” he’d offered on other
occasions. He had gone with her at the very beginning. Before they
had children.

After, she would say, “One of us must remain
here, darling.”

“I know... but....”

She knew what was coming. She’d learned to
read his mind, the way Gabriel had taught her. “I cannot go when I
want to, Peter,” she confessed again and again. “I must go when I
have to.”

He’d never understood this explanation.

“I thought we are all enjoying free will?” he
suggested quietly.

“No, Peter. Not all of us. Sometimes we must
do what we must do....”

 


The next morning Dr. Finer was waiting at
Peter’s door. An intern was desperately attempting to explain to
him that to see Dr. Brown one needed an appointment. Fred Finer
stared at the younger man as though having absolutely no idea what
the intern was talking about. The absentminded professor persona
was driving the intern frantic.

When Peter approached, the American detached
himself from the young doctor with amazing ease. One moment he was
there, the next the intern was talking to the wall.

“I thought I would drop in on the chance that
you might be able to spare me a few minutes,” Dr. Finer said
affably.

“Please, come in.” Peter had no plausible
excuse.

For about thirty minutes they talked about
Peter’s work. Peter was quite impressed by how much Dr. Finer had
learned on his tour the previous day. His questions were pointed,
precise, with little room to maneuver. Gradually his visitor led
him towards the heart of the matter.

“I assure you, my dear Doctor, we have no
intention whatsoever of exploiting or even exploring your discovery
for military uses,” the pseudo-Einstein assured Peter after an
hour’s discussion. “Just the opposite.”

Peter waited for the opposite to reveal
itself. He never imagined that Fred Finer would deign to speak the
truth. At the same time, he couldn’t help wondering when the
scientist was going to open his mouth and stick his tongue out in
imitation of his famous hairy predecessor. Peter secretly had a
poster of Einstein with his tongue hanging out hanging on the
inside leaf of his wardrobe.

“We have great problems with post-traumatic
syndrome,” the physicist said, painting a duly concerned expression
on his face. “Our boys return home from patriotic missions and seem
to suffer from images imbedded in their subconscious, which they
are unable to come to terms with....”

Translation—the young men had been sent out
to kill women and children and now they suffered from prolonged
nightmares. Peter felt sorry for the boys, and girls, who undertook
to serve in the US Army. On the other hand, the army consisted of
volunteers.

“If you bring one or two here, Doctor Finer,
I would be happy to see what we can do.”

There was a prolonged silence. Dr. Finer
fidgeted in his chair as if suddenly finding it acutely
uncomfortable.

“We were hoping, Dr. Brown, that you might
consider transplanting yourself to Washington. If only for a little
while?”

“A little while!?” Peter almost spat out the
words.

“Say, a year or two....”

Peter had to hold on hard to the relaxation
exercises Gabriel had taught him so as not to laugh outright.
Either that, or simply throw the man out of his office, preferably
through the window. Instead, he swallowed hard, twice, and merely
looked toward the window. Apparently the world outside was still
turning on its axis, as it should.

“It may have escaped your notice,” Peter said
very calmly, “but I am the Director of the Department right here,
in Montreal?”

The gloves were off. “We would make it worth
your while, Doctor.”

“Are you trying to buy me?” Peter’s voice was
barely above a whisper.

The answer was delivered in a tone so steady
that it belied the mask, which his interlocutor was offering to the
world. “If necessary....”

This was no absentminded professor. This was
a man who was a special emissary of the most powerful man in the
world. He felt a cold draft running up his spine. He didn’t like it
one bit.
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Frederick
Finer, Ph.D.

 


Doctor Frederick Finer spent a good
part of the next morning on the telephone. He enjoyed the privilege
of a coded connection to the Vice President at any time of day or
night. He enjoyed even more that such confidence had been placed in
him. Particularly since his wife wouldn’t trust him to stoke the
fire correctly in their fireplace. He was allowed to take out the
garbage on Mavis’s day off. That was about all. The maid did all
the chores, his wife all the thinking. He, well, he was the
absentminded professor. He also supplied the money. For some reason
his wife never let on that she had no idea how he managed to do
that.

Fred Finer loved the American Way. In his
mind, the Vice President embodied all the qualities that an
American should have. He was kind yet strict, intelligent but not
flaunting his knowledge, firm but willing to listen to reason. But
most of all, he was willing to share the American Way with the
whole world.

He recalled how pleased he’d been as a boy
that America had already conquered the other planets. Even the very
distant Krypton. After all, he reasoned, Superman was American.
Didn’t he fight for Truth and Justice and the American Way? Years
later he’d transferred those very expectations to John Linker. To
John. That was probably what he liked most. When the Vice President
and he were alone, it was first names only. If only his wife
knew.

“Mister Vice President?”

“Yes, Fred. How are you?”

They spoke like friends. Like equals.

Before calling the VP, Fred Finer had spent
three hours checking his facts with his own team of experts. This
is what his job was. He was trained as a physicist, having received
his Ph.D. from MIT, with a postgraduate program in particle
physics. As a hobby, almost out of his youthful homage for
Superman, he had taken another postgraduate program in statics and
dynamics, which put him in good standing on all subjects dealing
with missiles and ballistics in general. He also loved reading.
Never having read a novel (except for the Superman series), his
general knowledge was staggering. He could hold his own on any
subject dealing not only with physics, but with chemistry, biology,
or practically any other “-ology” one could think of. At
forty-eight, he was the man the VP most leaned on.

Officially, he coordinated a group of experts
in diverse fields of science. John would give him a hint, and he
provided the facts. Then John would use the information as he saw
fit. Fred trusted his boss implicitly. In his moments of fancy, he
saw John as his own outer persona, as the front for his own brain.
His critical faculty was guided by facts, and facts only, never
giving sway to questions of morality, which he regarded as a
glorified method of keeping up with the Joneses. In a sense, he was
completely amoral; yet, or perhaps because of it, he loved the
strict moral code the VP adhered to. The unbending, uncompromising
moral code of the righteous. For himself he preferred the mask of
an absentminded professor.

“I don’t think I can buy him, John. He seems
to be one of those men....”

“I can’t stand the virtuous ones. They are
always hiding behind some illusory principles.”

“I know.” They could practically read each
other’s thoughts. “May I use the....”

“Whatever it takes. I rather think that Brown
has exactly what we need. Only it might need a little more
development.”

“Thank you, Sir.”

They hung up in perfect unison. When Fred was
told to apply such pressure as was necessary, he always confirmed
the authorization by addressing the Vice President as Sir. That
kept the responsibility with the granter, not the grantee. He could
always say that he was carrying out orders. After all, he had his
wife to look after. His wife and two dogs. Ben and Ladin. They
never failed to amuse him. The dogs, that is.

He now had to arrange for another meeting
with Peter Brown. He didn’t call him. Instead, he made an
appointment with Dr. Richard Penman, the Director of the MNI. Dr.
Penman was a fully accredited physician, but had given up his
chosen profession to run the Institute. He never thought of himself
as having given something up. He loved the respect that was
showered on him whenever his balding head appeared in public.

“It’s tough, but someone has to do it.” He
would repeat the trite truism whenever he had an opportunity. “I’ve
given up a great deal,” he would add, if the first statement fell
on deaf ears.

Fred Finer was already known to the MNI
Administration. He’d met with Dr. Penman on arrival, if only for a
minute or two. Now, he would play the part of a Greek bearing a
gift. He would offer the Institute a substantial grant in exchange
for ‘borrowing’ Dr. Brown. He had been authorized. Finer always
carried out his orders.

“Dr. Finer, please come in.” A svelte
secretary ushered him into the director’s office.

Finer noticed again how different the office
was from that occupied by Peter Brown. Or by John Linker, for that
matter. Twice as large, with a magnificent seating area presumably
designed for visiting dignitaries. Some said that the MNI complex
had grown more in the last twenty years than any other institution
in the world. It occupied the whole of the southeastern slopes of
Mount Royal, swallowing the Old Royal Victoria hospital in its
path. It was no Pentagon, of course. Nothing was close to the
Pentagon. But for a scientific institution it had no equal.

The two men shook hands like old friends.
They were both masters of the counterfeit charm better known by
some as ‘people skills’.

“So very nice to see you, Doctor. Please do
sit down. A little refreshment, perhaps? A drink?” Dr. Penman
glanced at his watch. “A soft drink?” It was ten in the
morning.

“I’m just fine. Perhaps some water.” Fred
Finer never touched hard liquor. He did drink, however, an
astounding amount of water every day. Flushes the poisons out, he
claimed.

A girl appeared from nowhere, placing a tray
with a jug of water, a tumbler of ice, and two glasses.

“How very kind of you, Doctor,” Finer thanked
the girl indirectly.

It all looked like a Chinese tea ceremony.
Slow, measured, almost distinguished. At long last, with both men
sitting comfortably in deep leather armchairs, each having wetted
his lips in the cool water, Finer was ready to broach the subject
of his visit.

“I have been asked, Doctor Penman, to make a
donation towards the splendid work you are doing here. The Vice
President is following your research with great interest.” He took
another sip. “He told me to thank you personally and to assure you
that the United States of America is well aware that the whole
continent, indeed the world, is grateful to you.”

Penman, his lips shaped into a humble smile,
was busy inspecting his nails. He wondered what was coming. Ten
million? A hundred? Two hundred million dollars? Don’t be greedy,
he chided himself. We are working for humanity, he affirmed,
glancing at his opulent office. And humanity is doing pretty well,
he thought. He had come a long way since John Brent claimed that
working here, at the MNI, was a privilege. Well, it still was, he
supposed. Only....

“How very kind. Be sure you thank the Pres...
the Vice President for his kind words. We are only doing our duty.
Doing our best to justify the trust so many people, indeed so many
countries, place in us.” Now that sounded pretty good even to his
own ears.

Fred Finer, like velvet, cast his lure. “The
Vice President suggested a modest sum of One Billion Dollars. US,
of course.” The amount as well as the currency sounded very
capitalized.

Penman took a deep breath. This was
dangerous. One does not part with vast sums of money, even other
people’s money, without expecting something in return. He already
had a list of favours he had to discharge
for his previous grants.

“How can we possibly thank you, Doctor Finer?
Such generosity....”

“...can be discharged rather easily,” the
envoy interrupted gently. The little blue irises, peering from
under the high forehead half covered with the unruly hair, drilled
holes into Penman’s own eyes.

“Really, Doctor?” It was never that easy, he
thought. Never.

“We would like to borrow one of your
men.”

There it was. Was that all? Dr. Penman let
the air out of his lungs in a slow, controlled sigh of relief. Was
that all, he repeated to himself? His smile broadened.

“And just which of my men, my dear Doctor, is
worth one billion dollars to the Vice President of the United
States?” His voice was as smooth as silk.

Fred Finer had underestimated Penman. He was
facing a skilled negotiator. Very skilled. Penman didn’t fall down
and roll over at the sound of a billion US.

Finer took another sip of water. It was
turning tepid.

“We never thought of it as a trade, Doctor.
The two things are quite independent of each other.”

“Of course.” It took all Penman’s skills to
keep irony out of his voice.

For a while they sat stealing glances at each
other. Both were used to such deals. Both knew that the only way to
win was to present a win-win proposition.

“We need to borrow your Doctor Brown. Doctor
Peter Brown.”

“We need him, too. He is in charge of the
Department of Experimental...”

“...Sonic Neurosurgery,” Finer completed the
title.

Penman raised one eyebrow. “Ah, yes. You’ve
already met him.”

“Yes, I have.” Finer sounded
non-committal.

“And what was Dr. Brown’s reaction to your
offer?”

“Have you spoken to him recently?” Finer
didn’t expect Brown to be a man who would hide behind somebody’s
skirt.

“You are here, aren’t you, Doctor Finer?”

“Of course. He was not very well disposed
towards our offer.”

So Brown refused. Pity. A billion dollars
would go a long way towards the new wing for Sonic Neurosurgery,
not to mention recent ‘improvements’ to his own office. Money
didn’t go very far these days.

“Perhaps you would like me to have a word
with him, Doctor Finer?”

“That is all we ask. That is all I ask,” he
repeated. John Linker didn’t take kindly to failure.

“Leave it with me, Doctor Finer.”

They shook hands.

 


 


“What would you say if we moved to the
USA for a little while, Anne?” Peter spoke offhandedly as if he
were inquiring about the weather in Madagascar.

”What, dear?” Anne usually ignored rhetorical
questions. Then she realized that Peter’s face was frozen into an
expression of considerable concern. “I thought you were in the
middle of your experiments,” she said. There was something
disturbing about Peter’s forced indifference. His shoulders were
slightly forward, his lips pressed together as if he’d just
swallowed half a lemon. “What is it, darling?”

“I don’t want to go,” he said.

“Then we shan’t,” she said.

“It’s not that simple.” His lips were
ruminating on that lemon again.

 


Peter had met with Dr. Penman that very
afternoon. It hadn’t been an easy rendezvous. It never was with the
Director. It never had anything remotely to do with his work. It
dealt with money, staff matters, the possibility of strikes,
matters of publication copyrights and suchlike. When there were no
problems, Peter was left to his own devices.

“You’re considerably over budget, Peter,”
Penman had begun.

Every department was always over budget. That
was what Penman was for. To locate and acquire new grants. One
cannot cross new horizons without going over the budget. Only when
the work was advanced did it begin to bear fruit. Financial fruit.
Experimental work was pure overhead.

Penman had told Peter about Finer’s visit. He
was quite open about it.

 


Peter loved his work. He loved Montreal. He
loved crossing new grounds. He loved his house in Westmount. He did
not like Washington. He disliked the Pentagon down to his
toenails.

“It wouldn’t be for long,” he said in spite
of himself.

“Would I have to go with you?”

He’d never thought of that. Surely, if it was
just for a while, he could go on his own, discharge his duty to the
MNI finances, and be back with Anne. His subliminal desires added:
‘in no time’. Only he didn’t really think so. What if it turned out
to be a month? Or two? Or even a year? A billion dollars didn’t
come cheap, he thought, quite unaware of the oxymoron. It wasn’t
the biggest donation ever, but it was no hay, either. The greatest
recognition of the MNI’s work still belonged to the Right
Honourable Jean Courtier, the late Federal Minister of Health of a
government long retired. The three billion dollars he’d assigned to
research were never matched, not even by our rich cousins down
south.

“I don’t know,” he murmured. He couldn’t
imagine being away from Anne for more than a week. Since her World
Tour more than twenty years ago, they’d never been apart for more
than a week. Eight days at most. “I don’t know, darling. I just
don’t know.”

“What is it, Peter?” Anne sensed something
much deeper. Then she had it. Almost. “Where is it that they want
you to go?”

For the first time he looked her straight in
the eye. “The Pentagon,” he said.

Somehow this single word sounded ominous. It
stood for everything that Anne and Peter held in lowest regard.
Contempt wouldn’t be too strong a word. To them, it was practically
the source of all evil. Or something close to that. It wasn’t the
building, of course, nor even what it stood for. Every country
needs an army to protect itself from outside interference or even
invasion. But in the case of the Pentagon, to Anne and Peter,
indeed to their many friends, the word stood for the imposition of
the will of the mighty over the little, the—at least relatively
speaking—helpless. Korea, Vietnam, the installation of a puppet
dictator in Iran, all in the early 1950s, through the many savage
incursions into Guatemala, Chile, El Salvador, Nicaragua, Panama,
and later, on an even more massive scale, into Afghanistan, Iraq...
abuses of power too numerous to mention….

“Why?” Anne watched Peter shaking his head as
though clearing it of unpleasant memories.

“It’s a long story.”

He told Anne the cock-and-bull story that
Finer had given him at their second meeting. The stuff about the
post-traumatic stress disorder. How they were hoping to alleviate
suffering of their ex-combatants by applying his experimental
techniques.

“Would they work?” she asked, watching him
intensely.

“They might,” he nodded. “How do I know? I’ve
never treated anyone for post-traumatic stress disorder. My work is
still at the experimental stage. I suppose if it doesn’t work
they’ll just shoot me.”

Even Anne didn’t place the Pentagon on such a
dismal level of evolution.

“They wouldn’t shoot you, darling,” she said
with a straight face.

At this, Peter started laughing. The tension
created by the meetings with Finer and Penman was released in
seconds.

“Perhaps I can irradiate Finer. Make him
forget why he came here!” he offered.

“Come. Let’s go for a walk. It’s still light
enough.”

This was their panacea. Their walks healed
their nerves, dismissed worries over their children; even Anne’s
fatigue after some of her trips to obscure destinations seemed to
dissipate in minutes. Mount Royal was within ten minutes of their
home. The cure was there for the taking. Only this time, it didn’t
work.

 


 


Peter told Finer that he must think
about the proposition. “You must realize that I am in the middle of
a number of experiments that I cannot delegate without training
someone to take over,” he started defensively.

“No one is indispensable, Doctor...” Finer
murmured.

“Then why do you need me?” Peter looked
coldly at his tormentor. He knew that Finer had full backing of the
Administration. Penman would do anything for the money. To be sure,
it was his job.

“Touché, Doctor.” For the first time,
Peter saw Fred Finer smile, really smile. Not the polite,
nondescript smirk that politicians used during negotiations, but a
real smile of amusement. If Peter hadn’t been so angry, he would
have smiled himself.

“I have a wife and children,” he said
instead.

“We can take care of them, Doctor.”

Peter wanted to shout for Finer and his
Pentagonian cohorts to keep their dirty hands off his family. He
swallowed hard. I must get a hold of myself. I must relax. Peter
took a deep breath. Then another. He thought of Gabriel. In seconds
he was himself again.

“How long would it take you to tie up the
loose ends, Doctor?”

So this was it. There was no way he could get
out of it. “You haven’t told me how long you’ll require my
services, Doctor Finer.”

“That depends on the results of your work,
Doctor. Only you can answer this question. Once we’re there, of
course.”

“And why is it, Doctor Finer, that you can’t
bring your patients to me?” Peter regarded his adversary with a
fixed stare.

“It would be political suicide, Doctor. We
are talking about thousands of men and women.”

“Thousands!?”

“I would appreciate it if you kindly kept
your voice down. Everything I tell you, Doctor, is classified
information. I said thousands, counting back to about three years
ago. Once you teach us to apply your techniques, we can take over.
I can’t be more fair than that.”

“And I can’t teach you the technique
here?”

“As I said, Doctor, the problem itself is
classified. If the media got hold of the sheer numbers of cases
we’re facing, it might cause....”

“...the President to resign?”

Finer didn’t say anything. Once again he was
busy studying his nails. His hands were very well kept.

 


 


“I don’t like it, sweetheart. I just
don’t like it,” Peter confessed that same evening. “There is a rat
there, somewhere. I can smell it, but I can’t see it. Not yet. Not
just yet....”

Anne stroked his hair with the gentlest touch
imaginable. It always relaxed him. She had hands that could perform
miracles. Actually, Anne’s presence alone was often enough for
miracles. And I have her to myself, Peter thought. All to myself,
he mused in disbelief. How lucky can a man get?

“I tell you, I smell a rat in the state of
Washington. Or in the District of Columbia... or whatever they call
it,” he mumbled, his tone no longer tense.

 


Later that evening, Di called from Vancouver.
She was in her third year of Political Science. Neither Anne nor
Peter could fathom what made her select this particular discipline
at the University of British Columbia. She could have studied the
same subject at Queen’s University in Kingston, closer to home, but
she wanted to experience the West Coast. The young ones didn’t live
anywhere. They experienced it.

“I miss you, Mommy,” she said. Johnny had
long matured to calling her mother, but Di held on to her youth. It
sounded a little incongruous from a twenty-one-year-old, but in
Peter’s eyes she could do no wrong. “When are you coming to see
me?”

“I rather thought you might drop in to see
us,” Anne admonished in a gentle voice. She, too, loved her
daughter beyond measure. She could never understand how it was that
Di was tone-deaf. Her daughter could only recognize the National
Anthem because people stood up and removed their hats.

Peter came on the other line.

“Hello, Pet,” he said, “how much?”

“Daddy! How can you!” There was a momentary
silence. “I found a ticket for half-price.” More silence.
“Nine-hundred and eighty return?” Flights had doubled in price
since oil stabilized at $100 a barrel. People in Alberta were
laughing all the way to the bank. The rest of the world was flying
much less, driving smaller cars, or walking to work, as Peter
did.

“Love you, Pet.”

“Me too, Daddy.”

Anne and Di talked for another twenty
minutes. When Anne hung up, Peter looked at his wife
questioningly.

“All’s well,” she said. “She just misses us.
‘Tis all.” But her smile carried no mirth. She missed both her
children terribly. Teaching autistic children filled in her some of
the void, but not enough. Not yet. Perhaps some day. And Di was
still just a little girl. They needed each other.

Over time, Anne found that there was
something in her that could and did communicate with the autistic
children at a level apparently not accessible to other teachers. It
was neither verbal nor telepathic. Nor was it even at a strictly
emotional level. Yet, it was there. In a manner of speaking, there
were moments when she became autistic herself, or at least one with
the reality from which the children observed the world. Our world.
She would remain in this state until leaving the classroom. Then,
all would be well again. The children loved her.

When Anne’s Johnny and Di were little, there
had been hardly four or five children per ten thousand diagnosed
with Autism Spectrum Disorders. Now, the number had risen to close
to a hundred. The ASD included the Asperger and the Rett’s
Syndromes and a number of other acronyms, such as PDD or NOS, which
to Anne were just strange, meaningless words. She did not care for
the name or for the disease. She cared only for the children.

Due to her irregular disappearances, Anne
could not hold a permanent position at the Montreal Children’s
Hospital. She visited the Autism Spectrum Disorders Program
whenever she could. Her talents became sine qua non when
one-on-one therapy became the preferred vogue of treatment. Only
Anne seemed to maintain one-on-one contact with a number of
children simultaneously.

After the initial year or two, Anne, without
any medical training to her credit, became an invaluable if
unpredictable member of the psychiatric team.

 


Di was as different from her brother as her
mother was from the rest of the world. Johnny was precociously
independent. Originally they’d called him Johnny to distinguish him
from John Brent, a frequent visitor in their house. It stuck.

Johnny had chosen to follow in his mother’s
footsteps. In a way. Or in the footsteps of both his parents. He
studied composing at the Juilliard Conservatory in New York, better
known simply as Juilliard. The school embraced dance, drama and
music with equal passion. To finish Juilliard meant to write one’s
own ticket in the art world. It was that good. Johnny was a darn
good pianist but, he held, the world was starved for music. New
Music, with a capital M. Music that would do justice to what his
mother had once offered to the world.

“We must bring the past into the present, and
then step into the future,” he’d once said. “Not to repeat the
past, but to be inspired by it. Right now we seem to abide in a
limbo. Musically speaking, in no-man’s-land. It’s time we came into
our own.”

Once, on holiday, he’d asked Gabriel what he
thought of music and composers.

“Don’t try to make music,” the giant had told
him. At the time, Gabriel was just about twice Johnny’s size.
“Don’t make music, just listen.”

That was all Gabriel had said. Soon after,
Johnny won first prize for impromptu composition.

 


Di’s call made Anne realize how much she
missed both her children. As Peter was already preoccupied with his
inseparable portable computer, she allowed her mind to wander to
bygone days. The days of music, of a reality which today seemed
hardly possible.

While Anne approved of Johnny’s ambition to
bring the 21st century up to the standard of the musical genius of
the Past Masters of the 18th and early 19th centuries—he regarded
most later composers as dismal failures—she, in that shortest of
all careers, managed to find beauty in practically all she played.
Perhaps, she reasoned, she played what the composers had intended,
rather than what they had failed to convey on the impersonal sheets
of music paper.

For that reason, she or her music had been
outside the confines of time altogether. She was in the realm of
spirit, where there is no time. People had sensed that, which in
turn explained their insatiable hunger for her music. Even as she,
when teaching children, moved to a different reality, so then, by
some magic she hardly understood herself, she had transported her
listeners to the realm the various composers entered, when stirred
by Euterpe.

She recalled Johnny’s words.

“I must make sure that when another Anne
appears in the East, music will be waiting for her,” he confessed
when she and Johnny were last alone. “We cannot continually reach
into the past for inspiration. We must live in the present and
still find beauty, tonality, harmony and poetic vitality within
us.”

Gabriel had left his mark.

She glanced at her husband. He was still
busy.

When she’d told Peter about their son’s
ambition, he’d wished him luck. Peter hadn’t fallen for Anne just
for her magic bow, but he understood how it might have left an
indelible mark on his son. Even just on CDs. He loved music
himself, long before he’d met Anne, but not really with the same
passion that seemed to consume his only son. In a way, Peter had
been instrumental in Anne’s becoming a musical avatar. A messenger
of the gods. To him she still was. As he was sure she remained to
many, many others. Only now, in such a very different way.

Peter closed the lid of his laptop. He was
tired. For a moment he closed his eyes. The next instant, Anne’s
image in an emerald dress, with masses of curls cascading
flamboyantly down her back, shimmered behind his eyelids. The
greatest violinist of all time, he thought. And now Johnny. Would
he ever be that good? Would anyone?

“Will he ever be that good?” he asked out
loud.

For some reason Anne knew exactly what he was
asking.

“Only if he learns to lose his ego,” she
murmured.

“What’s that?” Peter asked. He was still lost
in his thoughts. Anne smiled. There had been moments lately when
they shared more with silence than with words.

They were equally proud of both their
children. Di was their sweetheart. Johnny was mature beyond his
years. If anyone could turn the tide of what passed for music these
days, he would. He was his mother’s son.
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 The
Needles

 


The dark phantoms moved of their own
volition. Dim lights from infrequent lampposts cast long shadows,
hardly breaking the nocturnal penumbra, which offered a degree of
safety for the night creatures that roamed these environs. They
slept during the day. They had to—they were stoned. Deprived of
free will, their bodies squeezed into dark doorways, hiding behind
low walls of half-ruined, dilapidated buildings, or stretching out
under low bridges and highway overpasses. Wherever there was a
chance to escape from the omnipresent, droning, monotonous
Vancouver rain.

They were not easy to see.

An array of cartons discarded at the nearby
shopping center served them as camouflage. They melted into the
background of other debris, newspapers blown in by the wind from
the Pacific or passing cars. During the night it didn’t matter. The
rain helped to wake them up. To allow them to move under their own
volition. Like self-winding robots fueled by hunger for another
fix.

Anne had seen it all before. It was the fifth time
that she’d visited this particular district. The old
shadows—awakened by her presence—had moved on. And new ones,
multiplying as inexorably as wild mushrooms in the droning rain,
had taken their place.

A vicious circle.

A Sisyphean effort?

 


She, too, would sleep during the day and walk
around the forgotten, unkept streets at night. Not just the streets
seemed forgotten. So, too, were the people who lived there. If you
could call it living. Perhaps surviving? For a while. All too often
a very short while. Not that time mattered. Soul, the essence of
man, went on. Continued. Whatever accounts one didn’t settle in
this life, one would bring back in the next.

Anne smiled at her thoughts.

How wonderful it would be, she mused, if the
churches were right. One would live one’s life, say ‘sorry’ in the
end, and go up to heaven. Perhaps a year or two in the halfway
station of purgatory, like public baths, and up you went. Even if
one forgot to apologize at the prescribed hour, there was that
promise of Infinite Mercy that, surely, would never allow a
creature as stupid as a human being to suffer eternal damnation.
That would be like punishing your dog for not cleaning up its own
poop. We, the human apes, seem to wallow
in our own excrement. Day and night. Like those lost souls she
would tend to tonight. Again. And again, if need be.

When she arrived in Vancouver that afternoon,
she took a taxi to the hotel she’d stayed in once before on
Granville Street. It was cheap but quiet and near to her nightly
objective. She managed to get a room facing the backyard. No view,
but quiet during the day. At the desk a young girl greeted her with
a fixed smile.

“A room, Sir?”

Always the same. She was now regularly
recognized as a man. Her hair cropped short, a little disheveled,
no makeup, good padding in the shoulders. She refused to wear
lifts. Shoes such as short Hollywood stars wore to look taller.
More macho. If she was to be a man, she would be a short man.

“Have a good day, Sir,” the girl said,
handing Anne the key to her room.

Somehow the greeting seemed inappropriate.
She didn’t care much about the day. Not today. Or tomorrow. She
dreaded the night. Not because she wasn’t going to sleep. She was
used to that. At home she often read till first light, a throwback
to her concert days. She dreaded the pain she was going to
experience by drawing it out of the derelicts she would visit
during the dark hours. But ‘Have a nice night’ would have sounded
even worse. For one of those she would have to wait until she got
back to Montreal. If only there were another way to help them.
Perhaps Peter will invent something, she thought. Something that
cleanses the sheath which we all build, unwittingly, around our
Self. That sheath that thickens, building up layers of habit, of
mental and emotional minutiae, until we can no longer see our way
through.

 


All the way from the airport, her mind had
been full of disjointed bits of memories, each trying hard to get
out. Like the Self. Like her inner Light. So many memories....

“Each according to the capacity of the
recipient,” she’d murmured to herself, looking through the taxi
widow, open so she could breathe some fresh air. Surely, we weren’t
meant to breathe the recycled gunk the airplane fed us.

Her mind had turned to Gabriel. She
remembered him sitting with his left heel drawn below his perineum,
the right resting on the opposite thigh. The pose of the
spiritually enlightened. The siddhasana. He sat silent for
the most part, occasionally uttering a word or two.

“Whatever is received is received according
to the nature of the recipient,” he’d said. Sometimes she thought
his lips didn’t move when he spoke. Yet she’d heard him
distinctly.

According to our nature.

Nature is what we are. The Hebrews called it
the nephesh. The animal soul. The sum total of what we have
accumulated in our subconscious. Our thoughts and emotions, our
likes and dislikes. Our dreams... both good and bad. Our
nightmares. Our loves and our hates. Sometimes we had to clean out
the dross, wash clean, or at least wipe the surface of the slate so
that our true nature might be able to peek outside. To see the
world we’ve created.

“Ye are gods....” King David? He’d made his
share of mistakes, but he’d also cleansed himself. Why can’t we do
the same, she wondered?

If people only knew that we, and only we,
control our nature. That’s what having free will is all about.

“That’ll be thirty-two dollars, Sir,” the
driver had said.

She’d given him a decent tip.

“Have a good day, Sir,” the man said smiling.
He had a nice, open smile. Not too much dross.

“You, too,” she said. “You, too, driver.”

 


There was not much left of the day. Soon her
work would start. She unpacked her belongings from her shoulder
bag. She didn’t carry much. One change of underwear, a pair of
pajamas, an extra shirt. No tie. Men didn’t wear ties any more. Too
constricting. She hung her raincoat in the open wardrobe, a recess
with a single bar and some hangers. That was it.

Before going out, Anne called Montreal and
left a message for Peter. On all her trips, the message was always
the same.

“Love you, darling.” That meant that she was
all right.

She always called their home number when she
knew Peter was at work. She didn’t want to speak to anyone. Not
anyone who was coping on their own. She had to conserve her
energies. Particularly, her emotional energies. Every last ounce of
them.

She went downstairs.

“What’s the shortest route to the ocean?” she
asked. It had been four years since her last visit, and although
she had no definite plans, she didn’t want to get too lost.

“Take the 49th West to Marine Drive, Sir. You
can’t miss it,” the girl said.

The late afternoon was surprisingly good,
weather-wise. The sun was only partially misted by the coastal fog.
Someone must have known I was coming, she thought.

She walked fast, trying to combine her walk
with exercise. She was also hoping to take a nap before her night
rounds. That’s what she called them. John Brent had taken her on
her very first rounds. At the MNI. Twenty-seven people had enjoyed
remission that day. She wondered how long they remained healthy
after her visit. She shrugged. It was up to them. Up to their free
will.

These days, she no longer healed their
bodies. Just minds. Or emotions. Or really she healed nothing. She
simply empowered people to heal themselves. She had an idea how it
worked, or merely a dim idea. One day she would write a paper about
it. Perhaps it would help Peter in his work, though she doubted it.
Peter dealt with results—she initiated the activity of the cause.
Or was it Cause? But surely, she argued with herself. When Peter
removes negative memories from his patient, doesn’t the organism,
the brain, the memories, heal itself? She and Peter weren’t so far
apart. She, however, didn’t need complicated machines. She could do
it by walking around. By making the rounds. She never knew in
advance when she would have to go anywhere, but she always knew
where. The moment she saw herself in her mind’s eye in a certain
location, she had to go. It was as if she were an instrument and,
once it was tuned, she had to play it. Or... or the energy, the
power or whatever it was, would dissipate. Like music to which no
one listened. Like a tree falling in an empty forest. It would
affect nothing and no one. She would see herself in certain
surroundings, walking. Just that. Walking. The rest was up to
them.

Just walking. Except for the pain. Sometimes
it would last for weeks.

It did not matter. She had no say in the
matter. She believed that whatever is given to the recipient must
be used. It wasn’t a question of choice. Not even duty. For her, it
was as necessary as eating and breathing. And loving. Yes. Mostly
loving. One could not survive without love. Not for long.

She wondered if the people she would visit
that night still loved someone. Or something. Perhaps their drugs?
They were alive, after all. They had to love someone or something.
Love and life were synonymous. One couldn’t experience one without
the other.

She took off her shoes, rolled up her trouser
legs, and waded into the Pacific. For Vancouver, it was quite warm.
The summer had been hot here. There was a bunch of kids playing
with a ball some distance away. The ball splashed in the water next
to her.

“Mister, can you pass us the ball?” She
looked down. “Pleeeease?”

She kicked it expertly. Like a man. Like Johnny had
taught her in the garden.

She wondered why the children weren’t in
school. She’d hardly attended school at all. Mostly, she’d been
tutored at home. Mother told her that she’d had problems relating
to other children. Or had it been teachers? She’d cleaned herself
up since. She got on well enough with just about everybody. She
wondered about the Pentagon. Poor Peter....

It was time to go back. She ate a snack in a
cafe on the way to the hotel. A large slice of pizza. With olives.
She loved the olives. It wasn’t bad. She washed it down with a cool
beer. As a man would. Boy! Would men have a surprise!

Her face widened, showing her teeth in a
naughty, bacchanalian grin.

An hour later she was dozing off again.
Sleeping in an airplane hadn’t been that relaxing. Constant noise.
And lack of oxygen, of course. She hated flying. Again, no choice.
Perhaps one day people would learn to fly. To just think of a place
and be there. Instantly. She’d read that some yogis could do it.
Wouldn’t that be nice? Teleportation?

She flew.

She spread her arms wide, kicked off and she
was airborne. Somehow she managed to go right through the wall. It
didn’t hurt at all. She soared over Vancouver. Afar she saw Stanley
Park. Green. Tall trees reaching out for the sky. She could touch
their crowns. It wasn’t hazy any more. It was perfect. Everything
was perfect. The sky, the trees.... And suddenly she was among
them. Rough barks, proud enormous boles, hundreds of years old.
Momentarily she wondered how her skin would look if she were that
old…. Then she was up again, admiring their complex, fractal
crowns. They looked different from when seen from the airplane.
Now, she could see every single leaf. They differed minutely in
colour. It depended how much life they
held. How much vitality had been given them. She saw the veins
pulsating inside the tree, working fulltime. If only we worked as
hard. We would be as beautiful as trees. In Stanley Park. Or
anywhere.

 


 


It was a lot cooler at night. She was
glad she’d brought the mackintosh. And a hat. A fedora like the one
Humphrey Bogart wore in the Maltese Falcon. Or was it
Casablanca? The hat was mostly in case of rain. As she
neared her destination, street lighting progressively deteriorated.
All large cities have their slums. Usually large, semi-developed
tracts of land, waiting for a brave developer about whom everyone
could later complain. Vancouver was different. It didn’t suffer
from favelas that extended their tentacles over a large
segment of the mountains in Rio, nor a whole district—as in New
York, where no sane person would dare to walk alone at night. In
Vancouver there were pockets of depravity where human worth was
rated at par with stray dogs. Often lower. People, the so-called
normal people, living comfortably around these areas, left the
vagrants alone, provided they did not become too visible. What you
don’t see doesn’t hurt, they thought.

And visible they were not.

At night the human, perhaps half-human,
derelicts came out like echoes of forgotten eras, in stark contrast
to the few normal people rushing home to enjoy the safety of their
expensive houses. In a strange, seemingly automatic way, the
forgotten ones all moved to pre-established zones, where they knew,
from experience, they could hope to sate their burning desire. To
stifle their pain. Their hunger.

Drugs were not hard to come by. One or two
minor robberies, perhaps a handbag or two, would last for a week.
Of course, you had to be careful. It would not do to stay in one
place too long. Two, three nights at most. Otherwise the police
would trace your footsteps and recover the stolen goods. In a
strange way, the dispersal of the needle districts helped protect
the customers. Small—but many. Not too far apart, but far enough
for the police dogs to lose their scent.

Anne knew them all. She raised the collar of
her raincoat. Somehow, when she approached her beat, she did her
best to also become invisible. To melt into the shadows, to become
one with the ways of the people she searched out. Usually she
didn’t meet any. Not face to face. Only sometimes would someone
actually acknowledge her presence.

“Why are you doing this to me?” one shadow
spoke in a whisper. “Leave me alone.”

“You are never alone,” she whispered back,
not even attempting to see the face behind the cardboard box.

She was ready to walk on when the voice spoke
again.

“Isn’t it too late?”

“It is never too late,” she replied. It
sounded trite, like tired slogans delivered by a local preacher.
Only she knew from her own experience that it really was true. “Not
if you don’t interfere.”

“I never interfere.” This time the voice
sounded aggressive.

“If you don’t interfere with yourself,” she
added.

She leaned against the wall, wondering if the
person behind her needed her any more. The verbal exchange was an
integral part of her work—her mission, as Peter called it. Often it
broke the ice, established contact. Something else took place at
the non-verbal level, something that, even after so many years, she
was still unable to put into words. Peter was the only one who, per
force, knew about what she did on her trips. Neither her mother nor
her father suspected the truth. Anne, Peter had told them, is
occasionally consulted on matters of autism. As a matter of fact,
she did give occasional consultations, but not nearly as often as
she traveled. To do what she had to. She once told Peter that if
she didn’t, she would burn up inside. She cited the case of a
German healer, Bruno Gröning. They, the stupid people, mostly the
jealous medics, stopped him from exercising his talent. He died
soon after. An autopsy revealed his lungs had literally burned out.
Charred. His last days must have been hell.

“This will never happen to me, darling. Not
unless someone finds out what I do.”

“Stay away from Salem,” Peter murmured.

“What’s that? I am not being solemn,” she
shook her head vigorously.

“You think they’ll burn you at the stake?” he
persisted.

“Don’t be silly, darling!” Anne laughed. But
Peter detected a whiff of discomfort in her laughter. He never
broached the subject again.

Usually her secret ministrations took weeks,
sometimes months, to bear fruit. People woke up slowly. It had
taken them years to sink to their present level. They recovered
much faster, but it still took time. It wasn’t like miracles. Anne
never said, ‘Arise and walk. Thy faith has healed you.’ She wasn’t
a healer. She was a channel that absorbed the pain that people had
imposed on themselves. At least, that was how Anne had perceived
it. Pain that often left her tired beyond words. Until she managed
to dissipate it into the ethers. To restore the balance.

When the silence continued, Anne walked on.
This wasn’t like a one-on-one consultation. When words were
exchanged, they always originated with the sufferer. Anne preferred
to just walk and let the thought-waves, vibrations, energy, or
whatever it was that passed between them, do its job. All she knew
was that when she returned to the same place sometime later, things
were very different. There was lightness in the air. Like the
freshness you feel after an April shower. As if a great weight had
been lifted. Sometimes she could even feel it on her second or
third night. Some years later, new waves of nausea would almost
overpower her on the same streets. It seemed that certain states of
mind gravitated to similar environs. Until a developer dug deep
holes, drove piles and erected skyscrapers for those who could
afford them. Then the derelicts moved elsewhere. There was always
an elsewhere. Always.

She stopped short of the next corner. She
heard laughter. Slowly she peeked round the brick wall.

A man, perhaps in his fifties, was dancing in
the middle of the street. There was no traffic, but still, she
wished he’d stick to the sidewalk. He jumped up and down in a
hip-hop type of dance, so popular among the youth of today. It
wasn’t strictly dancing, in the established sense of the word, but
it consisted of uncoordinated, disjointed jerks and twists and hops
which, for some reason she could not understand, were an
unmistakable expression of overflowing joy.

“Ha! Ha! Ha!” he laughed outright. The man
just couldn’t contain himself.

Anne emerged from around the corner. The man
hopped towards her, grabbed her hand and pulled her into his
peculiar dance. It happened so quickly that Anne had no time to
plan her defense. She spun with him in a small circle. They looked
like two Dervishes ready to rise on an effusion of faith and
joy.

“I am free,” the man sang out. “I am free I
am free I am free....”

“Me, too!” Anne called. Suddenly she
understood. It was his liberation.

He let her go as he danced his way down the
street. The night swallowed him together with his joy. Only pain
remained. Anne leaned against the wall. She was all right in
minutes. Spontaneous remissions took a great deal more out of her.
She was learning to handle them, but the load the man had left
behind must have taken years to accumulate.

She walked on.

 


She was back in her room by 5 a.m. She
managed to hang out the ‘Do not disturb’ sign before staggering
towards her bed. She collapsed fully dressed on her back. Three
hours later, she got up, undressed, went to the bathroom, drew the
curtains, pulled back the sheets and went to sleep.

The next evening she returned to the same
area. It seemed a little easier. Fewer pangs of pain crossed her
awareness. It wasn’t her body that hurt. It was the rest of her.
Her mind, her emotions. The sort of pain one feels when a loved one
dies. Or your lover leaves you forever. The people who’d
experienced release shared in their new-found joy. They began to
suspect that there was a future for them. Future in life.

When she got back to the hotel, she again
called Montreal and left the usual cryptic message.

“Love you, darling.”

Frankly, there was nothing cryptic about it.
She missed him more than she could say. And besides, he would be
happy to hear her voice.

 


As she boarded the plane, she looked sadly through
the tiny oval plastic.

“So close and yet so far,” she thought. She
had been so close to her daughter.

Di had digs on the other side of Granville
Bridge, along 4th Avenue West. She wanted to be close to UBC, which
stuck out into the Strait of Georgia. From the tip of the peninsula
you could see Stanley Park, the mountains of West Vancouver, and
the Sunshine Coast. With field glasses, Vancouver Island, and along
the Georgia Strait all the way to Texada Island and, on a clear
day, beyond. You could see all that from a single spot. From the
University grounds. Now and then a yacht would move silently
through the protected waters, or a majestic ferry would pull out
from deep inside the Horseshoe Bay, taking people and cars all the
way to Nanaimo. Water framed by mountains and forests. No wonder Di
wanted to experience the Pacific Coast.

It was a beautiful spot.

“Students should be in beautiful
surroundings,” she had said. Was it just two years ago? It seemed
like ages.

Deirdre agreed. Beauty fed the soul. It
brought them, the children, the youth, closer to order and harmony
in their own lives.

Anne had been so close. I could have walked
there easily, in less than forty or fifty minutes, she mused. In no
time at all.... In less than it takes to help a dozen people.

The roar increased as the airplane taxied
towards the runway. The tarmac was so impersonal. Deserted. Soon
Anne was airborne. Di remained on the ground. At least you live in
Eden, Anne whispered. Yet somehow this knowledge did not ease the
pain of the parting. Parting after a reunion that never
happened.
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 John
Linker

 


Within minutes of landing at Dulles
International Airport, Fred Finer was whisked up by an army
helicopter and deposited safely within the grounds of the Pentagon.
The airport was only minutes away by road, but, here, back home, it
was a question of safety. Canada had managed to avoid the recurrent
dismal attacks, which discontented terrorists imposed on our
southern neighbors. At any rate, Linker liked to look after his
own. It would take him years to train another man like Finer. In
addition, Linker had learned to trust Fred. He could count on his
complete obedience. And that he needed for the Plan to work.

The Plan, though never mentioned outside the
walls of the Bridge Club, was quite simple. To instill democracy in
all nations. To assure fair and equitable division of the global
resources to all nations. As needed. And last but not least, to rid
the world of terrorism. Once and for all. It was true that since
the USA began their campaign in that venue, things had gotten
worse. Some said a lot worse.

No matter.

“It is always darkest just before dawn,” John
told his group. He liked trite, established adages. People believed
them. After all, that’s what established them. “Trust me,” he liked
to add. It was a strange predilection, as he trusted no one. No one
outside his small entourage. And even then, he had other people
reporting to him on their movements.

“God protects those who protect themselves,”
he’d once said, in a moment of weakness, to Joshua Rosengart, his
Chief of Staff. He would never admit that he took his Biblical
references seriously. Even if he quoted them wrong or out of
context. After all, he no longer enjoyed the luxury of reading the
Bible daily. Or at all. Time was too precious.

“There is a time to read and a time to work,”
he misquoted another proverb. Or what he deemed would have been a
good addition for the Book of Proverbs.

It didn’t matter. No one knew any better,
with the possible exception of Fred. Fred was Jewish. At least by
origin, as he put it. But Fred would never correct him. Unless
asked. Fred knew an awful lot. About almost everything. Probably
the Bible, too.

In spite of Linker’s often verbatim
quotations, Fred considered Linker’s knowledge of the Bible
relatively limited. Relative because, since childhood, Linker had
stuck to a strictly fundamentalist interpretation. He had never
gone behind the surface and read the Bible as a veritable gold mine
of secret knowledge hidden under a veil of symbolism. Strange for a
man who, in virtually all other fields, never took what he heard or
saw at face value.

His memory was virtually photographic on
subjects really close to his heart. Whatever he read or whatever
data he asked his staff to provide him, was duly filed in his gray
cells for instant recall, if needed. He could also recite some
American poets, just to impress people.

“It’s our heritage,” he insisted. “It’s the
American Way.”

Two years remained for him to carry out his
Plan. For two more years he would wield power, with an iron hand,
through the kid gloves of President Twigg. It wasn’t that Twigg was
a weakling. It was just that Linker was infinitely stronger.
Stronger than most people.

“I leave the details to you, John, my boy,”
GW would say.

GW stood for George Wilbert. John and about a
dozen other people pronounced it Geewah. GW liked to be called Mr.
President or Geewah. It kept him apart from the shadow of his
father, GH.

Basically, details included everything that
did not include cameras. GW loved photo ops. He often spent hours
looking through telecasts of himself delivering inspirational words
to his people. Suitably edited, of course. Linker made sure of
that. It was useful to protect the President from as much reality
as possible.

 


It had taken Linker years to arrive at a clear image
of what he really wanted. He owed a lot of his knowledge to Fred
Finer. This man had a talent for extracting information from
obscure sources. Like that time they discussed democracy. They were
alone in Fred’s garden. Mavis was supervising the preparation of
dinner, chatting with John’s wife. The Rosengarts hadn’t arrived
yet.

“What do you make of it?” Linker asked quite
candidly. He had his own ideas, but he found it difficult to
express himself.

“There are many versions, John,” Fred told
him. “Which one are you referring to?”

“Run them by me,” John replied. His image was
still dangling on the tail end of the Greek definition.
Demos—the people, and kratein—to rule.
Demokratia. A government by the people, direct or through
elected representatives. For some reason, he found the Greek
version highly unsatisfying. It lacked something. The problem was
that there really were as many interpretations of what constitutes
a democratic system as there were nations in the world. Even
dictators claimed to head democratic regimes. The word became a
status symbol, no matter how badly the principles were applied.
After all, even in Attica, the extended territory of ancient
Athens, of some 250,000 people fewer than 30,000 were fully paid-up
citizens, and of those, only some 5,000 regularly attended more
than one meeting of the popular Assembly per year. Not much,
considering that, in Aristotle’s day, there were forty such
annually.

And worst of all, Fred wouldn’t presume to
tell Linker that democracy, by whatever definition, had to be
earned, never given let alone imposed.

“Well, I would start with the question of
democracy and the media,” Fred said, stretching his legs. He loved
his garden. “The Brazilian bishops supported the plan to
democratize the media. They meant that the multinationals should be
disbanded and control of the media put in the hands of the people.
They stressed the importance of grassroots participation. This
would lead, of course, to a ‘new-world Information Order’.” He
glanced at John. His face was a mask of concentration. He was
metabolizing every word.

“And...” John guessed what was coming.

“And this would mean loss of control by a
system dominated by the Western industrial powers. Not good for
democracy,” Fred concluded. He meant the American version of
democracy. The American Way.

John nodded. It certainly was not his idea of
democracy. The people who ruled had to be the people who owned. And
vice versa. Otherwise you had communism. Thanks to his father,
Linker started his life as a millionaire. Since then, he’d
multiplied the family influence, as he called it, many-fold.
Financially, he controlled billions. Through third parties, of
course. There was no conflict of interest. But you had to maintain
the influence. To do that, you had to tell the people what
democracy really was. Dictators forced their people; we had to
educate them. Or, on occasion, to scare them witless....

“You need the media to educate people,” he
murmured.

“Precisely,” Fred smiled surreptitiously. He
pointedly avoided the use of the word propaganda. Since
Goebbels, Pravda, and other demagogic regimes, the word had
acquired bad connotations. What had been good enough for the Third
Reich and the Kremlin wouldn’t fly in Washington. Fred smiled at
his own thoughts. Couldn’t whitewash the White House, he
smirked.

“Go on...” Linker appeared to be studying a
fly walking up his sleeve, but his eyes didn’t focus. “Continue,”
he urged.

“We seem to prefer the corporate oligopoly,”
Fred continued. By such he didn’t necessarily mean the whole
economy, of course. Just the control of specific commodities and
services—in this case the media—by a relatively small group of very
influential people. “The other options are those of State control,
which could change at each election, or the model proposed by the
Brazilian bishops, which is still relatively untested.”

Fred, knowledgeable as he was, did not
realize just how advanced the testing of the new system for
controlling the media in South America was. It went on under many
guises. It began at the grassroots, then crept along in tiny
surreptitious steps, hoping to arrive at a fait accompli
before anyone noticed. First the villages controlled the
dissemination of news. Then small towns, larger towns, cities,
districts, and finally…. Or at least the bishops had hoped so. Fred
actually suspected all that, but he couldn’t back it up with real
evidence.

“Nor should it be. I’m referring to State
control as being unacceptable. As for the Brazilian bishops, well,
their interference is as yet untested. I got all that.” John was
ahead of him. “Go on.”

“Well, John, we all agree that power must
rest in the hands of the few who understand the problem. Ronald
Reagan and George Shultz called the scourge of terrorism a plague
that was spread by depraved opponents of civilization itself. But
they did little about it. The USSR collapsed under its own weight.
If we are to prevail, we must be in a position to impose our ideal,
by....”

“...by whatever means are necessary,” Linker
said, expressing the view that he’d always held. He also already
knew that control of the media was the key to success. “The
dictators, of whatever persuasion—socialist, religious, or even
intellectual—must be eradicated. You cannot serve two gods!” he
concluded triumphantly, as Mavis called them to the table.

Media was the key to ownership—and ownership to
power. And then, in an elaborate if twisted way, in Linker’s mind,
power led to democracy. Fred still failed to follow Linker’s
reasoning.

 


 


Almost six years had passed since Fred
shared his ideas. Linker was now convinced, more than ever, that
Power had to rest in the hands of those who owned the lion’s share.
And if government was an expression of power, then that, too, had
to be controlled. The American version of democracy, the only
democracy that made sense, assured that in whatever country the
American version ruled, there could be no war between them. The
same interests would be shared by both countries, and you don’t
attack your own interests.

John Linker was going to liberate the world.
Liberate it from the masses and give it to the people who deserved
it. Who had earned their right to rule. Who were all determined to
raise the human race to a new height. And between such men and
women, democracy didn’t have to be enforced. It was as natural to
them as it had been to organize great conglomerates that offered
employment and a decent wage to all willing to work. Yes, even to
the masses.

But it was also at that dinner that Linker
realized that there were parts of the world that would forever
threaten the welfare of true democracy. People who took from
others. People who contributed nothing to society yet would rob and
diminish those who did. People who pretended to be Robin Hoods only
to line their own pockets. The socialists hiding under the banner
of liberalism. People like trade union leaders. Like some
charitable organizations that wanted to distribute American wealth
to others with impunity.

Well, no more.

“Not if I can help it,” he’d told both Finer
and Rosengart.

And if success required restricting the vile
tentacles of some countries, even by radical surgery, then so be
it. They had all been given a chance. America had shown truly
divine patience. No more. The time for action had come. The day of
reckoning was drawing closer. Hour by hour....

Closer to the final victory.

 


 


Democracy, Linker knew, was a secret
trust. Real Democracy. The American Way. True democracy existed in
its most noble form among those who controlled the wealth of the
country. Another name for it was ‘dog eat dog’. Or ‘no holds
barred’, as in the wrestling he had done in college. Then they’d
called it ‘catch as catch can’. He always had. He was the champion
of his weight class.

He leaned back, admiring the wall screen he
had had installed in his office. The world at his feet. Or at least
within the reach of his laser pointer.

“We are the only knights in the world. Even
if we do not wear shining armour.”

But a time will come, he thought. He knew.
His back straightened, adding inches to his height. It was up to
him.

The masses, he was convinced, swayed with the
wind; like blades of grass, only to return to their point of
origin. They did not advance. Did not assume new forms nor create
new possibilities. Just rotated in the same space. And time. Only
individuals stepped forward towards the unknown. Always the
unknown. Without those pioneers there would never be any progress.
The human species would still be fighting for the best cave, the
best hunting ground.

He actually got up from behind his desk to
embrace Fred. He owed him a lot, he felt.

“Sit down, Fred. It’s good to see you.”

Finer felt a little ill at ease. He’d done
his job, but not completely. Linker immediately sensed his
discomfort.

“Is something wrong, my friend?” Linker was
quite effusive today. A rare occasion indeed.

“Yes and no, Sir,” Fred answered obliquely.
“He will come.”

Linker raised one eyebrow. His eyes narrowed,
the smile brought about by his friend’s arrival dissipated into a
scowl. “Out with it,” he said very quietly.

“Eventually,” Fred answered. He knew that his
reply was highly unsatisfactory.

“When?”

Finer felt a chill along his spine. “The
moment he ties up the loose ends, Sir.”

“When?” Linker repeated. This time the word
was hardly above a whisper.

Finer got up and started pacing the width of
Linker’s office. He managed five steps.

“Sit down, Fred.” The ice was gone. It took
patience to get the best from his lieutenants. “Tell me,” he said
in a normal, almost friendly voice.

Finer described his meetings with Penman and
Brown. He omitted no detail which might prove pertinent to his
mission. He then looked up from his hands. Finally he felt brave
enough to look Linker, his friend, in the eyes.

“There is always a way,” Linker said
softly.

Finer knew that Linker’s solution would not
be a pleasant one. He waited in silence, doing his best to look
relaxed. In a way he was. He’d passed the problem to his boss.
Whatever solution Linker found, it would be his job to carry it
out. But it would be Linker’s responsibility. He, Fred Finer, would
be just carrying out orders.

And then the Vice President told him.

 


 


Peter picked up Anne at Dorval. After
years of squabbling about the airports at Mirabel and Dorval,
Dorval won. Only now it was called the Pierre-Elliot Trudeau
International Airport. Hardly room enough to fit the name on an
itinerary. Nevertheless, the airport had been completely
overhauled, virtually rebuilt, to match the best airports in the
world. For years people had put up with the inconvenience of taking
roundabout routes from their planes to the arrival lounge. Now it
was all automated. As good as it comes.

Anne looked tired. She usually did after her
trips. She always said that she rested on the return flight, but
she invariably rushed back home the moment she felt she could. Even
without seeing their daughter.

“I can’t mix the personal with the
universal,” she’d once told him. He’d never asked her what she
meant by that.

To be able to recover fully, she needed Peter
. His kindness, his understanding, his love. But even more so,
Peter didn’t ask her for anything. She not only didn’t have to
give, she could actually draw on his strength. If she was a giver
to others, Peter was the giver to her. He recharged her
batteries.

They never discussed her trips. At least not
till some days later. And even then, Anne’s impressions came as
disjointed fragments of events, words and actions, which were often
hard to link together into a cohesive whole. He didn’t mind. In a
way, from his point of view, all her trips were similar. He
measured their success by the degree of her tiredness. The more
tired she appeared, the greater success she had scored.

Peter was the best, perhaps the only real
friend she’d ever had. Except for Gabriel. But Gabriel wasn’t here
any more. And she was no longer a little girl.

 


Anne thought it strange. As a child, she had
never had any close friends. She’d played with equal enjoyment,
equal equanimity with any boy or girl she’d met in school or
anywhere else. But there was never a special friend. She wondered
why she’d never felt lonely. Later, she suffered a great many
admirers, but not people with whom she would want to share any of
her troubles. Quite the reverse. They invariably wanted to unload
their woes on her. Only later, when she took off on her enigmatic,
frankly incomprehensible trips, she always felt, on leaving, that
she left behind a whole army of dear friends. People, men and
women, who were willing to bare their soul to her. They never
offered to share their torments with her. In a way, she had to drag
their torments out of them.

Strange, she thought. After all, none of them
knew that I had anything to do with their.... with their change of
heart. Or mindset. Yes, mindset was closer to the truth. Yet right
then and there, whether she met them face to face or not, she felt
an unbreakable bond forming between them and herself. They were the
distraught, and they became the hopefuls. She, it seemed, provided
the link.

It was only then that she began to understand
her own childhood. She had been prepared for loving all equally,
favouring no one. After all, she was no more than a channel. No
more than an instrument on which someone or something was playing
strange melodies. She’d heard that music sometimes. Pythagoras
called it the music of the spheres—an ethereal music produced by
the movements of heavenly bodies. Yet she knew it was more than
that. Unless Pythagoras had been talking about quite different
heavenly bodies.

“Love you, darling....” She said it five or
six times before they got home. She really meant ‘I need to be
loved’. It was practically a cry of anguish. It asked: ‘Why me?’ It
asked: ‘Will it never stop?’ It asked.... There were so many
unknowns.

Peter virtually carried her to the front
doorstep. Whatever adrenaline kept her going when surrounded by
strangers was now waning. In spite of her men’s clothing, her
fedora and the lack of makeup, she looked like a beautiful flower
that was wilting for lack of water.

Peter took her straight to the bedroom. He
helped her undress and laid her gently on the king-size bed. A meal
could wait for later. She would probably awaken refreshed by the
evening. They might even go for a walk. In the meantime, Peter
tiptoed out of the bedroom and jogged to the MNI. He still had work
to do.



His secretary caught him the moment he
entered his office.

“Dr. Penman needs to see you, Sir. You can go
right up at once, if you wish.”

He didn’t wish, but he went anyway. It didn’t pay to
ignore Penman’s urgent messages. Research scientists, no matter how
famous, subsisted on grants. Penman administered them. In some
ways, Peter was at his mercy. He hoped against hope that it had
nothing to do with Finer. With the Pentagon. He really had more
important things to do than to protect the good public image of
President Twigg. Let him get out of his mess on his own, he
muttered to himself as he walked down the sterile corridor.

It was a long walk. It seemed that it got longer
every year. The walls changed from pale green to beige to pale
blue. Why is it always pale, he asked no one in particular. Why
must even the walls look sick? As he entered the Administrative
wing, the sterile aroma gave way to a pleasant air freshener. Peter
hated air fresheners.

Penman wasn’t in his office. That’s all I
need. Two hours to bring Anne home and now Penman on his
sabbatical....

“He just stepped out to the washroom, Sir,”
the receptionist, trying hard to look efficient, told him. She
wasn’t hired for her efficiency. Penman’s secretary sat in her own
little office.

“Can’t he wash at home on his own time?”
Peter grumbled under his nose.

“I beg your pardon, Sir?” Peter wondered if
she’d heard him.

Just then Penman walked in. He moved directly
to his desk and pointed to a chair in front of it. No good morning,
no hello, no how are you. It was the Pentagon, Peter knew.

“We must talk,” he said. When Peter opened
his mouth, Penman silenced him with a wave of his manicured hand.
Apparently he had to talk, Peter had to listen.

Peter thought that Penman would be wise to
get himself a smaller, or at least a lower desk. Why was it, he
wondered, that people who held administrative positions invariably
needed enormous desks to hide behind? Shouldn’t they try to impress
people with their own stature rather than with their furniture?

“I was under the impression, Dr. Brown, that
we had an understanding,” Penman began.

So this was going to be formal. Peter waited
to see what would develop.

“You’ve given me to understand that you would
take advantage of the Vice President’s gracious offer and
reciprocate his generosity.”

Penman was looking sternly at his desk.
Obviously he needed it for moral or immoral support. When Peter
still said nothing, Penman looked up. “Well?” he said, his facial
expression belying a certain lack of confidence.

“You want that billion, don’t you, Richard?”
Peter murmured. They’d been on first-name terms for years. Ten at
least.

“This is not a laughing matter, Peter,” came
a dry reply.

“I’m not laughing, Richard. And I haven’t
refused the Pentagon,” Peter spoke quietly. “They want an expertise
I haven’t got.”

“They don’t know that,” Penman said,
immediately regretting his words. Money came first, then thinking,
then honesty. “What I mean is that you are in a position to do your
best to help them.”

“Aren’t we all.” Peter wouldn’t be swayed. He
knew he would probably give in, in the end, but he hated being
bought. Even for a billion dollars. He remembered the story about a
woman who had been greatly offended by an offer of a hundred
dollars for her intimate services. When the offer was upped to a
million, and the donor assured her that the money would be given to
some sort of church charity, she began to waver.

“...well,” she said, “for such a worthy
cause...”

The man immediately handed her a ten-dollar
note.

“What do you think I am?” she asked
haughtily.

“That, Madam, we’ve already established. We
are only haggling over the price.”

It was an old story but, well, Peter wasn’t
haggling over the price. He wanted to get on with his work, no
matter how small his compensation. He could make four times as much
as a neurosurgeon. He had in the past.

Even as he watched, Penman seemed to be
shrinking, like a doll with the air escaping through some invisible
hole. He drummed his fingers on his desk, made a feeble attempt at
a smile, and allowed his head to drop down to his chest. “I need
your help, Peter.”

Penman didn’t give a damn about the Pentagon,
and little more about Peter. He was a master at getting cooperation
from his staff, from anyone who crossed the threshold of his
office. He did not seem aware that Peter was onto most of his
tricks.

“I’ll do my best, Richard,” Peter pretended
to be mollified.

“That’s all I ask....” Penman whispered, his
arms spreading in a pontifical blessing. “That’s all I ask,” he
repeated, glancing at his watch. There was another mission he had
to perform this day for the good of the MNI.

Peter left his office with some misgivings.
Would Penman find a way to punish his research if he refused? How
far would he push him to get his way? Peter knew Penman to be
misleadingly devious. Yes. Misleading and devious. He was also
eminently successful, from the point of view of the Institute.
Since John Brent had run the MNI, Penman had tripled the financing
for research scientists.

I suppose I’ll have to comply, he mused. Even
if for just a while.

 


As Peter reached his office, a familiar face
was waiting for him. He could see it through the little window. His
secretary had let him in. Fred Finer got up and stretched out his
hand.

“So good to see you again, Doctor Brown. May
I sit down?”

Peter murmured something and nodded.

“I’ve spoken to the Vice President,” Finer
started, still standing. “We understand that your wife takes
occasional trips abroad,” he spoke very quietly, his tone
conspiratorial. “We could provide security for her, if you wish,”
he said as he sat down.

Peter hadn’t become the Director of the most
intensely growing department at the MNI by being stupid. This was a
direct, thinly veiled threat. He couldn’t think of anything more
dangerous for Anne than to be given the Pentagon’s
‘protection’.

He sat down, heavily, behind his own desk.
“When?” he asked.

“I booked the flight for tomorrow morning,”
Finer replied, examining his nails.

“I’ll be available three days from now.” He
needed at least that long to be there for Anne.

Finer’s face opened up like sunshine cutting
through clouds on a rainy day. “I shall change the reservations
personally, Doctor Brown. First Class, of course.”

The next moment he was gone. Only something
vaguely unpleasant lingered behind. Peter recognized it as the
smell of blackmail.

 


 


 


5

 Gabriel

 


Gabriel evidently had access to
information that was out of bounds to mere mortals. He arrived at
his previous home, in Westmount, the day after Anne got back from
Vancouver. As usual, he came unannounced, yet somehow he never
failed to come at the right time, when his particular talents were
in great demand. Gabriel had spent years at the Westmount residence
as majordomo, performing the tasks of an exemplary servant, being a
font of esoteric information, and acting as a friend and defender
of Anne’s fate in ways that no one else could match. He must have
sensed, somehow, that he was needed.

At eighty-something, Gabriel looked only
sixty-and-a-bit. Not that anyone attached much importance to
biological age any more. Some people were pushing a century and
remained active professionally, though not necessarily in their
original professions. Suffice it to say that Gabriel no longer
wrestled. Unless we included other people’s problems as things he
had to wrestle with.

He once told Peter the story from Genesis,
about the man who’d wrestled an angel. To him, Holy Scrolls were a
periodic table in which all the chemical elements had been arranged
according to their atomic numbers. The scriptures, as the periodic
table is to a scientist, were the basis, the starting point of his
mental acrobatics. That is to say, when he didn’t rely on his
intuition alone.

Only Gabriel never took the writings
literally. He treated them as stories and parables that were meant
to inspire men today to recognize their true nature.

The story he’d told Peter was about Jacob,
Esau’s twin brother, who wrestled with his own nature. As a result
of the near mortal combat, Jacob became known as Israel. You can
apply the story to every man and woman living today, he’d said.

“Esau represents your material or physical
nature. Jacob stands for a man who became aware of his potential.
Israel is a man who is fully cognizant of his divine nature. That’s
a poetic, scriptural way of describing a man who rejects all
limitations. On our own, it is of little importance with which
point of view we regard the world. But when we deal with others, we
must always address the divine within them. Otherwise we shall
enter a vortex of duality from which there is no safe escape.”

 


For some reason, Peter thought of this story
the moment he saw Gabriel at the front door. He realized that he
had been approaching both Penman and Finer as Jacob had approached
Esau. At the lowest level possible. What if those men deserved
better? What if I gave both those, ah, gentlemen a fair chance?

Peter found it really hard to apply the title
‘gentleman’ to either of the two... gentlemen. Nevertheless, the
moment Gabriel stepped into his home, Peter knew that his
relationship with his two tormentors would never be the same.

Gabriel’s perception of reality was different
from normal people’s. Different from ordinary people whom we
recognize, erroneously, as normal. He saw us as states of
consciousness. He possessed the ability to see through any mask we
donned to protect our fragile egos, and zero in on our inner
turmoil.

“We all live in a state of turmoil,” he’d
affirmed many times. “Our job is to restore order and harmony in
our lives.”

On many occasions Peter had no idea what
Gabriel was talking about, only to discover, some time later, that
he was hitting the nail on the head.

At the front door, Gabriel waited for Peter
to extend his hand, only to be embraced by Peter as though greeting
a long-lost father. The huge man—Gabriel was over six-foot-six and
some two hundred fifty-odd pounds—reached over Peter’s extended
arms and returned the bear hug.

“I wondered when you’d come, my friend,”
Peter said, having finally released Gabriel from the embrace. “You
knew we needed you?”

“I am delighted to see you, Sir,” said
Gabriel. Then he smiled. “I am delighted to see you, Peter. No, you
haven’t offended me, although your calls have dwindled to near
zero.”

It was a long-standing joke between them that
Gabriel only addressed Peter as Sir if the latter had offended
him.

“Guilty, but insane, my friend,” Peter
confessed. “To tell you the truth, things have been getting hectic
this last week or so.”

Peter expected Gabriel to say ‘I know’, but
if Gabriel did possess some extrasensory abilities, he’d never
confirm them. “It is only a question of listening and watching,
Peter. Everyone is clairvoyant if they only step out from behind
the mask that obscures their vision.” That was supposed to explain
how Gabriel invariably knew what was about to happen or, even, what
you were about to say.

“Your in-laws send their regards,” Gabriel
said. “I trust the four of you are equally as well?”

Peter nodded. A rhetorical question. Of
course we are, now that you are here.

“Come and sit down. Anne will be back in
seconds. She just stepped out and....”

“Gabriel!” a scream of joy reached them from
the front door as Anne rushed in.

Anne made a running jump for Gabriel’s arms.
Her fatigue from her trip to Vancouver was gone. “When did you
come?” she asked. “I’ll never forgive myself if I missed
even....”

“I am still coming in, Miss Anne.”

She pulled him by the sleeve. Miss Anne
remained Miss Anne even after he had agreed to be a godfather to
her firstborn. In Gabriel’s eyes, Miss Anne was something between a
minor goddess and a major angel. Possibly, the other way round. He
treated her like a Fabergé Egg wrapped in
strands of golden filigree interwoven into the Shang dynasty
ethereal peau de soie. It was evident that his love for her
was completely undemanding. Unconditional. The sort the Greeks
called agape. He laid his heart at her feet to do with as
she chose. Peter suspected that she loved him just as much. They
seemed to have a bond that was invisible yet absolutely
unbreakable. Gabriel once told Peter that he and Anne were
individuals. When Peter looked at him questioningly, he
explained.

“Individual comes from the Latin,
individuus, meaning indivisible.”

“You mean you are tied together by some
invisible....” Peter felt lost. At the time he was just a little
jealous at the influence that Gabriel appeared to wield over
Anne.

“No, Peter. I meant that both, she and I, are
indivisible from our source.”

 


Half an hour later all three were sipping tea
on the garden terrace. Anne looked radiant as if recharged by
Gabriel’s presence. He, in turn, regarded her with the deference
one accords someone very dear yet, in a strange way, inaccessible.
Peter thought that Gabriel, at some level of perception, thought of
Anne as someone he always wanted to be; but as this was impossible,
he seemed to draw vicarious pleasure from her spiritual powers and
abilities. Anne seemed quite unaware of his quiet devotion and, for
her part, poured love and dedication at his feet, always regarding
him as her mentor and spiritual adviser.

He’d raised her from moments of acute
depression, which had manifested as withdrawal from reality in
which we all, or at least the vast majority of us, have our being.
In a way, he’d restored her to life. There truly had been a bond
between them, a bond that lasted to this day, when the two could
communicate non-verbally, just by sharing the same space. Gabriel
always referred to it as his sharpened powers of observation, but
Peter hadn’t believed it then, nor did he believe it now. The two
employed powers, which had no corresponding equivalent in the world
he lived in.

Miraculous? Spiritual?

These words meant different things to
different people. Peter thought that what most of us regarded as
spiritual, to them, to Anne and Gabriel, was normal. Every day.

“How are mom and dad?” she asked, looking him
in the eye.

She knew the answer. They miss you. He
didn’t say it but she understood him. In turn she answered his
question before he’d asked it. “I’ll drop in this week,” she said.
“If only for a while.”

Gabriel nodded. He sensed that Peter needed
her even more than her parents did. At least, right now. There was
something Peter wasn’t saying, but he took his time. Gabriel never
pushed. ‘If you are to know something, you will,’ he’d told them
both. ‘It is quite unavoidable,’ he would add with a big grin. To
Peter it was quite evident that Gabriel believed in predestination.
He, in turn, called it simply ‘order and harmony’. ‘If the universe
managed to unfold itself over billions of years in a reasonable
facsimile of order and harmony, I’m sure these attributes will
trickle down on us, its conscious members, at the appropriate
time.’ Rather like Reagan’s economics, Peter thought. Only,
hopefully, a little better?

“Can you come with me?” she looked at her
husband. She was thinking of the trip north to Lake Marguerite.

“I’ll do my best,” he assured. He didn’t
sound very convincing.

For a little while they sipped their tea.
Anne’s eyes drifted to the bed of roses. The roses Gabriel had
planted over twenty years ago. They forever remained Anne’s pride
and glory. She watered them, gave them fertilizer, trimmed them and
covered them with mulch for the winter. She treated them like a
shrine to Gabriel’s memory. Sometimes she just stood next to them
and she could hear his voice. Or thought she did. Is there really a
difference, she wondered? If you are sure you imagine something, is
it not real to you? At least, at the time?

Gabriel smiled. He’d followed Anne’s line of
vision.

“Thank you,” he said. He seemed about to say
more when Peter interrupted.

“I must speak to you,” he said. It wasn’t
clear if he meant Anne or Gabriel. “I must speak to both of you,”
he explained. Perhaps he, too, was learning to read their
thoughts.

He described the meetings he had had with
Penman and Finer. He held nothing back, including his distaste of
the Pentagon, his distaste for the VP, his dislike of doing
something of which he was still uncertain, of risking people’s
sanity. He talked for a while without interruption. Finally, he
recounted Finer’s offer of extending the Pentagon’s protection to
Anne.

“I’d rather entrust her safety to an army of
devils,” he concluded. “At least she would know how to deal with
them.”

“There isn’t that much difference,” Gabriel
murmured.

“What’s that?” Peter said, looking away from
Anne.

“There isn’t that much difference,” Gabriel
repeated. “Devils are creations of our own mind. If we act like
devils, we are devils. If we act like masters, we are masters.”

“Ye are gods,” Anne whispered. She was
alluding to the Psalm of David.

“Define gods...” Peter sighed.

“Gods are people who reject all
limitations.”

He expected Gabriel to come up with some sort
of metaphysical nonsense. “And Satan?” he pushed, drawn into this
discussion which was furthest from his mind.

“You would have to have satans, or devils.
Plural. They are people who reject all limitations,” Gabriel
repeated with a straight face.

“Are you suggesting that the two are the
same?” Though he hadn’t practiced any established religion for
years, he found Gabriel’s statement incredulous.

“Not in the least. A knife serves to save a
life or to take it.”

“We are instruments, Peter. But what or whom
we serve does not dictate our ethics,” Anne joined the
discussion.

“The Source is one. We all draw upon It. The
good and the bad. We are gods,” Gabriel repeated. “Or devils,” he
added quietly. “Often it’s hard to tell...” he concluded.

There was a momentary silence. There was
something hanging in the air that would not let them continue.

“But that is not what you want to talk about,
is it, Peter?” Gabriel coaxed gently.

“Well, in a way it is. I am not sure if I am
dealing with devils or, well, with devils.”

“No one is completely bad. There is a tinge
of error even in the best amongst us. This is the nature of
dualistic reality,” Gabriel said.

His tone was always quiet, relaxed, yet it
carried undertones of deep confidence that would not be questioned.
He never sounded as though he were trying to convince anyone of
anything. He just stated facts and let them germinate on fertile
soil. The other fields had to wait.

“So Linker isn’t so bad?” Peter asked, his
voice a near sneer. He was blaming the VP for Finer’s messages.

“No, Peter. No one is all bad,” Anne cut in
again. “No one,” she repeated, holding Peter’s gaze.

“You are both against me, aren’t you?” Peter
pretended to whimper.

They laughed. If ever love was more palpable than at
that moment in the garden Anne maintained with such care, Peter was
not aware of it. He was physically appreciative of gentle waves of
serenity, of compassion, washing over him. He felt the touch of
angels.

“Help me,” he said finally. “I need to
understand.”

“Wisdom comes with maturity, not with
biological age. It is the ability to perceive purpose in the world
around us,” Gabriel resumed. “As Anne told us, we are all
instruments. We must learn to play the most beautiful melodies we
possibly can.”

“When you say we, you don’t actually mean,
ah, you don’t really mean we, do you?” Peter perceived a
glimmer of light he couldn’t quite grasp.

“When I say we, I mean the players. The
instrumentalists. The virtuosi. Not the instruments.”

We are the instruments and the players, Peter
thought. We are both. Just then a strange idea exploded in his
mind, like lightning that came out of nowhere. I and my Father are
one. Who said this? There was someone who understood this… this
truth, centuries ago. Millennia? The instrument and the player are
one and the same. Is this what duality is all about? It is only we
who separate the cause and the effect from each other? Can you
separate the Requiem from Mozart? Neither could exist
without the other.

Gabriel and Anne were regarding Peter like a
wonderful child who had just passed his first exam. Peter’s eyes
remained wide, wondrous, still unsure of his ground, yet seemingly
facing the unknown with renewed confidence.

“I shall go to Washington, darling. Will you
forgive me?”

This was the last statement Anne expected
from her husband at this particular moment. Somehow all her
thought-reading abilities eluded her.

“Are you sure, darling?”

“I must play my tune, Pet. We all must.” And
then he looked up at Gabriel.

“You are a very wise young man,” Gabriel
said.

“Not too bad for fifty-three, eh, my friend?”
He said ‘eh’ in a truly Canadian style. He would have to protect
his Canadian soul when he walked among the Americans. We all speak
the same language, but somehow we sound different.

“I wonder what it is?” he mused aloud. “Is it
the instrument or the musicians?”

For once he felt his two friends weren’t sure
what he was talking about. He was wrong.

“Or the thespian....” Gabriel smiled at his
suggestion.

We all have roles to play. We don the roles
of husbands, and fathers, and scientists. Others act out their
lives in a million and one different ways. We often play different
roles during the same day. Indeed, we are thespians all.

“And what of the virtuosi?” he asked, a
little lamely.

“That’s a much higher ground. Don’t climb the
mountain until you are strong enough. You must first cross the
river.”

Anne had told him about the ‘river’. Rivers,
streams, any expanse of moving water symbolized change, usually
drastic change, in the state of consciousness. One could not pour
fresh wine into old skins, he remembered. Again, the instrument and
the player. After all, like his father-in-law before him, he had
gone to a Jesuit college. He’d been brainwashed with the best of
them. Or had there been something there he could actually learn?
He’d never thought about it. He was always too busy just living.
And loving. And developing his work at the MNI. But maybe there was
something to the old Biblical stories.

At first, there didn’t seem to be any
connection between the players and rivers and the Jesuits. In
school, the Jesuits had kept the symbolic meaning of scriptures
hidden under the general blanket of ‘mystery’. Peter was well
prepared to face the world he could perceive with his senses. For
scientific research this was adequate. When he had to make
pragmatic judgments in the area of ‘good and evil’, he was as
helpless as a child. His mind rebelled against the simplistic
conditioning of the fundamentalist doctrine. Slowly, under
Gabriel’s influence, he began to discern an invisible world of
diverse shades, of all the colours of the rainbow. As a scientist
he knew that all colours originate in single golden whiteness. Now
he saw that only through the prism of our consciousness could we
discover different shades, hues, in the makeup of our fellow men.
So far he regarded people as complex cellular structures, as
objects of his scientific curiosity. Now he began to see them as
actors and players, each enacting his or her personal drama,
tragedy or, with luck, comedy on the stage of his or her life.

He began to see that there must have been
something to those biblical stories Gabriel and Anne alluded to.
After all, you can’t fool all the people all the time. And a great
many people believed them, even if they had no idea what they
meant.

As a matter of fact, he also remembered
Gabriel talking about the higher ground. It always symbolized
prayer, or a state of raised consciousness. It was all about
consciousness, he thought.

“It’s all about consciousness,” he said out
loud.

Anne and Gabriel smiled simultaneously. Peter
knew that he’d just risen to a different level. He would never
regard the universe, even mundane reality, in quite the same way.
It’s all about consciousness, he repeated silently. And for the
first time in his life, he knew exactly what he must do.

 


The next day, the moment he got to his
office, Peter called Finer.

“Yes?” Finer sounded shy. Perhaps he wasn’t
as evil as all that, Peter thought.

“When do you want me?” Peter asked.

“Yesterday?”

“I have one condition,” Peter spoke very
slowly. There was an audible sigh coming across the wire.

“Yes, Doctor Brown?” More negotiations?
Conditions? More conditions? John wouldn’t like....

“I need you to swear,” Peter hesitated, “I
need you to swear on the Torah, the Bible, that you will stay away
from my wife. This is not negotiable,” he added when silence
greeted the first part of his statement.

“I shall be happy to swear on my mother’s
grave, if that makes you happy, Doctor Brown.” Finer’s voice was an
ocean of relief. “At any time at all, Sir.” This was the first time
Finer had addressed him as Sir. Was this a good sign?

“Be here before noon,” Peter said, as if
commanding a subordinate.

“Yes, Sir,” Finer repeated. He would address
the devil himself as Sir to get his own way. Isn’t that what
successful negotiations were all about? He smiled at his own
thoughts. Mission accomplished. His face was almost smug.

 


By one in the afternoon, Peter had signed a
contract with Finer for a preliminary period of three months.
Shorter, if Peter managed to get results sooner. At this stage
Peter refused to discuss any extensions. The only surprise Peter
found in the contract was his proposed remuneration. In addition to
the billion-dollar grant, he was to be paid $100,000 US per month
for his services. Only then did Peter realize just how much they
really wanted him. Perhaps I can do some good there after all, he
mused. Or are we just haggling over the price?

Peter didn’t haggle.

“My work is too important here,” he argued.
“Anyway, if I don’t succeed within three months, chances are the
method you intend to apply is not doable. At least, not with our
present technology.”

Finer found it difficult to argue with
Peter’s logic.

 


By five o’clock Peter was discussing his
impending departure with Anne and Gabriel. He tried to elicit from
his wife, and from his friend, some sort of reaction to his
decision. They didn’t try to dissuade him, nor encourage him.
Yesterday Peter had entered a new level. The club of the mentally
unstable. Or the spiritually enlightened. Take your choice. He had
to play his own fiddle. They said little, but the two pairs of eyes
that followed his every move seemed to say, ‘No one ever said it
would be easy.’

It wasn’t.

If the Pentagon were getting their claws into
him under false pretenses, a proposition foremost on Peter’s mind,
he would have to deal with it there and then. There wouldn’t be any
of Gabriel’s wisdom, nor Anne’s love, to aid him. He would be
alone. Like a grownup. He smiled at his thought. Here he was, a man
in his early fifties, the Director of Experimental Neurosurgery,
yet feeling like a schoolboy who was given a new assignment. This,
he sensed, was not just a question of science. That he could
handle. He had, for years.

“Something still smells in the state of
Columbia,” he murmured, seemingly to himself.

“You are never alone,” Anne and Gabriel
replied in unison.

Perhaps they could read each other’s minds,
after all.

 


 


 


6

 Away from
Home

 


Perhaps for the first time, Peter
realized how Anne must have felt each time she left on one of her
trips. She went on missions designed to help people, not knowing if
she would. The results of her efforts might show up only years
later. She did what she felt was her duty, although she never
explained exactly to whom she felt such obligation. She never spoke
of God, or Jesus, or any of the Great Avatars of the past. Whatever
or Whomever she served seemed to dwell deep within her heart. Only
she had contact with that Source which, on occasion, seemed to take
over her life, virtually her free will.

Sometimes he wished he held such an
allegiance. Such unquestioning faith.

Peter was faithful to Anne, to his children
and to his science. He thought that if he served them well, then
whatever powers supervised the comings and goings in this world
would be kind to him. He would never admit it, but he’d never
completely freed himself from the image of God, the benevolent
Father, the Master of the Universe, who could smite him and his
loved ones with a flick of His little finger. He also held a
dwindling hope that if he behaved himself with certain decorum,
with honesty and perseverance, he would be rewarded. Not by his
work or by worldly success, but in some other place and time by
this very same benevolent Being.

“We are never punished for our sins,”
Gabriel had told him some twenty years ago.

“You’re kidding. What of the billion
Christians?”

Gabriel had ignored his interruption. “We are
punished by our sins,” he’d continued, as though Peter
hadn’t spoken. This single sentence had stuck in Peter’s mind. It
meant that he alone was the judge and the executioner. The only one
truly responsible. It placed a great deal more on his shoulders.
From that moment on, there was no one to blame for his fate. He was
creating his own universe. Idea by idea, thought by thought, deed
by deed, consequence by consequence.

Whatever applied to our sins must apply to
our rewards.

 


He looked out the window. The plane had
already veered toward the south and was fast climbing to 33,000
feet. It was about a third of the way up when it passed Westmount
on its port side. Tiny Westmount, a patch of green in an ocean of
roofs and tarmac. Only Mount Royal matched its verdant crowns.

Far, far below, there were Anne, Gabriel and,
yes, and Di, who would fly in tomorrow. He hadn’t seen his daughter
since Christmas. With September only days away, he missed his
daughter badly. This summer Di had taken a hiking tour of Vancouver
Island. When she dropped in to Montreal, he was away lecturing. And
now, he would be away again. It wasn’t easy being in charge of your
own life. He had no one to blame. Not any more.

Peter wondered what Anne would do in his
absence. The three of them—Anne, Di and Gabriel—would probably
drive north to see Anne’s parents. What a feast that would be. He
wondered if they would have time to miss him.

For a moment he felt sorry for himself. The
old ‘why me’ cry formed in his mind. Then he remembered, once
again, Anne’s words, ‘Ye are gods.’ That was it. Gods not
withstanding, he still felt a little sorry for himself. He ordered
a Scotch on the rocks. The svelte stewardess, who managed to look
both smart and sexy in the US Air Force uniform, served him a
twelve-year-old Johnnie Walker Black Label. Here’s to you, Johnny,
Peter murmured, thinking of his son. This thought made him sad
again. Johnny, too, had spent a week with them at Christmas. And
now, he would be flying some ten kilometers over his head and not
even say hello?

“Hello, my son,” he murmured, raising his
glass. It was a very good Scotch. As was the next one he ordered
after leaving behind the yellowish haze that hovered over New York
City.

Peter was determined to do his job at the
Pentagon as fast as possible and return to Westmount. He would
invite both his children to fly in for a long weekend. He would be
rich then. One hundred K every month would go a long way towards
paying all the expenses. Not that they had ever lacked money.
Anne’s royalties from way back were still trickling in at an
impressive rate. It seemed that for many people she never really
stopped playing her violin after all.

 


 


The plane was equipped with a
conference table, at which Finer remained during most of the
flight. He seemed busy pressing keys on two computers while talking
on a telephone mounted on his head. Only some half hour before
landing did Fred Finer get up, stretch, and sit on the seat
adjoining Peter’s. Finer and Peter were the only passengers.

“Protecting your investment?” Peter murmured.
We must be getting close to the dungeon, he thought. That was how
Peter thought of the Pentagon. The dungeon. He wasn’t sure he would
ever get out of there alive.

“A beautiful day for flying.” Finer sounded
happy.

“Beautiful day for just about everything,”
Peter agreed noncommittally.

Finer ordered a club soda to keep Peter
company. He then half-turned towards his prey, trying to catch
Peter’s eye. When he did, he said softly, “I want you to know,
Doctor Brown, that I shall do everything in my power to help you
with your experiments.”
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