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Prologue
Dr. Alexander Baldwin is a young, brilliant physicist, determined to unlock the secrets of the Universe. Yet, his scientific training is at odds with the memories of his youthful exploits that repeatedly drew him into the realm of irrepressible, often unbridled, imagination. He is only vaguely aware of having become a radically different person from the one of his youth.
Awkward, unseen elements from his past seem to pop up, as though to justify the present; elements that Alec has not experienced in his present life; elements so strong as to be pushing him with inexorable force. There are forces at play that he’d forgotten existed—forces akin to sorcery and Black Magic.
As the memories of his adolescent jaunts demand recognition, his mind and his emotions refuse to travel the same paths. His inner and outer selves are on a collision course. Ultimately, cajoling his wife and his son into his enigmatic reality, they all come very close to unlocking the secrets of the true nature of being.
The Beginning
I knew a man… such an one caught up to the third heaven.
2 Corinthians 12:2-4.
Chapter 1
The noise was overwhelming. The lightning struck repeatedly with blinding determination, frothing the water; steam rising in near vertical cones, joining with angry, convoluting clouds.
“Bastards,” he thought. “I deserve better than that.”
He did. He also dared to be original. Really original. Way past what the stereotype professors upholding the scientific status quo were capable of. No matter.
“I’ll show them!” he murmured through his teeth.
In the next instant, his anger left him. The sky resumed its serene countenance, the lustrous water stretched out to the northern slopes of the distant Adirondacks. Moments later, he couldn’t see that far. The western sun produced a shimmering sheen on the lake, barely disturbed by the dying breeze. The horizon closed in, the sky touching the water with blissful amity.
Had anyone told him that he had anything whatever to do with what happened moments ago, he would have denied it. After all, he was a hardnosed scientist, not some practitioner of hysterical mumbo-jumbo. What if he hadn’t been awarded summa cum laude? He was a Master of Science. A Magister. And down south, in the US of A, at Caltech, they recognized his intent. His potential. More so that the local upstarts.
“I really wish you wouldn’t do that!” Suzy’s tone of voice was much sterner than her face.
She was certainly disoriented but, all in all, she was beginning to get used to it. It wasn’t the first time that Alec had shifted from place to place in, what appeared to be, less than a second. One instant he was in one place, the next in another. It didn’t make any sense.
“I’m sorry, you know...” he started.
“Yes, I know. But it’s still getting on my nerves. It’s disconcerting.”
“I’m...” he began, reaching out for her waist in an attempt to embrace her, “...sorry.”
This time she sighed.
“At least I wish you wouldn’t do that when I am around. And especially when other people are coming. Surely you can do that for me?”
Yet, there was a poorly veiled threat in her plea. Not a threat of hell and damnation, but a festering omen of her unpredictable temper that she still managed to hold in relatively strong reins. Evidently even his Suzy had her limits. He regarded her azure eyes momentarily turning to tempered steel, only to relax in a smile that seldom left her face—the face he loved since he was a boy; ah, yes, a boy flexing his muscles to impress her. But it was her hair what really beguiled him. Long, flowing, tresses, now catching the rays of the evening sun which laced her golden filaments with streaks of red.
Alec smiled. For a briefest of moment their eyes studiously avoided each other. He knew that look in her eyes.
The ‘other people’ were Suzy and Alec’s parents. The occasion was his Master’s degree in physics, which he had just won at McGill University. His parents had decided to have a sort of Coming of Age party, before he’d leave to write his doctorate at Caltech. Alec wasn’t all that keen on both sets of parents paying court to their easy-going existence. His mom, Alicia, would repeatedly drop her usual hints such as: ‘isn’t it time you two lovebirds tied the knot?’ Dad, looking tired lately, a slight stoop down to Alec’s height hiding his conspiratorial smile, would whisper suggestions that it was high time Alec made an honest woman out of Suzy. ‘Not for me, you understand, son, but you know how mother is.’ Dad would follow this remark with a knowing wink.
As far as Alec knew, having lived together, on and off, for some five years, they were as honest with each other as anyone could be. But he would never say that to his dad.
Suzy’s parents seemed more understanding, or perhaps just more tolerant. Officially, or theoretically, he and Suzy had moved in together for practical, namely financial, reasons, just after Suzy started teaching French at the CEGEP. But neither of them ever thought that practicality had anything whatever to do with it. It just felt like the right thing to do. At any rate, Suzy’s mother seemed more preoccupied with her make-up than with her daughter’s marital status. Only Mr. Norman, Mr. John Norman, with whom Alec still found it impossible to get on first name terms, was as discrete as any father could be. Alec strongly suspected that, although Mr. Norman was well aware of their living arrangements, to him, the doting father, Suzanna remained the eternal, and eternally innocent, Vestal Virgin.
In a peculiar, indefinable way, Alec thought that the old man was right. There was a strange innocence in Suzy that, in spite of her occasional bouts of temper, made her almost child-like. This innocence combined with her complete, unabashed, and almost overwhelming femininity, made her totally irresistible.
At least to him.
“I really don’t find your peek-a-boo tricks amusing,” she threw over her shoulder on her way to the kitchen. She still had to finish two large plates of canapés.
“Next you’ll be accusing me of sorcery, or black magic,” he mumbled, finding the idea as amusing as it was ridiculous. Luckily, by then Suzy was out of hearing. He once saw her reading up on Black magic, making it quite clear that she equated Black with Evil.
Nevertheless, her parting shot brought Alec back to his purported, if disconcerting, habit of shifting from one chair to another, or from one end of the room to the other side. He’d tried to explain to her, more than once, that, in spite of the many assurances of various talented Sci-Fi writers, there was no such thing as instantaneous traversing of space, any more that it was possible to travel through time. At least not backwards. We all travel through time forward. When we stop, it’s because we have just dropped dead. As for the first two cases, it is not just that science has not as yet found a way of doing so, but it never would. Time travel would create a paradox, which would forever remain irreconcilable. The concept of time travel made for good fantasy stories, but that’s all they were. Stories. And traversing from one side of the room to the other in-no-time-at-all would be equivalent to travel in time. Backwards. In this material universe of ours this could never happen, he’d repeated many times.
Except for his childhood experiences…
Alex shrugged. He wished his lingering memories would leave him alone.
Getting back to the real world, it was the same paradox as with the velocity of light. One couldn’t reach it for the simple reason that it would take infinite force to move mass at such velocity. And any object possessed of any mass would become infinite if it reached the magic C. The velocity of light. Albeit the stretching into infinity occurs only at right angles to the direction of travel––but infinite is infinite—in whatever direction. Nevertheless, Alec did, on occasion, appear to deny the laws of physics. At least in Suzy’s judgment. But Black magic? Bah and Humbug as his father would say. His dad was a great admirer of Ebenezer Scrooge—both, before and after Ebenezer’s metamorphosis.
But Suzy had her own ideas.
“You scientists are playing around with dangerous things. I’ve warned you before. Stop before you do yourself harm,” she’d insisted, on a number of occasions.
Suzy finished the appetizers and busied herself arranging flowers in the living room vase. She still contended that his peek-a-boos had something to do with the brand new 10TeV accelerator the experimental physicists were using in an attempt to find the Higgs particle. Alec had been invited on a tour of the monster only last month, to witness a series of experiments. The 10TeV accelerator yielded 10 trillion electron volts; hopefully enough to smash atoms into smallest particles known to man: the Higgs particles. A very excited Alec Baldwin Jr. had been the only undergraduate student invited.
“Darling, I told you...”
His voice trailed off into silence. He could hardly tell her that he had absolutely no idea what it was that she was seeing. He was not in the least bit aware of ever having ‘space-shifted’ in any way whatever.
“They will be here soon. Do I look all right?”
She hit him with an almost overwhelming wave of femininity. Her polka-dot dress, taken directly from a late 60s Hollywood musical, gave her a look of carefree girlishness. Her eyes grew larger, disarmingly innocent; her lips parted in a supplicatory smile, her head turned coquettishly over one shoulder. He said nothing but again tried to take her in his arms.
“Darling, not now. You’ll ruin my make up!”
She wiggled out, though not too fast, from his embrace. She must be nervous about tonight, Alec thought. She seldom if ever wore any make up. She didn’t need to.
Anyway, time travel was limited by similar constraints as space and light. As time is a factor of space, the two are inexplicably interwoven into spacetime. The only way to experience anything in another timeframe would necessitate a step outside space, outside time, and thus outside the material or physical universe. And that, according to all laws of physics, was impossible also.
“Oh yes? And what about the Black Holes?” Suzy had once asked. She seemed to capitalize the last two words.
She was right of course. No one knew what happens inside those singularities. No one knew everything. Not yet. That was precisely why Alec loved physics so much. The more you learned, the greater unknowns bubbled to the surface. It was as if the universe and its laws were playing their own game of peek-a-boo. Sometimes he thought he grasped some new concept, gained a fresh understanding, construed a new insight––the next instant, it would be gone. And, as with the Cheshire cat, only the grin lingered behind, suspended in the rarified space of theoretical physics—a vague aroma of things to come.
“That’s the fun with infinity,” he murmured under his breath. “It’s infinite!”
Suzy agreed with his arguments, she just didn’t believe them. She trusted the evidence of her own eyes. She knew that occasionally Alec moved outside the limits imposed by time or space, or any laws of physics, for that matter. On one occasion, he’d even changed his shirt on the way across the room. In no time at all. One moment he was standing by the window, pulling on the blinds, and the next instant he was by the door wearing a dark blue shirt. The white shirt he’d been wearing at the window had vanished into thin air. She saw it happen. No matter what he said later. Her mind was not constricted by his vast knowledge of physics. Sometimes he envied her. She could be so sure...
And when Suzy was sure, Alec knew better than to argue with her.
If Suzy’s observations were right, then his shifts in location could not be due to his incredibly fast movement from one armchair to another. No. So-called, telepathy was involved—if such were possible. The only theory that fitted the facts was that he was rebuilding, or reconstituting, his physical body from the available energy extant in the environment to which he was returning. From where? The posting address was of no consequence. Matter and energy were indestructible but interchangeable. If he was not present in one place, he had to be in another. But how? Should he be able to move backwards even one second in spacetime, the same principle would apply. Only then it would be more than easy to reconstitute his physical body in the exact location it was a second ago. In fact, in any duration of less than a few millennia, the same would apply. More or less. There could be tides or currents in the fabric of spacetime, of course; energy fields, gravitation, perhaps still unknown forces that, on occasion, could upset the laws of physical universe. The exceptions only served to prove the rule. But all this was theory. A figment of his overactive imagination. To date, it was not a part of physics. He should know. He was about to write his thesis.
Once or twice he attempted to explain the theory of his speculations to Suzy. He couldn’t tell her everything, because, well, on the face of it, it didn’t make sense! It was not a matter of mathematical logic, more like a... well, like an act of faith. Once you assumed that he’d done it, that Suzy’s peek-a-boo observations were not figments of her imagination, it seemed perfectly logical, but you needed that assumption based on faith...
On the other hand, perhaps it had me she, and not him, who resorted to some kind of shady magical practices. She was certainly beautiful enough to be a witch and get away with it.
Alec recalled when, as a boy, he just couldn’t accept that an object heavier than air could fly, like a 747, for instance. Or how could a boat or a ship made of steel or ferrocement float? But he’d seen planes fly, heavy ships float. He accepted these facts with his intellect but not with his emotions. At some level of his young perceptions, he still couldn’t accept it. Emotionally, it just didn’t make sense. Gradually his feelings caught up with his mind. But until that time, the principle of the vacuum created by the airfoil, and displacement governing the possibility of floatation, remained just acts of faith. Like his imagination. When he closed his eyes, he could fly. But only with his eyes closed.
Suzy knew Alec was struggling in a reality other people recognized as ‘normal’, but she didn’t like it. And when Suzy didn’t like something, Alec often found it safer to let it go. Lately he did––and he paid for it.
And then the doorbell chimed.
“Darling...” His mother’s opening salvo reverberated in the hall. “You look absolutely gorgeous. But then you always do, darling. You always do.”
When she’s right, she’s right, Alec nodded from afar. She always did. Look gorgeous, that is.
Alicia didn’t look bad either. If it hadn’t been for the slightly excessive makeup, particularly the rouge underlining her cheekbones, she could have been Suzy’s elder sister. Not much older, either. Her figure was fantastic, the curve of her neck, patrician. It had been three months since Alec had last seen his mother. He wasn’t sure he would see much of her today. Suzy was bound to lead her to the cocktail cabinet where dear mom would be happiest. Not that she ‘drank’. She’d been known not to touch a drop of the hard-stuff for weeks at a time, just to be able to let herself go when an occasion presented itself.
“Alexander, darling!” his mother said, offering her cheek to be kissed. “Alec, doesn’t he look just wonderful?”
She’d taken to calling Alec—Alexander, when her son first left home. She felt it was more appropriate, more mature. Continuing to call her own husband Alec did not seem contradictory to her. After all, everyone knew how masculine Alec Baldwin Sr. was. “Not that there is anything...” She once tried to explain but lost her thought.
Alec Sr. dutifully agreed. Dad usually did. It was the best policy. And dad was very good at carrying out policies. He’d just retired as the Chief Engineer in charge of administration of Air Atlantic, the only real competitor of Air Canada. This involved both formulating and carrying out countless policies, as well as constant negotiations with VIPs. He still claimed it had been more exiting than living with a slide-ruler in his pants. His younger assistants had been brought up on computers. They probably had no idea what a slide-ruler was.
Alec held dad in vaguely grudging respect. His father had never struck him as an epitome of mental dexterity. He was good at his job, or had been while still working, and he made his mother happy. Slightly taller than Alec, about six-foot-two, he still presented a striking figure of robust masculinity: broad in the shoulders, still able to suck in his protesting waist, and still drawing glances from women half his age. He could hold his own in any crowd, hold up his end of any conversation, even if he lacked the deeper knowledge to venture his own opinion. People found him congenial, pleasant, a good man to have around.
Only he did look a little tired, lately.
And, to repeat, dad made Alec’s mother happy. He was the rock she could lean on in moments of stress, when the currents of life seemed to drift away from her striving grasp. As was happening now. Nevertheless, while Alicia thought that her son should get married, settle down, his father reminded her gently that had he done so himself, then he and Alicia would never have met, let alone gotten married.
“He is twenty-four, dear. At this age I was in England, trying to make up my mind what to do with my life.”
For a moment Alec Sr.’s eyes drifted, lingering on some old memories.
“Yes but... “ Her voice was almost plaintive.
“...but Alec, ah... Alexander, on the other hand, just graduated; he’s won a scholarship to Caltech. He is acclaimed the best scholar graduating this year at McGill, and he seems perfectly happy to stick with Suzy, without venturing into the playing-field, which nowadays seems replete with more ‘gentlemen’s’ diseases than was the case when I was his age.”
Alicia seemed to feel better under the onslaught of her husband’s quiet logic.
“Do let me offer you a drink, Mother,” Suzy pulled Alicia firmly towards the cocktail cabinet. “Alec, you will give me a hand?”
More often than not, Suzy addressed both women as ‘mother’, both men as ‘dad’. Somehow, she’d managed to avoid confusion.
Suzy suspected that Alicia was waiting for the opportunity to break her self-imposed fast. As for assistance, she was addressing Alec Sr. They had been on first name terms almost since they all met, that day, in Sloop Bay off Valcour Island, on Lake Champlain. Some ten years ago.
Alexander couldn’t help but smile at the ease with which Suzy killed two birds with one stone. She made both his parents happy with a single request. Being left momentarily alone, his thoughts drifted back to the matter that was beginning to prey on his mind.
Frankly, he couldn’t blame Suzy.
Living with a man who did things which, according to the sane majority, could not be done, could not be easy. At least Alec no longer drifted into his imaginary travels, a habit he had when they first met.
Yet, of late, she often seemed to feel lonely.
There was nobody with whom she could share her knowledge of Alec’s youthful exploits. Now, even in hindsight, they seemed impossible, at the very least improbable. One had to know his past to be able to understand the internal battle he was waging within himself. Battle between the world of the mind and the spirit. Or was it logic versus imagination?
“Why must these two be always at adds?” she often mused, her perennial smile losing some of its luster.
There was no one she could lean on, confide in. No one, that is, if you exclude the bifocalled staff member, a Ph.D. she’d presumed, at the friendly local psychiatric ward. She’d tried. They’d listened politely, asked her if she had any other symptoms that disturbed her, and what medication she was taking for her delusions. It had been obvious that no one had believed her. Alec was her problem and her problem alone. It wasn’t easy.
Unfortunately, Alec was very new to this shifting game. He was only just beginning to sort out what was happening. He hardly believed some of his conclusions himself. It was like flying and floating. He did it, but couldn’t quite believe it. Not in his heart. Or so it seemed. After years of nuclear physics, later particle physics in which atoms appeared like giants compared to the subatomic quarks and mesons and a host of other nuclear debris...
And yet, weren’t atoms virtually empty space? And if so, wasn’t all this taking place in his mind? In Suzy’s mind?
For the two of them, the story did not start when he began studying physics. It started a good few years earlier when he’d met his Princess. Princess Sandra.
It now seemed so very, very long ago. He missed having Sandra to ask questions. There was a time, when he thought of Sandra as his own soul. As his own inner being, incontrovertibly united with his own psyche. Not many people had a chance to meet their own inner selves. Not in ‘real’ life. The last thing he remembered was her admonition to ‘just live’.
But that was then. There was no room in his present life for souls or inner beings. Now, he was a scientist. A man guided by this mind, and mind alone. And in the realm of scientific logic there is no room for sudden, inexplicable space shifting, in gross denial of laws of nature.
Alec had opened the door before Mr. Norman pressed the bell. Suzy’s parents arrived punctually. Actually, his own mom and dad had arrived a little early. Mother probably wanted to give the apartment the once-over, before being forced to share her first impressions with anyone. It was, after all, her first visit to their new place.
John Norman embraced Alec as though he were his own son. There seemed to be a genuine friendship between the older man and Alec. Mr. Norman was a good twenty years older than Alec’s father. More like a granddad, really. A granddad Alec had never had. Suzy was the youngest of the Normans and had come fairly late in Mr. Norman’s life. Her nearest brother was sixteen years her senior.
“God, I missed you, son. It’s really good to see you.” He finally let Alec go.
“Good of you to say so, Sir.” Alec took Suzy’s father’s coat.
“John,” John Norman corrected.
“Ah, yes, sorry Sir, I mean....”
Mrs. Norman was only a little more reserved in her attitude towards Alec. She still thought Alec was too young; “She needs a strong hand, you know,” she’d told Alec on a number of occasions. “She’s our youngest, you know,” she assured him repeatedly. “One tends to spoil the youngest...”
“How is my little girl?” she asked Alec, after bending his head down to her ample bosom in a motherly embrace. “Remember what I told you about spoiling her?” She looked up at him sternly when he came up for air. She was a good eight inches shorter than Alec.
“Yes, Mrs. Norman. But I really don’t think Suzy is spoiled at all. She’s as mature and responsible as any woman her age!” Alec tried to cheer up his prospective mother-in-law, quite unaware of his qualifying statement.
“And just how many women Susan’s age have you met, young man? Well? Well?” she prompted. And as Alec stood flustered, Joan Norman burst into laughter.
“Gotcha!” she blurted and pushed past Alec into the living room.
Before joining his wife, John Norman took a step back and pressed the door chimes. He had liked the sound they made when Suzy showed him the apartment last week, on condition that he wouldn’t tell anyone.
“Do I hear wedding bells?” Alicia asked raising her glass.
This time Suzy was the only one who’d noticed. All six of them were sitting along the full length of the balcony, admiring the distant hills, now shrouded in haze, only just visible across the water. And then it happened. Alec was at the very end of the balcony, sipping his Scotch and water, and then...
Well, it was strange to say the least.
He was telling his dad about the benefits of USLA when, in the middle of his sentence he’d changed positions: from one end of the balcony to the other. Normally such an inexplicable shift might have been ignored, but the balcony was less than five feet wide. He would have had to climb over Mr. & Mrs. Norman’s stretched out legs to get to the other side—the other end of the balcony. One instant he was talking to his dad, and the next he was smiling at Susan’s mother.
At first, seemingly, no one had noticed anything. The human mind tends to dismiss things that do not make sense. And Alec might have gotten away with it, had it not been for the plate of canapés. It left Suzy’s hands and descended by the shortest route towards his feet. He caught it just in time.
“Perhaps you will offer one to your mother?” Suzy asked sweetly. Her eyes, however, told quite a different story. As she brushed by him on her way into the living room, she whispered, “You promised you wouldn’t. Not with people around?”
Alec had never promised anything of the sort. Nor could he. Quite the contrary. He assured her, again and again, that he had absolutely no control over whatever it was that she’d noticed. Or thought she had. He’d spent countless hours trying to translate her observations into some semblance of logic, all to no avail. What Suzy described made no sense. For a moment he played with the idea of asking the others if they’d noticed something, anything peculiar taking place, but that would really make Suzy mad. And it was unwise to make Suzy mad. For whatever reason, and in front of others, family or not, it was equivalent to suicide. His––not hers. Well, practically...
Or maybe it was all Suzy. Maybe she was suffering from some sort of mental aberration that prompted her to see things that didn’t happen. Neither of the parents had said anything. But he didn’t dare suggest it to her. Anyway, what purpose would it serve?
“Won’t you have one, Mrs. Norman?” he proffered the tray.
“Can’t I have two?”
“Of course, Mrs. Norman.”
“Three...?” This time she looked closer at Alec’s eyes. “What is it, son?” There was astute concern in her eyes.
“It’s nothing,” he lied. “Really, Mrs. Norman.”
“Son!” his father called. “Why did you take away our canapés?”
Could it be that his father only now noticed his absence from his side? Perhaps Suzy was right. My God, whatever is going on? “Sandra...” he whispered. And then the moment was gone. Suzy came back with another tray while everybody was still busy doing justice to the bottle of Black Label Alec had gotten on his way back from the States. As a libertarian at heart, he considered buying off-duty liquor his patriotic duty. At the present rate, the Scotch would die a sudden death before Suzy had had a chance to serve dinner. Returning to the balcony, she looked perfectly calm and in high spirits. Alec smiled his thanks.
As it often happens at such gatherings, at any one time the three men would chat at one end of the balcony, the three women amused each other at the other. The three women in Alec’s life. Susan, with her long, blond hair, was much closer in appearance to Alicia than to her own mother. What was more, she was relatively tall, as was his mother: slim, almost statuesque, while Mrs. Norman tended towards the short and cuddly variety. Not fat, but well, perhaps just very well endowed with generous pulchritude. Suzy probably inherited the same features but they were distributed on a frame about six inches taller, which, frankly, made an enormous difference. A goddess, versus a mother goddess. His own mother also gravitated, or rose is a better word, to the first variety. Of course, Mrs. Norman had given birth to four children—Suzy had three much older brothers she hardly ever saw—while he was an only child. This could, at least in part, account for the difference in the two mothers’ proportions.
Strangely, the two mothers were about the same age, but Joan Norman had married a much older man. He’d been established by the time they’d met, while Alicia and dad had climbed the ladder together. Now his dad was also retired, but this was partly due to an inheritance he’d received from the Old Country. Apparently being an only child ran in his family, as he was the sole heir to the estate of his grandfather, who’d spent a good part of his life in India, amassing his fortune. Not a great fortune, but enough to allow dad and mom to do the travelling they’d always been drawn to. And, of course, the new boat was much bigger. From a twenty-seven-foot O’Day, dad has upgraded to a thirty-seven-footer, by the same builder. Central cockpit, a ‘real bedroom’ astern, and room enough to swing a cat. Two cats if need be. Not as agile (the boat, not the cats), nor as maneuverable, but what comfort! “If I’m in a hurry, I’ll take a jet,” dad liked to assure anyone who questioned his choice of locomotion. But he wasn’t quite fair. With a good breeze the new 37 would leave the old 27-footer well behind, and Alec Sr. liked that a lot.
Yet, the yacht was practically dad’s only folly, if such it was. In all other respects, it was almost a shame that Alec Sr. exhibited virtually no interest in money. It was necessary, it was utilitarian, it was practical. Often it was a nuisance, particularly at income tax time. Like father––like son. Alec Baldwin Jr. loved mathematics, but hated accounting.
Soon after finishing an enormous pile of steamed shrimps served with individual bawls of garlic butter and French fries— which they ate sailor-wise: with their fingers—both parental couples left. It was a long-standing custom that no dessert would be served. A small cognac with coffee, a single Belgian dark chocolate, and they were gone. Alec and Suzy cleared the dishes together and returned to the balcony. It was that time of the year when the evenings were still warm, but cool enough to cuddle up in each others arms for extra comfort. They had a hemispherical chair, resembling a satellite-dish, which only just fitted on the narrow terrace but was eminently suitable for such occasions.
“Tell me about her?” Suzy whispered, her head resting on Alec’s shoulder.
“Her?”
“Her.”
Alec knew she was talking about Sandra. There was no other ‘her’ in his life. He’d already told Suzy a little about Sandra, now and then, more as a memory of his youthful exploits than as a vibrant part of his life. Frankly, he was ready to leave that part of his life behind. As far as he was concerned, Sandra was an imaginary figment of his youth.
She no longer belonged to the scientific coordinates of his mind.
What could he tell her that she didn’t already know? Some things could not be shared. Not for unwillingness, but well, some feelings cannot be translated into words. He recalled a saying he’d once heard: the intellect calculates, the soul feels. Perhaps poets can do justice to the feelings, but Alec was a hard-nosed physicist. Or… tried to be? He may have inherited a lighter, more artistic side from his mother, but not enough to be able to speak, with facility, of the unspeakable.
“All too often, Sandra seemed well beyond words...” Alec began. He never felt comfortable talking about her. Not even with Suzy.
Suzy cuddled even closer. His eyes drifted across the expanse of the lake, and then beyond.
“My contact with Sandra, if I can be call it that, began when I was no more than fourteen. At the time, I had developed a habit of escaping into a wild, imaginary world; a world that I seem to have populated with great achievements, conquests on unprecedented scale, with heroism and daring, mostly, if not exclusively, designed to escape a reality which, at the time, I did not find particularly exciting.”
He smiled a little sadly.
“Since those days, my schooldays, I’d learned that such an imaginary world is a form of escapism not altogether unknown to child psychologists. Adults tend to compensate for their limitations, real or perceived, by realities supplied by the prodigious imagination of celebrated authors of books of fiction, by prolific screenwriters, poets and musicians. They sate their need for adventure by identifying with the bushwhacking heroes of yesteryear, by the exorbitant worlds of science fiction, by losing themselves in romance novels populated by the bold and the beautiful. At the bottom end of this escape funnel, the frustrated housewives turned countless innocuous starlets, propped up by aging ex-stars of afternoon soaps, into multi-millionaires.
“And you found a different way to compensate for your perceived inadequacies?” She smiled up at him. In her heart Alec had no inadequacies. Well… almost, she smiled at her own thoughts.
He ignored her interruption, but drew her even closer, planting a gentle kiss on her upturned lips.
Frankly, she was right. Any other boy with Alec’s talents and achievements would find no reason to escape reality. He might well have wallowed in his scholastic achievements, sport championships, and even a happy, close-knit family life. But Alec had not been an ordinary boy. Not by a long shot. In fact, even in his early teens he would find the word “ordinary” as distasteful as would any promising artist or musician. From as early as six or seven years of age, Alec had exhibited extraordinary characteristics, a heritage that even now he found challenging to live up to.
“The real story began when I met Sandra…”
“When you imagined you met Sandra?” she corrected.
“No, Su! When I met Sandra. She was as real to me then, as you are now.”
Then she felt his muscles relaxing again.
“I first saw her reflection in a mirror, then in a dark pane of my bedroom window. My life was never the same since. It seems that my overactive imagination took me on ever wider escapades, all seemingly propagated by my rapport with my… with my imaginary, if you insist, Princess Sandra, who seemed to appear and disappear at will, exposing me to ever wider views of the universe.” By now his voice sounded as dreamy as the stars swirling his eyes. “Together we traversed time and space as easily as closing my eyes and letting imagination take me, take us, to the very end of the rainbow.”
Suzy’s lips tightened, just a fraction. She felt a pang of inexplicable jealousy. She scolded herself, I mustn’t be jealous of figments of his imagination.
“And what a pot of gold had invariably awaited me there!” Alec affirmed, now lost in the world of yesteryear.
He didn’t tell her that this strange period in his life, lasting no more than a few months, coincided with his incipient maturity, perhaps stimulated by the hormones that demanded some strange metamorphosis in his body. In his inner worlds, as he called them, he and Sandra had crossed galaxies, traversed eons of time, cringed frozen, terrified, while suspended over the green slime of the primordial earth, only to return with more questions than he had before. Only in those days, Sandra was there to answer many of his questions.
Now, Sandra was gone.
Alec could recall virtually all the details of his experiences under Sandra’s tutelage. What he experienced became indelibly etched on his young mind.
“You must understand, Su, that the inner-world I had seemingly created for myself was as real as anything I had ever experienced with my five physical senses. In fact, those very same senses seemed infinitely more acute, sharpened to diamond hardness, honed to perfection in the worlds where no mundane distractions diluted their effectiveness.”
He took a deep breath. There seemed an eerie silence around them, as though nature herself was listening to the secrets of the inner worlds.
“Yet, as far as Sandra was concerned, there is one other trait that set her apart from all the other characters I had played, or played with, or indeed had created in my imagination. For surely, in spite of the palpable reality of my inner worlds, it must have been just imagination.” He smiled sadly. “What else? You do not scale Mt. Everest and conquer the North Pole in the same day, indeed, within the same hour or two…”
His voice grew quiet, hardly above a whisper.
“What really set her apart from all the other imaginary characters was, or had been, that she alone had not succumbed to my will. She had not appeared at my bidding, had not acted in a manner that in any way implied that I was, or had been, the creator of her presence. If anything, I’d felt subjected to her will, her desires, her bidding…”
He couldn’t tell her, not his dear, dear Suzy, that he recalled making himself available to Sandra’s every whim. Or so it had seemed at the time. And what was equally as strange was that this indelible impression that Sandra left on his awareness has been etched on his mind after only a few months. She’d come, she’d conquered, and she was gone. All in his dreams. Or daydreams. No matter. She was more real to him, even now, than any other experience that ever touched his awareness.
“And when I finally began to understand the possible reasons for her presence, she bid me her final farewell.”
His mind retreated into a realm he’d once called his own. What an incredible farewell it had been. He was no longer talking to Suzy. He was reliving the experience he would carry for the rest of his life.
“We both hovered among an infinity of stars. Suspended, weightless… The black velvet of outer space, as wide and as deep as my inner senses would reveal to me, surrounded us on all sides. Then, as though it were the most natural thing in the world, she merged into me, imbued me with the presence of her utterly overpowering intensity; melted into my beingness. It was as though her own individuality was no more, as though her very sense of being became my own. But she did not die: quite the contrary. From that day, from that strangest of all my experiences, I became one with her, joined into a single amalgam, into a precious alloy that could never be set apart.”
The rest he couldn’t share, not even with Suzy. He closed his eyes…
Even as he became aware of Sandra losing her individuality within his, from that day on he remained convinced that, should he die, he in turn would lose his individuality within her. Like an evolving vortex—a partnership of being and becoming. Like two peas in a single pod. For of one thing Alec was as sure as of day being followed by night: Sandra was immortal. She also seemed to be all-knowing, omnipresent, or at least present wheresoever Alec found himself in any of the inner or outer worlds. Somehow, at some level of perception, she was with him, an inseparable part of his own being.
“Alec? Alec, come back…” Suzy was shaking his arm. “Alec!”
His eyes opened slowly. He smiled at his love.
“Don’t worry, darling. All this happened more than ten years ago, when I was just stepping on the road toward manhood.”
In a way, one could say that Sandra, a girl, a woman, an incredibly beautiful Princess, made him a man. In another way, she was none of these, yet, she was all of them at the same time.
As fate would have it, at about that same time, Alec had also met Suzy.
Both blondes, both beautiful, but that is where the likeness ended. Even as Sandra conquered and ruled his inner worlds, Suzy was the supreme queen of his passion. Suzy was as physically enchanting as Sandra was adept at sating his more esoteric needs.
Ten years...
Although Alec had not given up his imaginary travels for some years, Sandra had never again appeared in them. And yet, in a strange way, he’d always held a deep conviction that she was here, and there, and wherever he went, with him. Perhaps she really was one with him. Though in what way, by what blending of atoms or subatomic particles, he couldn’t explain.
“So you see, Pet, she is not a woman of whom you can be jealous.”
“Who, me?” She managed to convey innocence mixed with absolute denial. “Jealous?” She was almost convincing.
Alec held Suzy closer to his chest. “There is a school of thought that within every man there is an anima, even as an animus is in every woman. They are one, only my anima became personalized in my imagination...”
Suzy looked up at him. This time there was no doubt in her eyes. No doubt at all.
“I suppose,” he added ponderously, “you might think of her as the feminine part of my own self. As part of me. Whatever part Sandra plays in my life, it is as much at your disposal as any other aspect of my being. Do you believe me?”
She nodded. Alec breathed a sight of relief, although his conclusion was not quite accurate. He rationalized his feeling this way, but, if it hadn’t been for the fact that he was a physicist, that he was totally committed to scientific research, he would simply have said that it was Suzy who ruled his heart.
There was one other thing he couldn’t tell her. For some inexplicable reason he felt that Sandra, the Sandra within him, was a source of quite incredible power. A power that was neutral, amoral, and, in equally as strange way, at his disposal. Only he had no idea how to use it, let alone how to control it. Yet, it seemed, it was a power that demanded recognition.
Yes, he nodded to himself. Suzy ruled his heart, but Sandra, Princess Sandra, ruled his soul.
A week later Alec left for Caltech.
He was hoping to leave youthful fancies behind.
Chapter 2
From the synchrocyclotron at Columbia University to the monster atom-smasher at Waxahachie in Texas, was a long journey. During the intervening years, the Tevatron at the Fermi National Accelerator Laboratory, which measured some four miles around, dominated the field of nuclear physics. Finally the Superconducting Super Collider, the SSC, at Waxahachie, was built to measure more than fifty miles in diameter. “Don’t mess with Texas” is the saying down South. Texas likes to be big. The biggest—if at all possible. Well, Alec had no intention of messing with Texas or with the SSC. An opportunity to peek at the installation was all he could hope for.
And as he discovered later, there was a great deal to peek in on.
Already, after only a few years in the field, Alec found that there were many approaches in the advancement of research. Some, perhaps one could put Texans in this category, appeared to measure success in size. Others counted the number of years; still others stressed the degree of intensity. In physical terms, the SSC was the biggest but measured in years, in experience, it was a mere baby. No one knew for certain what doors it might open, what secrets of science it might unveil. After all, in terms of duration ‘modern’ physics may be said to have begun around 430 B.C., when Democritus of Abdera declared that ‘Nothing exists except atoms and empty space: everything else is opinion.’
Perhaps. Opinions vary.
Alec thought that if we chose to measure the generations of knowledge by intensity, then we would have to pay homage to a group of people who formed part of the Manhattan Project. While their objective could be described as ignominious––the building of the atom bomb––it brought together the créme de la créme of scientific minds of the time. Robert Oppenheimer, Niels Bohr, Enrico Fermi, after whom the Fermilab was later named, John von Neuman, Hans Bethe, Richard Feynman, Eugene Winger.... Some called this group the greatest gathering of intellects since ancient Greece.
Other scientists assigned value to larger chunks of history.
There were those who called the XVII century the age of genius. Johannes Kepler, Galileo Galilei, Rene Descartes, William Harvey, Christiaan Huygens, Baron von Leibniz, Robert Boyle, Sir Isaac Newton, Sir Francis Bacon, John Locke... the list seemed endless, a roster seldom if ever surpassed in any century of intellectual endeavour. Alec smiled at the thought of where he might have been today if it weren’t for those men. We all stand on the shoulders of giants, he thought. Without them we are nothing.
Alec always relied on intensity. He found that time is flexible, while intensity is like a pebble thrown into a pond. It creates concentric waves, ever increasing, ever bearing fruit in the field of human progress. The consequences of greatness leave their indelible mark on humanity as a whole.
Yes––intensity was always affecting time, while time might leave no mark on humanity at all. Like the stagnation of the Dark Ages.
But science was only one factor that stirred Alec’s hunger.
Though he would never admit it to his colleagues, the experiences of his early teens were also firmly anchored in his subconscious. While he fully accepted the limitations imposed by the material world, he refused to prejudge the physical reality as the only reality. Somewhere, there was a bridge waiting to be discovered, perhaps crossed. It was a bridge only for the daring, for the stout of heart. But, he felt certain in his own heart that, when discovered, it would be a real, solid, scientific bridge. A bridge that would justify his choice of profession, and would somehow, someway, integrate it with the demands of his psyche.
He didn’t expect it to be easy.
For the next few months, Alec tried to lose himself in his work. Researching a thesis was not something that could be carried out on a part time basis. It demanded full effort, total concentration and commitment. His great advantage over the other researchers was his relative maturity. Perhaps due to being a single child, Alec had been forced to spend a lot of his early years in the company of adults. This alone advanced his mental development well ahead of his biological years. As for the usual hormonal interferences—and powerful interferences they had been—he discharged them, so to speak, during the three intervening years between his sexual awakening and moving in with Suzy. At McGill he found les girls as exiting as would any virile young man. His reasonably athletic physique was generally regarded as attractive. His academic standing belied his somewhat scatterbrained appearance with the signature mop of disorderly hair hanging over his rugged features. He’d tasted the forbidden fruit and found it interesting, stimulating, but not overwhelming. For a while he experimented with the different aspects of the feminine mystique, until he discovered, to his utter amazement, that not one of his passing romances came even close to the enchantment that Suzy radiated. It was a moment of such powerful epiphany that he called her that same day and asked her to marry him.
She refused. He remembered that day, as that same evening, and extending well into the night, an electrical storm raged over Montreal with unprecedented fury. Next morning, the meteorologists were at a loss to explain the heavy storm, that didn’t deposit a single drop of precipitation.
She’d said that she would never marry a man she couldn’t trust. He recalled the conversation. He recalled most things that concerned Suzy. Even when he was with other girls.
“You mean you don’t trust me? Why on earth not?” He wasn’t really hurt; rather surprised.
“I didn’t say that.”
He couldn’t decide whether she was coy or serious. His mathematical mind worked more in black and white than in shades of gray. Suzy’s mind was multi-hued.
“Yes, you did. You said...”
“I said I could never marry a man I didn’t trust.”
“Well?”
“Well...? How am I supposed to know if I can trust you or not?”
“But... but... don’t you trust me?”
“I don’t know. Should I?”
The funny thing was that he’d never really thought about it. To be quite honest, his relationship with Suzy matured from a youthful infatuation to an almost sisterly relationship, to mad sailing cruises in beguiling moonlight, to.... He really didn’t know where he stood exactly. Suzy was as much a part of his life as eating and drinking. Perhaps, even more so. She was like a fresh breath of spring he inhaled in moments of euphoria.
Did any of this advance him towards marriage?
“I would never break a promise to you.”
“I suppose you wouldn’t. But you also wouldn’t break a promise given to anyone else. Would you?”
“Of course not.”
“Then we cannot take this as the sole postulate for marriage.”
“I never said it was sole...”
“Alexander.” She only used his full name when she was about to say or ask something very important. “Why do you want to marry me?”
“Because I love you, of course.”
“There is no ‘of course’ about it. Many people get married for many more obscure reasons. They are bored, lonely, insecure, afraid, to face the world alone. Are you any of these?”
“I... I don’t think so. Why are you asking me all this? Don’t you want to get married?”
“Frankly... not today.”
“Tomorrow?”
“Alexander!”
“Oh, all right. I’ll do it your way. Tell me what it is and I’ll do it.”
“Let me think about it and I’ll let you know. Give me a couple of weeks.”
Alec spent the next fortnight sitting on pins and needles. It was utterly absurd. Normally he would go to see her; they would dine together, go for a walk, with luck he might get lucky, as they say. He did fairly often. Suzy was no pushover, but she wasn’t a prude. In fact she was disarmingly honest. There was no ‘not tonight, I’ve got a headache’ nonsense about her. If she wanted him she said so. If for whatever reason the atmosphere wasn’t quite right, she was also open about it. Perhaps that is why whenever they did make love, it was always special. Something to be remembered—almost cherished. Suzy was a very special lady.
Finally, after exactly two weeks the telephone rang.
“Let’s move in together,” she said. No ‘hello’, no ‘how are you?’. Just that. A proposal—rather a proposition. He wasn’t sure which.
That was almost three years ago. He’d just turned twenty-one. It was a good time to try something new. They moved in together the next day without actually getting rid of their old places. For some unknown reason, at least unknown to Alec, she wanted it that way. It had to be a different place. A new beginning. Their new place was small, worse than they’ve been used to, but they were together. It lasted three weeks. It was not quite the same as seeing each other on special occasions. No matter how often.
They’d joined forces some six more times, not counting occasional weekends. Once they’d lasted almost four months. It had been then that she’d said that she was considering giving up her own apartment. Alec took her to dinner and got rather tipsy. Somehow he’d considered it a major victory. For all his previous philandering, Alec had never discovered that women mature much faster than men. A year later she’d told him that finally he’d started acting like a man. That he’d matured. That he was still young wine, but the vintage showed promise.
“And before?”
“Before, my boy, you were a boy.”
And that was that.
The first thing Alec had to do was to get his subject approved. He’d selected the California Institute of Technology, in Pasadena, because this illustrious university boasted, in his opinion, the top physicist in the world, Dr. Desmond McBride, whose acumen did not stop him from acting, on occasion, like a sour Scotsman––Scot, as he preferred to be called. Dr. McBride never tired of reminding people that it was self-evident that he was a man, whereas the word Scot denoted his affiliation to a Gaelic tribe of Northern Ireland, which migrated to Scotland in the fifth century. Regardless of his heritage, Dr. McBride, McDes as he was called behind his back, dared to talk and write things in scientific papers on subjects that others feared. He did not regard the present advancement of knowledge to be the alpha and omega of human endeavour. Quite the contrary. To many of his equally illustrious colleagues and to anyone who would listen, he also never tired of saying that physics had barely scratched the surface of knowledge.
“Nuts! My boy,” he assured Alec, wrapping one of his arms over Alec’s shoulder, which was about a foot higher than his own. “Nuts to them and to all theirr cohorrts. They wouldn’t rrecognize a quarrk if it were squirrted into theirr nostrrils.”
Professor McBride liked Alec the moment he laid eyes on him. The feeling was mutual. It could have been that they shared an affinity for disheveled mops over their equally high foreheads. It could have also been the seemingly scatterbrained look they shared, no matter how misleading. Alec knew that with the Professor, with McDes, he could dare to go where no man had gone before. Only in the opposite direction to Captain James Kirk. The good Captain had gone outwards. Alec was directing his spaceship inwards. As far in as he could possibly go. He completely ignored the fact that some of the post-docs working at Caltech referred to the Professor not as McDes, but McDeath. The Professor didn’t mince words when he saw mediocrity. He called a spade a spade. And, even in the field of physics, there were many spades around that should have been shoveled away.
Alec wasn’t deterred.
When Alec finally summoned enough courage to ask the Professor to supervise his thesis, the man smiled and replied, “I thought you’d neverr ask!” There was a surreptitious sense of humour fomenting under that grey mop of hair that seemed to make the impossible more acceptable. And, when Professor McBride talked, all things sounded possible. At least to Alec’s ears.
“You’rre a young’un, me lad. You can go wherre an ol’ coot can harrdly venturre any morre.” There was a hint of sadness in the Professor’s tone.
Dr. McBride still tended to roll his r’s in the Scottish fashion, though Alec suspected this was just to add flavour to his other eccentricities. As for his allusion to quarks, that was a little more involved.
A quark is a subatomic particle. Its size is less than 1021 centimeters. That’s one divided by one with twenty-one zeros. Quarks and leptons are as small as a point drawn by an imaginary pencil. Nothing you can imagine is as small as a quark. Collectively quarks and leptons are called fermions. Although none of them can be seen or smelled or tasted, the scientists assign them three colours that have nothing to do with colour. They might as well have a smell or a taste. Colour was introduced by Murray Gell-Mann to explain certain experimental results, and to predict others. Speaking of others, other scientists also allotted quarks delightful names such as ‘charm’ and ‘strange’ and ‘up’ and ‘down’. Leptons have more prosaic names such as muons and neutrinos (tau), and the ever-popular electrons.
And so on, and so forth…
The reason these things are mentioned here at all is that since Democritus said, as is erroneously suggested, that the atom is the smallest indivisible particle, if we add up the eighteen quarks, six leptons, twelve gauge boson force carriers, then add to this list all the antiparticles, then you can see that there is a lot of room to explore in the invisible world of quantum mechanics. As for Democritus he never claimed that the ‘atom’ was the smallest particle. All he said was that a-tom is the smallest particle. In Greek ‘a-tom’ means the smallest, indivisible particle. Whatever it might be. Like possibly a quark or a lepton, only smaller...
Only they, those smaller ‘wee ones’, as Dr. McBride once referred to them, might, just might, consist of strings, and superstrings... which had only two dimensions, as long as you didn’t try to measure them...
And this is the world that fascinated Alexander. The world within; within all matter. A world as invisible as any reality of his private inner travels, his inner visions, actions, aspirations. As invisible as Sandra, only much, much less real.
The other reason Alec had hoped to get into Caltech to do his thesis was that the Institute was the ‘home’ of Richard Feynman. It wasn’t that the late physicist had come as close to fathoming Quantum Theory as anyone ever had; nor that Dr. Feynman was the Nobel Prize winner in physics. It was Richard Feynman ‘The Man’ that fascinated Alec. This Nobel Laureate once suggested that all physicists put a sign in their offices to remind them how little they know, or rather how much they don’t know. He also warned his students to ‘Learn from science that you must doubt the experts...’
But above all, Richard Feynman seemed to humanize physics. He once warned his listeners not to take his lecture too seriously. He said: ‘...if you will simply admit that maybe she (nature) does behave like this, you will find her a delightful, entrancing thing. ...Nobody knows how it can be like that.’
This is very much the awe Alec held in his heart for physics, but also for the whole universe. When Alec was alone, and no one could hear his most secret thoughts, he dreamed of following in Dr. Feynman’s footsteps.
He never thought, nor would he ever dare to even suspect, that one day he would go much, much further.
Not all great minds have been enamoured with Quantum Theory. Albert Einstein, for instance, was a classicist. He believed in cause and effect. God doesn’t play dice with the universe, he’d said. Others might well think that God can do anything She bloody-well wants. With the universe or with anything else. Nevertheless, Einstein expected predictable results. In Quantum Theory only probabilities are predictable. Einstein didn’t like that.
To vent his spleen, or perhaps just his humour, as far back as 1936 Albert invited his pals, Boris Podolsky and Nathan Rosen to put together, what else but… the Einstein-Podolsky-Rosen Paradox. The original intent of the ‘EPR Paradox’ was to show that at least one of the implications of Quantum Theory was to Einstein and his buddies quite unacceptable. The three classicists wouldn’t accept that measuring a photon in one place could have an instantaneous physical consequence on another photon somewhere else.
Sometime after Dr. McBride accepted Alec’s subject for his thesis, Alec tried hard to explain to Suzy the substance of the EPR Paradox. It wasn’t easy. Frankly, it took him almost four years at McGill to understand the implications of his involvement.
“What bothered Einstein was,” Alec began, “that if one were to treat photons as real objects, rather than waves, awkward implications would creep into the field of physics.”
He recalled Suzy’s eyes shimmering as photons bounced off her irises.
“You know, of course, that the purpose of Polaroid sunglasses is to allow some photons to go through and some to be stopped. Right?”
“Yes, Professor,” she smiled like a dutiful student. Alec ignored that.
“So right here, we regard photons as individual particles. Problems start when we realize that we have no way of knowing which photons will go through and which won’t.”
“Is that bad?” she asked innocently.
“Not as such,” he tried not to lose his train of thought. To explain even the simple connotations of Quantum Theory was not as easy as one might think. “We can predict that half of the photons will go through, but we can never be sure what an individual photon will do.”
“Fancy that...” Suzy then noticed the concentration on Alec’s face and shut up.
“Now we get to the interesting part. Imagine that we entangle a pair of photons polarized at right angles to each other. Until you measure them, you have no idea what their polarizations are. They could be horizontal or vertical or at any other angle. All you know is that they are at ninety degrees to each other. Are you with me so far?”
“I think so. The photons are at ninety degrees to each other, but you don’t know in what relations they are to you, so to speak.” Her brow became knit in two delicate furrows.
“Good enough. Now the real fun starts. You now—this is all theoretical you understand—fire these photons off towards polarizing filters set up in opposite directions. OK?”
She nodded.
“Now if one photon passes through a horizontally polarized filter, it simply means that it was, originally, horizontally polarized. Right?” Another nod. “But, since the photons were polarized at 90 degrees to each other, this means that the other photon must have been polarized vertically. The second photon, therefore, would pass through any vertical filter, but not through a horizontal one.”
“Makes sense to me. But where’s the paradox?”
“Wait for it.” Alec smiled. “The problem is that until the first photon hits the filter, we have no way of knowing whether it has been polarized vertically or horizontally. You might even say, the photon didn’t know either, until it actually passed the filter.”
“So?”
“So how did the second photon travelling in the opposite direction know what filter to pass through? How did it know whether it was polarized horizontally or vertically before the first photon passed the filter?”
“It didn’t, I suppose,” Suzy admitted.
“And yet, at the precise instant of the first photon arriving at its filter, its counterpart instantly became its opposite. Remember, the second photon could not have known what the first photon would do until it actually did it.”
Suzy’s face remained blank. She blinked repeatedly.
“I think I understand the physics of this, but aren’t you anthropomorphizing the photons?” she said at last. “You make it sound as if they are making a choice?
“Don’t you see, darling? There had to be some communication between the two photons? And what’s more, the communication must have been instantaneous.”
“Peek-a-boo?”
“What?”
“Never mind.”
There ensued a prolonged silence. They sat facing each other, Alec’s mind whirling within the mysteries of Quantum Mechanics, Suzy growing in admiration for her man. Yes, she confirmed to herself. Definitely my man.
“And your thesis...?” she asked at last.
“I don’t know, really.” He shook his head. “I mentioned the EPR to Professor McBride and all he said was ‘About time’. As if he was just waiting for someone to get his or her teeth into the paradox. I suppose I just volunteered.”
“But you do want to tackle it, don’t you?”
His eyes finally settled on her lovely face.
“Yes, darling. For some unknown reason I want to get my teeth into it more than anything else in the world.” And he kissed her with passion he had lately reserved only for subatomic particles.
“And peek-a-boo to you too,” she whispered, when she finally came up for air.
Some 11,500 strenuous hours later, many of them passed as sleepless nights, after some 20 trips to Montreal and 10 visits from Suzy to Caltech, Alec became known as Dr. Alexander Baldwin, the youngest Ph.D. in Caltech’s history. But he took residence in Montreal. During the same period of time he hadn’t thought about Sandra even once.
Not even once.
Also, during this period, there had been not a single report of unexplained inclement weather. Alec was happy.
Chapter 3
After two and a half months of togetherness, Alec’s first job came out of the blue. A telephone call from Professor McBride came as a surprise. He’d missed the old man. On a number of occasions Alec had been at the end of his tether, literally ready to give up, and ol’ McDes had taken him by the elbow, lead him to his private office and practically forced a hefty drop of malt Scotch down Alec’s throat.
“What’s the matterr, Alec m’lad. Got stuck in the heatherr?”
The professor operated metaphors quite strange to Alec’s ears.
“Heather, Sir?”
“Got blown off the heath?”
Alec had no idea what the professor meant. Of one thing Alec was very sure. Whatever it was, the ol’ man meant well. And eccentric or not, the man was still brilliant.
“You’rre lucky, young man. Rreally lucky!”
The professor smacked his thin lips. The Scotch, as always, was first class. Sometimes Alec thought that the professor was just waiting for one of his charges to get depressed so as to have an excuse to partake in another drop of the hard stuff.
“I feel more depressed than lucky, Sir.”
“Aye... I rememberr it well... “ Dr. McBride was obviously wandering off on a tangent. “I was most deprressed the day beforre they nominated me forr the Nobel Prrize. Aye, that was most deprressing.”
“Excuse me, Sir, but I fail to see how a nomination for Nobel Prize could depress anyone?”
“You can’t, can you? Well, they also nominated that old fusspot from Irreland who couldn’t tell the differrence between a lepton and a leprrechaun. A boson and a bozo. A Quarrk and a quack. A meson and...”
“I get the message, Sir. You were not delighted at having to share the Nobel Prize with someone you didn’t particularly admire.”
“Admire? Admirrre??? Arre you trrying to insult me young man?”
“No, Sir. I am sorry, Sir. Nothing was further from my mind?” Alec rose to his feet. The old man seemed ready to hit him over the head with the bottle of Scotch.
And then McDes smiled.
“I got you going, therre. Just ferr a minute I think I got you going rratherr nicely, eh son? Get yourr glass closerr to me, son. You want me to spill?”
The refilled glasses were followed by a prolonged, high-pitched laughter over the rim of the professor’s glass. Alec just wagged his head. He felt like an ass, and he had no tail.
“You see, lad. The imporrtant thing, the exciting thing, is the trrip. Once you get therre, therre’s nothing morre. Nothing until you get the next bee under y’rr bonnet. And then it starrts all overr again.”
This scene had taken place no more than six months ago. Now Professor McBride’s voice seemed to be coming from very far away.
“I’ll be here for another couple of days. Why don’t you drop in and join me?”
“Where, Sir?”
“You can pick up a helicopter. It will drop you right at the hotel.” The Professor’s Scottish elongated r’s were conspicuously missing.
“Dr. McBride? Do you mind telling me where are you calling from?”
“Didn’t I tell you? From the top of the world.”
“What?”
“From Machu Picchu, lad. From the top of the empire. Bless my heart it’s beautiful here. You won’t believe it till you get here. I got your room all booked for tomorrow night.”
“But, Sir...”
“Oh, and by the way,” the Professor went on as if nothing was out of the ordinary, “I thought you might care to give them a lecture in Lima. They’ve got their pants all twisted over your conclusions on the EPR thing. The money isn’t that good, but it’ll be good experience for you. I’ll see you!”
The EPR thing was, of course, the substance of Alec’s, Dr. Alexander Baldwin’s, doctoral thesis. Thanks to Dr. McBride it had been published on three continents in quite a few languages. The Professor was not just brilliant; he was a really good friend.
“Anyway, therre’ll be enough left overr ferr a drrop of the harrd stuff, he, he...”
And the phone went dead. The resurrected rolling r’s and all.
For a while Alec sat staring at the silent receiver he still held in his hand. He was on the verge of doubting if the call had really just happened. Perhaps he was reverting to his youthful daydreams, only the subject matter had changed. Then he shook his head.
“Eccentric? Mad as a hatter!” And then Alec laughed long and hard. “God I love that man,” he said out loud. “I just love that man!” And he called the airline to book himself a flight.
For a moment he thought he would ask Suzy to come with him but, since his doctorate, he hasn’t managed, as yet, to bring in his share of the loot. Suzy was keeping up her end, while he was lagging behind. He hoped the fee for the lecture would cover his ticket and the hotel. He didn’t dare spend any more of Suzy’s money.
On her return from the CEGEP, Suzy, bless her heart, was overjoyed at the news from the professor. Rather than being jealous, she wished Alec Godspeed, every success, and happy hunting.
“But just one look at a señorita and you’re dead meat. You know that, don’t you, sweetheart?”
“Not if she was standing naked at the top of the highest mountain,” he swore.
“Then how would you know that she was naked?”
Suzy drove him to Dorval Airport that evening. He was booked on the 7 o’clock flight to Miami, changed there to AeroPeru and continued on to Lima. From there, he hoped to get a helicopter connection to Machu Picchu. If worse came to worst, he’d catch a local flight to Cuzco, and pick up a rotor from there.
The tickets set him back more than he could afford.
“Don’t worry, darling. The beginning is always a bit difficult. And anyway, what would you do with all that money.” Suzy smiled, seeing his frazzled expression.
“What money?”
“The money we wouldn’t have spent on the tickets?”
He thanked his lucky stars for having met her, knowing her, for being with her. He would have stayed in Montreal, by her side, if she’d said a single word. But he was grateful to her for not having asked. He had no way of advising Dr. McBride that he wouldn’t be coming.
“Will you marry me?” he asked for the thousandth time.
“I just might. Your name sounds much better with a Pheee’d after it. Ask me again after you get back.”
“You can count on it.”
To everyone’s amazement, the airplane took off on time. Alec leaned back and tried to spot Suzy’s car speeding home. Obviously, he couldn’t. But his thoughts followed her all the way. Would anything change when they got married? He doubted it. A piece of paper didn’t seem that important. Many people appear to rely on just such a document to get their share during divorce proceedings; but hardly to stay happy. Still, he liked the sound of Mrs. Alexander Baldwin. Except Suzy would probably keep her father’s name. Mrs. Susan Norman. He hoped she wouldn’t stick to the Ms. honorific. Perhaps she would hyphenate her name with his. Oh, well. Beggars can’t be choosers. He sighed deeply just as an airhostess bent over him to avoid another person in the aisle.
“Are you all right, Sir?” she asked, a look of concern on her motherly face.
“I am now!” he quipped.
It was good to be alive.
He landed in Miami in early evening. Luckily, the connecting time was just three hours away. Soon he was settled in the AeroPeru, a Scotch on the rocks in his hand, an extra pillow under his head. After a light, and almost tasty, meal, he tried to get some sleep.
He dozed off almost at once.
He saw himself standing on a very high stage, towering over a great hall filled with students, all dressed in Incan national costumes, the colourful topacus. He was delivering a lecture on the EPR paradox. Now and again, he flew down and shot through a polarizing screen, emerging unscathed on the other side. He then reversed polarity and rose instantly to his elevated desk.
“And that’s all there is to it,” he assured his young audience. “You just reverse polarity and you get back to wherever you were.”
There followed a tremendous applause that woke him up. It turned out that the engines were working overtime into the prevailing wind. For the last ten years or so, there’d been talk of the earth twisting a few degrees on her axis and severely upsetting the usual wind patterns. Something to do with the transfer of weight after a lot of ice had melted at both polar caps.
He fell asleep again. This time it was the captain’s voice that woke him up.
“Ladies and gentlemen. We are now making our approach to the Aeropuerto Internacional Jorge Chávez. Please raise your tables and seats to an upright position and attach your seatbelts...”
Then he repeated all that in Spanish. It was a smooth landing.
Leaving the Lima airfield was another story. The customs officials had to deal with their returning citizens, who seemed determined to bring with them half of the United States annual export to South America, most, if not all of it, in carry-on baggage. The exit from the plane was blocked solid for half an hour. This was followed by a good 90 minutes at the customs. The funny thing was that Alec had only one small piece of hand luggage, yet he had to follow the mountains of overloaded natives piled before him. So much for AeroPeru organization.
The next problem was to get a connecting flight to Cuzco, or directly to Machu Picchu. Alec’s Spanish was fair, but by no means perfect. After about a ten-minute haggle over the cost of a taxi, he was sped to the small helicopter airport on the outskirts of the city. Surely, he thought, the very idea of a helicopter is to get you into the centre of town; not dump you at the outskirts?
No matter.
He survived the trip, though barely. It was a hair-raising ride in which the dilapidated taxi crossed at least 40 red lights at an average speed of a 100 kilometers an hour. He was playing with the idea of letting him drive all the way to Cuzco, but decided to stay alive instead. If the breaks had failed, he would have made it to Cuzco by shear momentum.
The large ex-US army Sikorsky took less than two hours to get him and the other tourists to Cuzco. The whole idea was to take a helicopter directly to Machu Picchu. The pilot decided otherwise. Anyway, at Helicuzco, an appendage to the Alejandro Velasco Astete International Airport, there weren’t that many choices. Alec learned later that helicopters didn’t fly all the way to Machu Picchu. Some years ago the authorities had decided that the vibrations created by the rotors, or perhaps the noise as such, had a detrimental effect on the ruins. Just as well, thought Alec. By the time they’d reached Cuzco, the noise of the rotors was making him deaf.
“You must taka smallerr birrd,” the pilot told him. “Anyway, too mucho winda. Anda rrain. Anda foga.” The pilot sounded as if he’d learned his English in Italy. He also sounded a little like Professor McDes after he’d had one too many.
Rather than taking a smaller ‘birda’, Alec decided to take the train, which would take him to Aguas Calientes. From there, a short bus ride would deposit him in his waiting Professor’s arms. He’d been to Europe, twice, but had never visited South America, and he wanted to see as much as he could.
Alec wasn’t sorry about the delay. He looked around.
What a completely different atmosphere, he mused. Not just the culture but also the feel of the place was steeped in a different history. At the time of Columbus, Cuzco was the vibrant, powerful capital of the Inca Empire. At 3326 meters above sea level, one soon learned to breathe deeper than one would normally. It was the highest Alec had ever been. The city now sports about 300,000 people; most of them bent on trying to squeeze, quite aggressively, the very last dollar from throngs of tourists. The resulting hustle was in stark contrast to the serenity descending from the pale blue, almost cloudless sky.
He walked to the estacion San Pedro in good time to get his lungs filled with acrid smoke, even before mounting the train. Watching his shoulder-bag and pockets, he got his ticket and climbed into the compartment. This was already ‘out of season’, the ‘dry season’, so he was lucky to get into the ‘autovagon’, which, he’d been assured, was less smelly than a regular coach.
It wasn’t true.
When two hours later the train came alive, Alec felt a strange thrill. He was on the Machu Picchu train. The most frequently used train in Peru. The autovagon would take three hours to get to Aguas Calientes. Some trip. Slowly, very slowly it began zigzagging up a gentle serpentine climb. There was not enough room for the train to climb in one continuous sweep or curve. The prehistoric locomotive advanced some distance pushing, stopped and pulled in the opposite direction, and then climbed the next ramp. This exercise was repeated four times until the train cleared a cloud suspended halfway up the mountain. Cuzco was built by the Incas at almost eleven thousand feet above sea level, and the train was moving upwards from there—a strenuous climb, indeed.
For three hours Alec gazed on high mountainous valleys. They reminded him of the Alps, only here there were hardly any people. Just nature on all her volcanic, rapacious glory: a most enchanting journey. The train descended with audibly less effort, relatively gently, towards estacion Puentas Ruinas, some four thousand feet lower than the highest point they’d climbed. On his left, Alec saw the deep gorge carved out by the Urubamba River. On his right, the mountains soared as high as Mount Veronica, its white peek touching 5750 meters, almost a kilometer higher than Mt. Blanc, which dominated the Alps. Alec sighed a silent thank you for not being able to fly directly to Machu Picchu. This mountain pass was out of this world. It had that inaccessible feel about it, reserved for places where mere mortals were not allowed to tread with impunity.
Approaching Aguas Calientes the train passed a station, strangely enough, bearing the name Machu Picchu. Just a clever trick the Peruvians employed to mislead the unsuspecting tourists. The station is miles away from the ruins, but a useful place to disembark if you were looking for a cheap place to spend the night.
At long last, the autovagon stopped at its destination. Alec got out and gratefully stretched his legs. He took a stroll to clear his poisoned bronchial tubes. Peruvian trains have very low chimneys, which enable them to fit under and through tight tunnels carved through solid rock. Unfortunately, this also allows the smoke from the ancient coal engines to drift directly into the coach windows. Periodically, bouncing off a soaring tor the wind changes. The windows get opened, but a single gust from around the corner fills the compartment with the acrid fumes again. A while later you again open the windows to clear the smoke, only to be hit with more smoke, smack the face, a minute later. It keeps you busy.
You are free suffocate inside or outside, at no extra charge.
A half-hour later Alec was on a bus, once again zigzagging upwards, some 700 meters, towards the ruins. He wondered how and where he would find the professor. He breathed easier once he’d learned that there was but one hotel right at the foot of the tourist shrine. His eyes were still burning from the smoke. So far he’d refused to close them for want of taking in all the exotic views. Now, for just a few minutes, he did lower his eyelids. The next moment the bus stopped. Unwittingly, he must have dozed off.
Alec walked straight up to the reception desk. Dr. McBride had left him a note to go up to his room and take a nap. He found that the Professor had taken a suite with two interconnected rooms. It suited him fine. Apart from being tired and hungry, most of all Alec needed at least a short nap. The snooze on the bus just hadn’t been enough. He dropped his bag and fell back on the bed. He had no idea what happened next.
“The dinnerr is serrved, Doctorr Baldwin,” Alec heard from afar, his eyes still firmly closed. Then a gaunt grip shook him by the shoulder. “By my calculation, you’ve had a good two-hourr nap. That should be quite enough ferr a strrapping lad such as you, my boy.”
The professor’s smiling face was looking down at Alec who, for a brief moment, was convinced that he’d fallen asleep in the professor’s office. He jumped up before remembering his whereabouts.
“My, you have such rred eyes grrandma. Like the devil himself. It’s a good thing that mop y’rre wearring is hiding y’rr horrns, eh, lad?” Dr. McBride seemed to be enjoying himself. “You didn’t take my advice and fly to Aguas Calientes, I see.”
Alec stifled a yawn. He’s been on the go since seven o’clock last night. With a three-hour stop over in Miami, two at customs in Lima, another two at the heliport, and probably two more on the way to the train. The rest of the time he was flying or being tossed about in a bus or train. He had a right to be tired. It was fun but it was tiring.
“I know the trrain ride is fun, but it plays havoc with y’rr vision. Still. At y’rr age, come morrning you’ll be as good as new.” McDes smiled as though remembering the good old days. “Up you come, now, we’ve got to eat. A good steak and maybe a wee drrop of that rred stuff they elaborrate in Arrgentina.”
Alec went to the bathroom they shared, stripped, washed first with hot then rinsed with cold water. The thin layer of soot from the train swirled away. He felt much better. After all, he was just 25, and at that age, a two-hour nap is usually enough to conquer the Matterhorn.
They dined in the main ballroom—or at least it looked like one. As the professor commanded all of his attention Alec didn’t have time to examine it for any architectural merit. Dr. McBride allowed him a single Scotch and two bites into the steak before getting down to business.
“So, you know why I called you here,” he affirmed, as though thinking aloud. “It is vital that you talk your head off before the heat dies down.” He swallowed a small bite of steak and washed it down with the ‘rred stuff from Arrgentina,’ a full-bodied Cabernet Sauvignon, before going on. Alec noticed, again, that the rolling r’s were gone.
“You see, when you break into a new field, the establishment is apt to turn against you. And your thesis is going to upset many people. Many important, established people.”
He let that sink in. They resumed eating, and continued in silence until the steaks were gone. Only then the professor sat back and smiled.
“So how do you like the rred stuff?” He was now alternating between being himself and being ah... himself. Take y’rr choice, Alec thought.
“You really think I broke new ground, Sir?”
“Des. I was Sir when I knew twice as much about everything as you did. Now there is a field where you know more. Desmond if you like, but I prefer Des.”
“Yes, Sir.”
The old man gave Alec a dirty look.
“Yes, Des. I am honoured. I really mean that.”
“Blah, blah, blah. I bet you called me McDeath behind my back many a time. Eh?”
“Maybe once...”
They both laughed. The wine was warming their bones, which in the mountains, at night, needed warming. Then Dr. McBride’s face got serious again.
“I accepted your thesis not just because it was solid, but because you dared to do it. It is about time someone crossed the bridge.”
Alec thought he knew what the Professor was talking about. When Alec took on the subject of the Paradox, his unspoken, perhaps even fully unrealized, dream was to propose a different attitude towards time. He knew that even the experiences of his youth could not be accepted by any scientific concepts known to man. Either man was wrong, or his experiences were due to unremitting schizophrenia. He refused to accept the second, thus, as Sherlock Holmes would say, he had no choice. He put his thoughts into words.
“If you eliminate all other possibilities, then the remaining one must be true.”
“It’s not the way I would put it, but I agree. The problem is that before you get an army of post-docs digesting and experimenting with your theories, you’ve got to get a bit famous. Lima is a good place to start. I have a friend there who did his post-doc with me. After Lima I’ve got you scheduled for Rio, Buenos Aires, and Bogota. Then, by the time I approach Harvard, you’ll have a string of lectures behind you. Semi-public lectures, but you’ve got to start somewhere. The darn problem is that you’re so darn young, damn it!”
Alec was flabbergasted. He swallowed hard, and leaned back in his chair.
“But... b-but...”
“No buts. I had my secretary scan the Internet to see if you were doing anything yourself and she found nothing. We can’t have that. You’ve got to strike that iron while it’s hot.” The professor swallowed the rest of his wine.
“Frankly, Sir, I mean Des, I got scared. Just plain scared. To tell you the truth, I never thought I would really get my Ph.D. for the stuff I wrote.”
“You silly boy. You silly, silly boy. You were brilliant!”
Alec slept very, very well that night. Night air at the top of the world is as good as it gets.
The next morning they took breakfast at seven. It was better to visit the ruins before eleven, at which time the hordes arrived. True, there were still some heavy patches of fog, but it was better than crowds of tourists. Today was a holiday; tomorrow Alec would be on an airplane. The Professor would attend his lecture in Lima, fly with him to Rio, as he had his own business to attend to there, and then Alec would be on his own for Buenos Aires and Bogota. Over breakfast the old man also handed him a credit card with a limit of $10,000 US.
“Use it, don’t abuse it,” he warned. “I got you on my post-doc program. Didn’t I tell you that? Must have slipped my mind. Your salary is $80,000 US. It, of course, entails a teaching position, and I expect you to put in some ninety-hour weeks. Expenses extra, well, some of them. At least to start with. Do you find that acceptable?” There was a twinkle in his eye that would light up a sunny room.
“I don’t know what to say, Sir, Desmond, Des...”
“Any one of them will do, but as I said, I prefer Des.”
“Thanks.”
“Don’t mention it. Shall we go?”
“Just one thing, Des.”
“Yes?”
“How does one give a lecture?”
“Didn’t you ever listen when I gave one?”
“Yes, of course, but...”
“You must go easy on the buts. Be yourself. If you managed to fool me then you will fool most other people. Don’t you think?”
“I suppose so...” And Alec realized that the old man got him again. “Fool you, Sir...?”
“Let’s go.”
And they went.
Machu Picchu was awaiting them in all its morning glory.
Chapter 4
Frankly, the morning glory turned out to be a thick drizzle. They donned plastic ponchos offered by the hotel free of charge. Judging by the prices Alec saw on the menu last night, this was just about the only thing that the hotel offered for free.
Just as well. Machu Picchu is nestled in a thick, dense rain forest. Thick! And very wet. And incredibly green. It rained almost daily for ten months out of the year. You might argue that mist, as dense as the jungle itself, added to the mystery. Well, it did. Only the closer stones and rocks were visible. The rest was forbidden to the eyes. No sunrise over the ruins; no distant views shrouded in enigmatic yesteryear. Just rain. And fog. And wet, slippery stone paving.
“Neverr mind,” the professor seemed to have read Alecs’s thoughts. He also appeared to be enjoying some private joke. “Come on lad, at this rrate we’ll neverr get therre.” And the ‘old man’ doubled his pace. There was an awful lot of spring in his step.
Alec wanted to ask ‘Where’s there?’ but bit his tongue.
About fifteen minutes later, still climbing, they met some youths coming down from the Inca Trail. The four lads, and two girls, all looked half-frozen and very miserable. The apparent leader asked Alec for directions! Alec replied in his best Spanish. They didn’t seem to understand a word. No matter. Alec didn’t really understand the question.
“Strraight down, bearring to the rright. You’rre almost therre,” Dr. McBride threw over his shoulder.
“Thanks!” they replied in unison.
Slowly, very slowly the mists rose––or perhaps fell. They seemed to dissolve, be absorbed by the stones themselves. Larger shapes emerged, loomed out of the vapours, as though emerging from the hoary past. Before the first busload of ‘organized’ tourists arrived, Alec was given unforgettable glimpses of the mysterious city. Empty––but for the ghosts of the past. It was as riveting as he’d always suspected. Above them, all around, still shrouded in gradually dissipating mists, towering, near-vertical walls of pointed crags jutted over snow-white clouds, like gods standing guard over their own.
They walked in silence.
Here and there the professor sat on a flat rock, his eyes as misty as the surrounding jungle. There was more, much more to the old man than met the eye. Alec again felt a strange affinity with the professor. During the last eighteen months they’d hardly spoken, yet now there was nearness, a rapport between them that was hard to explain. Karma? Reincarnation? Could their lives have crossed in the past? Perhaps right here, right at this Sacred Plaza, where they now sat and rested. Alec looked down at the house of the High Priest. A place where there was no past and no future. There was only an intangible now.
And then Alec’s mind wandered into a realm he hadn’t visited for a long time. To a place that was not at all like Machu Picchu. Not physically, yet in almost every other way—it was. It was a place where dreams were made. Generated, enhanced, elevated to a realm where everything was possible. A realm where you didn’t measure plans by your presumed ability to realize them, but by the scope of imagination itself. A place where all that you could dream of could become reality. It was up to you or, in his case, up to Sandra, the Princess of his youth. Had the Incas been like that? Had gods raised the veils of mystery from their eyes and given them the power to realize their dreams? To the full?
And then the clouds parted and a single ray of sun blinded Alec’s eyes. He shook cobwebs out of his head. Just two words lingered on in his mind. Home Planet. These two words had meant a great deal to him once. It also was a place of dreams, of imagination. Was it real? Ever?
A place where all things were possible. Like here. At least, for as long as you suspended your disbelief. Even for a short while. Here––time stood still...
Time, time itself, at Machu Picchu, was by far the greatest enigma. Perhaps Alec’s work would one day help to solve some of its mystery.
By noon, in a state half way between shock and euphoria, the two physicists were riding back to the heliport at Aguas Calientes. The bus was fighting a losing battle with a deeply sun-tanned ten-year-old, who greeted them at every corner with a resonant gooood-byyyye...
The boy ran straight down, while the bus descended in a continuous zigzag. Finally, the lad boarded the bus for a few soles’ reward.
“I bet he’s a futurre champion. Prrobably overr long distance, but could be a thrree-thousand-meterr steeplechaserr,” the Professor commented expertly. He gave the boy five times the expected amount. Dr. McBride enjoyed shocking people. Particularly youngsters. And the look in the boy’s eyes was his generosity’s ample reward.
They only just made it to the heliport on time. The rotors were already spinning, the noise deafening. As they climbed aboard, the helicopter rose straight up, then leaned to one side to show them, deep down, the thin, wiggly line of the Urubamba, snaking its way through the canyon.
All too soon they were at the Alejandro Velasco Astete International Airport. They had to rush again. Here, all arrivals and departures had to take place in the morning. In the afternoon, the climatic conditions made landing and takeoff too difficult. The two physicists made it by the skin of their teeth.
They were ushered into an airplane virtually without any formalities. Perhaps they already knew the professor? The seats on board weren’t numbered and there was plenty of room. The professor got some papers out to look over, while Alec, with sleepy eyes, tried to organize his thoughts.
What would he remember about Machu Picchu? A lot less than he would like. The whirlwind the Professor had injected into his life was more than he could take in his stride. His brain was working overtime. Last night’s dreams had repeatedly placed him in absurd situations, all concerned with his forthcoming lectures. Once he’d woken up during the night finding it hard to breathe. He’d dreamt he was delivering a lecture from the inside of his listeners. He reverberated inside their heads, pulsated in their veins, controlled their micro-voltaic synapses. Only around two in the morning had he escaped into a deep, dreamless slumber. He’d woken up stiff but strangely elated.
On waking, he remembered that he hadn’t given the professor any money, nor had he spent any of his own.
“Des, how much do I owe you?”
“In round figures about three dollars. It may not sound like much but a Peruvian can get a good pizza for such money and have enough left over to feed the rest of his family for a week.”
“The hotel, Des. The dinner. I owe you…?”
“It has been taken care of. Don’t forget to mention Machu Picchu in your lecture. That’s the only way we can write it off.”
The usual twinkle was dancing in the Professor’s eyes from early morning, but the rolled r’s were missing. He seemed more exited about Alec’s forthcoming lecture than Alec was himself. If only that were possible.
The flight was uneventful. A taxi deposited them at the Sheraton, in the centre of old Lima. There was no time for sightseeing. Alec had with him all the papers for the lecture he was hoping to give one day, but now that the moment was at hand, he was counting on the Professor to polish them up. They spent the afternoon in the Professor’s room, bent over closely typed sheets, selecting the material suitable for Alec’s maiden discourse. It was not a question of what to talk about. Alec had enough material for about three weeks of a continuous yammer. The problem was to maintain a scientific approach, while making it acceptable to the general public. A feat a lot more difficult than it seemed.
Finally they decided to keep the lecture short and rely on questions from the audience to make up the missing parts. If they didn’t ask, that meant they weren’t interested. If necessary, Alec could always fall back on the many different slants that the original arguments of Einstein, Podolsky and Rosen had generated over the years.
By seven o’clock, they both felt tired. Alec proposed a walk in the Old City to clear his head. Dr. McBride declined. He still had some of his own work to do—a fact he failed to mention, as he had given Alec’s problems priority. He felt responsible for Alec’s success. He also cared for him—a lot.
Alec intended of going for a stroll in the park adjoining the hotel, just to get away from his papers. Once outside, he changed his mind and walked instead to the Parque Universitario. He wanted to picture, smell, to ‘case the joint’, where tomorrow his fate might well be sealed. Perhaps not sealed, but either launched or relegated to an ‘also-ran’.
“Which is exactly where I am right now,” he mused, smiling at his somber thoughts. Then, as he walked on, he briefly examined his present life. “On the other hand, it’s not such a bad place to be...” he muttered under his breath.
On the other hand...
Later, in his own room, Alec dialed his home number. Suzy was not in. He left a message:
“I love you. Have great news. Love you. See you in about a week. Love you.” And he put down the receiver.
The lecture was scheduled to take place at noon, to enable the general public to attend during their siesta. The actual dissertation would take less than an hour; the questions would take as long as they took. Since Alec already knew the way to the Sala de Conferencias, they both walked. It was only some months later that Alec learned that Dr. McBride had been a regular visiting lecturer in the very same hall some years ago. When Alec finally learned about it, it went a long way to explain the reception that Dr. Desmond McBride received when he stepped on the stage to introduce Dr. Alexander Baldwin. The applause was thunderous. No wonder. At least four of the past and present Professors of physics at the University of Lima came from his personal roster. Dr. McBride was as famous here as Alec was unknown. Nevertheless, when finally Alexander Baldwin did face the audience, the polite, if not over-enthusiastic, applause was long enough to help him calm his nerves. A little.
And then there was absolute silence.
“Distinguished...”
There followed a litany of titles, given him by the Professor, which belonged to distinguished people who, Alec was certain, were in attendance only because Dr. McBride was present. Finally Alec concluded the list with:
“…Señores, Señoras,” here he looked up, then left and right, and added: “Señoritas”, which generated one or two giggles. “The Incas in Machu Picchu, as well as in a number of other famous places, managed to erect stones with a greater precision than our present-day architects and masons. They had knowledge that continues to baffle our best archeological minds. The information is lost. I think that’s a pity. A great pity.
And yet, we are said to have entered the so-called ‘Information Age’.
Perhaps this is why I’ve decided to concern myself with the nature of information. Not specific bits, or quanta, but with its basic structure. I am not talking about computers, which provide mechanical storage of data, but with the essence of information itself.
I wish to stress this point.
I am not concerned with the nature of atoms or subatomic particles but with information that the atoms and the subatomic particles carry. This has to do both with the continuity of information, with its primary characteristics, and with its basic structure. Historically, we tend to associate information with our mind, brain at best. I propose that information, in its purest form, lies at the crossroads between the Quantum and the Continuous universes and their structures. All matter can be reproduced, but only if the information is available.
Last year, I was privileged to have the opportunity of visiting a very unique laboratory in Waxahachie, Texas, in, ah... the United States of America. (A slight giggle from the back row). As you know, everything that comes from Texas must be big. This holds true, of course to the supercollider, affectionately known as the SSC or the Superconducting Super Collider. The SSC is designed to operate at about 40 TeV, which, for our friends who have forsaken their siestas to hear this, T stands for tera or trillion, and eV, for electron volts. The reason this is of some considerable consequence is that as the energy goes up, the size of the particle goes down. Ultimately, the infinitely large would interact with the infinitely small. Something doesn’t work with this equation.
A sort of poetic justice, or karmic balance.”
Alec glanced at Dr. McBride. The Professor was leaning back, a blissful smile on his perfectly relaxed face. Or—he could have been sleeping.
“The SSC at Waxahachie can generate enough energy to recreate conditions extant in the first millionth of a second after the Big Bang. What has not been taken into consideration is that, as in the EPR apparent paradox, the subatomic particles carry information. Whatever information was disseminated at the time of the big bang must be, by inverse logic, available today. The problem to resolve is how to recover it.
And this takes us to the heart of the matter.”
Alec went on for another half-hour or so. The auditorium was filled with such an incredible silence that, on a later occasion, he swore he could hear his own heart beat. Finally his lecture was over. He arranged his papers, squared them, and looked over his audience. No one stirred. The silence continued.
“Are there any questions?” he asked, his voice somewhat shaky from the long-sustained tension.
More silence.
Then a hand went up. A young lady rose, blushing.
“I am Carla Rodrigues, physics, second year. Are you suggesting, Doctor Baldwin, that we can expect time travel to be possible in the near future?”
There was a stir in the audience.
“No, Miss Rodrigues. What I am saying is that information does not appear to be bound by the considerations of space or time.”
“So information can travel through time?”
“It does already.”
“How do you mean, Doctor Baldwin?”
“You might have heard Doctor Baltimore refer to viruses as little more than information.”
Dr. Baltimore was not only the past president of Caltech, he was a Nobel Laureate who was endowed with an enormous knack for explaining the complex in terms that ordinary mortals could understand. Alec, who made a point of attending lectures on many subjects outside his own discipline, admired him greatly.
“He argues that viruses pass on information through time with the greatest of ease. Don’t you agree?” Alec was playing with the student.
“That is not quite what you have in mind, is it, Doctor?” Miss Rodrigues persisted.
“Quite true. I would prefer to say that information is here and there, so to speak, already...”
This time there was a considerable stir. A wave of heads were looking at the girl, then again at Alec. A number of hands went up and then were withdrawn, as though the questions weren’t quite right.
“Sir, Sir...” a young man at the back of the hall was waving his arms. Alec didn’t recall ever being called ‘Sir’. Certainly not in public. He actually blushed.
“Yes, the young man with the waving arms,” he tried to cover his embarrassment.
“But if you can send info through time, then you can recreate the object specified at different....” The young man lost his line of thought.
“I think we are jumping ahead of ourselves here. There is a difference between photons responding to information over distance in zero time, and making a lamp out of them. But your question is valid. If there is matter and energy available, then, given information, we can expect to be able to...”
“To do anything!” the young man blurted. Then he sunk into his chair as low as he could.
“I think we must distinguish...”
Just for an instant there Alec felt a pang of anger. He wasn’t even sure why. Could it be at himself for some failure to develop his own theory still further? He shrugged and followed his mentor.
Dr. McBride got up and slowly made his way to the podium. Alec was grateful. He forgot that some four years ago he was as enthusiastic as the young man who had just disappeared from his view. This was beginning to sound like a Sci-Fi convention. As the professor mounted the stage, silence returned to the hall.
“I am sure we are all grateful to Dr. Baldwin for sharing with us his unique view of the Information Theory. I am equally as sure that you’ll allow him to have lunch as neither he nor I have had anything to eat since seven this morning.”
After a momentary silence, the auditorium resounded with long, spontaneous applause. Alec had stirred the imagination not only of youngsters, but also of people who had heretofore been stuck in a rut. He showed them that there is yet a further horizon for which they can aim.
And there was.
They ate in the academic dining room. Alec was seated between Dr. Juan Wiseman, the Dean of the Department of Physics, and Dr. McBride. They didn’t talk much about physics. They enjoyed the food and the wine. Alec listened as his seniors exchange ideas on every subject under the sun, and some a lot further away. The so-called establishment couldn’t have been as stagnant as Professor McBride had suggested. And then Alec recalled that Dr. Wiseman was one of Desmond’s earliest successes. Only in those days he was known as John Wiseman.
At three they walked back to their hotel. Rather than going to their respective rooms, Desmond took his young colleague directly to the lobby bar.
“Two large Glenfidish, one lump, no soda,” he ordered. As the man delivered the two crystal glasses, the professor raised his to his lips. Before taking a sip, he mumbled over the rim: “Now that wasn’t too bad, was it lad. Cheerrs to you. Cheerrs and congrratulations.” And he emptied his glass in a single gulp.
Alec, still drowsy from emotions generated by the intensity of recent events did exactly the same. Then he leaned back. The Scotch was what the doctor ordered. After a little while, his heart resumed the normal, steady rhythm.
“Aye, Desmond my dearr frriend. Perrhaps it wasn’t as bad as all that,” he said, waving to the waiter for another round. This time just singles.
“Arre you taking the Mickey out of me, laddie?”
“I wouldn’t darre, Sirrr.”
“Aye, I guess you wouldn’t at that.”
When the drinks came, Alec raised his glass to the professor.
“Thank you, Sir. You are a true friend, Des. A true friend, indeed.” And he emptied the glass again. The professor smiled and took a tiny sip. He was old enough to know when to stop.
“Better go easy on that, lad. You’ve three more lectures to go.”
And suddenly Alec felt very tired. Until this moment he seemed to have been coasting, at times galloping, on emotions alone. Now, the flights, the crazy taxi ride, the helicopter followed by the train with its acrid smoke, the emotional visit to Machu Picchu, and finally the large auditorium of people hanging on his every word, all this and more, was suddenly too much. And on the top of all that, his unexpected appointment as the post-doc research scientist to the top brain in the business of theoretical physics was more than his young emotions could take.
“I guess you’re right, Professor. If you don’t mind I’ll turn in.”
He excused himself and almost staggered back to his room. He intended to call Suzy and tell her all about it. All about everything. But when he got to his room, he walked to his bed, sat on it, and leaned back just for a moment. Just for a few seconds....
He woke up at three a.m. Although the hotel was in the very center of town, he was surrounded by absolute silence. And then his mind saw distant peeks shrouded in circular clouds, like puffs of smoke from some gigantic cigars. And he knew that he was, once again, on the Home Planet.
Only he was quite alone. He missed Sandra. He suddenly released that he’d ignored her, ignored the memory of her, for some time. Even here, on the Home Planet, he seemed to remain a hard-nosed scientist. Yet, this was his reality. Here, or anywhere, he was the creator. And today he was just too tired. Or maybe too many of his dreams had been already realized? Back there, on the dear old planet Earth. He closed his eyes and slept on until a none-too-gentle knock on the door brought him back to earth.
“The bathroom is free, lad.”
And that’s exactly how Alec felt. He finally felt rested and free. But mostly just wonderfully free. He remembered a phrase he’d heard somewhere: Just live. He repeated the two words as though they formed some secret mantra.
“Just live!” he repeated. And then he called almost as an afterthought: “Coming, Des. Give me five minutes.”
“Thought you’d neverr come. I knocked on y’rr doorr a dozen times,” the Professor said digging into dos huevos rancheros. How did you sleep anyway, lad?”
“Like a log would be quite an inadequate metaphor. More like a ton of bricks fell on me.”
“Aye,” Desmond looked at him over the cup of black coffee. “But you do look a lot better, m’lad. A lot betterr.”
Alec did feel a lot better, except for one thing. Over the last few days, he’d noticed an increasing stiffness of his joints. Not enough to really slow him down, but enough to be aware of them virtually all the time. A sort of dull, nagging pain. At first he thought it was due to his extensive travelling in relatively cramped positions. But now he was beginning to wonder. I’ll have to see a doctor when I get home, he thought. Right now, he was too busy to give his bones any more thought.
“Like a new born baby,” Alec agreed.
“Ah, ‘tis good to be young...” Doctor’s wise eyes drifted to some distant place Alec had never visited. And then he just said: “aaah...” And that was that. The next moment he was giving Alec instructions about their impending departure for Rio.
Whatever the Professor’s age and memories, Dr. McBride lived in the present.
To the fullest.
Chapter 5
Finally, after three days in Rio de Janeiro, two in Buenos Aires, and two in Bogota, Alec collapsed on his own bed, in his own apartment. His back hurt as though he’d been playing tennis for hours on end. His shoulders and elbows were competing with his legs and hips for degrees of stiffness. By the time he got back to Montreal, the dull pain was beginning to affect his ability to concentrate. He was sure a short rest would be as good as a cure.
His anger was rising.
Four lectures do not a reputation make, but it was a start. According to Des, a good start. Alec thought otherwise. The upstarts dared to question his assumptions. Just who were they, the has-beens, the never-having-made-it critics?
Next month he was booked at Harvard and the week after that he’d been invited to the Mecca of the daring, the think-tank Desmond called the Santa Fe Institute.
“If you can make it there, you’ll make it anywhere,” the Professors assured him, which was enough to scare the living daylights out of Alec and his budding career.
“Shouldn’t we wait then?” he asked wearily.
“What, and get some upstart ham to steal your idea?”
What idea, Alec mused, but tried hard not to show his frustration. Most of them didn’t even begin to understand it. Still, the professor must have been very serious because the rolled ‘rs’ were missing.
Alec couldn’t really object to becoming Desmond McBride’s personal project. In truth he needed the advice and the expertise. Specifically, he was told, in no uncertain terms, to stay away from any mention of psychophysics, telepathic projections, or quantum-psychotics.
“Apart from it sounding silly, it isn’t what you’re doing, in spite of the ravings of the popular press.” And the Professor threw before Alec a headline from the local rag:
CANADIAN SCIENTIST
TRAVELS THROUGH TIME
A new Theory of Information
The mention of “Theory of Information” was miniscule, almost illegible. The Sci-Fi angle sold the newspapers––it did nothing to help Alec. It could well have hindered his progress.
He clenched, then grinded his teeth. He did his best to calm the storm was brewing inside him. Thankfully, Desmond had just given him two weeks off to collect his thoughts, and to spend some time with Suzy. God knows, he needed that. He flew to Canada by the first available seat.
And what a reunion it was!
Alec’s airplane was scheduled to arrive so late that he chose not to tell Suzy about his arrival in case she’d offer to pick him up at Dorval. It was a good half-hour drive to and from the airport, plus the usual waiting after an international flight—at three in the morning no fun at all. He took a cab, crept into the apartment and then, into the bed. He was sure he hadn’t wakened Suzy until... until she threw one arm over his chest and whispered in a drowsy, amorous voice.
“You must hurry, darling, my husband might be home any minute.”
He liked the ‘husband’ bit, but... He bit his lips.
The next minute Suzy relaxed them with a prolonged, hungry kiss.
“Gotcha!” she said. He could see her grin in the moonlight.
For the next three days Alec had to continue reassuring her that he was actually never fooled. It wouldn’t do to admit that for a split second his heart did stop beating. Perhaps a little longer. After all, how could she have known that it was him? Anyway, he’d missed her ‘something awful’. He missed her touch, her look, her humour––even when he was on the receiving end of it. But most of all he missed that way she looked at him when he described the events of the past ten days. The way her eyes searched his face, he felt as though he was the most important person in the whole world. In the universe. It wasn’t something he’d earned, or deserved. It was a free gift that she bestowed on him. It was just one of the multitude of reasons why he loved her.
And then, after three full days of dodging corny remarks, he asked her point blank.
“Just how did you know that it was me, climbing into your bed?”
“Oh, that? Dr. McBride called me. Apparently you were in such a state when he left you in Rio that he wanted to make sure you’d given him the right telephone number.”
“So you knew all along...”
“The Prof sounds like a really nice man. But he does speak with a funny accent.”
“Only when he wants to,” Alec murmured, his mind trying to connive a way to get even with her. And then he gave up. After all, he could have asked her the same question three days ago, couldn’t he?
“Dare say you’re right. He’s probably the nicest man I’ve ever met. In the scientific community, anyway,” he agreed.
“Second nicest,” and suddenly she was in his arms, all demure. “Have I told you lately that I love you?”
“Not during the last ten minutes. Anyway, I expect no less what... with eighty K flowing into our bank account?”
“Eighty thousand dollars US,” she corrected.
“Whatever,” he said. He had more important things to do than to argue, when she was in his arms. Much more important.
As for Suzy, her routine was a lot less exciting. She taught, she went to see her parents, once dropped in on his. His father was ill—something to do with lungs. They, the physicians, weren’t sure but apparently emphysema had set in. There was a time when dad had smoked quite a lot. He quit more than twelve years ago, but living downtown in Montreal didn’t help either—a city proliferated with open fireplaces and barbecues.
She asked Alec if she could invite them all to a family reunion; she’s asked him not to solicit his permission, but rather to find out if he felt up to it, so soon after his trip. She thought they had so much to celebrate. Although they shared about a dozen friends, as is so often with avid sailors, none of them lived within an easy travelling distance. They had many acquaintances, but she wanted to share their good news just with the family. Alec, of course, agreed. It would have been the wrong time to tell her about his lingering aches and pains. At times, he felt as though something was eating him on the inside. Anyway, he expected them, the pains, to go away, any time now.
They set a date for next Saturday. Suzy had Friday off, and together they would take time to do the shopping and prepare a sumptuous meal. Alec also made sure that there was a Magnum of Champagne. Well, of brut bubbly, anyway. Made in Spain.
“Let’s do this properly,” she agreed. “Do you realize that we never celebrated your Ph.D.? We’re way behind in drinking to your health.”
“A punishable offence,” he agreed once again.
And then, quite out of the blue, she asked him, “Have you been peek-a-booing lately?”
In the tumult of the last week he’d completely forgotten about his reputed little peccadilloes. Also, he still had some reservations if his purported space-shifting was not part of Suzy’s overactive imagination.
“Why, no... I suppose not. No one has said anything. Why, have I?”
She looked at him carefully. “I am not sure.”
“Then, why do you ask?”
This time the pause was longer. She sat down on the settee and pulled him down next to her. After a while she seemed to have made up her mind.
“I’ve been thinking.”
This was enough to make Alec nervous. Usually, virtually always, Suzy was as direct as anyone he’d ever met. This sudden hesitation was not like her.
“Promise you won’t be angry?” she prodded.
“Why on earth should I be angry? I don’t hold monopoly on thinking...” he tried to be flippant, but luckily Suzy ignored that.
“It has to do with Sandra.”
“What?” He half rose to his feet.
“Relax, darling. It’s nothing sinister. And it’s not jealously. I’ve had lots of time to think while you were gallivanting all over romantic South America. Some thoughts came to me, and I would like to share them with you. OK?”
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