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Disclaimer
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provided herein should not be construed as being definitive
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explicitly, that these projections, trends, or forecasts will
occur. All this being said, this book, like all art, is
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procedures. This book is also a scientific treatise; where
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Die Kunst ist lang;

Und kurz ist unser Leben.

Art is long; And short is our
life. – Goethe

 


 


But orderly to end, where I begun,

Our Wills and Fates do so contrary run,

That our Devices still are overthrown,

Our thoughts are ours, their ends none of our
own. – Shakespeare

 


 


… everything that living things do
can be understood

in terms of the jigglings and wigglings of
atoms. – Richard Feynman
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Prologue

Der schwer gefaßte Entschluß –
The Difficult Decision

 


Infinity beckons: whether it be
infinite knowledge, everlasting love, limitless wealth, ageless
beauty, eternal fame, or whatever else—known and unknown—that
motivates.

 


Life, however, is
finite.

 


Between the infinite and the
finite, straddling the mystifying nexus of imagination and reality,
this is our present, boundless struggle. In quest then of
this mystery, the sign of the infinite, we
begin.

 


- ### -

 


They sat side-by-side on the
couch: two young college students—the open vistas of youth
intersecting with maturity’s closing paths. Melissa—teary-eyed,
makeup melting—placed her hand upon Tomas’s knee hoping her touch
would change his mind. She dared not kiss him as he had already
turned her away. She loved him so much—or did she?
…

Tomas, on the sofa’s edge, stared
at the wall. He was uncomfortable with her weeping and though he
wished to be a doctor—such things would be a part of the job—he
felt uneasy when it became so personal. Besides, he didn’t love
her anymore—or did he? …

Apart from the pattering rain they
sat silently: she, with her hand on his leg, afraid to let go; he,
hands at his sides, afraid to push away. Purgatory is the worst.
From past experience Tomas knew it would be easy to succumb to the
present. But wishing not to mix the future with desire, it was time
to end the matter for good. He broke the silence.

“I won’t have time to spend with
you, really.”

“Just an hour, the weekend,” she
pleaded. “That’s not much time.”

“No, that’d be fake—not
meaningful. It wouldn’t be fair to you.”

Melissa smiled weakly. “But you
need love, everyone needs love. I can give you that.” And there
were other reasons—not just love—why Melissa desired Tomas, but
these she could not tell him.

Tomas straightened his back. “No,”
he repeated.

‘No’ resonated in Melissa’s
mind. “What do you mean—no?” Did he not need love? she
wondered. Did he think she could not give it? Squeezing his
knee just a bit deeper she could not let him go.

Tomas contemplated the Persian
carpet at his feet. He remembered reading somewhere that within the
patterned weave could be found the meaning of life. It was April: a
drizzling afternoon darkness gloamed outside. But here upon a
threshold of new beginnings he felt an exhilarated tingle and so he
pondered that meaning, amidst this funk that was life. He tightened
his lips. “I need to study … there’s biochem, physics—senior
thesis.” Yet there were other reasons—reasons he could not tell
her.

Melissa, seeking a sign—any sign—,
had been searching Tomas’s face even as he avoided her gaze. But
now she too stared below at the intricate colors. She asked him,
“What do you love? What do you love?”

Tomas, this time, did not
hesitate. “I love knowledge.” he replied. “The mystery of life.” He
turned to face Melissa. “That is what I love.”

She pulled her hand away. Whether
by free will or fate it did not matter: she was powerless to hold
him. “Someday—you’ll understand,” she said. As her tears welled the
colors at her feet dissolved. “Someday, someone will—hurt you. Then
you’ll understand.”

Indeed Melissa—with the almond
eyes, the flawless olive skin—was right: someday Tomas would
understand. But the understanding would be incomplete as he too was
right: life—its ups and downs—was a mystery. And the mystery was
the one imperfect yet true constant.

Saying their goodbyes, they stood
up and went their separate ways. How Tomas’s life would have turned
if he had stayed, nobody would know. Pressing on to pursue other
mysteries that conjecture would remain unfulfilled.

 


- ### -

 


All is wave. From the electrons
that give matter its soft solidity to the vicissitudes of life,
waves are the rule. Life’s crests fall to nadirs. Civilizations
dissolve, replaced by others. Good melds into evil, then back
again; hope and despair endlessly turn. From where we start … we
end. Even reality—the present—is an illusion: by fear and hope we
yearn to possess an unknown future yet in a blink we lapse into the
unowned past. What exactly did we wish to have? Can we ever have
it?

And so, we ride on that wave called
life, struggling to swim forward, hoping not to drown, as it
carries us bobbing in a sea of fate towards distant unknown shores.
And then that wave collapses, sending forth ripples to seed other
waters. We wonder: what were we and what have we become? From the
elemental forces to the contingent spirit, can it be that wave is
all?.

 



1st Movement

Grave; Allegro di molto e con
brio

 


 


Es irrt der Mensch, so lang er
strebt

Man errs so long as he
strives – Goethe, Faust

 



Chapter 1 – Melodio

Wo ist Gott?

Allegro moderato con disperazione

 


Impatient, Tomas downshifted the Ford hoping the
underpowered rental would cough up more torque. Cough it did—power
it did not—as the car, like the ‘Little Engine That Could’,
strained to climb the craggy ridges overlooking the Côte d’Azur.
Past the Observatoire snaking along the Grande Corniche, the Ford
buzzed clinging astride steep slopes that once hosted growling
Ferraris and McLarens preparing for the Grand Prix. The road
markers of whitewashed stone—some erect, some awry—paced in weary
meter the anxious ascent. For here in pilgrimage high above Monaco,
whether by obsession, desperation—or something else—, Tomas, having
struggled two decades for this moment, had come to force a
deal.

He glanced sideways at the black
bag resting upon the passenger seat. Within this was the Novum
Organum, the ‘New Instrument’, which possessed—expressed would
be more accurate—the essence of life and its close twin, death.
Yes—this was something others might eventually reveal but
atop this peak Tomas, for whom time and its twin money were
scarce, resolved to cut that time. He had to—I must, he
thought—come down from this mountain with a deal in hand. Trade
my soul, then so be it: there was in this world a
far greater ideal.

The long climb continued. As each
rocky precipice loomed, Tomas weighed whether it would be better to
drive off these enticing, forbidding cliffs. Why, he
wondered, couldn’t I muster the bravery for that most courageous
of acts? Or was what kept him on the road the fear others might
consider such the most cowardly. Fear of cowardice—how
crazy is that, Tomas thought. And why care about what people
think after you’re dead? That too didn’t make
sense.

From up ahead another car
approached. It descended round the hairpin; the sound of its
engine—the sight of blue metal—zoomed by.

Was it the unknown finality that
kept him alive? Or no—if he were to survive such a plunge,
was it the ghastly prospect of a living death: to become like those
many gruesome tragedies he had too often seen and cared for.
Or perhaps what sustained him now was the hope that
finally—finally, after so many wrong turns—he
might—Yes—succeed.

He looked over at the bag and asked
himself, Did I live for this, the Novum, which had
spawned so much grief—so many troubles? Countless days had
passed—days of tunneled gloom—when it seemed only the longing look,
the licking lips of the family cat might provide solace. In
melancholic offering, Tomas would feed the purring creature. Simple
joys like this gave him sustenance. He thought of Nina and smiled:
Did I live for her?

Another turn; he shifted to
second.

Jupiter, setting Optimus
Maximus to happy melody, bleated from the car stereo though the
soaring harmonies hinted at powers more fearsome than jolly. He
accelerated and as the Ford sped upwards the swaying evergreen
brush, nestled among grey rock, fluttered in the car’s wake.
Recalling that Nietzsche once walking these Riviera paths had
pondered, „Gott ist tot,“ Tomas peeked again at the
Novum. Nietzsche, he mused, might very well be
wrong.

The road straightened; Tomas
shifted: the Ford, resisting his claim on third gear, screeched
about the curve. The scent of pine thrown off by the rustling brush
prickled the senses and reminded him of Christmas. He put away—for
now—thoughts of an ‘errant’ plunge and recalled the phone
conversation the week before …

 


“Augustus—he the man! He hadt a
villa up here,” Max had bragged. This über-wealthy hedge fund
manager—dealer of unorthodox deals, prone to helium hyperbole,
master of masterful exploits—ranked among the richest of men.
Though Tomas knew that money—the measure of all things—inspired
unqueried faith, he, this doctor-turned-inventor, was not however
an automatic believer.

And so Tomas asked in retort,
“Does that make you a modern-day Augustus?”

“Look, homeboy,” replied Max, his
voice rising, “I don’t haf time for bullshit, do you want to meet
or not?”

Tomas quickly learned that Max was
like an egg: though the crusty shell outside might be the same, on
the inside his friend could be either hard or soft. “Yes—it’d be
great to get together,” he said. “And I’m sure the villa’s very
nice. But how do I get to this—this Augustus palace?”

“It’s the Maison, the Maison
Broussais. I thought you knew it all. Are you no modern-day Faust?”
Max remembered Tomas had been one of the few science majors among
his college pals. Back then—during simpler days—that had made
Tomas, relatively speaking, ‘all-knowing’ though the smart ones
understood that the real world valued a different sort of
knowledge.

“No, Max—I don’t know it all,”
replied Tomas. “Can’t seem to find it on Google though.”

 


Max found Tomas’s dogged
insistence intriguing. Of course, with his wealth, many sought an
audience with him. But why, he wondered, would a
doctor want so badly to see me? Aside from his bum leg, he had
no medical needs. But wishing to reconnect—to share old times—, Max
had reluctantly assented. “Call Nadine, my assistant,” he said
dismissively. “She’ll let you in on the secret.”

“Sure,” said Tomas though he knew
that his was the secret to share.

 


The wheels crackled over the road
as the pavement became unpaved. Slightly farther, as Tomas had been
told, he would find a wrought-iron gate. And finally he saw it: the
Maison—the Maison Broussais. Shifting to
second, slowing down, he took in a deep sigh; it was not so much a
gesture of relief but rather a self-antidote, as he knew it to be,
that calmed the adrenaline now quickening his pulse.
Imperative, he reminded himself, to stay
cool.

Tomas reached for the dash and
lowered the volume; Jupiter faded. Pressing the horn, the
car responded—belched actually—with an edgy honk. The gate’s heavy
doors eased open in reply to reveal a tidy courtyard within.
Sputtering in first gear, tires crunching along the gravel, he
drove inside. Several attendants—North African-looking—milled
about. Among these men one stood out: fair-skinned and sinewy, he
was also younger than the others, baby-faced even. This one—the
handsome one—motioned towards the fluffy, over-hanging Aleppo
pines. Tomas parked the Ford beneath the shade. Grasping the bag
and dipping his head to this man, he stepped out among a bed of
pinecones that crunched beneath his shoes.

“Homeboy!” (Tomas, surprised by the
booming voice, abruptly looked up.) “It’s been tvwenty fuck-ging
years!” bellowed Max, standing atop the Maison’s steps with
a roguish look: impetuous, impatient—impudent.

“More than that,” Tomas called out;
this onetime ‘Faust’, a pretty regular guy as he considered
himself, smiled warmly: his brown eyes twinkled with remembrance
and if eye color were like a mood ring, changing with emotion, he
would be seeing now through rose-colored lenses. “Almost
twenty-five! You look great.”

Max, gangly and tall, was dressed
in the manner of the comfortably, confidently wealthy: a white
linen shirt, tan slacks—worn Oxfords. He seemed unlike a modern-day
‘Augustus’, but maybe that was the point. He motioned Tomas inside.
“So what you been up to?” he asked.

Tomas stepped forward but before he
could answer the fair-skinned one slipped in front. The man
stammered, “Th–the bag? Can I se–see—inside?”

Max, his broad grin unchanged, his
shoulders rising ever so slightly, stood in place. “This is Abdul,”
he said. “We call him Bud—he the man!” (Tomas smiled wanly at this
Abdul—Bud.) “These”—Max waved expansively like the Pope blessing
his flock—“are my Algerians.”

“Th–the bag,” insisted
Abdul.

Tomas turned towards Max. “I’d like
to bring it along,” he said. “I’ve got an idea to—”

Max cut him off: “Another fuck-ging
business plan? Am I good for nothing else?” The hedge fund
manager’s smile thinned to a smirk. “Let Bud see. You understand,
my friend?”

Tomas clenched his lips and handed
it over.

Abdul patted the canvas. He passed
his hands inside and from within pulled out a black plastic box.
Twirling it about, assessing it as a cat might sniff the
unfamiliar, he peered at the brick-shaped contraption: one end
featured a small opening, another face had a round button. Begging
to be pressed, the Algerian pushed this: it clicked. With the
sudden realization he might have committed a terrible, terrible
error, he abruptly let the box drop back in the bag: His large
brown eyes widened—time, it seemed for him, froze. But nothing
happened: the world had not exploded.

Tomas, smiling smugly now, crossed
his arms. Abdul, who had sighed with relief, fished about some
more, this time easing out a rubber mallet. Smirking, he held it up
for Max to see.

The German financier—the ‘owner’ of
these Algerians—bent forward and mumbled some French: something
Tomas interpreted along the lines of ‘I can break his head with my
hands.’ Max’s eyes narrowed. “Hah!” he sneered.
«Laisse»

Abdul dropped the mallet back;
Tomas winced. After setting the bag on the cobblestone way, Abdul
proceeded to pat down Tomas’s pockets—arms and legs too. Satisfied
that there was nothing—no threat that is—, Bud turned to Max and
nodded.

“My friend”—Max gestured towards
the house—“you’re cool, let me show you around.” He turned to head
up to the entrance.

Tomas took up his bag and followed.
In neat trousers, a starched white shirt and sport jacket, the
doctor was dressed, as supplicants must do, less informally than
Max. Approaching the marble-columned entryway, Tomas noticed a
heavy-footed hesitancy in his friend’s gait; he wondered how this
former varsity basketball champion had acquired such a limp. Though
Tomas knew much about Max—likely more than Max knew about him—there
remained more mystery than certitude about his friend not so gamely
ambling up the steps.

They entered an inner sanctum
replete with a gurgling hexagonal fountain and marble-mosaic
floors. Oil paintings solemnly lined the walls up to the high
ceilings. The vaulting opulence, even if marred by a hint of
mustiness, stopped Tomas gaping. A thought came to his mind:
Perhaps here hung one of the long-lost Rembrandts stolen
from Boston’s Isabella Gardner museum. With the purloined works
rumored to have wandered among ex-cons, international
terrorists—even those scions of high finance—, it was not at all
absurd to suppose that at least one of these might be hiding here.
He chuckled.

“What you laughing at
homeboy?”

“Oh, nothing …”

Max and Tomas had been at Harvard
together, first meeting underneath the Dexter Gate—the one that
reads, ‘Enter to Grow in Wisdom’. They remained just acquaintances
and since that time their lives—barely touching anyway—went off in
opposite directions: Tomas towards medicine, Max in finance. Each
felt they had followed the more productive path: each was convinced
their life was real, the other’s an illusion.

Max’s history, not known to many,
began as one of that campus’s most prolific cocaine dealers.
Selective with his clientele, he enlisted these from the exclusive
ranks of the sons and daughters of the rich and famous, later
parlaying this knowledge of the secret lives of these princes and
debutantes into subscriptions—not entirely voluntary—to his firm,
Augustus Capital Management. The strategy was enormously
successful.

Max’s mobile rang.

“Yes, Guillermo, what’s up?” The
magnate raised his finger: a gesture that halted Tomas in place.
“What?” he growled with a voice that echoed over the dour paintings
looking down upon them. “Sell it—ditch it, stock’s a
dog.”

Tomas’s life story followed a less
dramatic path—or so it seemed. After college he did a research
stint in France, went on to med school then neurosurgery residency.
As a budding brain surgeon, dealing daily with decisions over life
and death, Tomas became well acquainted with power. Yet this did
not inspire him. Instead, as the Fates had turned, Tomas had seen
into an otherwise unseen world whereby it could be said one could
hear the music of life itself. This was his motivation—call
it an affliction—: the Novum Organum, which having
increasingly gripped Tomas over the years now impelled him to
ask—rather compel—Max to help transform this ideated elixir into
reality. Like the alien in the movie of the same name, the
Novum wished to be borne forth and if like Macbeth it took
its mother down then, he thought, So be it …

The two sauntered out back. Now
upon the wide veranda, Tomas, blinking in the brightness, imagined
Augustus himself inspired by the illimitable panorama, the
commanding parapet signifying by its own potency the imperial reach
of Rome itself.

“It’s beautiful, isn’t it homeboy?”
cooed Max. He gestured as if he himself had created, via a more
modern version of empire, the vistas below and beyond.

Tomas nodded, remembering that Max
had a soft side. “Yes,” he replied, “it’s magnificent.” The tiring
sun hinted at twilight; the faded mistral soothed. They
stood along the balustrade perched above the cliffs below talking
of times unspoiled at Harvard and the Spee. Tomas recalled the
billiard room, its walls lined with motley posters of colorful Spee
dinners past. New Order’s ‘Blue Monday’ would pound on the
stereo.

 


And I still find it so
hard

To say what I need to
say

 


“Max—remember the pigs?” (Max
frowned and shook his head.) “That party—somebody rented pigs for
the Spee garden,” added Tomas, as he recalled the squealing mayhem.
“Who was that?”

“Pigs. Yeah—that wvas
Viktor!”

Tomas’s eyes widened.
“Kareny?”

“Yeah, fuck-ging trashed the club.
Stupid shit like dat got him kicked out.”

“Right … Kareny’s a fugitive
now—the Bahamas.”

Max nodded; he gestured towards the
two velour couches. “Let’s sit,” he said. Separated by a gold and
glass table, they sank into their respective sofas. Abdul, the
stuttering Algerian, walked over bearing a tray. He set down two
glistening glasses, capped with foam.

“You like deutsches Bier?”
asked Max.

Tomas nodded; he looked up at
Abdul. The man’s hand brushed against a lilac; a petal fluttered
onto the table.

Max raised his glass. “A toast—a
toast to Harvard!”

Tomas, still eyeing the Algerian,
took up his beer. “Yes,” he said. “To Harvard.”

“Yo—and the Spee,” Max
loudly proclaimed; he stared at Tomas with demanding eyes: a look,
unyielding in its intensity, more about ownership than friendship.
“Homeboy, de Spee!” he repeated, nearly growling. Tomas abruptly
turned and reciprocated the gaze.

Max grinned. “You know how to drink
beer,” he said, “the German way, not the American girly way.”
Setting the glass down, he capped the toast with a decisive clank.
“Good stuff,” he said, licking the foam from his lips.

Tomas nodded. “Yup.”

Max pulled out a cigarillo. “You
smoke?”

“No.”

“I didn’t think so.” Max lit the
cigarillo then softly exhaled. “Always a nerd—right, homeboy?”
Billowing smoke issued from between his lips.

Tomas thought again: Why not
join Max? He was here to strike a deal and should a peace pipe
be necessary—communal nicotine as salve—then so be it. From his
jacket pocket he pulled out a pack of gauloises.

Max’s eyebrows arched. “You
do smoke homeboy! Cool.” He leaned over to light his
friend’s cigarette. Tomas took a puff and nodded. The twirling
fumes wafted between and above them.

Max broke the silence. “You used to
host parties—cognac parties, right?”

“Yes. You came to one.”

“Ended up in the fucking emergency
room.”

“Now that was stupid.”

“No, homeboy—you were stupid
having all those dirty glasses on de bathroom floor.”

“Hey,” joked Tomas. “It was
you”—he pointed a jesting finger—“who was
puking.”

“Man—those were the days.” A
leering look lit Max’s face. “I heard you slept with Nicole
Philips,” he said. “Fuck-ging hot she was.”

“Oh, yes,” Tomas replied. He
remembered her: Nicole Philips, dark hair, breathless
beauty. One of Harvard’s most famous young alumni, she had
graduated to a star-struck Hollywood career.

Max needled him: “Zo, how did you
get so close?” Though Tomas was reluctant to share such
history—there being more important things to discuss—Max’s eyes
bore into him. “Zo?”

“Well—we both lived freshman year
in Canaday—blockhouse Canaday. You know.”

Max nodded; his eyes widened, like
a child’s in half-forgotten anticipation.

“My room was on the third floor,
hers on the second.” Tomas leaned forward. “So I’m coming back from
a party, totally drunk. Walk up the stairs, open the door to my
room—or so I thought. Take off my clothes—yeah buck naked—and I
stumble into bed. Then I hear screaming.”

“You just walked in? Dat’s how you
fucking did her! Zo—dit you do her?” Max slid to the sofa’s
edge, near enough that Tomas could smell the rancid tobacco breath.
“Fucking naked wit her—did you bust her cherry?”

“Let’s talk about—something
else.”

“You fuck. Don’t tell me you did
the hot bitch! Vaz gut, no?”

Tomas did not answer.

Max fell back into the couch. He
frowned, then glanced at Tomas’s wedding band. “You’re
married.”

“Yes. Nina’s her name. More
beautiful than Nicole—and she saved my life.” Tomas hoped this
would spur his friend’s curiosity. Max, disappointed not to hear
more about a conquest he had once wished to
consummate—unconquering hero he was—, pursed his lips. Tomas
realized Max was not so interested in his wife: Probably a good
thing, he thought.

They reminisced some more. Tomas
liked Max: the mix of gravity and geniality. In this respect, in
their dual natures, they were the same. And while opposites are
said to attract (perhaps through hate, even if self-hate),
likenesses are generally a surer road to friendship …

As the conversation subtly drew to
its close, Tomas asked, “So—you interested in learning about this
idea?”

“Idea? No. Doesn’t fit our
investment criteria.”

“You don’t even know what it is,”
said Tomas with furrowed forehead. “You sound—sound just like those
investors back home.”

“I don’t want to know.” Max leaned
over and cupped a fistful of nuts. “I’m sorry homeboy, not
interested.”

“Wait.” Tomas reached into his bag
and pulled out a manila folder. He opened this atop the table. “Let
me show you,” he said, excitedly pointing to a diagram. “You
see—”
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Novum Organum

 


“Stop!” interrupted Max. “Whatever
it is, I’m not interested.” The über-financier looked down at the
paper. “Some blobs, some fucking letters—what is that? Put dat shit
away.” He looked down again and laughed. “Looks like a pair of
titties.” he said, cackling.

Tomas did not smile. He flipped the
folder closed and slid it back into the bag. In scornful silence he
tapped his fingers on his knee. “Looks like you still do coke,” he
said. His voice quivered; he wondered if Max had
noticed.

“Nah”—Max shook his head—“never
did.” He laughed again, this time with a colder edge. “Dat’s
ancient history.”

“What if people find
out?”

“Big fucking deal,” Max scoffed.
“Who’s going to listen—to you?” He leaned over. “And why do
you care?”

Tomas realized Max was right:
Who would listen to an unwealthy doctor? He decided it was
time for the next step. He tightened his jaw: “DiLandro
…”

Max frowned.

“Yes, Bob DiLandro. Yeah—con
man—laundered through your fund. I hear you’re connected to
Cali, Diago, too.” (Max forced a smile.) Tomas, his lips just as
tightly bound, continued: “Yes, I know a lot about you. But let’s
put that aside—I have this idea, a business idea.”

“You wvant money,” said Max,
rubbing his raised fingers. “Is that it?”

“You fund.” Tomas clasped his
hands. “I don’t talk.”

Max laughed. “How stupid is dat?”
He threw his hands up towards the sky. “You wvant me to fund some
nonsense ‘cure for cancer’ dat takes ten years to find out doesn’t
work? Then you pull dis weird shit. Are you out of your fuck-ging
mind?”

“First—who said cancer? Second,
this is big money—big money.”

“Homeboy—looks like you weren’t
studying enough in med school.” Max sucked a long drag. “I’m not
interested,” he repeated as puffs of smoke issued from between his
lips. He watched the fumes rise to the sky.

Tomas tilted his head.

“That’s right.” Max gritted his
teeth. “I’m not interested in dis shit.” 

Tomas knew that quarreling would be
futile: it was time for action. He felt a shudder in his chest. The
only life he had taken had been back home: a garden rabbit. That
experiment—the black bunny frantically scurrying away—had
degenerated into an antivivisectionist comedy as Julien watched
along with predatory glee. Animals would not do for here at Max’s
Maison only a decisive impression would seal the deal;
moreover the device had been calibrated for human cardiac
myosin binding protein. Tomas’s cheeks flashed with a cold chill;
he could make it happen now—or hang paralyzed forever.
Action, for the surgeon, cures all ills.

“Homeboy!” (Tomas roughly looked up
in reply.) “I’m talking to you—are we done wit dis?” 

“Uhh … how ’bout another
deutsches Bier?” 

“I told you, I have no time for dis
shit.” Max, ever impatient, determined to end this discussion
soon.

“Another beer—I’ll go.” Tomas,
likewise impatient, had no intentions to relent.

Max paused for a moment, took in a
deep breath, then leaned back into the couch. “Bud!” he shouted.
“Bud!”

Tomas, reaching down to his bag,
pulled out the black box and set it on the table. Resting his hand
upon the unassuming plastic, he looked up.

Max’s voice—“Two more
beers!”—echoed over the veranda. Eyes squinched in annoyance, he
turned to Tomas. “So—”

“Here’s a prototype.”

Max glanced askance down at the
table—at the device. “What? This shit?”

“Yes,” replied Tomas with a sigh.
“This shit. Are you interested?”

“Don’t you understand fucking
English, homeboy? I said no, nein,
non! You can take dat shit and shove it up your
you-know-where.”

Bud, bearing a tray with two beers,
emerged from the house. Max and Tomas, craning their necks, looked
over. Tomas keenly watched Abdul approach, as physicians do when
first meeting a patient. Broad-shouldered, he was strong and
muscular: solid blue veins bulged along his forearms.

The quiet Algerian leaned over the
table; a pistol glinted from under his jacket. He was—Tomas now
recognized—one of Max’s bodyguards. Tomas’s mind raced: Time to
act. His mouth tasted metal and a chill gripped him again: a
sensation of empty gored dread—as if he were not about to kill, but
rather be killed. He imagined soldiers, quivering upon the
verge of mortal combat, being seized by the same
feeling.

One fact—the fact Abdul was a
stranger, a complete unknown—congealed Tomas’s will. It was like
the sterile surgical drapes that enveloped the patient beneath,
banning subjectivity, enabling objectivity: this was, for him, a
familiar feeling. He reached over and seized the box. (Max
scrunched his eyebrows.) Tomas flipped the contraption in his hand
and aimed its aperture towards Abdul’s chest. The doctor pressed
the button.

Abdul abruptly jerked—arrested in
mid-movement. For a moment, all hung motionless: the Algerian
stunned in an intangible anxious shock—the German masked with
disbelief—; sustained by an otherworldly purpose was the American.
That the instrument acted silently only magnified the suspended
confusion.

Abdul staggered
backwards.

Tomas stood up and brought the box
closer. Despite the device’s quiet—the stillness, its
voicelessness—Tomas knew: It’s working. Abdul’s mouth
gurgled; his skin blanched. The tray crashed upon the marble, glass
smithereens skated across the floor; the white serviette fluttered
in gliding freefall. The stumbling Algerian reached for his gun.
Tomas pressed harder; he pressed as if his life depended on it—and
it did. His forehead tightened: It must work, it will work. Abdul lifted his weapon but with a
grotesque grimace his grip wavered. The pistol clattered to the
floor. Eyes bulging in terror, his fist clenched before his chest,
Abdul—chalk white—fell on his back with a heavy thud.

The air lay still. The smell of
beer rose from the floor. Tomas, biting his tongue, staring down
upon the unmoving Abdul, flung the box in the bag. He sank back
into the sofa.

Max screeched, “What—de fuck!” He
too sensed something was awry: a tightness, he felt, in his
chest.

“A heart attack,” intoned
Tomas.

“Wva?” Max bolted upright.
“You—you’re a fuck-ging doctor!” He lunged towards the
couch. “Fix him, man!”

“A heart attack—can’t you
see?”

“I see shit, man.” Max was now
almost atop Tomas. Tomas grasped the bag and leaped over the back
of the sofa. Max shook his fist. “Fix zee man!”

Walking over—“OK, OK,” said Tomas—,
he dropped the bag and knelt beside the motionless, unbreathing
Bud.

Max barked at the contorted body,
“Bud!” he growled in a demanding voice. “Bud!”

Tomas picked up the white napkin.
Grasping Abdul’s gun, he slipped the pistol—A heavy thing,
he noted—back in its holster. Though this doctor knew Abdul was
stone-dead, he placed two fingers upon the man’s pallid neck. No
pulse. “This man’s dead,” he said with a tone of
authority.

“What!? Fuck—do it, man!
Doooo—it!”

Tomas bent towards the body,
clenched his fist and slammed down on its chest.

Max gaped bug-eyed at the
unresponding corpse. “Fuck!” he roared.

From the cliffs below, two men from
below scrambled up the stone stairs; another from within the house
rushed over too. Seeing their compatriot sprawled upon the marbled
tile, their master Max standing frantic—the kneeling visitor too—,
they froze. «Putain!» one of them cried. The three
looked at Tomas with pleading eyes hoping for the miracle doctors
do. But Tomas knew the miracle had already happened: the device had
worked perfectly. Saving the man was futile. But with the imploring
looks pressing on him, he ripped open Bud’s shirt, clasped his
hands and began pushing down. Frantic yelling echoed over the
marble. Tomas looked up. “Call an ambulance,” he said.

More commotion. Tomas slipped his
palm under Bud’s neck. With his other hand, he opened the mouth,
placed his lips, and began forcing air into the lifeless body. Two
breaths—still no pulse. Max collapsed upon the couch and covered
his face with his hands. Ten compressions. Again, no pulse. Tomas
continued this for what seemed a long time …

 


2 breaths, 30 compressions
…

2 breaths, 30 compressions
…

Again and again and again
…

…

 


Tomas decided it was time to stop.
Glistening with sweat, he—Dr Twarok—looked up at Max; slowly and
confidently he said, “This man is dead,” and gently closed the
eyelids.

“How can he be fucking dead?”
yelled Max, raising his fist then pounding it into the velour. “Ten
minutes for an ambulance to get hier—shit!” His eyes darted
towards Tomas’s bag. “That—thing, dat thing killed him!” The veins bulged in his reddened
forehead. „Was ist das?“

“Nonsense,” replied Tomas. “I
tried, can’t you see, to save the man’s life.”

They locked eyes just as when they
were toasting. Two of the others returned. Max turned to the men
and inhaled deeply. Yelling, he realized, would not
resurrect the dead. «Il est mort» he murmured.
“Cover him up, we’ll wait for de ambulance.”

Tomas pulled himself up from his
knees and stood up. As he wiped his hands on his pants, one of the
men passed him a glass of water. «Merci beaucoup,
monsieur» said the man, his face drawn in
sadness.

Tomas lowered his eyes.
«Desolé» he replied. The man—his eyes now moist—patted the
doctor on the shoulder. For Tomas however, it was time to close the
deal. He looked towards the sea, gripped the bag under his arm and
headed for the veranda’s edge. From the slopes below distantly
winding sirens pleaded for attention.

“Tomas,” Max said—with a snort.
“What is that fucking thing? Gimme dat fuck-ging
shit.”

“That ‘shit’ is ‘no shit’,” said
Tomas. He calmly set the bag on the ledge.

“No shit, my ass! I take this shit
and you, my friend, will leave this place and go away. Alles
klar?” Max made a sudden movement towards the bag. Tomas
yanked the mallet out and slammed the tool down on the canvas; Max
froze as metal and plastic crackled.

 


From the past until
completion

They will turn away no
more

 


“It’s shit now.” He crashed
the mallet down again. “We work together—or people will need to
know—about DiLandro, Diago, others—” Tomas twirled the instrument
in his hand, waiting for the response. There was none. “If you kill
me,” Tomas—unsmiling—continued, “that’ll be a real homicide.
Alles klar?” Setting the mallet down he
shrugged his shoulders and offered Max a cigarette; “Smoke?” he
asked and took one himself.

Max gaped dumbstruck. Where the
fuck had this killer shit come from? He thought about Bud, his
favorite bodyguard: a proven assassin, now among the slain. The
world, all upturned, was not right. But it was at such unreal
junctures—call it disequilibrium—that Max smelled opportunity:
Yes, he perceived that this—this ‘shit’—had potential,
potential for money … and even, perhaps, great power.

His phone rang again. He pulled it
out from his pocket: Guillermo it was. “I’m busy, call later,” he
barked and hung up.

As power was never motivating for
Tomas, was it the thirst for knowledge, an ambition to redo the
world? The Superego run amok? But he had enough of trying to
make sense of his motivations: action was what now mattered. And
action meant money. So strange, he mused, how disjoint money
and ideas were. But was not money just an idea: something, after
all, based wholly on belief? What if some simply did not anymore
believe? And since when, he wondered, did money come to rule
its master? For Tomas ideas ruled but regardless, with money
as not-so-obedient serf, he recognized the Novum was nothing
without it. Looking out upon the rippling sea, sensing a deal—his
idea joined with money—imminent, Tomas sighed.

“What is it you wvant?” asked Max
with an unnaturally subdued tone.

Tomas turned to face the financier.
“Funding … There are many applications—for good or
evil.”

Max’s shoulders
rose. „Gut und Böse bedeuten mir nichts,“ he scowled. “I
believe only in money—money is God.” His eyes tightened menacingly.
„Verstehst du?“

Tomas took a drag on his cigarette.
He recalled DiLandro’s credo: getting dinero was as simple
as appealing to greed. “It’ll be huge,” was all he said.

Max, now deep in thought, looked
away: he recognized he had other reasons—exceedingly compelling
reasons actually—to embrace this new ‘thing’. But these—these
reasons—he could not reveal. He pulled out a silver case and from
this selected a fresh cigarillo. He lit it, then turned to his old
college friend. “Yes” was his answer.

They made plans to meet the next
day at the Hotel Mercure down by Nice. Dusk had set in.
Already the first stars, Venus, Mars—even Mercury—blinkered
above. Inspired by the sidereal vista, a tingle alighted Tomas’s
spine. His idea—conceived twenty years earlier, not too far from
here in the French Alps—would finally come to reality: from the
mountains down to earth.

Maximilian Iblis puffed on his
cigarillo. “Homeboy—you’re a piece of work.”

“That’s what they say about you,”
replied Tomas. He glanced at Max’s leg. “By the way—what happened
there?”

Max eyed Tomas—Dr Tomas Twarok—whom
unequal as he was he now regarded as being more equal. “Tell you
another time,” he said, thinking about this ‘master of the
unknown.’ What did that make him, he thought.

Sirens now silent, the ambulance
had arrived. From the other side of the house—beyond the garden
entrance—Tomas could hear the ancient gate easing open: a
well-oiled modern machine it was.

 


I see a ship in the
harbor

I can and shall obey

 



Chapter 2 – Harmonio

Slaughterhouse

Corruption has its price.

 


My friend
Dave was worried—very worried. Making a deal with the notorious
Maximilian Iblis, he told me, sounded like a “bad, bad
idea.”

I knew Dave from med school. After
graduating, he had taken the straight track—towards a fine career
in radiology—; my path was—well—not so straight. While those
happily frenetic days grappling with pathology (of the textbook
and female kind) were but lingering memories, Dave and I had
remained the closest of friends. He was also, you should know, the
very first person I had shared the Novum with. That—I
remember the moment well—was over twenty years ago.

 


After I had told him the
essence—the kernel of the idea—, his eyes widened: “Really cool,
Tomas,” he said and though I knew him not to be the envious type I
sensed that he wished he had come up with this. “So,” he
asked, “what you going to do with it?”

“Too early, it’s too premature,” I
had replied then. “But someday I’ll make it happen.” (I’ve been
trying, you see, ever since.)

I can still see Dave’s face:
pursed lips, forehead wrapped in doubt. His next words were, “I’d
be really careful if I were you.” He let out a nervous chuckle and
added, “It’s a great idea, but”—he squinted—“I think it’s gonna be
trouble.”

 


I never did ask why he thought
that. My sense though was that it had something to do with reality
versus idealism; Dave, you see, despite the charming eccentricities
was a pretty realistic-oriented guy. But I suppose it was my
headlong, headstrong confidence that made me oblivious to such
quotidian considerations. Anyway: last week, when I called up my
old classmate to tell him of my plan (I didn’t tell him all the
details), he was not altogether enthusiastic. It was eerie: “I
think it’s gonna be trouble,” he said in nearly the same tone of
voice—those same words—as two decades past.

I told him it was
important—very important—to do this.

“But why this Max guy?” he asked.
“I’ve heard bad things. And Monte Carlo?”

“A long story,” I told him. It was
a story not without its share of disappointments.

“I don’t understand,” he said. (I
smiled as I imagined him, phone to his ear, face scrunched up in
thought.) “Why should it be so difficult?” he asked. “It’s a simple
idea.”

“The idea’s simple,” I replied.
“Making it happen is not.”

There was a pause in the
conversation.

“Hey—I’m heading to New York next
week for a conference,” he then said. “I’ll see if I can stop in
O’Hare. We could get together, maybe then you can tell me your
‘long’ story.”

And so we arranged to meet. I was
excited to see an old friend …

We met at the airport on a quiet
Sunday afternoon in February. Dave looked great: still with that
trademark tousled hair, endearingly expressive eyes—and, yes, those
funny mannerisms. We picked our way past the assorted garbage bins
and grey plastic TSA trays set on the floor.

He peered into one of these
containers, filled as it was with yellowed, grimy water. “What’s
that for?” he asked.

“It rained last night,” I
explained.

Dave twisted his lips and looked
up. “What,” he said, “the roof leaks?”

“Yup,” I answered with a nod. “They
say it’s going to snow this afternoon, hope your flight won’t be
delayed.” Up ahead was the Red Carpet Club. Through the sliding
doors we entered. The lounge was nearly empty: a smattering only of
business travelers, some reading the paper, others thumbing their
BlackBerrys or absentmindedly crunching on tasteless mini-pretzels.
Everyone minding their own business. We sat at the bar.

As we were both doctors, I figured
I’d tell the story backwards: like a medical history, from the
recent past to distant memories.

“So tell me,” Dave asked, “what
made you decide on this?”

“It was just before the New Year.
Call it an epiphany …”

 


~~~~~~

 


Late December: those bitter snows
that blow in from the Lake were already whipping through the city.
But warm enough it was—inside the Knickerbocker—where a small crowd
had gathered in the anteroom outside the Grand Ballroom. Here,
illuminated by tinseled chandeliers and recessed lighting, the old
and the new washed each other out in the brightness. The faux gold
trim, floor-to-ceiling mirrors framed in oak, the
fleur-de-lis patterned upholstery—tuxedoed butlers too—,
announced to the world that Chicago—all zest and zeal but
comfortably neither—was a player.

Nina and I on this particular
evening were at an event hosted by the Forum, the Chicago
Forum for International Cooperation. Wandering amidst all this
jaded glitter, we wended our way among the blithefully
discontented, self-absorbed cliques. Unsaid were the rules of
association: either you knew them or you paid to know. We
recognized, towards the mirrored far side, some friends forgotten
and never known. No, these were not friends like you and me:
friendly—sure—but that was about it. I wondered: What is
friendship? Jostled among elbows anonymous, a tune from The
Cure turned in my mind …

 


… and stand …

lost forever in a happy crowd
…

 


All around: grey and blue suits,
carapacial, tightly buttoned. An occasional pinstripe or bright tie
braved the monotone but the conventional Chicago aesthetic
otherwise prevailed: middling and moneyed. Plain older women with
garish red dresses, their wrinkled necks garnished with industrial
strength diamonds, sprinkled spotted color upon the thickening,
perfumed crowd. The cliques dissembled like mercury drops
glittering grey atop a laboratory bench: some coalescing, others
avoidant. Though composed of that ‘Chicago School’ conceit of
‘rational individuals’, ritual and order dictated how the prim
crowd gathered; anything more riotous was amply disheartened by the
infectious ordinariness, the interminable drink lines, the
homeopathic strength cocktails priced to extortion.

A portly man with balding head
approached. I waved and said to Nina, “Look, there’s Alex—and that
must be Marge,” I said. (Nina smiled wanly.) “You remember
Alex—he’s a VP at Bear Stearns.”

Alex Tugodumov and his wife walked
over. “Tomas, so very nice to see you,” he said.

We shook hands.

I leaned forward to kiss Marge on
the cheek or more precisely to brush my cheek against hers; it was
anorexic and cool. The two women exchanged equally perfunctory
greetings.

I looked about the room. “Quite a
show for Kostakis,” I said to Alex. “Have you read his book?” The
banker’s vapid grin evaporated and so I realized—should have known
really—that weather banter, shadowing those whipping winds, would
have been a safer topic.

“No, I haven’t—not yet,” he
replied. “But tell me how are things in Hungary?”

I found this question,
Tugodumov robotically replaying it every time we met, pricklingly
extroverted. Though I was American, being born in foreign Budapest
apparently functioned, for some at least, as a convenient enough
label. But not having visited Hungary for a long long time, such
conversations could only be a face-off among know-nothings: a
face-off without a puck. It would be like me asking Alex, who
couldn’t differentiate a колхоз from a
ruble, how things were back in Russia. I would’ve liked that: ask
Alex Tugodumov about the Mother Country and that Great Bear; or
better yet, inquire whether he still distills his own vodka. Hah!
Anyway, this ordinary place, ordinary politeness prevailing over
all, called for more ordinary conformity. I considered hiding
behind the safety of the snows, talking about how thick they were,
as if that had never happened before; instead I asked about the
bank.

Alex’s eyes sparked anew. “We’re
going gangbusters on mortgage-backed securities,” he said. “It’s
wonderful to bring the American dream to so many.” (I nodded
absentmindedly.) “The subprime sector gives great returns,” he
added, “and our overseas partners are very”—his eyes
glittered now—“pleased.”

“International cooperation,” I
said. “That’s what we’re here for, aren’t we?” We laughed. I looked
over towards my wife. “Alex—his bank,” I told her, “are doing
stupendous work.”

“That,” she said, adjusting her
earrings, “is wonderful.”

I turned back my friend, the
extroverted robot, and asked, “How’s the healthcare side? Any
interesting deals?”

“Nothing special,” he answered.
“But let’s do lunch. I’d love to pick your brain.”

Ughh, I detested that
phrase. Though this I-Bank VP could not have known I had once been
a brain surgeon, among the driveling pantheon of MBA-speak
‘brain-picking’ particularly grated …

 


Going forward, I’ll pick your
brain to identify buckets of low hanging fruit then jawbone the
change agents into stepping up to the plate.

 


“Lunch?” repeated Alex, jarring me
from this dystopia of jargon tongues.

“Sure,” I said with a flickering
smile.

Alex took in a deep breath. “Marge
and I will mingle some more,” he said, displaying again that
vacuous, saccharine grin. With this cue, our group
dissolved.

Nina moved closer. “What was this
great work?” she asked. “Did he ask about your
projects?”

With a sigh, I replied with a
simple, “No.”

A medium-set man, his fleshy neck
bulging around a too-tight collar, turned around: it was Martin
Boucher, the Forum’s Executive Director. I felt lucky.
Boucher, you see, also served on the board of the Chicago
Alzheimer’s Alliance. I was hoping then, even as he
consistently expressed no interest in new cures, for more
consideration as Nina and I had just donated several
thousand—hard-earned cash it was—to the Forum. This had
garnered us ‘Platinum’ distinction—and hopefully alongside Boucher
and cronies some recognition too. We moved closer.

“Martin!” I said, “Great to see
you!”

He looked towards me. “Good to see
you too, Thomas,” he exclaimed.

Before I could say anything,
Boucher called out, “Look! There’s Stan Levine.” By the glint
brightening Martin’s eyes it appeared this man—Stan—was someone of
significance. I watched Levine—greasy face, thinning hair, clad in
custom suit—walk towards us.

“Hi Martin!” hailed the
welltailored Stan. Face-to-face now, Levine glad-handed his
friend.

“Stan—here’s a doctor friend I’d
like you to meet,” said Martin. He bent towards me. “Stan, you
know, is one of Chicago’s leading citizens. Donated a million
dollars to the medical school, also on the state Hospital Board.
He’s a big man in healthcare.”

That this Stan—apparently the man—,
clasped with cash and connections, wielded such influence seemed to
me entirely wrong. I forced a pleasant enough look as we exchanged
greetings. He eyed me too as if I had preternaturally landed from
some other planet. According to Martin, we both ‘worked’ in
healthcare; more accurately, we were worlds apart.

Boucher interrupted the silence.
“Kostakis has arrived,” he said. With that, he politely (and
skillfully) escaped. And so two faces of Martin Boucher departed:
one receding, another reflected among the enveloping, expanding
mirrors all around. The man Stan, likewise doubly deftly vanished
into the crowd, now nearly shoulder-to-shoulder awaiting the big
event.

“I suppose we’ve got no time for
drinks,” I said to Nina. Dressed in royal blue, she shunned donning
the requisite red. The First Lady, in recognition of women’s heart
disease, wore such a color: high society dutifully complying, such
hues hung on as adjectives consigned to meaninglessness. (Isn’t
that fashion after all?) “The red dresses remind me of the Soviet
Union,” Nina once told me; товарищ had
been the word. This independence—a refusal to conform—had, I
realized, likely saved her life. For when Chernobyl exploded, she
sensed, even more than Gorbachev and his morose apparatchiks had
glibly advertised, the creepy enormity of the strontium-spiked
danger. Nina told me that she had escaped to Yekaterinburg, leaving
Kiev as she put it on ‘her own two feet’.

Nina was well aware that the
Forum (and all such organizational charades) existed mostly
to facilitate the money flows perpetuating this fraternity of
smiling villains. With these pet charities, it was all just the
display: ‘the thought that counts’ cynically refracted. An opera
listing for example demonstrated wealth more effectively than the
most resplendent of mansions, which only a few among the gated
community—edged anyway with envy—could appreciate. Other than
stampeding out before the final act, stumbling over the others to
snag that prima donna primo taxicab, a donation to the opera
painlessly re-rendered an otherwise nobody as a magnified
somebody.

Nina chafed too at what she
perceived as my American-style optimism: false hopes engendered by
blithe smiles she knew to be disingenuous. She once told me that
though Marxism had proven to be a fairy tale—she should know—it
enabled her to see with abject clarity the fantasies here too in
America. ‘Some people are more equal than others’ made Orwellian
farce out of Soviet communism; likewise ‘some people have fewer
opportunities than others’ summarized the unstated, suppressed
truth of America. Brought up reading an eclectic mix of officious
Pravda dispatches and banned foreign literature, this was
how she saw it. Then, as I recalled one stymied venture in
particular, there was the State: an acquaintance of mine,
Jack—highly placed in Illinois politics—reminded me that in line
with the other Tartuffes a gift offered the Governor—sometimes
double-breasted, sometimes sweatsuited—and his campaign coffers
greased the Forum, not fanciful dreams.

I turned and told Nina, “Let’s go
in and get a good seat.” We entered the ballroom, smiling as I
slipped the usher our tickets. We made our way to the front,
towards the section marked ‘Platinum Circle’. Pleased at this
victory—minor as it was—, I mused, Insider information—a dose of
money too—has its rewards. We took our seats and I peeked over
the balding heads and over-puffed hairdos looking for the
familiar.

Martin Boucher stepped up to the
podium. The crowd fell silent as he bent towards the microphone.
“It is a pleasure to introduce Ioannis Kostakis …”

 


… Ioannis is one of the world’s
wealthiest men—a giant who brought down a sovereign Bank. Money can
work wonders, do great good. He is profoundly committed to
democracy, especially in those lands that have not secured the
blessings of life, liberty, and happiness. A man of the people, for
the people, and by the people. Ioannis Kostakis … the Land of
Lincoln welcomes you!

 


The Forum Director waved his
open arms towards the side of the stage; the applause
began.

 


… justified with empty
words

the party just gets better and
better …

 


An elderly man shuffled up towards
the dais. The clapping, punctuated with coughs, dissolved. He set
some papers upon the lectern and slipped on his reading glasses.
And so, Kostakis with a thick accent and cloudy logic (as I viewed
it), looked down at his notes and began. He spoke
haltingly:

 


… Market fundamentalism … religious
fundamentalism, and—and—neoconservative ideologies while radical
are failures of imagination. Things are … rarely ‘black and white’
…

 


I nodded in blank, barely
listening, agreement. What revolved in my mind was the Novum
Organum: this is what dominated my world. A simple idea,
it could apply to either good or evil. Just like music and its love
ballads and military marches. Just as a snowstorm might: for
children, pure mystery—for adults, poor misery.

 


… We impose our form of free-market
economics, ‘Market Fundamentalism’, the Chicago School, on the
world. It is not at all bad to export democracy, capitalism—even
the Chicago School. What becomes bad is when that export happens
without regard to a more open conception …

 


The speech droned on: contending a
lack of clarity between good and bad, yet professing with unbending
conviction the right and wrong way to export ideas.
Hypocritical, I thought. Actually it didn’t matter if
Kostakis made sense: he could babble on—reciting senatorially the
telephone book—as many would, enraptured as they were by his
wealth, no doubt still abidedly listen.

Nina got up to go to the
restroom.

My meditations wandered again.
Disappointed with Chicago, where wealth accrued more by loot than
creativity, I recalled a saying of Norman Mailer’s …

 


Chicago was a town where nobody
could forget how the money was made. It was picked up from floors
still slippery with blood.

 


Though the cattle and pork
slaughterhouses of the West Side were long gone, the butchery
continued. This much Mailer was right about. In Chicago, money was
the holy elixir that fortified the lubricious: they called it ‘pay
to play’. But the Windy City eluded simple description. Stark,
conventional contrasts as in rich versus poor—a pseudo-Marxist’s
application of physics to history—did not apply. Indeed the wealthy
could be slaughtered: by those—in or out of the law—moving in on
their turf. The slayers would slay and in turn be slain.

Nina returned; she whispered to me
this story:

 


She had pushed open the restroom
door only to be confronted by the echoing sounds of retching and
the jarring sight of a red-dressed woman hunched over the
sink—vomiting. Nina stopped; the woman flung her head back and
looked over.

“Please help,” the woman
groaningly pleaded, her face glowing as red as her gown. “Can you
hold my hair back?”

Nina stood there, looking at the
woman’s head—her hair: she told me it was a fancy blowout flecked
with bits of regurgitated Beef Wellington and she wondered if a
shower would have been a better idea than anything she could have
provided. Besides, Nina told me Kostakis’s oppressive lecture—more
like a eulogy—now sounded, in the face of blowing chow, quite good
actually. Nina turned to head out.

But the gagging—once
gaggling—woman implored, “Please help, I beg of you.”

And so Nina went over, closed her
eyes—braced her stomach—as she helped this Chicago comrade cleanse
her overstuffed innards.

 


Other aspects of Chicago irked me.
Flatness ruled the prairie: there was virtually no opportunity as
such to pursue a favorite hobby of mine—rock climbing. It was an
apt metaphor for in this town it was better not to climb but to lie
low where rising was measured more by pushing down than by pulling
up. In other words, wealth was not created: it was shuffled around
with somebody invariably lurking to pluck too their picking. So
long as the dollars whipped around round and round—what the
economists called the ‘velocity of money’—all would be well. The
wind you could say made the weather.

All this was subject to a paradox.
Market fundamentalism (itself a form of worship) assumed—exalted
really—that equilibrium prevailed: yet the requisite money flows
implied non-equilibrium. Few of such faith recognized this
contradiction; and not understanding this, many substituted
ignorance with optimism. Optimism—blind faith—differed though from
measured hope: this was the message Nina persistently wished to
impart to me. It was also the lesson Kostakis had learned and would
play to adroit advantage.

 


We have a choice. To be open to
new views, towards a future unencumbered by the past. Guided by
what works and not by what we think works. The here and now is
where we make our reckoning and from which we shape the future …
Thank you.

 


The clapping began. As Boucher
approached the lectern, Kostakis, with that serpentine smile of
his, smugly beamed. Boucher leaned over to the microphone and
cleared his throat. The ovation melted. “We have time for only a
few questions,” he told the crowd. “And Mister Kostakis will be
available outside to sign his book—‘Globalization and Free
Markets’.”

The standees in the back fidgeted.
Gladdened by their rear-guard status, this put them first in line
for the signing. And so they guiltily filtered out to the foyer.
The rest—Platinum Circle, us included—sat trapped entertaining
queries to nowhere. The unfortunates had become fortunate and the
reverse applied for the previously fortunate.

 


~~~~~~

 


I looked over at Dave and asked,
“First time in Chicago?”

“No actually,” he replied.
“Interviewed here for med school.” He cast a querulous glance
upwards—towards the ceiling. “I think it was raining then too,” he
said, “but”—he scratched his head—“I don’t remember the leaking
roof.”

“They must have known you were
coming, covered it up special for you,” I said with a
smile.

“I wish—I wish I were that
important,” said Dave. “I’ve had a pretty regular life. No dramas
here.”

We talked about how he went on to
residency on the West Coast, settling eventually in sunny San
Diego. He was now an assistant professor at the university,
specializing in MRI. He got married, has two young kids—a son and
daughter—, and even finds time for parasailing and hiking. “We’ve
got a small bungalow up near El Cajon,” he said. “You’re welcome to
visit.” He told me that the closest he had come to a hedge fund
manager was reviewing a brain scan of one with a glioblastoma: “He
died three months later.”

“They’re not monsters,” I said. “I
don’t think Max is a bad guy, knew him back in college.”

Dave shook his head unconvinced. A
radiologist’s eye is trained to spot patterns; this, he told me,
was a pattern he did not like.

“It’ll be fine. The epiphany—let me
tell you about that …”

 


~~~~~~

 


Kostakis’s speech over, it was time
for Q and A. Martin Boucher pointed to an upstretched arm. A young
man—broker type (an aspiring hedge fund manager perhaps?) stood up.
“You say nothing is black-and-white in finance, foreign affairs,”
he said. The young man swiped his hand through his thick black
hair. “Isn’t that moral relativism? Isn’t that worse?” he
asked.

This questioner seemed
familiar—I know him from somewhere, I thought—but as much as
I tried, I just couldn’t place him.

Kostakis scratched his chin and
started his reply: “Some may know that my family—my father
excepted—survived the Nazi scourge burning through my home
country.” Kostakis’s smile, the smile of a self-satisfied survivor,
dissolved into a frown. “How is it that civilized people become
killers? There were good Germans too—some hid Jews, opposed the
Gestapo. It is foolish to believe all Germans were evil.”
Several—baldly shining in the glitter—agitated (this is not what
they expected) in their seats; Kostakis continued. “People can be
good and evil—good in one situation, evil in another. Particular
circumstances drive individuals in either direction.” He clasped
his hands. (I looked up, interested now that he was saying
something different.) “Do you wipe out the circumstances?
Wipe out the people? Would that not be another Holocaust? If all
possess the seed of evil does one wipe out humanity?” he said as he
scanned the thinning crowd. “If evil is absolute,” he continued,
“then it must absolutely must be exterminated. I am not averse to
absolute concepts of good and evil, I am against the
consequences of absolutism. This is what frightens me.”
Kostakis looked over at Boucher and tipped his head with a solemn
nod.

Eager to move the proceedings
along, Martin Boucher searched for another beckoning
hand.

As the rustling of sleeves
announced the raising of arms—‘pick me, pick me!’—, I looked down
at the grey carpet pondering—recognizing—that, Dependent
relations and moral relativism were not the same. Good and
evil, I realized, could be further qualified by time.
One could be ‘good’ at one moment, ‘evil’ another. It all depended,
right?

I thought some more … And
then—So obvious I realized—: wealth commanded respect. The
rapt attention paid the convolutedly rambling billionaire served as
proof. Money made the world go round, lack of it kills everything.
I realized then that I must secure my own billionaire. But it would
have to be elsewhere since here, this middle middling land of
‘opportunity’, promised such only upon a guaranteed, gimmicky-quick
ROI. Wailing in my mind’s lamenting ear, The Cure
moaned …

 


… and all the other voices
said

change your mind

 


Perhaps I was just wrong.
The ‘free market’—other voices, faceless—pounded in my broken head:
‘Novum is shit’. The rabble would gloat and rattle about the
royal road paved with mortgage securities: “Nothing’s more real,”
whispered the unknowing, “than real estate.” Torpedoes be damned,
babbled bloat—charmed and chanted—: that, my friend, is where the
money lied, that is where the pricked dream died.

 


 


How about get with the program
…

Jump on the team, Tomas
…

And come in for the big
win.

 


So why was it, I fretted,
that I always took the road less traveled? Was this why,
why—why I struggled, like a bleak-eyed salmon forging
against the surging rapids only to die. Why couldn’t I just ‘get
with the program’?

As the questions rambled—the
questions too in my mind—, I recalled a college classmate:
‘Maximilian Iblis’ was his name. I had heard that Max was a hedge
fund manager and that he was fabulously wealthy: a rumored estate
high above Monte Carlo, intimations too of insider trading, mafia
connections—even Colombian drug trafficking. But no matter,
Maximilian was vastly rich; that as I so clearly observed is
what matters.

And so—you see—, Kostakis’s speech
had unveiled an epiphany: to seek out my old college friend and so
bring new life to the Novum. But as Nina had admonished,
blind optimism stood a step away from foolishness. With Max’s
murmured dark side such a match would likely not be easy—nor
bloodless. Such was the logic of business: After all, it all
depended.

I resolved—then and there—to visit
Max in Monaco and—yes—make a deal. I leaned over and whispered in
Nina’s ear, “I have an idea.”

She was not so eager, I could
sense, to learn of yet another of my idealistic quests. “What is
that, honey?” she said below her breath, still looking
ahead.

“Would you like to go to Monte
Carlo?” I asked.

She did not answer.

We filed out from the ballroom. In
the anteroom, a rickety table stacked with thick hardcovers was set
off to the side. The Forum staff fired up the cash
registers, plugged in the credit card machines, and counted change.
A crowd, their faces anxious with anticipation, had obediently
assembled. Kostakis emerged to sit at the table, his back to the
mirrored wall. As he plowed through the signing, each acolyte hoped
to share a few words with the master.

“Star disease,” whispered Nina, as
I watched and listened …

 


“Yes,” intoned the grey-haired
king bee, as he turned to the next drone. “Thank you.”

“I so much admire your work,” said
the next-in-line. The young man presented himself and his
book—Kostakis’s book.

“Your name?” asked
Kostakis.

“Jason. Jason Reynolds,” he
replied, setting the book on the table. He ran his hand through his
dark hair while the old man looked down to hastily apply his
autograph.

“Here, Jason,” said Kostakis
pushing the book back into the young man’s hands. (“I—I—”
Jason vied to edge in a word) “Yes, thank you,” Kostakis called
out, smiling now at the next-in-line.

 


And so, with sleight of hand, a
dose of sweet words—a penned flourish to finish it off—, the hopes
of each were waved along: sequentially, methodically extinguished.
Each would emerge with book in hand—grasping the precious tome with
two hands—grinning as if granted a gift: a hardbound Holy
Grail.

But there was one trouble with this
picture. This ‘gift’, despite the travails sweated, the treasure
spent, promised no Grail or anything like. Suffused with optimism,
most hardly understood the cup of false kindness shoveled into
their palms. Money had been transferred from acolyte to master; in
return, the book would likely lie lonely and unread, gathering
dust—the detritus of dead skin cells. If the acolytes could have
seen themselves in the grand mirror behind the master, they’d have
seen the reflection of their own insignificance. Insignificance,
you see, becomes a form of death. The acolyte—a means for the
master’s ends—had been slain.

But these minor tragedies were of
no interest to me. Receiving all that I needed, I could now
behold—as Kostakis phrased it—‘a future to be shaped’. Leaving
behind the wearied, lingering crowd, Nina and I retrieved our coats
and headed out, holding hands, into the snowy blasts of Chicago’s
wind; frigid January—whispers of Auld Lang Syne—already
seemed blowing. The holidays lurked but a week away and gifts—such
as a Helen wrested by the Trojans and its requited Grecian
return—would have to be bought and borne.

The words from a song …

 


… i went away alone

with nothing left

but faith.

 


… lay down a silent refrain in my
seething, dispirited, but hopeful mind: thumos and
anti-thumos simmering as one.

 


~~~~~~

 


Dave insisted: “Still don’t think
it’s a good idea. Drugs, Colombia—crazy!”

I deliberated over how I would
convince him of the logic; or even if non-logical, at least that it
was not illogical. Furthermore, I knew I had no choice. How does
one explain that? There was, I told my friend, more to the
story.

“I bet,” he replied. He craned his
neck towards the bartender down at the other end.

I looked over too. “Yeah, we should
get something to drink.”

 



Chapter 3 – Ritmo

Tiro A Segno

Proteins are where the action is.

 


8
am | 1987: High
up in the French Alps Tomas had spent that summer researching
membrane proteins. But lest your eyes glaze over, consider this: at
that time Tomas made another discovery, a discovery that
would—though he did not know it at the time—change the world. This
book reveals not only what this, the Novum Organum, was but
untangles too that mystery’s inspired past and conspired future.
Emboldened now, venture forward to discover these waves, those
evanescent diamonds and everlasting riptides that grant the valiant
their transformed worlds …

 


- ### -

 


The institute where Tomas
worked—where he uncovered too this insight—was dedicated to science
and, in both metaphor and reality, to peace. To Tomas, Grenoble
was, with its mountain grandeur and its secreted
Institut, the best of all possible worlds.

April it has been said is the
cruelest month. The previous year, during the last days of that
month, the institute’s nuclear reactor alarms had loudly pealed—not
from radiation escaping but rather from it entering:
toxic rays borne on breezes from farther East. Chernobyl had
exploded. Those alarms, as it turned out, presaged consequences
which—gathering force—would indeed alter the world. Chernobyl
changed Tomas’s future, too. Like the mysterious, evil radiation
that kills before one knows it, that calamity’s effects would claim
its toll far beyond the nucleus of its original inferno.

1991: a ‘New World Order’. In its
own strangeness, Chernobyl, triggering as it did the demise of the
Soviet Union, had blasted the yoke of nuclear Armageddon. Though
unburdened now by that ‘Evil Empire’, the ‘End of History’ alas
could not forestall recession. For Tomas too, economic misfortune
had dictated his existence far more than visions of global concord
as his own quixotic quest—the Novum Organum—had piled yet
more expenses onto an already perilous medical student budget. In
this way, as the various banks—modern-day Pied Pipers—had
skillfully exploited, he, like many others, became mired in a swamp
of debt. Tomas, tempted thus, was thrust into a daily existence of
painful peonage. He had to make money—quickly.

Happily, Black Monday, the Gulf
War—and their sequelae—had released battalions of former investment
bankers and brokers—others too—into reassessing, like Tomas, their
financial prospects. Many, attracted too by the job security,
turned to medicine; thus as pre-medical enrollments soared Tomas
found a generous supply of students to tutor. Eager and inquiring
as they were, even more importantly they paid. And for Tomas
teaching made more sense than say driving a cab; he gained further
solace from the fact that the word ‘doctor’ was derived from the
Latin docre—to teach. With his services much in demand he
could make more than a pittance after a 12-hour day. But a good
portion of this, and ever more it seemed, went straight to the
banks.

Tomas had always been an idealistic
sort. Roald Hoffmann, named after that intrepid Norwegian
explorer—another of his heroes—, had delivered the commencement
address at Tomas’s high school graduation. He exhorted these eager
graduates not to focus solely on grades, not to take the road
well-traveled, but to seek out as they embarked upon college new
beginnings, new worlds. These words resonated with Tomas for the
rest of his life. But such idealism was bound to clash with
reality; Tomas then, having many times journeyed down the road
not taken, had now to be very practical.

The lessons began near dawn and
concluded late into the evening. This is the story of one of those
days up at the medical campus, here in Tomas’s cloistered dorm
room: his home and classroom.

 


- ### -

 


The hallway elevator clanked open;
Tomas knew this would soon lead to a knock and that knock—that
signal—would be Mark, the day’s first student. Mark had once been a
young Lehman broker; he had gotten the job through his father whose
financial advisor worked for the same firm. But prospects turned
bad after Black Monday. With the market crashed—his banking career
now smashed, even family connections could not save him—, he waited
on tables, shunning however those high-end gigs at Lutèce or the
Russian Tea Room in order to avoid being seen by some of his
still-employed former colleagues. But now, after ‘finding himself’,
he resolved to become a physician. Tomas’s duty: to help him
achieve that goal.

Crammed to all corners, Tomas’s
room was stuffed with the paraphernalia of study. A solitary
window, its frame rusty red, opened onto a ‘vista’ extending out
but twenty feet. His desk stood to one side of this window; on the
other, pushed against the wall, was a bed. Pine bookshelves lining
the walls were jammed with books: those on the top rack, abutting
the ceiling, gathering dust. Along one side of the room was a music
cabinet. An Early Bronze Age Cycladic idol—a copy—along with a
full-size replica of a human skull were set atop the stereo. These
were Tomas’s effort at decoration.
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Apollo And Artemis Lost

 


The Cycladic figurine’s flat
sloping face had but one feature: a sculpted, linear nose. To
Tomas, this Late Neolithic relic, as abstract as anything modern,
could only have been created by an advanced civilization: the first
civilization. That the mythic descendents of Apollo and Artemis
died—replaced by the more organized Minoans—was for him an
important fact. The statue reminded him of the frailty of not only
individuals but also of entire cultures: a parable for the ebb and
flow of humanity. The idol possessed yet greater significance. With
that primordial tyrant, King Minos, civilization became doomed to
coexist with tyranny. In Tomas’s mind, the Cyclades had been the
original Eden before the cruelties of organized society had been
discovered. The idol marked the loss of true, innocent human
civilization when individuals, not tyrants, ruled.

Tomas heard the rap. Taking a deep
breath—steeling himself for the day ahead—he eased open the door.
The clanking of the elevator had rang true: Mark had
arrived.

They exchanged greetings; Tomas
motioned his student inside. A table flanked by two chairs crowded
the center of the room. Before one of these seats were stacked
books and papers. This was Tomas’s place. “So,” he asked, “what
would you like to do today?”

Mark sat down. “Everyone talks of
DNA,” he said, “but I’d like to know what’s more important to
life—proteins or DNA?”

- ### -

 


TOMAS: That, my friend, is a good question.
It points directly you could say to where the key to life—and
death—resides. Yes, most would say DNA is more important. But as
we’ll discuss shortly, proteins—not DNA—are key.

MARK: But genetics? How about that?

TOMAS: It’s true that genetics helps us to
understand life—and, as some hope, lead to better cures.

MARK: So—that’s DNA, right?

TOMAS: Yes. When the double helix was discovered it
was like the long-lost Holy Grail itself had been found. Yet we
haven’t, with all that knowledge, found any new cures. Later, when
the genetic code was deciphered—again no major advances against
disease resulted. Now they say sequencing the human genome will
provide the key. But even with all this genetic data—at least in
its practical application—our knowledge still hasn’t significantly
deepened … our ability to fight disease has not necessarily
increased.

MARK: But shouldn’t we be able with all that
knowledge to find cures?

TOMAS: The answer is not straightforward. Ever since
1953—when Watson and Crick published the double-helix—DNA has been
understood to hold life’s secrets. That much is true.

Here’s a picture, you know it
well—
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The Helix Within Entwines
Us

 


MARK: Oh yes, DNA. That looks familiar—

TOMAS: Yes. You can see the two strands
intertwined—like love’s two threads in Plato’s Symposium,
each seeking their better, complementary half. I’m not surprised
you recognize it—the double helix is, yes, an icon.

Watson and Crick’s discovery, you
see, was both deductive and inductive science. In this way,
their science was like art. Through deduction—based on facts—they
created a picture, and via induction—based on intuition—they
provided an explanation for everything. Well, not exactly
everything but at least a great deal. In our time, deduction alone,
of the ultra-analytical sort, is often mistakenly equated with
science. But deduction, Mark, is the stuff of computers.
Imagination is what makes us human. Science must embrace both the
deductive and the inductive. Great science is art and in that way
all the more truthful.

MARK: I see.

TOMAS: But as beautiful and as explanatory as the
double helix may be, and while reductionist gene mapping has made
great progress, diseases remain uncured—many still incurable. We
remain entwined—trapped in a way—in the paradigm of the double
helix.

MARK: So knowing someone’s DNA won’t help with their
treatment?

TOMAS: That’s correct. It’s a paradox that takes
some explaining. Consider military strategy where one typically
attacks the central targets—the information source, the command and
control center … the enemy’s highest leaders. Surely DNA, life’s
information central, would be an ideal target—for therapy that is.
What better than to strike at—or manipulate—such power.

But the secret of life—embodied in DNA—isn’t the same as the secret
to life … that resides in
proteins.

Proteins, Mark, are where
the action is.

MARK: How so? Seems like just semantics.

TOMAS: It’s more than semantics. I’ll get to that
shortly. On a side note, consider that once the genome’s sequenced
it may be possible for individuals—for people—to obtain their own
genome data. Many will buy into it out of curiosity. An ego
thing, much like walking into a fortuneteller’s storefront and
having your palm read. Though a waste of money—again, few cures—if
having this information provides some personal satisfaction, then
why not get the test?

MARK: Curiosity is a potent incentive.

TOMAS: That’s right. Now, insurance companies are
also keenly interested in personal genome analysis—and not just out
of curiosity. Genetic profiling, you see, does help prognosticate
disease and—yes—predict an individual’s medical future.

MARK: And so?

TOMAS: Well, health insurance—all insurance for that
matter—is based on shared, collective risk. For things that are
insurable, say life insurance, the aggregate risk is predictable
but the individual risk is random.

MARK: I know that.

TOMAS: Yes, it seems obvious. But think about it.
Insurance companies, with their interest in genetic profiling, seek
to predict individual risk, further minimizing their risk
and thus improving their bottom line—at least in the
short-term.

MARK: Makes sense.

TOMAS: Well, not really. I emphasized the
short-term. In the long-term, if it turns out that
individual risk can be predicted—so, in a way, it is no longer
‘risk’—then the entire paradigm of shared risk becomes untenable,
the business model collapses. The health insurance industry becomes
no longer insurance but rather, you could say, a racket. Genetics
will change medicine but not necessarily because it cures
disease.

MARK: I see.

TOMAS: Let’s return to DNA and proteins.

MARK: You were saying DNA is rich in
information—saying it was like the command center.

TOMAS: Right. Let’s go back to the beginning. Before
1953, it was hotly disputed whether DNA was actually the genetic
material. Many believed that only proteins—composed of twenty
different amino acids in all sorts of configurations—had the
necessary ‘information complexity’ required to construct an entire
human being from genetic information alone. Mind boggling as it
seemed for mere molecules to give rise to such complexity, in the
absence of religious miracles, molecules it had to be. Proteins
represented a more likely candidate than any other. DNA on the
other hand is a rather bland molecule.

So tell me, what is DNA composed
of?

MARK: Well, the four nucleotides—adenine, thymine,
guanine, and cytosine … strung together in a chain—two
complementary chains like you showed.

TOMAS: Yes. And as you know, these nucleotides pair
up, being stitched, strand-to-strand, via hydrogen bonds down the
middle of the helix. Like this …
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Complementary

 


TOMAS: DNA, therefore, is constructed from a
repertoire of only four nucleotides, not twenty amino
acids. Only four! Even before Watson and Crick deduced these
base-pairing relationships, an oddly simplistic numerical ratio was
observed between the amounts—what we call the stoichiometric
quantities—of these nucleotides. It turned out that whenever you
measured these, the amount of guanine always equaled that of
cytosine while the adenines equaled the thymines. These
quantitative equalities were called—well, they still are—Chargaff’s
rules. Here—
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DNA Was (Is) Boring

 


TOMAS: From this, DNA appeared quite uninteresting,
suggesting in essence that DNA wasn’t such a great candidate for
holding lots of information. If everything seemed so predetermined,
scientists wondered … how could such a plain molecule hold so much
information? Could it be that DNA was only biological ‘filler
material’? Like Aristotle before, who had used his brain to
theorize that the brain was merely a cooling mechanism for the
blood, many believed DNA served only a mundane support function.
So—what experiment was it that actually did show DNA was the
genetic material?

MARK: The Hershey–Chase experiment,
right?

TOMAS: Yes, that’s right. The double helix structure
being confirmatory, all this now made sense. Despite DNA’s apparent
blandness, unlimited variety would result from an infinitely
differing sequence of nucleotides. Perfect replication of the
genetic material—passed down among generations—would be assured
through the double-helical copying mechanism. All this enabled by
the complementary base pairing. It is a beautiful and powerful
model.

This experiment and others
eventually led to what we call the Central Dogma … the
concept that DNA gives rise to RNA, which gives rise to proteins.
In short, DNA provides the information while proteins do the work.
On the surface then it appears that proteins, like drones to a
queen bee, are in the service of DNA. But that doesn’t mean they
are unimportant—without the drones, the queen bee quickly dies. Let
me draw it—the Central Dogma—out …
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The Central Dogma

 


MARK: Yes. That’s familiar too.

TOMAS: I’m sure it is. Now, with the reversal in
DNA’s role, making it more central in life, one can surely
understand all the excitement around it. As dutiful workhorses,
dictated and produced by the genetic codes emanating from the
cell’s nucleus, proteins carried no information. On the stage of
life, then, proteins became more staid characters. To use a
literary term—DNA might be considered more of a ‘round’ character,
proteins ‘flat’. And as DNA gained the spotlight, research turned
towards genes and genetics.

MARK: So there’s been little research with
proteins?

TOMAS: Not exactly. The protein insulin was
sequenced—many others, of course, since then. X-ray crystallography
and a variety of other biophysical methods have been used to
determine the three-dimensional structure of these proteins. Here’s
myoglobin … It was the first protein to have its structure solved.
See how intricate it is?
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Intricate Yet Simple
Beauty

 


MARK: Yes. Kind of beautiful
too.

MARK: Yes. Kind of beautiful too.

TOMAS: I agree. Proteins, as you see, have more
complex structures than DNA, which is strung out, you could say, in
quadratone monotony.

MARK: And so? What’s the point?

TOMAS: Well, two points, actually. First, DNA
captures the imagination. The combination of its boring uniformity
yet infinite variety makes it both easy to study though also
impossibly mysterious to fathom. It made for an emotionally
compelling combination.

Second—proteins are diverse and
complex. They don’t extend in a nearly infinite, linearly spiral
structure but come in a myriad of sizes and shapes. Some are
roughly spherical like hemoglobin, others elongated like myosin.
Collagen is thin like a cable. Yet others are a mix of the globular
and extended forms. So proteins can be quite difficult to study.
It’s human nature, right? Preferring the easy over the
difficult.

MARK: Like easy money—

TOMAS: Yes, you could say that.

MARK: OK. So I see proteins are complicated. But
what really makes them so important?

TOMAS: You’re quite skeptical this morning … Let me
explain.

Let’s look at medicine—specifically
medicines. Now, nearly all drugs act on proteins.
Considering that the worldwide pharmaceutical industry is nearly
$180 billion in size, this sure is a big deal.

MARK: Yes.

TOMAS: Aspirin binds to a protein—cyclooxygenase.
Other examples … Penicillin binds to a protein—transpeptidase.
Morphine acts on a protein—in this case, the opioid receptor. Stem
cell factor, SCF, plays an important role in potential stem cell
therapies.

Most congenital diseases arise from
abnormal proteins. Cystic fibrosis, for example, results from a
mutation in the CFTR protein involved in chloride transport across
the cell membrane. Sickle cell anemia is caused by a mutation in
hemoglobin. And hemophilia results from any number of disrupted
coagulation proteins. While the DNA of these patients harbors—and
transmits—the mutations, it’s the proteins that actually create
pathology and thus represent the true targets for medical
intervention.

MARK: So the cystic fibrosis gene—the one
mutated—isn’t that the target?

TOMAS: Not really. If one can manipulate CFTR, one’s
fixed cystic fibrosis even without addressing the fundamental
mutation. That’s gene therapy. But gene therapy is difficult—very
tough.

Summarizing then … Though not as
glamorously simple as DNA, targeting proteins will be the key to
the War on Disease. Proteins have, after all, been the basis
of medicine for many millennia. Aspirin’s been used since
antiquity. Proteins, past and future, have long been the targets of
that Promethean quest to manipulate life and death.

MARK: Ah-ha.

TOMAS: But there’s more. Proteins can have more
sinister uses. Consider this … it’s impossible to rapidly kill
through DNA. DNA, after all, sits around waiting to be translated
into proteins. If somehow you could extract all the
DNA—only the DNA—in your body, you’d go on living for a few
minutes, perhaps hours—even days. Your proteins would be keeping
you alive. In the absence of DNA and thus unable to produce
new proteins, you would not however live very well and
certainly not for long. Those who survived Hiroshima’s initial
blast died days and weeks after the gamma radiation caused
catastrophic damage to their DNA. Many perished, but again
it was not quick.

MARK: Why—why are you telling me this?

TOMAS: Bear with me—there’ll be medical
applications.

Other methods of killing involve
the pharmacological manipulation of proteins, not DNA. Proteins
specifically involved in critical functions such as breathing,
circulation and the brain circuits driving these. The ultra-poison
curare, for example, relaxes the respiratory muscles. It stops
breathing by blocking the acetylcholine receptor. This receptor—a
protein too—transmits the signal for muscle cells to contract. So
if there’s no signal what does that mean?

MARK: The muscle doesn’t contract?

TOMAS: Right—no signal, no contraction. The muscles
are incapacitated occurs within thirty seconds. Without ventilatory
support, death ensues within minutes. But anesthesia, you see,
combines muscle paralysis with artificial ventilation. This is how
anesthesiologists save lives, not kill them. But whether one saves
a life or kills, the target is the same—the nicotinic acetylcholine
receptor. Technically the result depends on how that target is
attacked. Morally, the result depends on the intention. Motive is
everything.

MARK: Botulinum toxin acts in a similar way, right?
Hollywood actresses use it to relax forehead muscles. Botox,
right?

TOMAS: Yes, investment bankers, too—

MARK: I wouldn’t know anymore.

TOMAS: But you were there. Was Black Monday just a
cosmetic correction or a result of cosmetic financials?

MARK: Like a plastic surgeon whose own practice
is—fake?

TOMAS: Perhaps. That’s an interesting
concept.

MARK: I’ll have to think about that.

TOMAS: Anyway … botulinum toxin also acts at the
neuromuscular junction—though in a different manner than curare.
One of the most toxic substances known, Botox, binding in near
homeopathic concentrations to a specific protein at the
neuromuscular junction, is used for these cosmetic treatments. This
relaxes the facial muscles, wiping away the wrinkles along with the
expression.

Oh—by the way, are you familiar
with the neuromuscular junction—the NMJ?

MARK: Somewhat—tell me.

TOMAS: It’s where the signal for the muscle to
contract is transmitted via acetylcholine molecules flowing from
one side, the nerve side, to the other, muscle side of the
junction.

MARK: I see. But to cause paralysis, why not attack
the muscle cells directly, rather than the NMJ?

TOMAS: Good question. One might consider interfering
directly with muscle proteins, aiming at for example the cardiac
myosin-binding protein. There are two problems with this.
First, the molecule’s intracellular location limits how fast
drugs can reach these targets. Among other functions, the cell
membrane is protective, generally preventing foreign molecules from
entering.

Second, interfering with
just a fraction of the muscle proteins likely will have only a
minimal effect. One would need, you see, a flood of drugs to wash
over all of the muscle. This too is neither practical nor
quick. The molecular components of the neuromuscular junction, in
this way, are excellent targets. First, they are extracellular.
Second—influencing only a few NMJ proteins amplifies the
desired outcome.

MARK: So there are quite a few limits to drugs—to
drug therapy …

TOMAS: Oh, most definitely. Drug therapy is
constrained by pharmacokinetics and pharmacodynamics.
Pharmacokinetics relates to the delivery of a drug, its transport
within the body and the binding to its targets—call it the effect
of the body on a drug. Pharmacodynamics concerns the biological
effects of drugs, the effect of the drug on the body.

There are three obstacles then to
developing a new drug. First, getting the drug to the
target—namely the pharmacokinetics. Second, making sure it
works on that target—the pharmacodynamics. The third issue
involves side effects—and adverse effects—in which the drug acts
upon molecules that are not the intended target. There’s no
name for it—uncomfortable topics sometimes don’t have a name,
right? But call it pharmacoiatrogenesis. So there you
have it … the trilogy of pharmacology—pharmacokinetics,
pharmacodynamics, and pharmacoiatrogenesis.

Because of this, rarely are there
any ‘magic pills’.

MARK: Seems hopeless—useless …

TOMAS: Not really. Medicines work … But they have
their limits.

Electromagnetic radiation on the
other hand, which generally passes easily through the body—and
ultimately into cells—, isn’t so constrained. Electromagnetic
energy can bathe all of the cell’s constituents. Such rays—I
won’t tell you what kind—can be tuned for specific targets, protein
targets that is. This minimizes too any adverse effects. This would
be a Novum Organum—a ‘New Instrument’.

MARK: Novum Organum.

TOMAS: Right. We can summarize all this with a
two-by-two, a table with the therapeutic modalities, drugs and
radiation, along one side and the molecular targets, proteins and
DNA, along the other.
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What’s Missing?

 


TOMAS: So, as you can see, the use of radiation—some
specific form of radiation—directed at protein targets is an area
open for development. I’ve put question marks there. But right now
there’s nothing to fill that box—no such treatments.

Both medical—and
military—applications are also possible. As these rays could
incapacitate critical protein functions, they can be used to stop
cell growth like in cancer. Or an NMJ protein like the one curare
binds to. So—whether the technology is used for life or death
depends on the mode of application as well as the intentions and
moral constitution of the operator.

MARK: So why don’t you patent this idea? Whatever it
is?

TOMAS: That, my friend, raises some problems. If I
submitted a patent, it—with these potential military
applications—stands a high chance of being disallowed and actually
suppressed.

MARK: What? How is that possible?

TOMAS: That’s a long story—beyond what we can talk
about today. Our hour is almost over. But there’s one more
thing.

MARK: What’s that?

TOMAS: I mentioned how personal genomics might
change the insurance industry.

MARK: Right.

TOMAS: We don’t really know how it’ll turn out. But
there’s a difference between knowing something and being able to do
something about it. This concept is an important principle of
medical practice and medical ethics.

MARK: What would that be?

TOMAS: Medical tests—say a blood test or an
x-ray—are only performed if the results change the way you treat
the patient. One doesn’t do tests just out of curiosity.

MARK: So—is it because healthcare costs so
much?

TOMAS: That’s true only to some extent. It isn’t
just a cost argument. Risk is always inherent in medical tests.
Excessive exposure to x-rays can cause cancer. Tests take time,
they’re inconvenient. Biopsies are invasive and have their
attendant risks. So cost is not the only reason we’re reluctant to
conduct tests. There must be a reason for
testing.

MARK: I see.

TOMAS: The proscription that one tests only if it
changes the management of the patient is sometimes, if often,
violated. There actually is a value to knowing you’ll live
for three months as compared with just one year—even
if there are no therapies that would change that
outcome.

MARK: I don’t understand.

TOMAS: Let me explain. There are three parts to
medicine—diagnosis, therapy, and prognosis. The Hippocratic
approach to medicine focused more on prognosis than
diagnosis, emphasizing the causes of disease rather
than, as was the case then, the empirical categorization of
individual cases. In the latter case, diagnosis might be possible
but prognosis generally is not. Prognosis comes from understanding
the underlying causal factors. Causality, adding context and
meaning to existence, is at the core of science, art, and—after
Hippocrates—medicine. In short, prognosis—predicting the future—is
the greater challenge.

Let’s frame this personally. Say
you’re diagnosed with lung cancer. You want to be treated and you
certainly wish to survive. You might also be interested in the
specific diagnosis—whether it’s small cell carcinoma or
adenocarcinoma. But of utmost important to you—as a patient—is your
prognosis. Will I survive? How long will I live? Will I be
disabled? Can I still have sex? How’ll my life be changed? This
is what is vital—to you.

MARK: I agree.

TOMAS: Prognosis is paramount. Therefore, I qualify
the opening comment—at the beginning of our session—that genomics
isn’t important. When it comes to what’s valuable for patients,
knowledge—prognosis, in particular—is important.

Knowledge, my friend, has intrinsic
value.

 


- ### -

 


Tomas handed Mark the papers he had
drawn out—Chargaff’s rules, the base pairs, Central Dogma,
myoglobin structure, the molecular therapy chart. “It’s the end of
the hour,” he said. “Should we schedule for next week?”

“Sure. Same time, same
place?”

“That’s fine.”

Mark wrote out a $40 check. He
headed out from the room—itself a study in claustrophobia, with
peeling paint, walls packed with books—, feeling the hour had
passed with more questions than answers. But questioning the nature
of life was far better, this ex-broker concluded, than waiting on
tables. Well, maybe not entirely ‘better’, he thought, as he
contemplated his dashed dream of becoming one of those ‘Masters of
the Universe’ on Wall Street. Though another Kostakis he was not to
be, Becoming a doctor, he mused, wasn’t too
shabby.

Tomas stood up, tucked the check in
his pants pocket, and followed his student to the door. He sensed
Nora had already arrived and, Yes, as he opened the door—as
Mark slipped out into the hallway—she was there, books held close
to her chest. Though Tomas dreaded the long day ahead, he was aware
now of a warmer feeling—closer to hot actually—: the unmistakable
pang of nervous anticipation.

 



Chapter 4 – Melodio

New Life

Andantino con spirito e presto
furioso

 


Six months after Tomas had struck
his deal with Max, he and the family—Nina, Olga, and the cat
Julien—settled into their new Munich home. For them, Abdul’s death
had led to a new life.

 


“What do we do about visas—the
work visas?” Tomas had asked Max as they discussed the
arrangements.

“Don’t worry, it’s all taken care
of.”

“How?”

“Friends, Tomas. What are friends
for?”

Oh yes, Tomas remembered:
Max had a Spee buddy—the son of a former German Chancellor. With
that, the problem disappeared; he puzzled though over how Max might
have explained the situation. No one, surely not any bureaucracy,
nor even the best of friends, would have understood.

 


They found a simple duplex a few
blocks north of the University off Ludwigstraße in a
peach-colored neoclassical building with inset white Corinthians.
Not large by American standards—the Maison Broussais it was
not—, the apartment nonetheless amply served their needs. Besides,
they now had health insurance. Back in America everything had its
price: health coverage, day-care, education—all stuffing the
mailbox with bills. Of course nothing comes without cost: in Europe
taxes spread out the burden. The difference, as Tomas observed, was
that back home—their previous home—all was your
responsibility including, alas, the irresponsibility of others: the
unsung refrain being, ‘It’s A Jungle Out There’. So with no shared
responsibility, irresponsibility ruled: which meant, unless
meteorological banter counted as such, a society without
sociability. Everybody, Tomas thought, eating everyone
else.

He recalled a time when they did
have health insurance but that had turned out to be a form
of piracy.

 


They sat around the kitchen table.
Olga had gone to bed and the dishes were put away. A single sheet
of paper lay before Nina; the two were arguing over
this.

“It makes no sense,” exclaimed
Nina, breathing noisily.

Tomas reached for the letter.
“That’s the way it works.”

“What,” she said, as she snatched
the paper away, “do you mean ‘that’s the way it
works’!?”

“Benefits denied. They’re not
paying.”

“But the doctor ordered those
tests, it was part of Olga’s checkup—before school.”

“I understand. And, yes, the
policy covers—I read it—well-child care. But they figure they can
get away with it.”

“Get away?” Nina gritted her
teeth. “Get away with it?”

“Yes,” said Tomas calmly. “Let me
explain. They figure with $300 people won’t complain. Deny 3,000,
everybody’d kick and scream. Three bucks—it wouldn’t be worth
it.”

Nina shook the printed form, now
more crumpled after each tug and shout. “Well—we will
complain.”

“Yes, we will. But it won’t be
easy. Either the doctor’s committing fraud—which I don’t think’s
the case here—or Blue Cross is. No other explanation—”

Nina slammed the paper down. “So
we need to fix that.”

“Yes, my love. Welcome to
America.”

Tomas knew he had been nickel and
dimed. Nickel and dimed to the tune—‘It’s A Jungle Out There’—of
$300.

 


All that was in the past: the
present now meant strolling among the sweet-smelling gardens behind
the Hochschule für Philosophie. And while they did not
always agree, at least Tomas and Nina did not now boil over the
hell caused by others.

“Let’s go for a walk,” asked Nina
early one evening. “I love the fall colors, the horse chestnut
trees,” she said.

“Which ones are those?”

“You don’t know them?”

“I’m a New Yorker Nina. For us
there are just trees, bushes and grass.”

Nina, her face smiling, nodded. And
so they went for their walk, Nina educating her husband along the
way …

“How is it with Fritz going?” she
asked. Fritz Reinhold, a recent LMU chemistry grad, had been
enlisted to assist Tomas. Diligent, dutiful though a tad doltish,
he was perfect as famulus—perhaps too perfect.

Tomas found solace walking under
these ‘chestnut trees’ (they still looked like trees to him). The
gravel paths, the dirt crackling beneath their feet, felt more
inviting than nonhuman concrete and hot asphalt. “He’s perfect,” he
replied. “Just perfect.”

“‘Perfect is the enemy of good’.
You said that before—”

“Nothing’s perfect. Fritz,
Munich—no exception.” (Nina walked silently alongside.) “But, in a
way—yes, he’s too perfect. Very German, by the book—”

“But Max is German,” interrupted
Nina, “and he does not follow the book.”

“Max is a freak. He’s German,
American—he’s neither. Boundaries—to him, do not apply.”

“Sounds like you worship him.” She
realized ‘worship’ was not quite right word; Cautious
admiration? she thought.

“Worship? I don’t know what I
worship. But I can tell you—” Tomas halted. “Though he pays me, I
don’t—worship Max.”

Nina spun around; she reached out
for her husband’s hand and smiled softly.

The deal between Tomas and Max was
simple. Maximilian invested his own funds and the venture was split
fifty-fifty. Max paid the salaries: Tomas’s and Fritz’. In Tomas’s
estimation he had struck a good bargain. But the hours were long.
During the day he and his assistant worked on the weapons
technologies Maximilian desired; at night the doctor labored over
the medical applications. It became a well-established routine:
Fritz preparing the protein samples, Tomas operating the
instruments. Buzzing, whirring machines generated the rays; other
specialized equipment assayed the protein’s response to the
terawaves. The detector devices were less developed though Tomas
had high hopes for these as this could amount to a new method of
medical imaging—a new form of diagnosis. Thus it was:
day-and-night—and this went on for weeks.

Hand-in-hand now, Tomas and Nina
continued their walk.

“You’re right,” said Tomas. “Fritz
needs to understand more, be more engaged. Yes—I should tell him
more.”

Nina nodded. She wished Tomas would
tell her more so she would not always have to pry it from
him (or rely on her hunches).

Tomas glanced at his watch. It was
nearly midnight. “I need to go to the lab.”

Nina knew better than to object; a
lover of opera, Nessun Dorma came to mind.

 


—————————

 


A bright Saturday morning: the
family, sitting about the dining table, was finishing breakfast:
Brötchen, coffee, butter and jam. Orange juice too, though
it was never quite as good as the version from Florida. Nina looked
over towards Tomas and asked, “You heading to
Allgäu—again?”

“Need to get out,” said Tomas; he
buttered the last bit of his roll. He looked forward to
rock-climbing here in the rustic Alpine Foreland. It was a favorite
activity since Grenoble days.

“But you are never home,” she said.
Nina crossed her hands: “Something is not right—”

“Daaaad,” Olga piped in. She puffed
her peachy cheeks and pushed aside her marmalade-stained plate.
“Stay with us!”

“It’s been”—Tomas rose from his
chair—“long days, long nights—”

Olga interrupted, “Saving the
world?” She rolled her eyes as thirteen year-olds do: omniscient,
as they believe themselves to be.

“Yes,” replied her father with a
sigh. “Saving the world.” He picked up his plate. Julien sidled
over and rubbed his side against Tomas’s leg; the cat’s fluffy tail
curled up and around his master’s knee. With a cat’s intelligence
the ever-attentive creature (always aware even when napping) had
surmised that the source of his sustenance was taking leave. The
feline looked up with his emerald green eyes and meowed twice in
succession—an anticipatory meow. Tomas got down to the business of
feeding Julien …

The new life expressed itself in
yet more ways. Tomas had escaped—as it were—from the banks long
hounding him. Though foolish to have lavished vast sums (for a
student) on thousands of books and the other trappings of learning,
after years of toiled tutoring in peonage for faceless bill
collectors whose job description required making life miserable for
others, Tomas realized that it was far more stupid to keep up the
pretense of ever hoping to repay these pseudo-obligations. The move
to Munich began an auspiciously new, if not entirely normal,
life.

 


—————————

 


The Augustus Capital Management
offices, overlooking Odeonsplatz near the Siemens
headquarters, were within walking distance from the apartment.
Max’s $50 billion fund was relatively frugal: a dozen traders, a
handful of support staff—and Max. As sole partner he liked it that
way. Maximilian’s personal office, the ‘Pod’ as it was called,
featured an expansive Oriental carpet and a heavy desk crafted from
rare Brazilian rosewood. The interior appeared otherwise typically
European: minimalist and open.

The firm ran three satellite
operations: Bogotá, Lagos, and Jakarta. Though a local presence
provided advantages (firsthand access to information being one),
these were, in contrast to Munich, exceedingly risky locales. Doing
business in the world’s most dangerous cities, Max would soon
enough find out how much of a difference this could be.

But such things did not concern
Tomas. He had set up the lab within a modest storeroom adjoining
the main office. Upon several tables were arranged apparatus of
diverse sizes and shapes: alive in their own way with blinking
LEDs, illuminated keypads, and flickering computer screens. Towards
one wall a lab bench had been installed: a black laminate
worksurface, a sink, and rows of cabinets below. Vertical storage
cabinets lined the other wall; atop one of these rested a replica
skull. A low, barely discernible hum buzzed: though one could
imagine this being the proteins chirping away, it was simply the
machines that purred.

Excited at the Novum
revealing itself, Tomas imagined Röntgen’s thrill when he
had first discovered x-rays. An entire world was being created
then; and he felt the same now. Tomas’s megacosm—his
Weltanschauung—orbited around the application of the
Novum to medicine. It was actually a simple process: first
he would identify which proteins to target, then map the
frequencies reverberating with each protein’s normal modes—its
intrinsic song. He—more precisely his devices—would trill along as
they activated or deactivated these living, breathing proteins.
Mapping the frequencies was a technical matter; selecting the
targets posed a more formidable challenge. Towards this end Tomas
developed a paradigm for the clinical application of terawaves,
amounting really to establishing, as Röntgen did, an entirely new
field of Medicine.

Fritz sat hunched over the lab
bench busily aliquoting; Serotonin receptor, thought Tomas.
Recalling last night’s conversation with Nina, Tomas came over to
the young man and asked, “How about an overview of
medicine?”

Famulus raised his head.
Quite accustomed now to his American boss’s interruptions, he
gestured with an earnest nod.

Tomas pulled over a lab stool. He
looked upon the array of plastic vials containing their precious
proteins, as he imagined the buzzing and vibrating of these
molecules—their coming to life. “Medicine,” he continued, “well, it
involves three approaches—” (Fritz anxiously glanced over at his
rows of microtubes. Two still ajar, he flicked these shut.) “This
is important Fritz.” (Famulus looked up.) “The three parts
of Medicine—medicine, surgery, the psychodynamic
approach.”

The young man twisted upon his
stool and frowned. „Was meinst du?“ he
asked.

“By the way—if you wish to go into
science, you should really improve your English.”

“Zo you know French,” he said with
a snigger. “Dat iz gut only for ordering ins restaurants.
Fromage, non?”

Tomas raised his eyebrows. “You
really think that? You know what a French friend of mind told me
when she found out that I was learning German?”

“Wvhat?”

“She said, ‘The only ones who speak
German now are police and dogs.’…”

The young assistant answered with a
frown.

“Yes. So anyway, there are three
parts of Medicine—medicine, surgery, psychotherapy. Medicine uses
drugs, surgery performs procedures—psychodynamics talks to
patients.” Fritz nodded. “Some diseases are mostly medical. Others
surgical, yet others use psychological approaches. Sometimes there
are combined therapies. Early stage cancer is often surgical, later
stages usually medical, as in chemotherapy.”

Fritz squirmed. “What make one
medical und another surgical?”

“Medical conditions, you see,
involve the entire body. Surgical diseases are localized.” Tomas
recalled what his surgery preceptor had once taught him, memorizing
that sentence which singularly expressed the subtle (and not so
subtle) relationship between medicine and surgery:

 


“Atherosclerosis is a
generalized disease with segmental expression.”

 


As the young medical student Tomas
was told, this explained how atherosclerosis could be a medical
disease in some cases and surgical in others. How medicine—statins
for example—would be taken for high cholesterol but that
surgery—say a coronary bypass procedure—would be required when the
built-up cholesterol eventually blocked certain arteries.
Understanding this paradigm, a smile came to the young man’s
face.

“But there’s another, fourth
approach.”

„Und—was ist
das?“

Tomas decided though not to go down
that path, as time was limited and he knew anyway that Fritz would
eventually figure it out, if not already. So Fritz, armed now with
an understanding of Medicine’s Trinity, returned to preparing his
protein samples …

When it came to developing this new
medical paradigm—this fourth approach, the clinical application of
protein electrodynamics and terawaves—, Tomas outlined three
fundamental principles:

 



	
The target(s) should be a
protein(s) that functions via conformational changes correlated
with the molecule’s resonant harmonic
modes.



	
The target(s) should be
anatomically localized.



	
The target can be either
functionally activated or inactivated.





 


These were, as Tomas proposed, the
three principles of terawave medicine.

Tomas studied two diseases:
depression and Alzheimer’s. He had seen much psychiatry:
anguishing, for example, alongside Ava (a former girlfriend) at her
first schizophrenic break. Familiar then with the tragedy of mental
illness—given, too, the success of the new SSRIs—, Tomas thought of
the serotonin receptor as target, tuning terawaves to resonate
with—thereby activate—that protein. He was developing in
essence a potent ‘happy ray’. Unlike what had killed Bud this
seemed harmless enough, but even a ‘happy ray’ promised trouble:
clad with Promethean ambition, safer though than fire, this
reached up to paradise’s inverse inferno. To Tomas such a device
was not entirely benign.

Alzheimer’s for sure was big. That
disorder’s pathology arose from the accumulation of dense amyloid
plaques. These plaques, as they inexorably devoured the brain,
extinguished with it the mind; and as a mechanical process, albeit
on a molecular level, Alzheimer’s was largely resistant to any
drugs. Surgery, too, was impossible; any conceivable procedure
would sweep these inextricably woven tangles with too broad a
brush: that baby and the bathwater problem. The fourth pathway
then, terawave medicine, promised possibilities. Terawaves could
resonate with the beta-amyloid and, just as ultrasound cleans
silver, jiggle these proteins around. The plaques thus disrupted,
they could be cleared molecule-by-molecule. Tomas had not yet
started on this project but he wished to begin soon.

Then there was cancer: a cure for
which was the Holy Grail of Medicine. Tomas avoided mentioning such
ideas to Max; talk of cancer cures upset him. Tomas speculated that
some failed prior investment would incite Max’s ire at funding yet
another ‘fucking cure for cancer’. But once the chain-smoking
magnate contracted lung cancer—as Tomas knew he undoubtedly would—,
all the money in the world would not help him. Tables turned, it
would be the magnate, not him, who would come grasping and
begging.

Cancer would have to wait, as Max,
in reality, ran the show: for him, weapons were top priority.
Juggling these competing claims, Tomas, given his circumstances,
trapped now in this new freedom of Munich, could not ignore what
made Max happy.

 


—————————

 


To break the lab’s monotony or, at
times, provide Max with updates, Tomas would pay a visit to the
‘Pod’. On one particular Friday—a September afternoon when the sun
discernibly fades more quickly towards sunset—a cunning
short-selling strategy of Max’s was unraveling. As Tomas approached
the office, he could smell the stale stench of
cigarettes—cigarillos to be precise; and then there was the
shouting—incessant it seemed. But these impressions, at the outset
uncomfortable, had now become routine. Shadows of movement danced
from within the room and as Tomas reached the door he saw Max
especially agitated pacing along the Persian carpet. Stopping at
each end, the über-financier would with a gnash of his teeth spin
his lanky frame around for the return trip. “Fuck them!” Max
roared. “I told them to sell EJY at the market open!
Why—wvhy didn’t dey do it?” He shook his fist at the two
traders. Long familiar with his booming voice the two traders
uncomplainingly tolerated the tirade. Tomas too, sauntered in
nonplussed.

Guillermo and Anton stood silently
before Max’s desk. The export of Amazonian rosewood had long been
banned—a fact which Max relished emphasizing. He however could
circumvent such restrictions: given enough money any rule could be
trumped. Such was the desk’s charm.

“Don’t understand dis shit!”
shouted Max to no one in particular. “What’s their fuck-ging
problem?” He lowered his voice. “Guillermo,” he barked, snapping a
seething look at the trader, now with stricken eyes—large and
black.

“Yes,” answered the trader, with a
Spaniard’s lisp.

“I told you—no hands on the
desk.”

Guillermo, his high eyebrows arched
even higher, pulled his hand away.

“And didn’t I say sell dat shit?
EJY was going to tank, I knew it. Here we are sitting like some
long pussies. Why—why does no one listen to me?”

The birds chirped outside preparing
for their southward migration—Zugunruhe.

Max broke the silence. “I’m the
fuck-ging richest man in Europe und nobody listens to me.
Not efen you!” Among the pantheon of the European wealthy Max
ranked only fifth or sixth. But Tomas knew better than to correct
his raging patron. Max turned to Guillermo and, in a calmer voice,
asked, “So, did dey get the signal?”

Guillermo’s eyes blinked with
apprehension. “Yes.”

“Did they confirm the
signal?”

“Ye—Yes.”

“Then why the fuck didn’t
they act? Do you know, I—no we—lost twenty million dollaars
like dat?” He snapped his fingers. “Like dat!” Tomas watched with
solemn, inner amusement. Max’s eruptions entertained him actually:
they sounded like Teutonic poetry should. And being free—so far—of
Max’s invective, he could stand happy—and safe—as an
observer.

Another trader entered; he stood by
the door. “Peak Oil is dropping. 43 at the opening—now
38.”

Max glowered at the new arrival.
“So?”

The trader gulped. “Looks like
Kostakis is selling.” Tomas recognized the name.

“Kostakis,” said Max, shaking his
head, “is shit.”

“They say it’s a
bubble—”

“Bubble, no way. The Americans
can’t control the market. Bush once groveled at Saudi feet and they
kicked his ass. Same for Mason—” Max let out a huff. “Oil will
fly.”

“You want to hold then?”

“No, I want to buy. 200,000. Split
in ten, spread over the African accounts and—” His voice rose.
“Keep it out of Bogotá! And if you don’t want to get fucked up the
ass”—Max shook his finger at the Spaniard—“like homeboy here, get
it done within the hour.”

“Yes, Max,” replied the trader, as
he turned around.

“Guillermo!”

“Yes”—Guillermo snapped to
attention—“Max.”

“I don’t like dis. I want you to
find out who fucked me over. I’ll perzonally blow their brains out,
or we’ll treat them—” Max turned to Tomas. “Wit something better,
right?”

The room stood silent.

“Go to it, man,” barked Max as he
waved the two traders away. “I want to know the situation. One
hour—got it?”

Guillermo and Anton walked out,
nodding to Max and Tomas.

Tomas was an office anomaly. The
staff was privy to little except that the American was Max’s friend
and that he conducted strange experiments. The lab was off-limits
to everyone except Tomas, Max, the assistant Fritz, and
occasionally a cat that went by the name of Julien. And as Max
never yelled at Tomas, they accorded him (and the cat) a certain
degree of respect.

Tomas shut the door. “Twenty
million is a lot of money.”

“Fuck it is,” replied Max. “You
can’t be fucked around in this game. Fuckers rape you and then you
are fucked.”

Tomas looked down at the hard
floor, mulling the tautology; the logic, if any, escaped him. “I
agree,” he said as all this revived in him the sour memory of
BlueRob, a company that had stiffed him for his consulting fee. The
financial loss bad enough, not pursuing the bastards was far worse.
That weakness—more perceived weakness—had poisoned affairs back in
Chicago. With word that Tomas lacked the jugular instinct, in a
city in which ‘money was picked up from floors still slippery with
blood’, this was the kiss of death. Indeed common opinion held that
doctors, being untrained for slaughter, made poor businessmen for
whom the killer instinct—a different brand of familiarity with the
jugular—ensured success. In this regard, killing Abdul had
liberated this physician. The premeditated random murder apparently
cured him of such unuseful, doctorly tendencies.

“Yo, Tomas!” barked Max. “How’s the
device going?”

Tomas jerked his head up. “Oh,
ahh—excellent, it—the polarization interferometer worked
perfectly.”

“I don’t care about the shit
infartometer.” Max’s eyes narrowed. “Results,” he gnarled, “I want
fucking results.”

Knowing that Max paid his salary
(it supported his family), Tomas felt it unwise to appear
noncompliant. He did not answer.

“The device you used at the
Maison,” repeated Max. “Have you increased the power and range?”
(Apart from a few tweaks, Tomas had not done such. He had
instead expanded the range of proteins under study—improved, too,
the evaluation methodologies.) Max shook his fist. “Come on man,
what’s de fucking deal?”

Tomas’s mind, tuned as it was
towards the future, raced forward. But such an orientation to the
untold beyond, leaving present exigencies forgotten, had its
faults. It was as if possessing both perspectives was impossible:
an uncommon skill, it was an even more curious if tragic weakness.
“Is there,” Tomas finally answered, “an urgent
need?”

“Yes, there is a fucking
urgent need.”

“And what would that
be?”

“Too many questions—too few
answers, Tomas,” growled Max. “I have fuckers in Bogotá, fucking
with me. You fucking wit me?”

“No, I am not fucking with you,”
echoed Tomas.

“Yes—you are fucking with
me.” Max rolled his eyes in annoyance and sat down at his desk. He
gazed at the arrayed flat-panel screens. There were four of them
and as he scanned these, implicitly ignoring Tomas, he nodded his
big head like a cow self-absorbed with its grazing. Through the
picture windows the bright afternoon sun began its descent,
draining in luster as the evening gained strength. He looked up.
“Sit down,” he said, motioning to one of the chairs.

Tomas sat; the phone rang. Max
picked it up. “Yes … No. Fuck no!—all
right.” Max slammed the phone down. He pulled out a cigarillo and
lit it. He took a protracted drag, arched his head back and watched
above the smoke circles dissipate. “Tomas,” he said, smirking, “I’m
a hedge fund manager. Not a babysitter.”

Tomas leaned forward. “Max, tell
me—have you ever killed a man?”

“Yes—I’ve killed many.”

“No. I mean have you ever killed
somebody? As in dead, no pulse, no cardiac activity—brain dead.”
Tomas’s eyes bore into Max. “Do you want more
explanation?”

“No … I haven’t killed like
that.”

“Have you ever saved a life,
Max?”

“No.” Max took a deep breath.
“No—I’ve never saved a life.”

Tomas stood up. “I’m ahead of you
on both counts, so please don’t tell me about babysitting. Besides,
what have you—‘hedge fund manager’—actually done?” He signaled with
his fingers quote marks. “Have you created anything—really? Value?
Money, yes—value, no.”

Bait set, Maximilian Iblis did not
bite. “Cool, man—So let’s put those killer skills of yours to good
use.” Max took a drag on his cigarillo. “We’ll go to Bogotá, use
those skills. The boys are going to tell me who fucked me and you,
homeboy, are going to fuck them. Otherwise you, your fancy
wife—that stupid cat of yours, too—are out on the street.” Max’s
eyes bore into Tomas. „Verstehst du?“

Tomas seemed unsurprised by the
request. He could always say no, or so he believed as such, but now
was not the time. He sat down. “When?”

“I’ll tell you when,” replied the
hedge fund manager, drumming his fingers atop the rosewood. “And
it’s gonna be soon. I don’t care what the fuck you’re doing back
there. But you fucking better be ready.”

Tomas nodded.

Max glanced at his charts, then
swiveled to face Tomas. “So why did you leave medicine?”

Tomas, knowing the answer was not
simple, was not sure Max had patience for such complexity. “I’ll
tell you some other time.”

The office door opened; Guillermo
entered.

“So, what is it man?” asked Max,
roughly squashing his cigarillo in the ashtray.

“It’s—ahh—Ceferino, Diago iz de
one.”

“No … And FARC? No way.”

“Yeah—FARC.”

Max frowned. “Shit, how’s he
involved? …” He lit another cigarillo.

“This is eh-serious, Max. Diago
raided de office.” Guillermo’s fingers fidgeted. “And—looks like
they got eh-someone—someone else to short EJY.”

“Shit.” Max’s eyes darted about his
desk. “Shit!”

“Gets worse—” Max arched his
eyebrows; Guillermo gulped. “Dey killed our boys.”

Max leaned forward.
“What?”

“Our guys—dead. Shot—like
execution. That is why we heard nothing.” Max stood up. “De police
are all over it.”

A dark look descended over Max’s
face. “Shut up, you shit!” he yelled, glaring at the now pasty
white Guillermo.

The office fell silent: the
birds—Zugunruhe.

Max let out a sigh. “I’m sorry,” he
said, shaking his head. His voice softer, he asked, “How do you
know it was Cef?”

“He—well, one of his punks—left a
note.”

“What was in the note? Der
Polizei, do dey know?” asked Max squashing his cigarillo in the
ashtray, now piled with stinking, smoldering butts.

“No, don’t think. Nothing
eh-specific.”

Max’s jaw tightened; his shoulders
hung. Even when most explosively furious, he exuded hilarity and
lightness. But this now was different. He turned towards Tomas
though he directed his instructions at the Spaniard. “I wvant
you—you Guillermo—to track down Ceferino. Get me the
info—all de info. Everything—”

Max resumed his pacing—prowling
really—along the carpet. “Any communication goes through me,
understood?” He sat down. Eyeing Guillermo, he pulled out a
cigarillo and lit it. “Tomas and I are going to dat
shithole—Bogotá.” Lounging back, Max watched the languid tobacco
clouds rise to the ceiling. “Keep this quiet, Guillermo—or homeboy
here’ll kill you.”

He took another puff and turned
towards the trader. “Well? What you wvaiting for? Is your finger up
your ass, man?” he scowled, squinting with a vise-like
glare.

“Yes,” said Guillermo, heading out
past the open door.

Max turned to Tomas and howled an
unnatural laugh. “Guillermo’s told us his finger’s up his ass.”
(Tomas did not answer.) Again, brooding look colored Max’s face.
“Shit!” he said, raising his fist. „Ich bin total böse!“ He slammed his primed fist
onto the desk.

Tomas hung his head. As he took in
a deep breath, the pungent cigarillo funk tickled his nose and
fouled his stomach. He did not know what to say. Hoping for new
opportunity, he expected adventure with this new life—in Munich, in
a new country. But not this …


Chapter 5 – Harmonio

Go West, Young Man

Seeking opportunity; finding love.

 


Dave and I
ordered our drinks: two glasses of red wine—Merlot. I would have
preferred a Caipirinha, but that would have been a bit much for a
downsized airport lounge.

It had started snowing. That meant
we’d likely be together for quite some time: me chronicling my
adventures, Dave trying to dissuade me from my Monaco plan. (But I
still hadn’t told him everything and wasn’t sure if I
would).

“So what brought you to Chicago?”
he asked. “I thought once a New Yorker, always a New
Yorker.”

The bartender brought our glasses
and set them on the small table. I took up my drink and raised it.
“That, my friend, goes back a few years …”

 


~~~~~~

 


I arrived in the Windy City with
just two suitcases and twenty dollars. I had no credit cards, which
by virtue of an uncommon logic more sensible at times than common
wisdom, could be considered a sort of success. Escaping from a
litany of tribulation, Chicago for me provided hope: and hope it
had to be as I arrived at O’Hare without that look of the obviously
successful: like a perfect Boston Brahmin. Indeed, as we jetted up
and away from Logan, going démodé seemed to me a form of
‘greenness’, a way of being environmentally responsible. I laughed,
murmuring, “It’s difficult being green.”

My seatmate looked over
quizzically. “What’s that?” he asked.

I told this stranger the story.
While certain tragedies lay behind this picture, the actual
tale—more comedy actually—went something like this …

 


While the movers were busy packing
my belongings, I had hung my clothes for the coming month on the
pull-up bar affixed to the doorframe. A large carton had been set
upon the bare mattress and as the room emptied, the dust one never
sees becoming apparent, I threw my old clothes—those meant for the
dumpster—into this box.

I pointed to the doorway and told
them, “I’ll take these with me.”

“Sure thing, buddy!” These burly
movers seemed mighty cheery regardless of how many of the boxes,
heavy with textbooks, they hoisted upon the truck destined soon for
storage. One could imagine they were privy to a secret: that
hauling these thousand-fold tomes was much less weighty than having
read them.

In addition to their fulsome
cheer, the movers were diligent. Too diligent it turned out for as
the truck lumbered away and I returned to the bare-walled room I
realized that the garbage-destined clothes were all that remained.
That meant that this sparse and well-worn wardrobe would be my
destiny for March—that transitional month when in fact one needs
more clothes, not less. And so you see my luck manifested itself in
many, if minor, ways. The irony though provided me, you could say,
with a measure of comfort: I was glad via this twist to have left
behind my East Coast ballast.

 


Lugging my suitcases through
Chicago, among scabrous sidewalks, slushy streets hinting of
recently melted ice, I reflected upon the peripatetic events of the
past year. While interviewing for the blue-chip consultancies, I
had worked several odd jobs: as a doorman, an HTML programmer—most
recently as a clinic receptionist—; the latter especially
distressing as a year earlier I had been a resident, a mile away at
the General, taking care of patients and actually—yes—saving a few.
But I didn’t miss residency. That had been a forgettable nightmare
which soon after leaving, as NATO troops surrounded Serbia, I
worked as a relief physician in the refugee camps. Bearing witness
to such suffering lent fresh perspective on my own
trials.

 


It was at Stenkovec I, a teeming,
sprawling tent camp of nearly 20,000, where I met Ariana, a Kosovar
Albanian nurse. We worked alongside in a makeshift hospital tent,
tending to the steady, trudging stream of the sick and the not so
sick. The maladies were many—headaches, sniffles, stomach aches,
all manner of pains—but there was one common theme: it was stress,
the stress of knowing that your once Serbian neighbor desired only
one thing—your death.

We sat atop a small hill—a tell of
sorts—looking out over the dusty bustle below. We smoked cheap
cigarettes, for it was in the camps that I, like many others who
labored, fought, or ducked in our warzone, picked up the habit.
Ariana asked if I had a girlfriend.

“Yes,” I replied. “Her name’s Ava,
she wants to be a doctor too.”

“My boyfriend is a
doctor—pulmonologist,” she said.

I looked over and asked, “Really?
Why isn’t he here?”

“He is with UÇK,” she muttered,
“fighting the Serbian devils.”

“Are you serious?” I
said.

Ariana silently nodded.

“Well,” I continued, “do you at
least keep in touch?”

And so she told me, “No, I do not
even know if he is dead or alive. But I hope he has killed those
beasts.”

I took a long drag. I remembered
Ariana telling me that back in Priština, she’d seen them—masked
paramilitaries, some in camouflage, some in tracksuits—shoot her
uncle in the head, execution-style. She told me that as she escaped
the following dawn, she saw a dried remnant of her uncle’s brain
lying upon a rock outside their door. It was as if such a
thing—such a crime—could never be expunged. I could understand her
agonized rage. Really. But I could not imagine, even having
experienced the General’s malignity, how a doctor could
kill.

 


And so, while the dispossessed
multitudes had trundled on back to their Kosovo homes, I returned
to the States where it was true: I no longer had a place to call my
own.

Earlier that year, I had moved in
with Ava at the Spee Club. (I hope to tell you about her later.)
The clubhouse, presiding castle-like over the redbrick sidewalks of
Mount Auburn Street, could never be called home. Itinerants like
me, along with students of a certain nomadic proclivity, were the
typical renters. The penthouse rooms attracted other characters
such as Viktor Kareny, who later gained notoriety as the ‘Butcher
of Bucharest’. Some speculated he was former KGB. I’d met many of
these usual suspects, considering myself more normal. Compared with
the others you might think mine was an ordinary life as an ordinary
student and later an ordinary surgical resident; yet my existence
had veered among twists perhaps even more bizarre. Anyway, I
eventually secured a consulting gig in Germany—ordinary enough. But
when that company abruptly withdrew the contract mid-engagement, a
litany of more comic errors culminated in an interlude in Hamburg
where I truly became homeless.

For three nights, I wandered the
gritty streets of that port city. During the day I slept in the
public Bücherhalle near graffiti-lined
Eddelbüttelstraße but got little rest spending the days on
the internet frantically trying to arrange my Boston
return.

I did gain some sleep—for two
nights it was—, being afforded that opportunity by Ramzi, a
Yemeni-Arab ‘student’ I had befriended at the library. He spent
hours loitering on the web, though for inscrutable reasons, at
least to me. Whenever I came over to say hello he would hastily
close the browser window. Ramzi, you see, was a curious sort: a
serious fellow—pious, Muslim. His brooding, prickly introversion
made me uneasy. Normally I wouldn’t have taken up such an offer,
but a real bed was, in an alien city, desirable enough to set
prudence aside. As soon as I arrived at his place, we had a
misunderstanding.

 


“So,” I had asked, “where do I
sleep?”

Ramzi pointed to the living room
couch and told me, “You sleep there.”

Having dreamt of a bona fide
mattress, I looked over at the unappealing prospect of shacking out
on the sofa and asked, “Is there a bed?”

Ramzi flicked his head upwards and
replied, “No bed.” His large brown eyes peered at me with disdain.
“And if you enter bedroom,” he added, “I shall have to kill
you.”

“Islam,” I said, “forbids murder,
is that not true?”

His eyes widened. “True, but if
you bedroom, Insha’Allah, I kill you,” he said with an
ominous glare. Given Ramzi’s sinister insistence, discounting too
the faulty logic, I understood that he wasn’t joking. Though
anxious to leave that uneasy apartment, I finally did get some
sleep.

My plane ticket came through two
days later. That morning, my host had left a Koran on the coffee
table; a gift in lieu it would seem of a simple goodbye. By
refusing such an offering, I was perhaps committing a sacrilege
worse even than violating Ramzi’s sanctum. But obligated to travel
light and unchangeable in my convictions, I left the book
behind. I was glad I’d never see the strange Yemeni
again.

 


With all these wanderings—Skopje,
Hamburg, the Spee—home remained elusive and thus I gladly accepted
that new consulting job, which came with it an offer to escape
west, to brighter prospects in Chicago. That, essentially, is what
brought me—twenty dollars and all—here.

The first paycheck—life giving it
was!—anted enough money too for a haircut long overdue. It was a
blustery March afternoon and as April approached, I hoped
that month would deliver less cruelty than ill-sprung
springs past. And as I looked about for a barbershop, wandering
along an unfamiliar Michigan Avenue, I bore witness to the blooming
all around pleading in silence O Fortuna, please bear favor on
me …

 


… velut luna statu variabilis
…

 


All along ‘Mag Mile’ fluttered
eager tulips, musky lilacs, goldenrods—orchids too: a medley of
scents and colors waving in the breeze among the laps of blooming
apple blossom trees. Cast-iron railings, painted black, set off
these flowerbeds from the street. Colors—Easter’s soon, I
thought. And the colors, while beautiful, bring complication.
There’s simplicity—a certain comfort, call it cold comfort—in the
black-and-whiteness of winter.

A disheveled man cloaked in a
ragged parka—the detritus of a lingering winter—brought this
flowery city of woe back down to earth. He shuffled alongside and
asked, “Can you help the homeless?”

I stood near enough to smell the
alcohol and nicotine tinctured breath. The impersonal term ‘help
the homeless’ had supplanted, sometime in the mid-90s it
seemed, the simpler, more accurate request: “Help
me”. I replied, “I’m sorry.” Besides, being cash-poor
myself I was loath to share our veiled vagrancy. That, in truth,
was the real reason.

Arriving at the Marshall Field’s on
State Street, I got my haircut. It was an event of no significance
except for two facts: first, it was my birthday and second, I was
about to receive a gift. For it was here I met Nina. Fortuna
shined upon me that day: April would indeed be less
cruel.

I was sitting in the salon’s lobby
when she came out to greet me. I watched her approach. She wore
funeral black, which as I learned later was the salon’s required
color. She was beautiful. Decorating her neck was a sapphire-blue
silk ribbon fixed with a single jade; below a pair of leopard skin
high heels inspired in me an unforeseen attraction.

Her first words were, “Hi, I’m
Nina. You—are my client?”

Nina’s moxie—her unexpectedly
brusque welcome—came as a surprise. I realized that in order to get
that cut, I had better be pleasant—especially as she stood,
scissors in hand, directly above me. But as she smiled, her large
eyes seemed, like the warm embers of a desert fire on a cool
evening, to pull me towards her. Beauty before me, I sat there,
mouth open—speechless.

“Come with me, please,” she said,
spinning gracefully on her feet to head towards her
station.

Her words like a song, I got up and
followed.

We hit it off. I got my haircut …
and Nina’s phone number. I handed her the biggest tip I could
spare; it amounted to four dollars. It was all that remained in my
wallet. But she seemed attracted to me—even with the stories I
shared that hinted at a strange, if incomprehensible, past. As a
life of twists can sometimes sound twisted, I was relieved she had
not been frightened off.

Over the week, our relationship
deepened. One evening, I invited her to play piano together at the
nearby Marriott. We gathered up our scores and headed over to the
hotel’s ballroom. The corridor-like foyer with its generically
elegant furnishings lay empty, ready to be filled with the echoing
music we would soon be playing for each other.

I pulled out Chopin’s Marche
Funèbre (I considered that playing something more cheerful,
given my ill-luck, would have been ‘mauvaise foi’). Music
for me, while it was entertainment, had also to be truthful. My
fingers opened with a hard, angry edge.
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Ponderous Despair

 


But there was another reason for
the Funeral March: I wished, you see, to share a miracle with Nina:
that being the wondrous transformation of lamenting despondency
into a melody—the second theme—that must be considered among the
most astonishingly beautiful in all of music. Combining a funeral
dirge with such sweetness was, in my mind, high genius.
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Sweet Hope

 


Chafing at the melancholy, which is
how Nina told me she interpreted the Chopin, she sidled over
on the piano bench. I didn’t resist; the music of another, you see,
is a prism into their soul, refracting (the metaphor is apt) their
true colors. She pulled out the Liszt Consolations. As she
played, I closed my eyes. A tingle came over me: I felt, for lack
of a better word, tickled—a sensation most prominent, most inwardly
palpable, you know, during childhood. Can you believe it? I was
already falling in love.

It was again my turn. I opened up
the Brahms Rhapsody—the one in G-minor. I had played it
during times more auspicious, when the past was sparse and
innocent, the future rich with possibility. The soaring, reaching
octaves made more sense during those—more eager—days. The opening
introduced an adventure, the middle evoked images of tranquil,
glasslike evenings lingering with an odd apprehension. That night
we went to my small apartment.

Lying in bed together, I pointed
towards the books upon the shelf. “You see those there?” I said.
“Kant, Wittgenstein, Ortega y Gasset, John Stuart Mill …
Descartes”—I turned to her—“Yes, Nina’s book belongs there.” For
Nina, her philosophy—as I would come to learn—was decidedly
practical: which amounted to relying on her ‘own two feet’ to
propel her through life. So, with the image of Nina—philosopher
extraordinaire—circling in my mind, I nodded in happy
affirmation. “Yes, Nina’s book belongs there.”

A pleasant smile lit Nina’s face.
My face approached hers, kissing her lips as she offered herself up
to me.

We made sweet love that evening and
as the dawn approached, looking into her eyes, I asked if she were
brave.

She answered, “She would be as
brave as me.”

And with this, I became
hers.

 


~~~~~~

 


“So you came to Chicago,” Dave
said. “Found a great girlfriend—”

“We’re married now,” I said,
correcting him.

“OK—found a great wife. You sound
like you’re all set. Why go to Monaco? This Max guy sounds like
trouble. You said drugs, right?”

“I don’t know, that’s just rumors.
We’ve got to change things,” I said.

“Change things? What do you mean?”
he asked.

I told Dave that we’re in a lost
decade—lost ever since 9/11.”

Dave squinted and rubbed his chin.
“I’m not sure what you mean,” he said.

I told Dave the story …

 


~~~~~~

 


It was about six months after I
first met Nina. After a night such as the first, I was heading
along Lake Street to work. The morning was dazzlingly bright: like
any other September in Chicago but also, as it would turn out,
unforgettable. Patches of pristine sky peeked between the
overhanging buildings. The morning sun glimmered through the
irrepressibly clanking ‘El’ tracks. U2 played on my Walkman:
the time was—I remember looking at my watch—8:45 AM. Though life
was beautiful, there was a sense of foreboding.

 


It’s a beautiful day, the sky
falls

And you feel like it’s a beautiful
day

It’s a beautiful day

Don’t let it get away

 


Indeed that day did seem different.
Lake Street twittered. Many held cell phones to their ear. As I
navigated the sidewalk, chattering words—‘World Trade
Center’—refracted among the dingy metal pylons. I found this odd.
‘World Trade Center’, commonly heard in New York, seemed
out-of-place here in Chicago. The World Trade Center was
quintessentially New York: soaring, sophisticated, iconically
worldly. In contrast, Chicago’s skyline, though it sparkled fine
enough along Lake Michigan, was demonstratively parochial, yearning
to gain meaning among a barely urban underbelly of wheat contracts,
corn options—pork belly futures. It had arisen in truth and fantasy
simply as a reaction to—a whitewash of—the Great Fire.

I entered the building. The
high-ceilinged atrium reverberated silence: angst eerily echoed.
Upstairs, the offices—curiously—were empty. Where, I
wondered, had the lazy conversations gone, arms propped over
cubicle walls? There was no frantic jockeying at the copy
machines preparing reports for the morning meetings. I dropped my
bag at my desk, in an ‘office’ shared with three others. I looked
around: unsettled by the empty, deadened quiet, I decided to head
upstairs to the Rec Room. The firm had recently invested quite a
bit on this new ‘Rec Room’. The billiard table with its freshly
gleaming green surface was the featured attraction. Soda and beer
stocked the stainless steel, glass-enclosed refrigerators. I pushed
open the door. The smell of new furniture still hung in the air;
the familiar whiff of newness lent a sense of oldness, as if
nothing had changed.

A crowd encircled the pool table;
the billiard balls neatly triangled. Necks stretched, all looked
upwards, mesmerized by CNN flickering above. From mail clerk to
senior partners, an uncommon congregation had gathered in
unspeaking agitation. I hoped to make eye contact with some of my
coworkers. Together (Nina too) we had gone to the ballgame two
nights before; the Cubs ended up losing to the Braves. I remember
the evening well …

 


Nina was not too excited about the
game. “I don’t understand this baseball—so boring,” she told
me.

I explained the sport to her: how
it was quintessentially American. An individual, with a dose of
talent and luck, could hit the homerun but it was the team that
won.

“I had a boyfriend, a boxer,” she
said. “I know all about boxing.”

And so I had realized that in
Nina’s world, though she was supremely unselfish, the individual
reigned above all.

 


Despite the loss, the future was
spiked with beer and ivy infused optimism (‘there’s always next
year’). But the communality of those ‘friendly confines’ now
seemed, with all eyes fixed hypnotically above, to be forsaken. I
peeked at my watch: 8:51—happily, I had arrived before
nine.

An unusual image flickered on the
screen. An apparition really: one of the twin towers, smoke
dreamily billowing from a gash in its side. The sky—the beautiful
day—glittered as brilliantly cerulean as it had been on Lake
Street. I turned to Alan and asked, “What’s going on?”

Alan, grimacing, jabbed his finger
at the TV. I arched my head upwards. Together at Wrigley, we had
hugged in celebration of Sammy Sosa’s solo homerun; strange was
this new distance between us now. I glanced over again; his face,
eyes bulging, was tightly wound up.

 


… We have identified the flight
number for the plane that hit the North Tower. We have been
informed that it is American Airlines Flight 11 …

 


The camera zoomed in towards the
smoldering façade. Flecks of flailing debris spewed out. Bits of
the building seemed, for a moment, to hang in the smoke, then drop.
I realized something—something deeply troubling—: pointing up, I
exclaimed, “Those—those are people jumping out!” Alan snapped his
head towards me; others, too, cast disapproving glares in my
direction. The camera zoomed away. Chastened, I looked down—8:53 it
was.

 


… We can now confirm that there
has been a plane crash at the Pentagon. [News
anchor presses on earpiece] Yes …

 


A few more filtered in; heads
tilted upwards, they too joined in the mass fixation. Nobody could
peel away from the flickering carnage above: the crowd in
worship—aching, hoping—for a God up above yet finding none—at least
not yet.

 


… We know that Osama bin Laden,
that elusive Islamic militant, has been determined to strike the
U.S. Could this be the work of him and his associates? …

 


World Trade Center? I
thought. Pentagon? Missing planes? Osama bin
Laden? The words reverberated in bewilderment …

An idea—not felt since
childhood—came to mind. Was I dreaming? Could standing
here—here in the Rec Room—be just a nightmare? Was this
real? I remembered those times—you probably felt that too—lying
in bed looking up at the ceiling, rubbing my cheeks, squeezing my
brain wishing to know whether life was real or dreams were real;
those days, my head resting upon a Proustian pillow stuffed only
sparsely with memories mostly of the future, reality clung but
tenuously to perception. I wondered if the others—those now distant
others—held these same thoughts.

I looked about. Solace all-around
appeared to lie in watching, like rats tailing the Piper, the
singsong frenzy of the news anchor before them: self-absorption
watching others perish. Just then, the television itself seemed to
rumble. The billowing smoke expanded, filling the screen. Everyone
gasped. The camera shook and an even darker plume grew from within.
A soft rumble … then the darker, interior cloud abruptly
extinguished itself, collapsing …

Silence fell.

Over the ensuing seconds the
pulsing cloud dissolved; accompanied by disharmonic gasps from the
room and indistinguishable murmurings from the CNN reporter, it
appeared the tower had disappeared. From within the dissolving dust
a new reality emerged: only one of the two towers remained. The
news anchor, his voice cracking, distoned: “It is gone. It is
just—gone …”

I stood stunned: wispy smoke,
surging destruction, fleeing crowds flickered above. Stomach
turning, I looked around. Yearning to know the thoughts behind the
distraught faces all around, I was, in a way, afraid of my own
brooding consciousness.

 


… word from the Associated Press
telling us that the crash of these two planes—the attack on the
Pentagon—appear to be an act of terrorism …

 


Distant memories returned, from a
time when there is little awareness of the inner mind of others. A
wall it seemed had descended. I recalled Wrigley Field. The jocular
chorus two nights prior appeared as but a mirage: empathy, feeling
blocked now by a divider—sterile—vaguely congealed among, between
us all. Vibes of fear, terror, anger filtered through this
violated, inviolate border; one could not tell if these were truly
felt or merely an echo of one’s own subconscious. Summed up, you
could say: each, now, on their—own. I
felt beyond lonely.

 


Aaron, I am standing about four
blocks north of the World Trade Center. You can imagine the chaos
… [Dust-covered figures stumble along streets
billowing with white-grey plumes and fluttering debris] …
You could see the tower coming down … [cough] It was—

 


I rubbed my eyes, as if to unsoil
the vision. Several began wordlessly filtering out. Among the
remaining, some sobbed disconsolately. Selfish as it seemed, I
knew—as the others did too—that it would be over: half, maybe more,
terminated by month’s end with me surely among them. My dreams—the
Novum Organum in particular—now seemed naïve: the dying
quest of a hapless, modern-day Don Quixote. I headed back to my
office. The papers on my desk lay scattered as autumn leaves;
nothing it seemed had changed. I shuffled through some notes and
switched on the computer. As it booted, the world—my world—was
waiting for …

Waiting (for the hourglass’s
twirling to stop) …

Finally—the computer blinked ready.
I opened my email; a generic message topped the list. It announced
that all worldwide offices were to be indefinitely closed. The
beginning of the end, was what I foresaw; the only uncertainty
being when. ‘Homeless’ again: in two weeks, next month? What
would it take for me—I silently yelled—to even have some
minor influence over my life? Ruminating over the once World
Trade Center, the self-absorption that reigned in the Rec Room, I
reflected: How selfish was that? Cowardice, I
reminded myself, is the vilest of vices. Did it mean
anything that thousands—I could not even fathom how many—had
just perished?

Noting the hour had passed without
music, I recalled the Marche Funèbre—its reminiscence of the
departed woven among the promise of the existent: ever waxing, ever
waning. That night at Wrigley: the Cubs as metaphor—victory but an
illusion—was reality. Wrigley Field, a self-abusing ‘Field
of Dreams’ for those ‘Loveable Losers’, was the abode where
undeniable fate seized its inevitable, crushing victory. The way of
the Cubs was the way of the world—my world. No, I concluded,
not Chopin. Mozart’s Requiem or Dies Irae more
fittingly moaned: to dust, pummeled by wrath, we all
succumb.

I opened up Netscape to CNN:
‘AMERICA ATTACKED’. I read about air traffic halted, flights
grounded, Presidential escapes, stock markets closing … The
practical, hard reality of an inverted world shifted my focus from
whether I would lose my job to contemplating what would come next.
Pressure reveals character: How, I questioned, would
America’s character be revealed—mine too?

I remembered it was Nina’s day off;
she would be sleeping late today. I dialed; the phone
rang.

“Tomas?” she answered.

“Nina, there’s been a terrible
situation,” I whispered.

“What’s that?” she asked, with a
solicitous edge.

Tapping my pen on the table, I
considered telling her, but decided that it would be better to
break the news in person—together. “Don’t worry,” I said.
“Everything’s gonna be alright, I’m coming home now.” I’m sure Nina
sensed there was more to the story. But what else could I
say? What I had just seen could not be described. I promised
I’d tell her as soon as I arrived.

“You sure everything fine?” she
asked.

“Yes,” I answered, taking a deep
breath. “Be home soon.”

She told me she loved me and I said
the same.

Love—which I interpreted as being
that lack of a wall between two—filled me with Nina’s spirit
and as a part of me went out to her, it emptied me too. This was a
good thing. For if I were to die right there (unlikely, I knew)
then I would carry with me to the next world—if such existed—a part
of Nina. And, I would leave behind for this world, a part of
myself with her. This, for me, was love.

Nonetheless, something within felt
extinguished; it had been departing even before the towers had
collapsed: collapsed not into ruins to be admired far into
posterity but rather collapsed into nothing; into the present and
then nevermore. It was as if the upward reaching, blazing,
revealing—now fallen—, towers had confirmed something already
known: something graceful and terrible entwined alike within the
human spirit.

 


Let aeroplanes circle moaning
overhead

Scribbling in the sky the message
He is Dead

 


I shut down the computer and
scanned my desk: scattered papers, spreadsheet printouts relating
to corporate innovation. A forlorn copy of Valuation lay
pushed to the corner. The shelves above remained barren of books.
Phantoms of emptiness. There was easy comfort in the realization
that nothing—at least in my immediate surroundings—had
changed.

 


~~~~~~

 


Dave took a sip of his wine and
asked, “So nothing changed for you after 9/11?”

“No, it did change,” I said.
“Yes, I was laid-off—yes, many others too. It did change.
The Decade from Hell, decade of broken dreams, Dave. Not just 9/11,
but the 2000 election, endless wars, Katrina too, the Great
Recession, Madoff—the healthcare reform fiasco. A decade of misery
caused by, compounded by, selfishness. All the while, the Novum
languished.”

“Nobody interested?” asked my
friend. “I can’t believe that.”

And so I explained how back in
2005—thereabouts—I had pitched the idea to several investors. “You
know what they told me?” I said. (Dave shook his head.) “They said,
‘Don’t worry your little doctor brain, we’re all set here. The real
money, you see, is in subprime mortgages—real estate.’ I told them
they were nuts.” I reached for my half-empty glass. “What goes up,
must come down, right?”


Chapter 6 – Ritmo

Happiness

How can one imagine and see life’s inner
workings?

 


9
am | With a
bachelor’s degree in English, Nora had moved on to become a
researcher at a midtown executive recruiting firm. She dreamed
though of being a psychiatrist. She hoped that with such a
background and a career of this sort she might better understand
the stories of people.

“I love stories,” she once told
Tomas.

“Well,” he replied, “I’ll have to
tell you one sometime.” He promised himself that someday he
would.

But before stories, before anything
else, she had to get into medical school. Hence the early morning
trek, each Saturday, to see Tomas up here at the medical
center.

Nora knew also that science was
part of the key, the key to understanding and changing the world.
She would need to conquer her fears: those terrifying and lifeless
equations and problem sets. In college she would sit around the
dining table with her literati friends laughing at the orgo
grinds and math geeks. But being sensitive to human foibles (that
made her a good lit major) she recognized a strain of envy behind
the mocking glee. She knew that sitting around, steaming in
unacknowledged resentment, never saved any lives.

Tomas found Nora attractive. Smart,
pretty: she possessed all the textbook reasons for a young man to
feel such desire. But it was certain particularities that caught
Tomas’s attention: the way her sweater clung to her curves—or the
roundness of her nose which could not be called classically
beautiful but attracted him nonetheless. Or the way she would
question him: he liked that.

And there she was, standing in his
doorway: the object of this desire. Under her overcoat she wore a
well-fitted skirt topped with a pink cashmere sweater. Its
softness—Oh how soft, he thought—inspired Tomas’s
imagination. Whether it was love or infatuation he would have to
know her better to know himself. He invited her inside.

Tutoring was not a bad way to meet
girls. Tomas recognized too, that by teaching, the world could be
viewed through the fresh eyes of each neophyte, each student a
source for intellectual renewal. He considered the analogy with
sex. Sexual reproduction, in contrast to the asexual variety
practiced by bacteria, generated and propagated new genetic
combinations. There was not much difference then—at least in
concept—between intellectual ferment and romantic potential. Tomas
amiably greeted Nora, this new source of thought—and of imagined
love—and asked, “What’s on your mind today?”

“I’d like to learn more about
proteins,” she answered. They sat at the table. “What they’re
about—how they work.”

 


- ### -

 


TOMAS: Important question. Proteins are the
action of life. DNA in contrast, though it holds life’s
information, is as molecules go relatively
unimaginative.

NORA: So that’s it? We’re done?

TOMAS: Hah! Not quite. Let me show you some
examples. Human growth hormone is a protein which stimulates
pubertal growth spurts. Some professional athletes then use HGH to
bulk up—their pores almost oozing the hormone. But in uncontrolled
excess, HGH results in disease. It’s called acromegaly. Here’s a
picture—a picture of the protein, that is …

 


[image: tmp_26e717d3051edf269985f04cf49f2817_MusUo4_html_4af9b02c.jpg]

Growth Is A Spiral

 


TOMAS: HGH, you see, is a globule-like molecule
shaped somewhat like a ‘fat cylinder’ with four alpha-helices
arrayed in interdigitating rows. See that?

NORA: Kind of.

TOMAS: The details—the atomic details—are not
critical. The overall shape and, even more, it is the function of
these proteins that’s important.

NORA: OK.

TOMAS: HGH works as a transmitter of
information. There’s a complementary receptor—also a protein. Upon
binding to the HGH receptor—on say bone and muscle cells—, HGH
tells these cells to grow, proliferate—to gain in
strength.

NORA: What’s this about transmitters? Proteins
aren’t radios, are they?

TOMAS: Well, by transmitter, I was referring more in
the abstract. Yes, the protein ‘carries’ information but it’s also
a transmitter in the ‘radio’ sense. That’s something we might have
a chance to talk about later.

NORA: OK.

TOMAS: Now these receptors function as
receivers of information. Let’s consider another receptor,
the androgen receptor. It—AR—binds to a hormone—testosterone.
Here’s its picture—
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Man Is Accepting

 


TOMAS: Like HGH, the androgen receptor is a globular
protein.

NORA: I see that.

TOMAS: But the two are entirely different. Like HGH,
AR is roughly cylindrical though it’s more flattened and ‘boxy’ …
and actually more complex. AR’s undulating surface features a
pocket into which testosterone enters. AR, you see, receives
information while HGH transmits information. This schematic
shows how proteins play a role as informational molecules
…
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Message In A Protein

 


TOMAS: The diagram looks complicated but the basic
idea is that the hormone, as it binds to its receptor, transmits
information to that receptor.

NORA: I see. You mean it carries the
information.

TOMAS: Yes—but it can be considered a transmitter
too. There are other differences between these two proteins. HGH,
being outside the cell—in the bloodstream—, is an extracellular
protein. It travels through the circulation hoping it may bump
into cells bearing HGH receptors.

NORA: It’s a hormone.

TOMAS: Yes that’s right. Now the HGH receptor is on
the cell’s surface. It’s a membrane protein. But the
androgen receptor, as an intracellular protein, resides
within the cell. These are where we find proteins—extracellular,
membrane, and intracellular.

NORA: That doesn’t make sense.

TOMAS: What? What doesn’t make sense?

NORA: I understand that there are proteins outside,
inside the cell and on its surface. But how could a receptor inside
the cell work? Isn’t the testosterone floating around in the
blood?

TOMAS: That’s a good question. We’ll see what
membranes look like shortly but consider two things. First,
testosterone is a small molecule, at least when compared to
proteins. Second, testosterone is relatively hydrophobic meaning it
can swim in the nonpolar environment of membranes and thereby
traverse them.

NORA: I see.

TOMAS: But you’re right. Large molecules such as
proteins usually do not cross into the cell. Let’s look now at
membrane proteins. They are especially important. Let me draw one
out for you—
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Art Is At Once Surface And
Symbol

 


TOMAS: First, notice the bilayer—the inner and outer
surfaces exposing the polar caps of the lipids. These surfaces are
hydrophilic—another word for ‘water loving’. Therefore they face
the surrounding water.

NORA: Yes. And the lipid tails extend into the
interior.

TOMAS: Exactly! The interior of the membrane is
hydrophobic—‘water fearing’. Depicted too is a protein—the membrane
protein—embedded in this bilayer.

NORA: Yes—I see that.

TOMAS: Good. These membrane proteins come in two
types—transport proteins, which exchange matter across the two sides of the membrane and
receptor proteins that exchange information. While life—everything really—is composed of
hard, solid things like molecules, information is also a player. In
biology, ideas mean as much, if not more, than things.

NORA: All well and good but what are proteins made
of?

TOMAS: All proteins are composed of the same
building blocks. These building blocks are called amino acids of
which there are twenty varieties. Linked together in long chains,
these form what is called a protein sequence—a sequence completely
and precisely determined by the cell’s DNA. A nearly infinite
number of different sequences give rise to a nearly infinite
variety of proteins and by consequence an infinite palette of their
life-defining actions.

NORA: Beauty in diversity? …

TOMAS: Yes—but there’s more. Amino acids have two
distinct components—the backbone, which is identical among all amino acids and, different for each, a variable side chain. See
that?
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Backbone &
Personality

 


NORA: Yes.

TOMAS: These two components, the backbone and its
distinct side chain, give rise to remarkable properties. Let’s look
first at the backbone. The linkage—the chemical bond—between one
amino acid and its neighbor is called an amide bond or peptide
bond. Now this peptide bond is very special. It melds features
of both a single bond and a double bond. Let me draw out
this hybrid, resonance structure around the
C–N—carbon–nitrogen—connection.
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Rigid & Flexible

 


NORA: That looks like two
molecules.

TOMAS: No, it’s just one. Let me explain. The
double-headed arrow suggests there’s a melding of two different
structures. This ‘melding’ is what Linus Pauling called
‘resonance’.

NORA: I see.

TOMAS: The ‘structure’ on the left is how we would
conventionally draw the peptide bond. This left-hand structure—the
major resonance structure—isn’t however a complete
representation of the bond. Electrons, as they flow among the three
atoms—nitrogen, carbon, oxygen—, contribute also to the
minor structure on the right. The major structure thus
‘resonates’ with this minor structure.

NORA: I see that, too. It’s a double
bond.

TOMAS: Yes. The minor structure has a
carbon–nitrogen double bond. The overall bond, therefore, is
an amalgam of the major and minor structures. The carbon–nitrogen
bond then isn’t a pure single bond, nor is it a pure double bond.
This is very important. This amalgamation—this partial
double-bond—accounts for two unique properties—very unique
properties—that make proteins ideally suited to be the machinery of
life.

NORA: But, Tomas, I came here for biology—not
chemistry.

TOMAS: We’ll get to biology shortly. Let’s consider
now these two characteristics of the peptide bond. First,
because the peptide bond is somewhat stronger than a single bond,
proteins are robust molecules. For example lysozyme, literally spit
out from the cell, functions in the harsh environment of saliva.
Pepsin thrives alongside the ultra-acids within the stomach. And
entwined like the cables holding up a suspension bridge, collagen,
the primary strength structure of ligaments and tendons, supports
tensions of thousands of pounds per square inch. Proteins can be
incredibly tough.

NORA: No weak-willed proteins here—

TOMAS: That’s right—a good way to put it. Now, the
second property of the peptide bond is its flexibility.
While the peptide bond itself is unable to rotate—it is rigid—, the
two flanking single bonds are free to rotate. Thus the
peptide bond provides proteins with the two
properties—contradictory as they may seem—of rigidity and
flexibility.

NORA: That’s interesting. F. Scott Fitzgerald said
something like—let me see …

 


The test of a first-rate
intelligence is the ability to hold two opposed ideas in mind at
the same time and still retain the ability to function.

 


NORA: Proteins are genius then!

TOMAS: Hah! You could say that. It gets even more
interesting though. With this, call it the ‘Fitzgerald quality’,
proteins come to resemble porous, soft rocks that jiggle and
vibrate. As they interact with other molecules, they change shape
accentuating their softness, molten with possibilities. These
shifts in shape are called conformational changes.

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/5964
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!
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