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PART ONE
Innocence
“Every act of rebellion expresses a nostalgia for innocence and an appeal to the essence of being.”
Albert Camus
Chapter 1
“It was not at all like his father,” Suzy mused, aloud, smiling against her will. “This was no peek-a-boo. Not by a long shot.”
She was desperately trying to make sense, find some rational explanation, for Sacha’s behaviour before alerting her husband. She’d have to tell him, of course. Sooner or later. Or... or she could wait for Alec to find out for himself. It was bound to happen again.
Suzy recalled that she’d once referred to Alec’s odd behavior as “peek-a-boo”. This was way back in Montreal, when she had no idea what game her husband-to-be had been playing. At least then, she’d suspected, it might have been some kind of a game. What else could have it been? She did not believe in miracles––then or now—though since, she’d drawn different conclusions. The whole world was a miracle. Every rose, every common or garden flower, every sunset or sunrise was a miracle; although, of late, the latter was a rare occasion. In Los Angeles the mornings tend to be foggy. The sun comes out a little later, shyly creeping out of the morning mists, which drift from the mighty Pacific toward the distant hills. Or do they slide down the mountains? She forgot.
Anyway, her mind was elsewhere.
At the time of Alec’s peculiar behavior, Suzy and Alec had just become officially engaged. Unofficially they practically tied the knot at least a dozen times. But it was only after they had ‘permanently’ moved in together that she’d first noticed his habit of shifting position. That’s what she’d called his peek-a-boo syndrome. A number of symptoms, an array of inexplicable tidbits, but always connected with Alec’s strange if innocuous idiosyncrasies. One moment he was there, or here, the next, virtually in the same instant, she’d see him a few feet away, acting as though nothing had happened. Since then they had both reached their conclusions of what it was all about. Whatever the truth, it was nothing like Sacha’s performance. Actually, over time, Sacha had, once or twice, emulated his father’s odd behavior. Well, say a dozen times, but that last one was different. Quite different.
And much, much stranger.
Suzy recalled that long before his peek-a-boo antics, Alec had displayed quite unprecedented imagination. Even as a lad. Long before they’d shared countless experiences for which there was no rational explanation. Only their shared experiences belonged to the inner world, a realm as subjective as ones own subconscious; whereas with Sacha...
Her mind drifted even farther back to the day when she and Alec had first met. When they first saw each other. She smiled at the unexplainable, at the time seemingly forbidden yet so attractive guiles of the opposite sex. They’d both been around fourteen then. She, a lithe, long-haired girl brimming with youthful confidence, he an awkward lad who had little to show for himself other than a magnificent mop of hair. It crowned his head as the branches crown a deciduous tree. She’d half-expected robins to take flight from it. And then he dove into the water and the mop was gone. When he’d come up for air, his crowning glory drifted behind him like a wake following a boat. Luckily, his hair seemed to spring back into life minutes after he climbed aboard his father’s yacht. And it turned out that he had a great deal more to show than his mane.
Later. Much later.
But even then... She smiled at the thoughts she’s never shared with anyone.
Her mind flashed back to the tango they’d danced at the school prom. She recalled the gaping mouths of other youths as she and Alec swept the floor with contrived arrogance. The others had been capable of little more than twitching, roughly in time with the beat. She and Alec, well, they’ve been dancing. Really dancing. She admitted later, if only to herself, that the relative rigidity of her movements had not been intentional. It had nothing to do with the Latin rhythms. She’d been scared stiff. Literally. In seconds they’d remained the only couple on the dance floor. The others drifted to adorn the walls.
She shrugged at her memories.
She also recalled responding to Alec’s apparent confidence with stiff, jerky movements, worthy of the best professional ballroom dancers she’d seen later on TV. At the time she’d had no idea just how good she’d been. Way back when... when Sacha was not even a spark in his father’s eye…
All her memories invoked smiles. It was hard to believe that when they’d met, Alec was still ‘two’. In a matter of speaking. He was still Alec and Sandra. It was before he became Alexander. Until he became one...
Sacha’s antics were definitely not of the peek-a-boo variety. They were more like the boo with the peek left in abeyance. There was no name for it. Unless you believed in ghosts. Or spirits? Or anything equally as absurd...
It had started, in earnest, just after Sacha’s 10th birthday. To celebrate the first decade of their first-born, Grandma had given Sacha two Siamese kittens. Suzy realized later that she shouldn’t have done it, but she’d called them Peeka and Boo. Guess why? They were the sweetest bundles of joy Suzy had ever laid eyes on. And although the two played havoc with the furniture, the problem didn’t lie with them.
One day, Suzy was reading when the two sprites darted in front of her nose. It wasn’t the first time. Only this time they jumped upwards, and seemed to land on something that enabled them to remain suspended in the air for a few seconds, before continuing their wild chase around the room. Moments later Suzy noticed one other thing. Sacha who seconds ago was standing by the window trying to attract the kittens’ attention, suddenly found himself by the far wall, on the other side of the bed. Now if this were his father, Suzy would have said: “Oh no! Not the peek-a-boo again.”
But it hadn’t been Sacha’s father. Dad Alec still hadn’t returned from the university.
And then, there was the question of the kittens remaining suspended in mid-air, at arms’ length from her, by the edge of the bed. Just in front of the space where Sacha appeared a second later.
This was no peek-a-boo. Sacha had not shifted positions at supraluminal speed. She’d witnessed, indeed shared in, a number of strange (to say the least) experiences with Sacha, even with Sacha and her husband––altogether, but all those events had been of the ‘inner’ variety. They could have been assigned to the inner, the subliminal, the imaginary realm. To joint hallucinations, if you must. We all have them, occasionally, don’t we? Well, some of us. We all have stories to tell that only make sense to us. But this?
This was a physical impossibility.
At least in the realm of physics—as she’d known physics. What on Earth would Alec say? Sacha’s father was a scientist. An established physicist, with a Ph.D. to his name.
Finally, Suzy gathered all her courage. She knew that she hadn’t imagined things. She knew that she was sane. She’d decided to trust her visual perception.
“What happened, Sacha?” She tried to make her voice as normal as she could.
Sacha did not stop playing. The kittens held all his attention. A second later he disappeared again and Boo missed him in full flight. Peeka continued to peek from behind the chair. But no harm came to Boo. Sacha caught him in flight and gently brought him down to his chest. The kitten purred so loudly that Suzy could hear him across the room.
“What happened Sacha?” she repeated.
“What do you mean, Mom?”
“You know what I mean.”
She tried to sound stern. It wasn’t easy, as she had no idea what it was exactly that she was supposed to be stern about.
“You mean my... my...” Sacha obviously was missing the right words. “What do you mean, Mom?” he repeated, as though playing for time. Then, realizing that he would not get away with pleading ignorance he added: “Dad will explain.”
And that was that.
For the whole of next week Suzy could not bring herself to raise the problem with Alec. Sacha continued with the game that the kittens obviously adored, but only after he’d promised not to repeat, whatever it was that he was doing, outside the bedroom doors. Suzy was worried what effect his antics might have on Alicia and Desmond. In spite of Alec’s and her own tendency towards periodically eccentric behavior, neither Des nor Alec’s mother gave any indication that they suspected anything unusual.
Sacha called the game hide’n seek. He would hide and the kittens would have to find him. Only Sacha’s method of hiding was... unusual. He’d become invisible. And, to Suzy’s and later Alec’s amazement both, Peeka and Boo, continued to find him much faster then either of his parents could. The kittens knew something they didn’t. It wasn’t fair.
When Sacha’s father was about the same age, he already showed an extremely keen, perhaps over-developed imagination. It became so vivid that whatever he’d imagined became real. At least to him—to young Alec. Long before he became Alexander.
And then the problems began in earnest.
One day, Suzy and Alec were on the terrace overlooking the brooding gray rollers drawing towards them over the endless Pacific. The waves seemed to have spent their energies and lapped the shore gently, as though exhausted after a long journey. There was no wind. All was quiet, almost too quiet. Suzy became somewhat drowsy, while Alec, as was his habit, allowed his eyes to drift towards the horizon.
It was then that Sacha disappeared.
One moment he was sitting by the coffee table playing with his Strato Set, the next he wasn’t there.
Thankfully, neither Alicia nor Des seemed to have noticed the event. Neither, at first, had Alec nor Suzy. Then, slowly, Alec nudged Suzy on the elbow.
“A good trick that,” he murmured, pointing to the Strato structure on the small table.
He was referring to a male interlocking piece insinuating itself into a female receptacle with perfect precision. Suzy snapped out of her sleepy state only to catch her breath. As she watched, the next piece of the Strato puzzle lifted itself from the table, remained poised in the air without any visible means of support; then it drifted towards its destination in the growing construction.
“Easy, girl...”
Alec put his hand on Suzy’s arm as leaned over towards the table.
“Come on, son. That’s enough of that...”
The next instant first Sacha’s hand, holding the next block of brightly colored plastic, then the rest of him reappeared beside them. He seemed as preoccupied with his toy construction as ever.
“Sorry, Dad, I wasn’t thinking...”
Neither of his parents made any comments. They could not think of anything wise or profound to say. Sacha was ten at the time. Ten years and three weeks. They both wondered what lay ahead of him. Ahead for them all.
In some ways, Suzy was glad. Had she told Alec about Sacha’s hide’n seek frolics, she would have risked her scientifically minded husband telling her to take some time off and relax. He’d have told her that she was a little tired, that she ought to paint a little less and spend more time on the beach. And she would end up throwing an assortment of slippers at him in exasperation. And he would dodge her missiles...
Now Alec had witnessed Sacha’s disappearing trick. What she couldn’t figure out was why he did not seem disturbed by it. He seemed to have taken it in his stride, as though it was perfectly normal for his first-born to disappear into thin air.
“Actually, it’s quite thick. I think we are in for a lengthy drizzle.”
“What? What are you talking about?”
Suzy forgot that Alec had the ability to read her thoughts. Not always, and not all her thoughts––but thoughts which were ‘pregnant with emotions’ and which concerned him. They’d first noticed this ability of his some years ago. It was neither good nor bad. It just was.
“You thought about thin air,” he explained.
“Very funny!”
Only she wasn’t amused. Sacha was a perfect child. Wonderful, bright, smart, you name it. Only she wished he wouldn’t... disappear. Who could tell? Perhaps one day he would disappear and not find his way back? Her eyes were turning moist. What if he...
“Don’t be silly, darling. This could not happen. Nothing in the world can disappear.”
“He does!”
“It only seems like it. Trust me. Sacha is perfectly all right.”
“B-b-but... but...” Now her eyes were completely wet.
“I knew that drizzle was coming,” he joked, but walked over and knelt next to Suzy’s deck chair. She pressed her face into his chest.
“There, now… there. Trust me Sue. Just trust me.”
He might try to explain to his wife what had happened, but in her present emotional state she was unlikely to understand it; and even if she did, she would probably reject his explanation. It had to wait.
For the next few weeks Suzy continued painting. She had an exhibition scheduled for the end of next month and hoped to enlarge on the number of her canvases. She wondered if she could paint a disappearing object. It would certainly be a challenge. She decided to try. She wondered too if she should share her ambition with Alicia. After all, it was Alec’s mother who encouraged her interest in painting. Without Alicia she would still be experimenting with new styles, without ever developing her own.
“Name one old master, one impressionist, or even one so-called modern painter, whose work you cannot recognize,” Alicia asked innocently.
“How can I name him or her if I cannot recognize him. Her. Whatever…”
“You know very well what I mean,” Alicia insisted.
She did. It was a little embarrassing but Alicia was usually right. It would be less embarrassing if Alec’s mother were the more experienced painter. In fact, it was she, Suzy, who encouraged Alicia to take up painting. Since then, Alicia had directed her talents towards stimulating the artistic talent latent in young people. She loved doing it and she was good, very good at it. Unfortunately she accomplished this at the expense of her own artistic development. Or perhaps, that was exactly what she was doing. Developing herself as a first-class teacher. Or motivator. Who knows what’s written in the stars for us? Most people don’t even try to find out.
As Sacha grew, painting became Suzy’s passion. At her last exhibition she’d sold nearly half of her latest paintings. First she was flabbergasted, then euphoric, and finally decided to visit the church on the hill where Alicia and Des got married, to thank God for her good fortune. The church, a chapel really, hasn’t changed. It was still whitewashed; the winding road leading up the hill to its doors was still overflowing with Bougainvilleas dressed over the low stone walls. On that little hill, time stood still. She liked that. She wondered why. Since the wedding almost ten years ago, she’d never returned there.
Perhaps time was waiting for her.
Suzy was not a religious person, but she did like the padre who refused to commit himself to any particular church. When she got to the chapel, the doors were wide open but the padre was nowhere to be seen. She realized that she’d never taken the trouble to learn his name. A most unprepossessing man. What Suzy really liked about him was his constant smile, his easy-going friendliness and complete absence of moral judgment.
Strange that, she thought, so unprepossessing––yet she could picture him so well after all these years.
She looked around.
A bunch of leaflets in a small wooden box on a table by the door caught her eye. Then she remembered. The padre offered leaflets, with telephones and addresses of, what he smilingly called, his competition. The leaflets had been laying here for ten years. Probably a lot longer. The top ones turned a bit yellow. Suzy’s only interest in religion was to protect Sacha from its influence. It wasn’t an act of premeditation. She did it impulsively, perhaps intuitively, yet, paradoxically, with a deep if unexplained premonition. Knowing how sensitive Sacha was she was afraid of what religion might do to him. She just felt, felt deeply, that she must protect him at all costs.
Ten years ago she wouldn’t have picked up anything that had remotely to do with religion. Now, she was curious. It was with a sort of ‘know thy enemy’ gesture that she picked up one pamphlet. She was stunned. The list wasn’t long but still, it was impressive. The churches, or sects, were listed in vaguely alphabetical order:
Baha’i, Baptist Church, Buddhism, Confucianism, Catholicism, Hinduism, Islam, Judaism, Church of Christ, Church of Christian Science or Christ the Scientist, Church of England, Episcopal Church, Lutheran Church, Mennonite Church, Methodist Church, Moravian Church of America, Orthodox Eastern Church, Pentecostal Church, Presbyterian Church, Seventh Day Adventists, United Church of Christ, The Mormons also known as the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints...
On the other side of the circular the list continued with notes on Celtic Revivalists, Druids, International Society of Krishna Consciousness, Jainism, Jehovah’s Witnesses, Quakers, Unitarian Universalist Association, Rosicruicianists, Shamanism, Shinto, Sikhism, Taoism, even on Wicca and Witchcraft. Each church or organization has been listed in neat columns and was followed by a few descriptive words, an approximate number of members, and their nearest point of contact.
Suzy was sure that this wasn’t the complete list of churches. For a start, all the New Age groups were missing, and she knew they were plentiful. And what of the followers of the great Lao Tsu philosophy? And those who believed in the teaching of the prophet Zarathustra better known as Zoroaster? What of the various Islamic sects, like the Sunnites? The Shiites? What of the Sufis? And the many religions of the African continent? Of the Amazonian jungle? In fact of the Tribal, Aboriginal and Paleo-Pagan Religions? Surely, the Big Churches did not manage to destroy them all. Not yet? Anyway, these were the older, well established churches. Churches that boosted upwards of a few million members.
It’s been a long time since Suzy had anything to do with any particular religion. When younger, she’d read avidly on various myths. In fact, she’d been fascinated by them. What she could never accept was what happened to those beautiful legends when they became adopted, or perhaps adapted, by the many religious organizations.
A fleeting memory made her smile.
She recalled a TV program in which a comic-strip hero, Homer Simpson, attempted to explain to his wife why he does not want to go to church on Sunday: “What,” he asked, “what if we picked the wrong religion? We’d make God madder and madder!”
It would be almost impossible for an honest person to be a member of any particular church without offending so many others. Oh, she wished them all well, but...
What was it that people expected?
People who attended regular services were one thing, but so many others seemed preoccupied with pointing out what was wrong with all the other religious groups, sects, cults and churches. The Hindus criticized the Christians and the Moslem. The Moslem tried to reduced the Hindu ranks by derailing as many trains in India as they could. In turn, the Hindus were becoming more and more militant. They even dangled an atomic bomb over the Pakistan borders. The Christians were busy asserting urbi et orbi that they were the only true religion. The rest, they said, would go to hell.
Suzy glanced at the cross towering over the altar.
“And it’s all in your name?” she whispered. There was no mirth in her smile.
Others enjoyed different predilections. The Sikhs seemed preoccupied with their headgear, and other symbols arranged surreptitiously under their clothing. Evidently, they no longer carried those symbols in their hearts. And the Jews? The Jews were so busy asserting their right to the land, which God had given them by a personal, immovable, unchangeable, eternal and inflexible Covenant that they were too busy to criticize anybody else. As long as the ‘anybodies’ stayed a goodly distance from the exclusive Holy Land.
Unless they were tourists, of course.
And finally there were the various Christian sects, or churches, although what they had to do with Christ’s teaching she had no idea. “By this shall all men know that ye are my disciples, if ye have love one to another,” she mused: or was it “for one another?” She recalled the phrase vaguely. From what she’d seen, the various groups disliked each other as water dislikes fire. Many of them thought nothing of murdering hundreds of thousands of people; others would shoot, on sight, any woman who might want to abort a one-day-old fetus––thousands of which are aborted, daily, by nature itself.
There were so many names on the pamphlets. So many churches in whose name you could kill.
There was also a brochure issued by the Church of Seven Planes, which offered everyone the opportunity to become an ordained minister, at absolutely no cost, without any need to believe in anything. Once ordained, however, you would be free to start your own church. All expenses tax deductible no doubt. Not bad work if you can get it, she mused. All you had to do was to get rid of your conscience and bingo, you were a big religious Banana. You could even wear a funny hat to impress people.
But this was the least of the world’s problems.
Lately it became fashionable for everyone to accuse everyone else of being a terrorist. Mostly on religious grounds. Only she knew that the only grounds that fueled the ‘religious grounds’ were economic, yet people who practiced various religions seemed the most gullible, and they were the vast majority. They believed anything you threw at them, providing you did it in the name of God. Any God. Of any religion. Not that the so-called believers practiced the tenets their faith. The hardly knew what they were. But they certainly practiced pointing out the iniquities of all the others.
With trembling fingers Suzy replaced the leaflet on the table. The next moment, for no apparent reason, her knees gave way. She leaned against the nearest pew. A sudden pain shot through her, as though a sharp rod of fire had pierced her heart. Then it was gone.
When she got home everyone was out except for Sacha. He was lying on the bed, his legs bent at right angles, swaying gently as though to some strange music. He was reading. As she drew closer her heart missed a beat. Sacha had a dozen books on the bed with him. He was flipping the pages like a windmill in a gusty wind. All the books were on the same subject. She kept these books hidden in an old suitcase under her bed. She’d hidden them purposely.
She’d hidden them to protect her son.
Sacha was thumbing through the old, worn copies of her esoteric library. Once her passion, she hadn’t touched them since Sacha was born. She kept them under the bed, here, to minimize the danger of Sacha finding them at home, in LA. By the time she opened her mouth, Sacha put the last book down. His face registered a mixture of amusement and disbelief.
“Hello, Mom. Do people really believe all this stuff?”
There was genuine concern in his voice. For some inexplicable reason Suzy thought she saw, in his eyes, concern for the human race. She shrugged. What nonsense, she thought. He’s just a little boy.
Chapter 2
There were the Baldwins: Suzy, Alexander and Sacha. There was also Alicia, Alec’s mother, who married Desmond, a little over a year after Alec’s father died of a heart attack. They were the McBrides. Originally, Dr. Desmond McBride, himself a widower, had two sons from a previous marriage. One emigrated to Australia. The other, well, the other was dead. The father and the surviving son hardly kept in touch. It wasn’t really the son’s fault. Many years ago their father made it very plain that his sons had been directly responsible for their mother’s death. No one knew the details, and Desmond wasn’t offering any explanations. As for Alicia, since Suzy’s parents still lived in Kingston, Ontario, way up in Canada, she took on the job of being the family matriarch. A job, she thought, she performed rather well. At least, no one complained.
Her proximity to Suzy drew the two women together, as though mother and daughter, but what was even more important, as really good, trusting friends.
As for living together, it only happened during summer recesses and, more often than not, during weekends. The protracted family reunions took place at the McBrides’ home, in Solana Beach, some 20 miles North of San Diego, fairly close to the Mexican border. The rest of the year the Baldwins stayed in their third-floor condo across the park from Caltech, and the McBrides enjoyed an even better view from the twenty-fourth floor of their rented apartment, only a stone’s throw away from the Baldwins. Dr. McBride did not want to own two residences.
“The morre you own the more you’rre tied down. And you do want to travel, don’t you, lassie?”
He hardly rolled the ‘r’s when he was serious. He only pretended at being very serious about taking things a little easier and enjoying life with his ‘young bride’. He would enjoy the company of his bride wherever they were. Traveling or not.
The young bride was a grandmother in her middle fifties but she really did look young. In his eyes she still was, and would probably remain, a young lassie, forever.
And thus Alicia regarded Sacha through Grandma’s eyes. To her, he was a miniature Alec. His father’s nose, eyes, forehead, even the mop of hair... But she also saw Suzy in him. She saw in Sacha his father on the outside and his mother on the inside. There was one fundamental difference. To make Sacha truly his father’s son, one would have to die the boy’s hair. For while they both, father and son, sported what, in the late sixties, people called an ‘afro’, Alec’s mop was jet black. His son, however, took after his mother. The mop, equal in size and prominence, was resplendent in pure gold. When the sun hit his hair it seemed to glow with an unearthly aura, as though radiating its own light.
Alicia soon discovered that Sacha was so very, very capable in all fields of art. He exhibited, even at such an absurdly young age, an uncanny maturity in the way he viewed art. He liked or disliked certain color combinations. At first he lacked the vocabulary to explain his preferences, later he talked fluently about the balance, harmony, and visual resonance. If an adult said the same things he would have sound stilted, or perhaps as though making an effort to impress the listener. But there was no presumptuous buffoonery in Sacha’s opinions. He stated his preferences as simply as if he talked about his beloved Strato Set. He treated colors as toys. One had to arrange them in a certain relationships to each other, or they would collapse. In fact exactly like in his Strato Set.
The Strato was a successful marriage of the simplicity of a Lego set with the complexity of Buvös Kocka––the Magic Cube, also known as Rubik’s Cube––only on a much larger scale. There was a right way and a wrong way, and only the right way pleased him. The strange thing was that, when Alicia listened to Sacha, the relationships of colours he proposed also pleased her. Only she wasn’t quite sure why.
Alicia discovered this affinity for color in Sacha a little after his seventh birthday, but it took another two years before he could vocalize his preferences. As for harmony and resonance, Sacha could whistle or hum the more melodic themes from symphonies after hearing them only once. Sacha definitely displayed a great artistic sensitivity. It was as though he, himself, resonated with music and with colours.
Alicia loved looking after Sacha—though her precocious grandson hardly needed much supervision. She loved looking after him because he was such good company, even for a fifty-year-old.
It wasn’t as though Alicia was lonely.
She had Suzy and Alec and of course Desmond. But Sacha was quite different. And it wasn’t just his age. Sacha never tried to convince her about anything. He expressed his own views, and rejoiced in the diversity of the opinions of others. From the time he was eight or nine, she talked to him as though he were an adult. He was certainly knowledgeable enough though, admittedly, his knowledge was derived almost exclusively from books. It was theoretical—untarnished by the compromises which adults imposed on life in general. Listening to him Alicia noticed what an enormous act we put on, particularly when talking to others. Unwittingly, or purposefully, we all try to impress others with our best side. Be it with our real or imagined talents, with our knowledge of certain subjects, or just some contrived sense of importance. Some do so more than others, but we all do it.
And Sacha never insisted on being right.
“No one is ever right or wrong,” he once said. “We just look at reality from different points of view.” He was eight when he’d said that.
A year later, she and Sacha were sitting on the terrace, Alicia doing a watercolor, Sacha’s eyes following the convoluted activities of the seagulls. He touched on related subject.
“You know, Grandma, the seagulls drop whatever they have in their beaks to attack another bird, who might have a bigger piece. Why do you think they do that?”
“I suppose they are more hungry, they want a bigger piece?” Alicia tried lamely.
Sacha did not appear to have heard her. For a while he continued to follow the birds’ movements with great attention.
“They just don’t understand,” he said after a minute or two.
“Who doesn’t understand what?” Alicia asked, her mind back on her watercolor.
“The birds. They don’t understand that there is exactly enough for every one of them. And they could conserve their energy if they were satisfied with their portion.”
For a moment Alicia was lost.
“Enough food, you mean?”
“Yes, Grandma. There is exactly enough of everything for everybody. It cannot be otherwise. There would be no harmony in the world if it were otherwise.”
And with this Sacha went back to his Strato. In Strato things had to be just right, or the structure would collapse.
Alicia stopped painting and thought about the youngster’s words. Enough for everyone of everything. If only we stopped running around. Had Sacha read something like this somewhere? Did he regard the world as a well-oiled machine set on automatic? Or did he mean that we are all looked after by some Higher Source. ‘...the fowls of the air, they sow not, neither do they reap...’ Alicia didn’t remember the exact quotation. She’d known it once. Or it could have been some parson preaching at a Sunday Service. ‘Be like birds, carefree...’ That’s what Sacha seemed to be saying.
Only the seagulls weren’t carefree. They fought for every scrap, as if some other bird were shortchanging them. How stupid. How very much like the human race.
Some time later Sacha answered her question as though he’d read her thoughts and stored them for future reference. Sacha often did that—or seemed to. His concept of time was very different from anyone she’d ever met.
“The world is set on automatic,” he’d said. “But the results of the setting are not always predictable. There is the element of free will. Not to deny our destiny, only in the individuality we breathe into it.”
Over the years, Alicia heard a number of such, hard to explain, statements. Most of them she kept to herself. Talking about them would be silly, not knowing if what she’d heard was really so profound, or if she just assigned extra weight to them because they came from her own grandson.
Or, on occasion, because she had just a drop too much of her favorite Chardonnay.
From the time Sacha started to move around, Alicia developed a passion for painting her one and only grandson. She had no idea why Alec and Sue didn’t have more children. It might have had something to do with close to seven billion people polluting the world with their insipid presence. Or it may have been because someone once told her that each American child, by the time he dies, will have polluted the Earth with the equivalent of some fifty Hindu or African children. We were the world’s greatest contaminators. We were slowly drowning in our own offal, our excrement. And pulling the rest of the world into the latrine on top of us.
At moments of such reflection, she was glad that Alec was her only son.
She painted Sacha in watercolor, oil and acrylic. She drew him with pastel, crayon, ink applied with a split bamboo stick, and even using an ordinary ball-pen. All her attempts to immortalize Sacha were imbued with a single characteristic. She was depicting Sacha in constant motion, as though he were in more than one place at any one time; as if Sacha were moving and Alicia was snapping rapid-fire photos of him. At first, the reason was fairly obvious. First, his palms and knees, later his feet, were in constant motion. Only when he got his first Strato Set had she managed to do some parts of him while he was actually sitting down.
Even before Sacha had shown his prodigious affinity for colour, he’d already become Alicia’s favorite critic. Not with childish comments, but often with quite fascinating insights. Such insights might well have been reasonably natural from a knowledgeable adult, but had been always surprising from a young boy. Comments like... “why don’t you pretend, Grandma, that I am not really here. Why don’t you just paint the light reflected from my body...” Or, on another occasion: “...It’s not really me, Grandma. You can’t really paint me.”
“And just why wouldn’t I be able to paint just you, darling?” she’d asked.
“Because I am not really here.”
“And may I ask where exactly are you, dear?”
“I’m... I am...”
But it wouldn’t come out. It was good to see that even the most precocious child she’d ever met was occasionally at a loss for words. But the silence only lasted seconds. Then, the words would come at a flood.
“What you see is my shadow. My body is my shadow,” Sacha offered, but his tone carried misgivings.
“I thought you said that I am to paint light reflected from you. How can you be a shadow if you reflect light?” Alicia was probing, perhaps not taking Sacha’s words very seriously.
“I don’t know. But both things I said are right, Grandma,” Sacha affirmed, nodding his head as if to add weight to his words. “I am a shadow cast by my thoughts.”
Alicia had no idea where Sacha found such ideas. It couldn’t have been Alec. Her son was a physicist, through and through. She’d also noticed that from the time Sacha was born, Suzy had refused to get involved in any discussions, which were not “down to earth”. Which were not firmly anchored in the here-and-now.
“I will not be a party to my son missing his boyhood,” Suzy told her.
She was right, of course, but...
Alicia knew that Sacha read an awful lot. He had the ability to read at an incredible speed. There were courses on speed-reading, she knew, but to Sacha the ability was innate. On occasion she would leave a book on the table, and a short while later Sacha expressed his opinion about it. She recalled one such occasion. Sacha must have been about eleven at the time. Alicia found him replacing a book on the shelf. She was just in time to see the jacket sliding into its designated position.
“He was wrong, Grandma.”
“Who might that be, my dear?” Alicia wondered what was coming. Sacha had just replaced the complete works of Shakespeare. Obviously he couldn’t have read the whole tome in one session. He must have just opened it at random.
“Hamlet.”
“And why was Hamlet wrong?”
“He thought that he must die to dream.” Sacha threw over his shoulder already busy reaching for a different volume. It was about the time when his parents withdrew Sacha from school. The teachers said, quite simply, that they had nothing to teach him. Suzy suspected that the teachers had been repeatedly embarrassed by Sacha’s knowledge. At home, in LA, Sacha read three or four books every day. Here, in Solana Beach, in bad weather he kept up the average. They made biweekly trips to the library in San Diego just to satisfy his juvenile hunger.
“He means a different kind of dream, darling.”
“Then why did he say ‘To die, to sleep; perchance to dream’?” Sacha quoted from memory. If Sacha had a weakness it was that all too often he’d taken the written word literally.
Alicia wasn’t a Shakespearean buff. She was not in a position to argue. Even after being forced by an eleven-year-old to voice her opinion on the most famous soliloquy in English literature, which, to her later embarrassment, she hasn’t recognized. Alicia preferred to read novels.
“And anyway, he was wrong to start with,” Sacha added as an afterthought. “You cannot stop being. You are.”
This time Alicia connected. Sacha must have been referring to the famous ‘To be, or not to be,’ quandary. But she still had no idea what Sacha meant. It sounded ‘adult’, but it could have been just a precocious child’s patter. Altogether, that ‘dreaming’ and ‘being’ business was a bit over her head. Alicia took life as it came, and any notion of existential philosophy filled her with dread. She preferred a good, strong cup of tea. She loved life too much to dissect it and risk injury. Alicia was born, and for most of her life managed to remain, carefree. Like the fowl of the air, she thought smiling. She could relate to Sacha’s opinion about the stupid seagulls fighting over more than they could eat, but this...?
If Sacha made sense, then it sounded a little too good to be true. Alicia had the same problem with her grandson earlier, when he encouraged her to paint reflected light. That’s what the impressionists had claimed they were doing. And impressionists were her favorite artists. But to her knowledge, Sacha had never seen an impressionist’s painting. There may have been some books in LA, but most of them belonged to Suzy’s earlier studies. By now Suzy had moved on. By now her adopted daughter was more into expressionism. Suzy was too definitive, too precise in her opinions to develop the gentle impressionistic touch.
At Solana Beach, Alicia’s favorite time was early morning. The fog didn’t bother her. In fact, in a strange way it took her to her youth. She’d met Alec’s father in England. And in those early days, morning fog was to be expected; especially, during the winter months. It was the substance of which Dickens and Conan Doyle were made of. Now, on those misty Pacific mornings, she’d sit alone on the terrace and wait for Sacha.
On weekends, men preferred late mornings. Alec—to catch up on sleep, Des—just to catch up. Her husband wasn’t getting any younger. He was still active but at a different pace. Suzy also liked to linger in bed a little longer, even during the summer months. Perhaps knowing that Alicia would look after Sacha gave her an excuse. Or perhaps she just waited for the sun to win its diurnal battle with the moisture suspended in the air.
For Alicia it was just the opposite.
Not working in LA, and her own youngster having weaned from her embrace some twenty-five years ago, she was well rested even before they got to the oceanfront. She and Sacha spent the mornings sipping fresh orange juice on the terrace, going for walks along the beach, and occasionally taking a pre-breakfast swim. She didn’t like the last option mostly because Sacha, in spite of all his talents, was quite unable to comprehend the concept of danger. He would venture into the oncoming waves, dive underneath them, and then ride them back using his body as a surfboard. Alicia could hardly look when he did that. What if the wave broke on him just as he dove under? What if he was thrown onto the coarse sand? He could be skinned alive. No. She had to play her cards in such a way that on days when the waves looked dangerous she would convince Sacha to stay on the terrace and play or just talk.
Sacha didn’t seem to mind. In fact, with the exception of being told to eat certain foods “because they are good for you,” he was a very easygoing child. And Sacha definitely liked to talk. Not prattle, not go on nineteen-to-a-dozen, but actually discuss whatever subject she raised. If he didn’t know anything on the particular theme he would say so and nothing would induce him to say a single word about the matter. He remained mum until Alicia gave up and changed the subject herself. Otherwise, his opinions were always fresh, not to say unique.
During summer months, Alicia had organized an Art School for the local children. Not exactly a school, but a place where local children could express themselves, without resorting to pastimes that, all too often, landed them in the local jail. Until then, the children had no playground, literally no place to play, let alone get exited by the very idea of fine arts.
She was not an art teacher, but she’s painted for a number of years. And she loved children. Soon she provided them with an environment in which those who wanted could find the means and opportunity to develop their talents. Originally the classes were held on the beach, or, if raining, on the terrace of her house. But within a couple of years, the number of children had increased so as to risk her terrace collapsing under their weight. Maria, the dear, dear Maria, originally a maid, a reliable housekeeper, and later Alicia’s most trusted companion, arranged for Alicia to have access to the local school, to conduct her classes. Initially, no one imagined that children would want to go to school during holidays. That’s not what holidays are for, they’d said. No one will come, they’d said.
“Da lady from LA don’t know what she’a doing…”
The doubters hadn’t met Alicia.
First of all, all children were welcome. But only those who really showed interest in art could remain. The nucleus of students has already created a cadre, who acted as the spearhead to spread the gospel of St. Alicia.
“Art,” she said, “is only for the few. It is a gift. A privilege.”
Alicia believed that everyone could paint. Perhaps badly, at first, but everyone had some sort of ability to create. The children poured onto the paper, or canvas, their desires, their dreams, their innermost secrets.
They were true artists.
Since turning six, Sacha accompanied Alicia to her school. For some strange reason he didn’t want to paint himself. But he was there, he looked, he absorbed. What interested him were not the paintings, but the painters. Being tutored at home, he was learning how to relate to other children. In time he became a ‘confessor’ to most of them. He had a great affinity for making everyone feel important. It wasn’t a put-on front. He hated what some called “people skills”. He really loved those kids. And it showed.
And then Sacha met Benita.
She was a peculiar girl: as shy and reticent—as she was pretty. She regarded Sacha with enormous dark-brown eyes, in which wonder seemed suspended in some peculiar time-warp. For the last few weeks, she drew with pencil and charcoal at a level well above her age. She exhibited a wonderful sense of proportion, a great sensitivity of line and a mature understanding of light and shade. But for the life of her, Alicia couldn’t teach her how to use colours. Once Benita touched a brush, with a few strokes she was apt to destroy the base sketch, which she’d created with such facility.
Then Sacha spoke to her.
The two youngsters sat opposite each other, mostly just looking into each other’s eyes. The girl’s expression hardly changed, though her irises seemed to dart here and there, as if she was in some daydream, looking at things invisible to others. It made Alicia think of REM sleep, only Benita’s eyes were wide open.
Nothing happened that day, but a week later, the girl produced the most wonderful painting. Some time later Alicia asked Sacha what was it that they’ve been taking about.
“We weren’t taking, Grandma,” he replied defensively.
That was true. They weren’t taking. Not as such. But in some way or another they were communicating. Alicia said as much. She’d also told him how, since Benita ‘didn’t speak to him’, she couldn’t use color.
“Oh, that?” Sacha smiled in total innocence. “It’s just the way she was looking before, Grandma,” he told her.
Alicia half expected Sacha to assure her that there was nothing organically wrong with the girl’s eyesight. But Sacha said something quite different.
“I showed her how the birds look at things. And the bees. Then the fish. And then she understood.”
Which was more than Grandma ‘Licia did.
Chapter 3
Alec did not merely love his son. Sacha embodied the world, the reality, to which Alec had aspired all his life. From the time he was a little boy himself, Alec dreamed of being able to do what Sacha did. Only Sacha did it with such facility as to deny the need for any effort. His son seemed to oscillate between the earthly and the inner realities as though they were all co-existent, as though he could change from one to another at the push of a button. At having control over his dreams, his son, Sacha, was an accomplished Master.
Alec didn’t merely love his son. He was in awe of him.
And he admired him, also.
Most parents admire their children to a degree. Most parents dream that their children might accomplish what they themselves have failed to accomplish. They want their children to embody the traits, which they wished they could exhibit themselves. Most parents ended up disappointed. Either that, or they diluted their expectations to reconcile their need for success and for their peace of mind.
Alec did neither.
Sacha was so much more than Alec could possibly have imagined. Before he’d learned to walk, he could fly. Before he’d learned to manipulate his imagination, or his mind, he had taken him and Suzy a step further, to a reality that neither of them knew even existed. He raised them both to the realm of the Undiscovered Country, which seemed accessible only to the truly innocent, truly unspoiled, unpolluted by the exigencies of earthly survival. It belonged to those who never succumbed to a dualistic state of consciousness. When Alec and Sandra had reunited, they became aware of the futility of attempting to treat life as a battleground for the survival of the fittest. Alec became aware of his immortality, not here, not on Earth, but in realms that most people didn’t know existed. Some saints, lamas, yogis of the Far East, and poets, spoke of them. But they spoke in parables, in symbols indecipherable to him or other earthly mortals.
It was through Sacha that Alec had learned that as long as you regard the Earth as your true home, you remain a mortal. Everything, which you regard as you, as your personality––your possessions, your talents, aspirations, desires––all that is transient. None of it is important. Living is important. The process of becoming. Nothing is important until you discover your purpose and take up the reins towards its fulfillment. No mater how simple, how seemingly prosaic. It could be a single deed, a single act of kindness towards someone towards whom you carried a debt. It could be advancing the level of consciousness of someone near you just that much, that little. But no one in the whole universe could do it for you. You and you alone had the necessary vibrations, the necessary state of consciousness, which enabled you to change that particular discord into a harmony of angelic joy.
And all this Alec had learned from Sacha.
Sometimes on their walks along the beach, their chats in LA after a heavy day of lectures, and sometimes just by observing him. Sacha was quite incapable of not acting according to his beliefs. He didn’t practice his philosophy as one practices one’s job or plays a piano. Sacha was the embodiment of his philosophy. He was what he said, and he said what he was. If there were a limitation in Sacha’s make up, it was his inability to understand how could others do otherwise.
Sacha has still not lost his innocence.
Alexander Baldwin, Ph.D. was also known as the Mop. Hardly surprising if you witnessed the haystack he cultivated atop his pate. It may not have been as exuberant as in his younger days, but it was still voluminous enough to spot him from a distance. Although quite muscular, Alec’s height and innate slimness made him look lankier and thus younger than he was. With the exception of a bout with an undiagnosed syndrome, which for a short time left Alec paralyzed from the waist down, he’d always enjoyed quite exceptional health.
In his late thirties, he could easily hold his own with men ten years younger. Especially on the tennis court. And even more so in his willingness and ability to dive, head first, into new scientific theories, which would be looked upon with caution and mistrust by his older colleagues. Except for Desmond, of course.
But Des always was something else.
Until recently, Alec had been looking forward to the day when he and Sacha would face each other across the net, or together face others in doubles. It did not appear that Sacha shared his father’s dream. While perfectly fit, an excellent swimmer and an accomplished jogger, Sacha did not seem to show any predisposition towards sports for their own sake. When Sacha swam, he seemed to be examining the behavior of his body in the water. When jogging, it was mostly to keep his dad company. Even on the tennis court Sacha was reasonably proficient, but his heart wasn’t in it. He did it for dad.
And so it was.
Physical activity for its own sake seemed strange to Sacha, as though redundant, certainly not requiring his special attention. When Sacha’s age, Alec had already won the school doubles championship. Of course, Sacha didn’t go to school. Yet, in spite of all this, there was a great deal more Alec shared with his son than with any other person in the world. Except for Suzy, of course. But even then with Sacha, Alec crossed new borders; he expanded his horizons.
“Come on, Dad, let’s swing.”
‘Swinging’, in Sacha’s vernacular, was to oscillate between two nebulas and observe the differences between their expanding gasses. That, obviously, was in the Far Country. An inner realm, which Sacha much favored over the Home Planet. Sacha adopted his father’s names for those two inner realities, although he thought the name for Undiscovered Country was vastly inadequate. He preferred to refer to it as a Plane, or even a Zone, something that did not limit this state of consciousness in any way. Sometimes Sacha called it the Undiscovered Kingdom, or Realm.
The Home Planet was a reality where your dreams ruled supreme. It was a place where your emotions found satisfaction, where you rested from the vicissitudes of earthly life. You could call it the realm of imagination. Like the physical reality, the Home Planet was also replete with changes. It seemed to subsist in a constant state of flux. Only on the Home Planet you controlled them faster and to a much greater degree. For ordinary mortals, such as Alec regarded himself, Home Planet was a haven as well as heaven. It was also a place where, on occasion, he and Suzy and Sacha met to impregnate themselves with tangible beauty. It was their Real Home away from home.
Sacha preferred the Far Country.
For Alec, the Far Country was a reality to be admired, to astound one, to fill one with wonder. For Sacha it was an altogether different realm.
The ever-expanding universe was his true playground. It was as wide, and as deep, and as great, and as young, or as old, as he cared to make it.
It was a realm of pure mind.
Here Sacha flexed his creative muscles. Here he could breathe life into a pattern, into a mathematical formula, a concept that was untried, as yet, by anyone.
“Here I create,” he told his father. “Here I’m the Creator.”
This was his true playground.
Here Sacha brought the universes into being, and dissolved them with a wave of his mental arm. He felt good here. He felt that he belonged. At least, whenever he left the Undiscovered Plane. On the rare occasions when they traveled together, Alec could do little more then to keep up. Out here his son had already outgrown his father by the time he was six years old. Later, there was little point traveling to the Far Country with Sacha. Alec’s mind could no longer accept concepts that appeared to stand in direct opposition to his knowledge anchored in the lower realms.
Alec missed the freedom he once had. To a boy, nothing seemed impossible. Especially here—in the Far Country. Alec smiled as his mind drifted to the time he was thirteen himself.
It had been a very good year. It was the year he’d met Sandra. His father had bought a yacht. Later he’d met Suzy who never left his life. Not for long, anyway. And Sandra? Sandra, he now knew, was his own Inner Self. She was his Anima, that part of him which gave him life, which enabled him to travel the inner worlds almost at will. He recalled the moment when he and Sandra became reunited. It was his coming of age—the moment when he became aware of his immortality. As a boy he externalized her, and then they were one again. He would never forget that moment. A moment beyond time, eternal, yet as vivid today as when he was a lad of thirteen...
“I love you my Prince...” she’d whispered...
He recalled Sandra’s very last emotive thought coming from the outside of his own being. And then he’d whispered with the same ardor:
“I love you for ever more, my Princess. You are my life.”
In the next segment of eternity Alec and Sandra, became Alexander. Was it really so long ago? It seemed like only yesterday. It also seemed that Sacha was born but days ago. So it seemed...
All has changed in Alec’s life on the day on which his son called him ‘dad’ for the first time.
“Did you hear that, Sue? He called me dad. DAD!”
“Well, I suppose that makes an honest woman of his mother?” But she looked definitely pleased. Perhaps even proud?
Alec enjoyed many inner trips he shared with his son even if, on occasion, he couldn’t grasp exactly what his son was about. At least until it dawned on him that Sacha was not visiting other realms, but creating them. Traveling together was as close as Alec got to his personal concept of ecstasy. Others had different names for it. Bliss, Nirvana, Samadhi… there were others, but the terms were so subjective that they were likely to mean different states to different people.
For Alec it was also a condition wherein, at least for a while, his mind discarded all limitations.
At the Tech, the California Institute of Technology, Alec was a regular lecturer—a full professor of physics, Head of the Department. He resisted the appointment, but Desmond told him that he couldn’t trust anyone else not to fill the young minds with junk.
“Don’t forrrget your inspirrration,” Dr. McBride continued to roll his r’s when occasion commanded. “Can you think of anyone on the staff, orr anywherre for that matterr, who would admonish his own students to mistrrust his own worrds?”
For a moment Alec was lost. Then he remembered. His own role model, Richard Feynman once told his students to learn, from science, that they should doubt the experts. Dr. McBride was right. He was ready to pass the reins to a younger man. He had chosen Alec. And to plan his own future, Alec had to put in some time as professor with a full tenure. Alec couldn’t refute both, Dr. McBride and Dr. Feynman. He agreed.
In his spare time, Alec continued to develop comparative theories by attempting to find new analogies between matter and energy. Or, more accurately, between matter, energy, space and time. He was also postulating different behavior patterns, which energies must manifest under different gravity conditions. As for instance the energy patterns within the neutron stars and black holes. In all his Far Country exploits he’d never come across a Black Hole. Not even from a great distance. It was as though there was no such entity in the Far Country.
Alec recalled the incident that Suzy confessed she’d been reticent to tell him about. It concerned the flying Strato blocks, or later, the Peeka and Boo behaviour. They had been sitting in the living room, after dinner, Vivaldi’s Four Seasons adding to the peasant atmosphere. Suzy switched off the music and sat on a chair facing Alec. She’d looked as thought she meant business.
“Really, you must believe me, Ali, it really happened.”
“Of course, darling, I’ve been teaching him slight of hand for some time now.”
“I’m serious!” She’d raised her voice.
Alec knew she was, only he’d long given up being surprised by anything his son did or said. He only hoped that the ‘unusual’ occurrences would remain in the family. It was too early to expose Sacha to the possible ridicule of others. For all he knew, there might have been some sort of evolutionary quirk that was taking place all over the world.
“Don’t I wish he could believe it myself,” he mused, at the time.
Frankly, Alec also knew that if he continued to make light of Sacha’s uncanny behavior, he would expose himself to a salve of flying objects propelled by his dear wife. Whereas Suzy matured over the years in many ways, she has not as yet gained full control over her volatile temper. When suitably stimulated, she was still apt to pick up the most convenient missile in her immediate vicinity, and aim it at him with great precision.
Alec, to escape injury, judiciously, and just as quickly, chose to adopt a different stance. By politely agreeing with Suzy’s story he hoped to dissipate her tension. And, quite honestly, he would only really believe in Sacha’s purported invisibility if and when he’d witnessed it with his own eyes. Or didn’t witness it––with his eyes, that is. If he saw that he didn’t see him.
He didn’t find it easy spending his waking hours lecturing on theoretical physics and then having his own son, with a sweep of his tiny hand make minced-meat of the proven, established science or, at the very least, of the official, established version of it.
“Sacha, Sacha…” he whispered, his tone wavering between bewilderment and admiration.
It wasn’t often that his son’s exploits and his work overlapped. He remembered, how worried Suzy was when she became aware of Sacha’s disappearances. Most people couldn’t accept that it was physically possible. In fact, Alec suspected, it had to do with light. A long time ago he’d tried to explain to Suzy that by polarizing photons, we can make light coming from certain angles undetectable to the human eye.
“Light travels in straight lines. Our Polaroid sunglasses only transmit photons traveling in a specific direction. If we could affect the polarization of light, it should be theoretically possible to become invisible, at certain angles,” he tried desperately.
“But how does he do that?” Suzy’s eyes were growing larger.
“I’m afraid you have to ask him that.”
Alec was a little nonplused. He knew the theory but not the practical application. That is the problem with theoretical physics. You postulate a theory and then you must wait for others to back it up with laboratory experiments. There are some aspects of Einstein’s theories that are only now being confirmed.
“But how does he do that?” Suzy insisted. “You must have some idea?”
Alec had some idea, but drawing a page full of equations wouldn’t help. His ideas were mathematical. He thought in terms of mathematics. He told her as much.
“Don’t blame me, daring, blame Pythagoras. He started it.” Actually he didn’t. The Greeks espoused mathematics as a philosophical tool long before the Pythagorean School. But the detail was of no consequence. “Sue, please don’t worry. After all, it doesn’t do him any harm, does it?”
“How do I know? I can’t see him!”
There was little more he could add. He told her that as long as Sacha returned from his invisible state in one piece, she could treat it as a visit to the Home Planet or the Far Country.
“After all, the ancient myths, which you like so much, are full of people winking in and out of our reality...” he tried desperately.
“I hate esoteric history. I hate myths. I hate religions. I hate... “ And her eyes filled with tears.
He had no idea what brought this outburst about. He tried to console her as best he could. There was really no use giving her a mass of equations that would, possibly, shed light on Sacha’s apparent ability. He wasn’t sure they would help even if she could understand them.
“There, there, I love you, darling.” He stroked her golden hair. “There, there...”
Just then Peeka hopped on her knees. It helped. It was very hard to be miserable with a kitten purring on your lap. Boo was nowhere to be seen. Perhaps he too became invisible.
Suzy wanted desperately for Sacha to be a normal boy. Like other boys. Like any boy who plays and acts and talks like a boy his age.
Sacha did none of these things.
Since Sacha was born, Alec was twice more nominated for the Nobel Prize in physics, this time for the Theory of Information. All who knew him were sure that he would at least make the short list. Actually the short list is prepared not by the Nobel Committee itself only by an advisory committee, mostly professors of history and political science. The advisors do not really make recommendations but examine the suitability of the candidate, which could be an individual or an organization.
“So what do they really do, Dad?” There were very few things that lay outside Sacha’s sphere of interest. He actually stopped reading a book when he posed the question. He was serious.
“There may be literally hundreds of candidates submitted. After all, the Nobel Prize in not only a sign of great recognition, but one-and-a-half million dollars US is no chicken feed either, son.”
Alec was more interested in the dollars than in the recognition. Now, his name was sufficiently well known, though official recognition of his Theory of Information wouldn’t do any harm, either. On the other hand, with $1.5 dollars he could do a lot of good for youngsters, who had no access to science at present. The so-called popular science was becoming much more popular than science.
“I could do with a nice sailing boat, too,” he muttered to himself. He saw Sacha at the helm while he leaned back in the cockpit, propped up against the doghouse. Suzy, in the scantiest bikini, serving him a Scotch on the rocks…
“So anyone can submit a name?” Sacha wouldn’t let go.
“What’s that? Ah, yes. You have someone in mind?” Alec looked down at his son whose face remained serious. As Sacha did not rise to the bite, he continued. “Practically... or at least a great many people.”
“Who?”
“Well, virtually all the politicians, leaders of peace research institutes...”
“No, Dad,” Sacha interrupted. “I mean for the prize in science.”
“That’s easy. The university chancellors, professors of social science, history, philosophy, law, theology...”
“What has social science got to do with physics? Or, for that matter, philosophy or law, or theology?”
“Nothing, but I thought...”
“It’s O.K, Dad. I know. So Granddad could only name you after he became the Chancellor?”
“That’s right, son. Before that he was a nobody. Like you and I.”
Actually Desmond was appointed the Chancellor of Caltech months after Alec became his assistant.
“And then what?” For some reason, Sacha really wanted to know. It seemed that he was less interested in who got the prize or for what, as in the process itself.
“Then, once the short list is established, the Committee of five makes their decision.”
“Committee of five?”
“Yes, they are appointed for a six-year term by Storting––that’s the Norwegian Parliament.”
Sacha’s eyes lit up. “I knew it!” he exclaimed. “I knew it,” he repeated with deep satisfaction. Sacha was forming an opinion of how the world worked. Who pushed which buttons, who made the decisions, and so forth. Recently he’d been pestering Granddad and Alicia on similar subjects. He wanted to know what being human was all about.
“You did?” Alec wasn’t sure what egg he’d just laid.
“It all comes down to politics. If you look at the various laureates, I bet at least half of them will be politically motivated. The other half might have a chance. It would be politically incorrect to make them all politically biased.”
And Sacha dropped the subject. He was twelve years old when he’d raised it. He never asked anything about Nobel or any other prize again. Alec could have told him that past Nobel Prize laureates could also nominate the candidates, which broadened the field. But then, he would also have to tell him about nominating privileges of the present and past members of the Nobel Committee, as well as the present and past advisors at the Norwegian Nobel Institute. That would muddy the political waters even more.
“Hey, it’s their money!” he tried to lighten up.
Alec smiled as he remembered Desmond telling him about his failure to be selected for the third time for the Information Theory. It was some years ago.
“After all, m’lad, you’rrre not quite two hundred and thirty-four yearrrs old, arrre ye’now.”
For a moment he remembered having been quite lost. Then it came to him. They’d talked about it the previous week. The 2002 Nobel Prize in Physics prize was awarded to three gentlemen. A 71, a 76, and another who was 87 years old. Together that came to 234 years. So if he wanted to keep the prize all to himself, and if seniority was any factor in the selection process, then he might as well not hold his breath.
As for Alec’s nominations, Dr. McBride was responsible for the last one, and his good friend the Chancellor of MIT for the previous ones. Since he got a piece of the joint Prize for the work on the Unified Field Theory, twice more Alec had been bypassed for the more fashionable, less controversial trends in science. Perhaps they were political. Alec had no idea. He managed to keep his physics as far away from politics as he possibly could. Perhaps this was a mistake. Politicians awarded funds for research. They were very powerful. Sacha was right.
Alec felt disdain for power.
As for his field of endeavor, he suspected that people wanted something more tangible, something that they could measure, weigh; feel with their instruments. The Information Theory was above all that. As was Alec’s preliminary work on the compressed wave theory. If you applied the principles of the two theories, much of the mystery, which stunned the theoretical physicists for generations, would dissipate. Yet you couldn’t prove that the theory as such was right any more then you could disprove it. You could use it but you had to do it on faith. Scientists didn’t like doing that. It wasn’t scientific, they said. It was dangerous, though the only thing that seemed in danger were the well-established theories.
“Nothing, nothing, impedes the progress of science as much as the scientific establishment,” Desmond once said. “With few exceptions, all scientists should die young. They never have an original idea after they turn thirty, anyway.”
Good old Desmond.
It seemed that the old Prof. was right. What Des forgot to mention was that once past thirty, the very same, revolutionary, progressive scientists spent the rest of their lives making sure that no one upset their scientific apple cart. Any progress in science, again with few exceptions, is due to youngsters who seldom succeed against the stonewalling by their illustrious seniors. Then, when they turn eighty, the establishment catches up with them and awards them the Nobel Prize.
As time went by, Alec began to crawl into a protective shell. He was tired of repeating, ad nauseam, the same lectures although, by some strange twist of fate, people never grew tired of hearing them. Except for the scientists. He supposed his colleagues had heard them all before. But the ‘ordinary’ people, without a vested professional interest, filled the halls to overflowing wherever he gave open lectures.
Allover the world.
There have been moments when Alec wanted more. He wanted someone to pick up the challenge and take his theory a step further. Some tried. But people with enough experience didn’t, and those without it couldn’t. A catch 22. Perhaps young minds weren’t quite ready for him yet, even as old minds were already too old.
And then, just before Sacha’s fourteenth birthday, there was an incident that made Alec think again about the purpose of life. The two of them had been walking along the beach when a large motorboat run down a swimmer. The swimmer’s body was scooped out of the water and thrown some ten or more yards into the air. It splashed down way behind the speeding boat. Apparently the motorboat was a hydroplane with water skis, which were lowered to raise the boat for planing at high speeds. It was at the moment of rapid acceleration that the accident occurred.
“He thought he’d hit a submerged log,” Sacha said.
“How do you know?” Alec was disgusted with the boatman’s behavior. He hated motorboats on principle. They were noisy, smelly and, apparently, they killed people. “The son-of-a-bitch came too close to the shore.”
“He’s innocent. No one ever swims that far out, Dad.”
“So?” Alec was still livid. “This guy will never swim again, period.”
“Oh, he’ll be all right,” Sacha said with confidence.
“You mean he survived this powerful impact?” Alec asked, his voice rising in incredulity.
“Oh, no, Dad.” Sacha smiled with definite amusement. “No one could survive such an impact, as you call it. Our ah... bodies are much too fragile for that.” Sacha still sounded amused. His callousness was getting on Alec’s nerves.
“I don’t find murder funny, son,” he said more sternly than he’d intended.
“I’m sorry, Dad. You are right, of course.” Sacha nodded and remained silent.
Even as they looked towards the ocean, a Coastal Patrol boat was speeding towards the man whose body was floating close to mile off shore. As they watched, the corpse was lifted on board. From what they could see from this distance, the patrolmen didn’t even try to resuscitate him. He must have died on impact. For some reason, the body remained afloat till the Coastal Patrol fished him out of the water.
Alec and Sacha turned slowly and walked off. For a few minutes they walked in silence. Then Alec stopped again and regarded his son. He knew him to be sensitive, caring, and certainly not callous. What on earth could have amused him back there?
“I wasn’t talking about the man’s body, Dad.”
Sacha had an unnerving habit of reading his father’s thoughts. Even the most private ones—providing they concerned him. He’d said some time ago that listening to peoples’ thoughts that didn’t concern him would be impolite. He’d failed to explain how he knew what type the thoughts were until he’d listened to them.
Alec was trying to work out Sacha’s latter assurance.
“I don’t see people as physical objects, Dad. It would be like worrying about a pair of pants that are ready for disposal. It simply doesn’t matter. What matters is whether the pants served you well. If they’ve served the purpose for which they’d been made.”
“Are you comparing a human life to a pair of pants?” This was getting to be too much.
“No, of course not.” There was a moment’s silence. Then Sacha tried again. “As a scientist you know that the body consists of a number of chemicals held together by biochemical and electromagnetic bonds...”
“How on earth did you know that?”
Sacha was right, of course. The moment Alec asked the question he realized it must have sounded silly. Obviously his son must have read it somewhere. God knows he went through all the books at home, the local library, and the extensive library at Caltech.
“Quite,” Sacha agreed. “So if you were to think of the man’s body in those terms, you wouldn’t give it much weight, would you, Dad?”
“You are leading up to man being more than the sum of his parts,” Alec nodded in spite of himself.
“Not at all. Man is none of his parts. Any more than his old pants are.”
They walked on in silence. A moment later Alec saw his son flying over a lustrous surface of an almost absurdly serene lake. They don’t make lakes like that on Earth. Not even mirrors. Somehow, they found themselves on the Home Planet. Alec spread his arms, gave himself a gentle push and joined his son. They soared up and down, swirled in spiral descents only to rise again towards the enormous sun.
“Careful, son. Remember what happened to Icarus,” Alec’s voice was filled with joy and wonder as only the Home Planet can inspire.
“I really don’t like being careful. I don’t think this is what it’s all about...”
Alec was still wondering if Daedalus could really have been held accountable, when he noticed that they were both walking along the beach. The moment of illusion had past.
Illusion? It was much too real for that.
Alec looked over his shoulder. There was no sign of the Coastal Patrol. There were also no people staring towards the sea, as though waiting for the next chapter of the gory incident to unfold.
“Was there an accident, back there?” he murmured under his breath.
“Was there, Dad?”
There and then, for the first time, Alec really understood Sacha’s point of view. He was not like any of the people he’d ever known. He was like the others in as much as he wore a similar “pair of pants”. Sacha that walked the Earth, by his side, was but a shadow of his real self. Even on the Home Planet his ‘body’ was a glorified version of the earthly Sacha. A version, Alec suspected, created for his and Suzy’s benefit.
Sacha, regardless of his physical appearance, was still a globule of light, shimmering with ineffable light in the Undiscovered Country.
Chapter 4
At first, Grandpa McBride treated Sacha as a wee lad. Then, as a bigger lad. And finally as a young adolescent. He didn’t pretend Sacha was something special, unless one considers all children special. If he ever noticed somewhat odd or, to put it mildly, at times unconventional behavior, he didn’t let on.
Grandpa Des was the only member of the Baldwin and McBride clans who did not treat Sacha as a wunderkind. Of course Sacha was bright, but Dr. McBride held that all children were bright, and remained so until adults destroyed their innate abilities. He thought that Einstein was right: “Education is what remains after one has forgotten everything one learned in school.” At least that danger was over. Sacha would not have too much to forget. He wouldn’t be retarded by the limitations of his teachers.
Sacha was six when Professor McBride took him on a tour of his university. They walked side by side. Each time they neared anyone, the students would step to one side to let them pass. After only a few such occurrences Sacha asked his grandfather why they did that.
“It’s a sign of rrrespect, lad,” Desmond answered, and caught his breath. Well, it was partially true. It was because he was a professor and they were students. The students might have just been playing safe. He did have a reputation of being somewhat of a holy terror. Alec had once told him so.
“But don’t you respect them, Grandpa?” Sacha’s tone placed an accent on ‘them’.
Dr. Desmond McBride knew there and then that he must be very careful when he talked to the wee lad. “Of courrrse I do, laddie. Of courrse I do.”
The next moment Sacha pulled hard on Grandpa’s sleeve. Obediently Dr. McBride allowed himself to be pulled to one side of the corridor. The oncoming students did the same against the opposite wall. The group of students stared at the chivalrous duo with quizzical expressions having no idea what they were supposed to do. Then they nodded, bowed, and slowly sidled along the wall on their way.
“I think they really respect you, Grandpa,” Sacha affirmed, when they also resumed their walk. “Only they didn’t know that you respect them, too.”
They had to step out of student’s way four more times before Sacha let it pass. He was getting the message that if one party gets off the way, the other can pass. And the students were unlikely to take advantage of the extra space. There was no need to hold up all the traffic going both ways.
Usually, on return home, Sacha would run up to the door and wait to be let in. This time he stood to one side and let his grandfather reach the door first.
“I thank you for your sign of respect, lad,” the professor said bowing to his grandson.
“Oh, I respect you a lot, Grandpa, but I had to wait because you have the key.”
Alicia thought she knew why Desmond poured so much love on Sacha. It was, she thought, the guilt Desmond carried, for so many years, about the way he’d treated his own boys. In fact, just his remaining boy.
It was a bizarre story. It dated back to Dr. McBride’s sons’ late teens. Desmond had been busy at Caltech. Due to his colleague’s illness he was lumbered with a series of additional lectures he could neither postpone nor delegate to anyone else. He’d previously promised his two sons to take them skiing to the Vale. The snow conditions were reportedly perfect. At the last moment Dr. McBride had to cancel.
The boys raised Cain about broken promises. Finally, his wife asked if he would mind if she took the boys skiing on her own. There was nothing wrong with the idea, except that Marla, his wife, was a fairly poor skier. She could hold her own on the easy, even on some intermediate runs, but that was about it. The boys regarded themselves as experts. They were good, but not that good. The last time Desmond skied with them he could still leave them well behind. Especially on fresh snow.
The lads liked to look for challenges to test their prowess. They had long planned a surprise. It was to have been for their father, but... it was not to be. Over a period of time they had saved their money to rent a helicopter. Marla and their two sons had been whisked onto pristine, virginal slopes. All that remained was the getting down.
Perhaps, for the sake of their mother, the boys took it fairly easy. Perhaps they waited a little too long, skied too slowly. The midday sun warmed up the slopes a little too much. A minor avalanche caught them about halfway down. It wasn’t a big avalanche. Experts could probably avoid it with ease. They were no experts. Not on pristine snow.
John, the younger boy, died with his mother. George, who was almost nineteen at the time, emigrated to Australia after his father refused to speak to him for three months. They hadn’t spoken to each other for many years although George did send a telegram for Desmond’s wedding. It was terse, but it was a gesture. His father hadn’t responded.
The scars ran deep.
Now Desmond was pouring love on Sacha. He had time. He was not trying to build a career to support his two sons and a young wife, to give them the best he could. That was then, a million years ago. Now, he was slowing down. But mostly, he wanted to give love. He felt a well within him that had never been used to its capacity. He tried his best. He didn’t impose himself, but was always available.
Always.
On occasion, Alec would drop Sacha off at Dr. McBride’s office at Caltech for a short while. He didn’t abuse the privilege, and Desmond insisted that he didn’t mind.
“Whenever you want to, son. Whenever you want to,” the professor assured.
In fact grandpa found little chats with Sacha a lot more stimulating than shuffling papers on his desk. They must have been… Whenever Alec returned to pick up his son, invariably there was a wondrous expression on Desmond’s face.
“I think I understand, Grandpa,” Sacha had once said when Dr. McBride found it difficult to explain to him the gravitational field. “Gravity is like love. It is forever attracting. It neither judges nor expects anything in return. It just encloses you in its protective embrace, both the good and bad, with equal equanimity.”
Equanimity? This was not at all how a eight-year-old talked. By now Alec was used to such vocabulary from his son, but Desmond didn’t see his grandson often enough to catch up with the lad’s reading habits. He no more expected childish patter than he could imagine that Sacha would stop thinking. His mind, Desmond knew, was a very precious thing. But it still resided in the body of a boy. Of a wee lad. And Desmond knew he must cater to both. He talked to Sacha as he would to an adult. Otherwise, he treated him as he would any eight-year-old.
“Yes, Sacha, m’son. I darrre say, it is at that.” What else could he have said to the laddie? And then Desmond McBride scratched his balding head for a long time. “I dare say it is...” he murmured under his breath.
He wondered why he’d never thought of it that way.
On another occasion the professor asked Sacha about religion. He didn’t want to, but Suzy asked him to find out Sacha’s thoughts on the subject. For reasons Desmond didn’t quite understand she didn’t want to ask her own son herself. There was little Desmond wouldn’t do for Suzy. She was Alec’s wife, and Alec gave him Alicia. And Alicia brought a strange feeling of youth into his life. It was like being given another chance. For happiness. He’d waited for her for a very, very long time. And now Suzy gave him Sacha.
Meeting Suzy’s request, he thought, would not be easy. He was not a religious man himself, and he carried no residual emotions on the subject. He thought religion was fine for people who needed it. He asked Sacha point black if he had any interest in any religion. He always asked Sacha things point blank. No matter what the subject. He was not a man to beat about the bush. He thought it a waste of time. And with Sacha, he soon found out, directness was the only way. If he tried hedging about anything, the lad could see through his subterfuge in an instant. So he asked him point blank. Sacha replied, just as directly, that he still didn’t understand what religion was all about.
“I read all I could find, and there was nothing there that made any sense,” Sacha said with sadness in his voice. “I wish I could help them...”
Sacha didn’t elucidate what was it and just whom he wanted to help. Desmond didn’t pursue the matter. He found dialogue on religious matters over his head. He felt that talking about religion was like listening to, or watching, the blind leading the blind. At the very most he thought that religion might have its place in the sanctuary of your own home. It wasn’t something to be aired in public. But it was Sacha who returned to the subject some minutes later.
“And you, Grandpa, do you understand any religion?”
“No son. I don’t. As for myself, when I do good, I feel good. When I do bad, I feel bad. That’s about it,” Desmond replied. He didn’t find it necessary to credit Abraham Lincoln with the authorship of this terse creed.
“So religion is about feeling good and bad?”
“I don’t know, son. I just don’t know.” And Desmond’s voice also carried a hint of distress. As though he’d lost something and couldn’t find it again. As though it just wasn’t there anymore.
There had been many such exchanges, on just about every subject under the sun. Once the professor wondered if his own children, way back when, had asked similar questions. Or, for that matter, had they, or he, given similar answers. Perhaps all children have access to a source to which doors are closed once they, or we, have grown up. He reached back in his memory. Yes, there was definitely a door there, somewhere, which closed once you grew older. He wondered if the same thing would happen to Sacha.
It would be such a great pity.
How often does a man in his seventies, early seventies, have an opportunity to learn? It could no longer be from books. Not books on religion. Whatever had been put in writing had been run through the translation process of arranging thoughts into words and sentences that readers would understand. By then, the essence became too diluted. Too emaciated. Perhaps made ineffectual.
Sacha did not take grandpa’s understanding into account. His thoughts came out directly, unhampered by considerations of grammar or syntax. He just let his thoughts spill out as if he and whomever he addressed were on the same wavelength. Why can’t adults do that? Poets do, occasionally. Poets do not address their words to our minds, or intellects. They speak directly to our hearts. And even if we don’t understand some of the words, it doesn’t matter. We get the spirit of the subject. That elusive essence. They get us on the same wavelength. In this sense Sacha was born a poet.
Desmond hoped he would remain one. Forever.
Over the last few years, Desmond was getting into the habit of thanking his lucky stars. After years of loneliness in which his work has been his only passion, his only companion, even escape, he’d met Alec Baldwin. He recalled, vaguely, their first meeting.
“A beanstalk with a mop-a-top, stepping from one foot to another, as though swaying in the wind,” he mused, when he first saw him.
That was Alec.
But there was a spark in the young man’s eye that the professor spotted immediately. He’d suspected, and was since proven right, that Alec would venture into territories that other physicists dared not tread. At his first opportunity he had advanced Alec’s name for the Nobel Prize. Why not? Dr. Alexander Baldwin’s Theory of Information was as far ahead of the thinking of his own generation as Galileo’s was over the thinking of the Vatican. Alec didn’t get the Prize he deserved. Some well-established traditionalist got it instead, but this in no way diminished the professor’s admiration for the young man. And at least, Alec didn’t have to recant his theory, nor was he tortured, nor burned at the stake.
“Perrrhaps we are making some prrrogrress,” the professor admitted, when he was recounting the story to Sacha. Not the story of Galileo and Giordano Bruno, but of Sacha’s father.
There were other yarns Dr. McBride shared with Sacha. Always with expansive imagination, slightly exaggerated, and augmented with broad and rambling r’s. The professor was proud of his Scottish ancestry and he affirmed it at every opportunity.
Over the years, he told Sacha many stories from Alec’s past. He and Sacha’s father had crossed the continent many a time. Fate also took them to Central and South America, to Europe, and even to Africa where the hunger for knowledge was perhaps greater than in any country. They both enjoyed making physics accessible to, what is commonly referred to as, the common people. Only there was nothing common about the people they’d met. What was common about them was their insatiable desire to learn. To learn facts, the truth—even in a very simplified form. The people seemed tired of falsehoods their TV and radio promulgated. They wanted to hear something they could believe. Without doubts.
Sacha’s favorite was the tale about the trip his father and the professor had shared to Machu Picchu. When the old man spoke of the soaring tors clad in their gray, misty tonsures attesting to their longevity, the silent sentinels of the sacred ruins, his eyes grew misty, his voice lowered as though sharing some arcane secrets. Then as he recounted their shenanigans with the visiting Russian physicist at the UCLA, the professor sounded like a student himself, the spark in his eyes dispelled the previous mists, and glittered with youthful mischief. That was the time when the professor counted himself among the staunch defenders of pure science. Uncompromising truth. Anyone who dared to make a cocktail by mixing his beloved physics with any vintage of cosmic consciousness was in for a painful surprise. And that was exactly what he and Alec had concocted for the poor, unsuspecting visiting lecturer.
“Don’t mess with physics,” Dr. McBride warned his students. “God knows they are messed up enough already,” he would add incongruously.
But the professor also loved the lighter side of his career. His stories grew and exfoliated with time. And so it was with the story of Dr. Goudoff, the hapless Russian.
“I almost lost my tenure, laddie,” Dr. McBride declared with a chuckle. Actually, his professorship was never in any danger. But he thought this extra tidbit raised the hazard of the operation to a new level.
There was a great deal to tell, even from the years before the professor met Sacha’s father. The lad listened wide-eyed, staring at his grandfather with undisguised admiration. Sacha’s grandfather unfolded a world that Sacha couldn’t learn from books. A world of real people struggling, as Sacha put it, to meet their destiny. He didn’t venture to speculate what his father’s or Grandpa’s destiny might have been. Those were sacred grounds, he once said. They belonged in the sacred garden of each and every entity. It was the ground no one dared to tread uninvited. But then, almost as an after-thought, his grandfather did invite him.
“I wonder what would have happened if I had lost my tenure. Where would the currents of fate have taken me, eh lad?”
But the question was rhetorical. For a while the professor continued speculating of what might have been. None of the alternatives sounded as good as the present reality.
“Bit of luck, eh lad?” he concluded.
“You know, Grandpa,” Sacha said when the professor had finished dissecting his own fate. “You would be the first to agree that time is a dimension which is very relative.” Had Sacha been talking to his father, he would have said that time is a dimension of the lower realities. To the professor he chose his words more carefully. “If you are destined for greatness, it might take you a few incarnations to realize it and a few more to do something about it. When you do, I believe it is called self-realization. And by the way, we are all destined for greatness. Only greatness, as I am sure you agree, is not measured on the scale of material success. For now, Grandpa, let us be content that you are destined for immortality.”
Had Sacha the ability to predict the future, he would have known that he would be voicing the above sentiment on a number of occasions. Almost word for word.
But at this time, it was the one and only time that Sacha actually sounded as if he was teaching the professor the facts of life. Or perhaps of living? But the lad, about thirteen then, noticed that his grandfather, of late, tended to bend his back a little more, to look for a place to sit down the moment he had a chance. Life, as people thought of it, was so transient. So ephemeral. Why do people attach so much importance to biological existence?
This was one enigma Sacha could not as yet master. He’d watched the youngsters at Grandma ‘Licia’s school, he’d watched his grandfather. There was a paradox there. One should be getting more and more detached as one grew older. More carefree.
And yet...
Sacha supposed he had always liked to watch people. He discovered that no amount of reading could tell him the truth about the real person lurking behind the mask of daily activity. Lately the aging process fascinated him. He watched Grandma and Grandpa. What a difference. Alicia was still in the process of self-discovery. Her orientation was forward. She still dreamed of new horizons, new vistas to expose to her the mysteries of the universe. Her universe may have been limited to a very small galaxy, but it was still unfolding.
Not so with Grandpa. Oh, he read the very latest scientific magazines, kept up to date with the latest theories, latest trends in his field. But really they were the fields of others. In his own life, Grandpa looked only backwards.
“Ah, yes. I remember...” So many sentences have begun with this verb. “I remember...”
And then followed the past, often distant past, yet unfolding as though it were almost new. As though he’d been not recalling the events, but reliving them. Perhaps life, here, on Earth, was a bit like a scroll. You could roll the parchment either way. Recall, remember, relive, or scroll it forward and fill in the blank pages with yet not-experienced events. It did seem flexible. At least, at the memory level. Sometimes Grandpa even shared with him little snippets of memory from his own, so distant, youth. From the time when the doctor wasn’t even a doctor. Nor even a student. Before he even imagined he’d ever fall in love with physics, well before it became his life’s passion. It was like a different life. A life of innocence where nothing mattered much.
The stories did not matter. It was the light in Grandpa’s eyes…
Sacha wondered if he, himself, was so innocent. To him many things were important. He felt the need to learn. Not physics, but also physics. He refused to specialize. Except in people. People to him always were an enigma. An embodiment of consciousness, which, as yet, didn’t make too much sense. There had to be more to all this. He didn’t think of himself as being destined to become immortal. He knew that he was. His daily visits to the Undiscovered Kingdom attested to that. And it was there that none of this made any sense. Perhaps this was his problem. Perhaps if he planted his own feet a bit more firmly on the ground, he would find it easier to understand people. But the price was too high. He would rather give up all than stop spending timeless moments up there, in the land of ineffable freedom, of luxuriant light, of merging with all other individualizations at will, even as a wave in the ocean merges with other waves.
No, the price was much too high.
And with Grandpa it wasn’t just his memory. He watched his grandfather with an unaccustomed feeling of compassion. He never experienced that emotion until he saw his grandfather facing little fragments of life, which made that very life more difficult. Of no importance individually, but when rolled into a scroll of life, they added to the hardship that wasn’t there before. Getting up from the sofa, climbing the stairs, avoiding irregularities in the surface of the sand on their morning walks, when it was Grandma’s turn to sleep in. Or even getting in and out of the car. Such simple activities, so taken for granted for so many years. And now, almost suddenly...
“So I am going to be immortal, am I lad?” Grandpa’s voice seemed to come out of some Machu Piccean fog.
Sacha realized that he’d said too much. There was no easy way out.
“You are immortal, Grandpa. Believe me. You are.”
Dr. McBride looked at Sacha for a long time. He wondered what it was that the lad was trying to tell him. There was no doubt that the lad was a very, very exceptional child. But regardless how bright he was, was he always right? No one he’d ever met was always right. Not Einstein, not Feynman, nor any of the great men he’d met over his impressive career.
But if so, why did Sacha sound so very, very right?
Chapter 5
The Normans were not the ‘Normans’. They were the JJs. In the past they’ve been mostly John and Joan. Lately, it gravitated towards Joan and John. John has slowed down. A lot. Tempus fugit. Things change.
The first time Sacha visited Mr. and Mrs. Norman, he was only seven years old. Until then, the JJs came over to spend Christmas with the Baldwins at the McBrides beach-house. With three bedrooms they were all reasonably comfortable. When Suzy took Sacha to visit her parents, in June or July, he acted as though he’d traveled alone. He thought he could have, perhaps should have. After all, it wasn’t as though he would step out of the airplane, and get lost somewhere. Had he been given half a chance, he would have flown the plane himself.
During the weeks preceding the flight, Sacha had spent hours in the Public Library, thumbing through everything he could find on aeronautics. As he became––what can only be described as––a speed-reader by the time he was six, going through the whole subject matter in a little over two weeks was relatively easy. Des doubled with laughter when Sacha called it ‘child’s play’. Sacha couldn’t quite understand why people would want to travel by such an uncomfortable, noisy, spatially restricted and badly ventilated container. It felt like a thoroughly unpleasant mode of travel. Even in the smallest car he’d ever been in, he’d had more room to move around, enjoyed more diverse views, and dad or mom could stop practically at any time, for whatever purpose. In an airplane, once you got to a certain altitude, even on a clear day, there was nothing much to see. He understood that occasionally people might be in a great hurry, but in his opinion the vast majority of people had a very twisted, virtually unreal concept of time. He had all the time in the world to play, all the time he needed for books. And even then there was time leftover for other pastimes.
Sacha’s idea of seeing the far away places had been limited to closing his eyes and in the same instant being there. And until his first visit to Canada, he couldn’t quite reconcile this new concept of travel with the exigencies of not only time but also space; or more accurately of distance.
“Distance is a factor of time, Mom, and time is flexible,” was his only comment on the subject.
He’d learned only recently that people wanted to take their bodies, their physical bodies, with them on their journeys. For him, this need had only presented itself at that first trip to see his Canadian Grandma and Grandpa. That’s where the yacht was. He needed his body for the experience. It wasn’t the same as the Home Planet, dad told him. He had to find that out for himself.
Later Sacha would also realize that here, in this reality, if he wanted to see the results of his creative endeavor he was limited, in some measure, by his physical senses.
“More’s the pity,” he once told his dad. “After all, when you create something in your mind, you already know what the results will be.”
At the time, Alec didn’t quite understand his son’s comment.
That trip to experience sailing was the first of what would become annual visits to Canada. Each individual trip left a lasting impression on young Sacha. Not the travels as such. Flying in a metal can was not his favorite pastime. The impressions were generated after he got there, on the expansive waters of Lake Ontario. There, from the first moment Sacha had stepped on board, the bug of sailing infected him. He succumbed to it under the tutelage of his maternal grandfather, John Norman. And his mother, of course. But in the years he could still keep his balance at the wheel, Grandpa John struck a captain’s pose that commanded respect and obedience. Mother may have been more adept at handling the sails, in fact doing almost everything on board, but Grandpa remained undeniably the skipper. The Master of the ship. Grandma Joan, was indispensable to preparing Sacha’s favorite snacks when the wind permitted. She liked sailing, but she liked it mostly because she was of help to her husband. There was very little she wouldn’t have done for John.
Open waters of Lake Ontario were the nearest Sacha came, on Earth, to the sense of freedom. Not just the waters, but he claimed the wind as his own, personal playing field. The endless horizons were the nearest he could get to the Far Country. Even the Home Planet was not as rewarding as the open waters. There, in the inner realm, it was, well, it was too easy; you did not have to pay for your mistakes. In fact there was very little payment extracted in the upper realms. Perhaps some disappointments? You just started again, discarding your less successful creative endeavors. Here, the rules were quite different. Unforgiving. In some ways, more exciting.
Here you learned a lot faster.
And it was on the water that Sacha felt, for the first time, really alive. Until then, his body was more of a hindrance. He regarded it as a necessary evil impeding his freedom of movement. He would forever remain grateful to Grandpa John for letting him hold the wheel, to feel the spray on his cheeks, to balance his stance against the waves attacking the gunwales.
Yes, on board the Princess, Sacha felt truly alive.
Other than being the second kindest Grandma he had, Grandma Joan served to diversify Sacha’s insatiable need to study people. He’d met other people, of course. He’d been presented, not to say ‘shown off’, to the JJs’ friends. But to really study people you must get to them up close. You must see them react to different circumstances, to different, often trivial, events in their everyday lives. From the very beginning, virtually from infancy, he felt like an outsider looking in. He peered at people, almost desperately trying to make sense of them, to make head or tail of their behavior.
“Why do people worry so much, Grandpa?”
This was his greatest enigma. Why do people take their ‘life’ so very seriously? He touched on the periphery of the answer that very first time they went sailing. You had to take life seriously the way you take any game seriously. Even when he played with his Strato Set, he remembered, he tried as best he could to build something interesting.
So life was a game, but it didn’t explain why people worried all the time.
By his fourth birthday, he’d noticed that people regarded their physical bodies, as their actual selves. That they identified with their physical envelopes. At first he couldn’t believe his own discovery. When you’re four, all things are new, all things are surprising, but this? This was out of this world. Or, perhaps this was of this world, whereas he was not. At least he didn’t feel he was.
Some years later, Grandpa John had an enigma of his own to resolve.
“Why,” he wondered, often aloud, “why does a seven-year-old talk like an adult?”
What Grandpa didn’t know was that Sacha was equally capable of talking ‘his age’ vernacular to other boys. In fact, by the time he was seven, there were very few things that Sacha was not capable of—by “normal” peoples’ standards.
Very few, indeed.
And thus, the trips to see the JJs became annual events. They had to be in summer, because Sacha could not imagine visiting Grandma and Grandpa JJ and not spend a week or two on board the boat. It wasn’t Kingston that was his destination. It was the Princess. Princess the Third, the 36-foot Bayfield cutter, which looked much more like a real ship of yore than a pleasure yacht.
Yet pleasure it was.
On two occasions his dad came with them. When he did, they spent the whole time aboard the ship. They actually slept there, ate there, woke up and gazed at the stars there. Sacha loved that. Again, it was that sensation of freedom that he’d never experienced anywhere else... on Earth.
“You have an opportunity to learn as few other children have, my boy. There are few sailors with Grandpa Norman’s experience. He’d crossed the Atlantic, you know, single handed!”
His father repeated this admonition on a number of occasions, always stressing the ‘single-handed’ aspect.
Sacha wasn’t quite sure what crossing the Atlantic single-handed entailed, but Grandpa John rose in his eyes to new heights. Already then Sacha admired singularity of achievement, though, for himself, he tried to narrow his many interests to manageable proportions. Whatever he did he threw all his energies into the endeavor. He offered a quiet demeanor, but he was passionate about everything he did. He did not believe in half-measures. Whatever he could learn, increased his understanding of the Phénomene Humain, as he remembered Theihard de Chardin had put it.
And that last passion, man, was his most powerful of all. He still couldn’t figure out what it was that the members of the human race were really after.
When his son turned thirteen, Alec implanted a skipper’s hat on Sacha’s bushy crown. Two years had passed since John’s last sail. He’d lost his sea legs. He’d lost the call of the sea. But he also found something that hadn’t been apparent before. He’d gained a certain elusive air of innocence. His commanding, somewhat dominating, features gave way to a most disarming smile. It manifested in the way he looked you in the eye. Sacha thought that perhaps what they said was true. Perhaps we start and finish in childhood. Perhaps it was all meant to be. What a pity the JJs could not be here, right now, Sacha thought. He really loved his ‘other’ Grandpa.
“I was about your age, son, when the command of the ship fell in my lap. That was brought about by fate, after my own father had been injured. Happily, I’m still in one piece. But now your time has come. I name you captain of this vessel.”
As Alec made the announcement, Suzy stood up and saluted the new skipper. It was all quite official. If it weren’t for the deep tan, Sacha’s blush of pleasure would have embarrassed him.
“Prepare to cast off!” Sacha said, his first words of command as he assumed his position behind the wheel. It reached practically to his neck, but he seemed to tower behind it. His eyes resolute, his smile crooked, as was his jaunty hat with captain’s insignia.
The deep throb of the diesel was churning the water at low revs. Suzy and Alec walked the finger dock holding on to the bow and stern lines. When they jumped on deck and pulled in the fenders Sacha gunned the engine. The Princess moved slowly in reverse gear, then came to a momentary stop as the forward gear reversed her direction and took her out of the marina. Minutes later Sacha pointed the bow into the wind.
“Prepare to hoist sail,” he said in a calm, confident voice. Like his father did, only yesterday.
Alec pulled furiously on the mainsheet, while Suzy extended the furled Genoa. As the wind filled the sails, Sacha cut the engine. This was his favorite moment. All true sailors love the eerie silence when the throb of the engine dies down.
There were no dramatic events under Sacha’s first command. But it was the first time that Sacha understood the difference between crewing and commanding the boat. Everyone was carefree, looking here and there, sipping cool drinks, enjoying the fresh breeze. Only Sacha had to keep his eye forward and aft, to port and to starboard, making sure no one was on a collision course, making sure the sails were rigged just so. A good two hours later, after he had his fill, he issued his second command.
“Dad, take over the wheel, please.”
“Aye, aye, Sir,” his father replied instantly.
“Keep her on 210 SWS,” Sacha added.
“210 SWS, she goes, Skipper.”
Being called a skipper sounded very good to Sacha’s ears as he went below to look at the charts. It took him quite a while to orient himself to his destination. They had agreed, before boarding, to sail to a spot some miles East of Rochester, on the US side of the lake. With the West wind, it would be a good ten-hour sail, assuming they could average seven knots. The wind was perfect, practically on a broad reach. They should make their destination by around 1900 hours. The JJs had friends there who’d invited them over for dinner. Later they would sleep on board and, at sunrise tomorrow, make their way back. But that wasn’t the important part. The trip was important because Sacha was learning to be responsible for the lives of other people.
He never realized how absorbing it was. They were not in any danger, the wind forecast was 15-18 knots, an easy sail for a yacht this size. But the sense of responsibility was something Sacha had not experienced before. Perhaps he led too sheltered a life. Perhaps that was the danger of being an only child. But he was grateful to his father for letting him take the helm. He steered the boat many times before, but this was different. This time he really felt the weight resting on his young shoulders.
He pulled his shoulders back.
Alec made sure that Sacha would not fall back on his own expertise. The skipper had to rely on his own cognizance. He engaged Suzy in conversations, served drinks, stretched out at the bow, all to make sure that his son would not seek his assistance. When asked to do something, take the helm for a while or trim the sail, he would do so at once, but he would ask Sacha just how much he was to pull a sheet in, or release it.
Alec remembered his first command on Lake Champlain. The conditions had been tougher then. Much tougher. But being in charge doesn’t get harder when conditions get hard. In a way, they are easier, because the range of options is diminished. You must do this or that. Sometimes, just this. Just a single option. You do it. You don’t have much time to think.
A time will come when Sacha will face adverse conditions, he thought. For now this was enough. After all, he’d had a great deal more experience when he was Sacha’s age. Next time, he’d make it tougher. Alec believed that there were ways in which nature provided us with opportunities when we were ready for them. Or so it seemed in his own life.
Nature obliged.
After an uneventful sail, a delightful dinner and a reasonably quiet night, the next day wind was blowing right in their face. A cold front was coming in from the Canadian North, meeting the remnants of a Tropical storm still lingering over Lake Ontario. The waves were whipped up to at least four feet. He asked Sacha if he wanted to take them back to Kingston.
“It won’t be easy, son,” he warned.
“Do you believe I’m ready?” Sacha was searching for confirmation.
“You must decide that, son. You must have confidence. But I won’t force you in any way.” He looked down at his son who was obviously in a quandary. “It could be dangerous,” he added.
Alec forgot that his son did not understand the meaning of fear.
Sacha decided to beat into the wind by pointing the bow due WNW and then lay off and sail ENE with the wind on the quarter. He wanted not only to test his own skills to the limit, but he was determined to test the boat as well. It wasn’t just that the wind was upwards of 25 knots, but it was gusty, with unpredictable squalls, which played havoc with the rigging.
The Bayfield 36 is a heavy boat. With 6,500 pound full keel ballast, and an overall displacement of 18,500 pounds, she sails well into the wind. But beating into 25 knots blowing at you from the North, is a challenge for any sailor.
After long hours of being tossed by the mounting seas that splashed against their port side with unremitting fury, Sacha commanded to have the main reefed a notch. An hour later, he asked his father to furl in the foresail. Alec obeyed without saying a word. He told Sacha many a time that on board one must either obey or take over.
“And taking over amounts to mutiny, son,” Alec had added with not a trace of humor in his voice. “And the minimum requirement for mutiny is an impending death resulting from the captain’s aberrations. Otherwise, you are apt to walk the plank.”
Sacha had no desire to walk the plank, whether he was apt to be fished out later or not.
However, by that time Sacha had finally reduced sails his crew, as well as himself, have become soaked through and through. Neither Suzy nor Alec expected their son to push the boat to the limit, and therefore neither of them prepared their oilskins. Anyway, one hardly used oilskins during summer. But this? It took another fifteen minutes before Sacha was satisfied with the new rig and let his crew go below for a change of clothing.
Many tacks later, well after sunset, when they finally got back to Kingston, Sacha asked his father if he’d done all right at the helm. To an outside listener, Sacha’s tone was halfway between youthful cockiness and uncertainty. Alec knew his son well enough to know that Sacha was covering up his discomfort.
“We’re here, son.”
“You know what I mean, Dad.” Sacha tried again, his tone even less sure of himself.
“It’s not the way I would have done it. But, you were in charge.”
“You would have fallen off and taken it easier on both tacks, wouldn’t you?”
“Yes.”
Sacha had laid out the course in order to test his skills. He was so taken by his opportunity of command that he did not take the comfort of his crew into consideration. That was a mistake, a selfish one, and now he knew it.
“I guess I’m not quite ready...” he intoned sadly.
“You are a proficient sailor, son. Where you’re lacking is in the humane department.”
“I know.”
Sacha sounded contrite. He knew his father was right. But when he’d been given command under such difficult conditions, his dark side came to the fore. He wanted to fight the elements and win. Not by using his mind or even heart, but physically. Like other humans. Like the millions of his species who fought wars, who killed or died for no apparent reason, driven by inane hubris; who in moments of emotional folly didn’t seem to care about life or death. He needed the experience. Sacha had learned the meaning of ego.
“There is one other little detail,” Alec added when his son looked up from intently scrutinizing his wet sneakers. “It wasn’t your boat.”
“Oh, my God,” Sacha bit his lip. “Will Grandpa ever forgive me?”
“There is nothing to forgive. You brought the boat in, in good shape. What you must learn is respect for other people’s property.”
Sacha never attached much importance to physical things. He was fully aware of their transiency, of their relative unimportance in the universal scheme of things. But he now knew that not everybody did shared his opinion; that others have a right to their own perception of reality. To their own mindset.
For a while Sacha looked so pensive, so despondent, that Alec started laughing. At first his son couldn’t understand what was funny.
“After all, my son, it’s only a boat!”
There was no figuring adults. They took things seriously and yet they didn’t. Or perhaps they knew when to stop. When not to go too far. Perhaps it was a question of balance. Yes, Sacha’s eyes lit up with new understanding. Life was a game, but it was played according to certain rules.
“It’s a question of balance, right, Dad?”
“Right son.” And he patted his son on the back.
In spite of the sermon, which, after all, Sacha had asked for, Alec was quite overtly proud of his son. Out of an eleven-hour sail, Sacha held the wheel for three-quarters of the way. Maybe longer. The boy had staying power. He was made of stern stuff. Sacha had made a self-centered decision as to what he wanted to get out of the sail, but there was no fear in his heart, and he handled the wheel like an old sea dog. Perhaps better then I did when I was his age, he concluded.
Of course, Grandpa John couldn’t have been angry. He probably would have lost track of the conversation if Sacha, or anyone else, tried to explain to him the return trip. Even two years ago John would have participated in the discussion. Four years back he would have gone with them.
And then something had happened.
Joan remembered it so well, as though it were yesterday. John had been sitting in his favorite chair, overlooking the lake when, all of the sudden, he’d lost consciousness. Not for long. A few, maybe twenty seconds, at most. This happened three more times during the same month. And then he was all right again, only his memory was gone. Not of what happened forty or fifty years ago, but what happened this morning. Or last night. Most of the time this didn’t seem to matter. But then, he started having problems with speech. The words just wouldn’t come out. There was one, perhaps the only compensation. It was that smile. Since those momentary fainting spells, John charmed them all with an incredibly unreserved, totally unabashed smile. It filled his eyes, it parted his lips, in a way which we can see only in the eyes, and on the lips of the very, very young. It was a smile that opened the heart of whoever he was addressing, unreservedly, and always with kindness. John, Grandpa John, became a very different man. Or perhaps he’d always been like that, only his true self was hidden behind a mask of acquired refinement, of social skills, of savoir fair.
Alec and Suzy tried, nevertheless, to tell JJ’s about the ‘slings and arrows of outrageous fortune’ to which their son had exposed them. John smiled as though the only important thing was that they’ve all had fun.
“It was fun, wasn’t it, son. Ah... I remember...” And John’s eyes drifted away.
But he didn’t remember. He’d forgotten his own intrepid sails. He’d forgotten the feel of the water driven by the wind splashing on his face, while he stood braving the unknown, with Joan and Suzy below, snug and dry.
“I remember...” he intoned again.
And his face lit up with a smile of days gone by, of way-back-when, of memories all mixed in a potpourri of glimpses of Suzy’s smiling face, his own princess, his most beloved daughter. He loved his wife for being herself, for giving him sons, but most of all for giving him Suzy. He never stopped regarding her as the most beautiful girl in the whole wide world. And he really did remember her every smile, every twinkle in her eyes, every touch of her hand.
“Suzanna...?” Only John called his daughter Suzanna. It dated back to his love of Mozart, and the Marriage of Figaro.
“Yes, Dad. I’m right here.”
But John felt she was near him regardless where she really was. Suzy owned a permanent place within his heart. He didn’t feel the need to remember other things. She was his memories. She filled them to the exclusion of virtually everything else.
That’s not very fair to Grandma, Sacha thought.
He cheated a little. Since he was ten or so, he’d learned to peak into the human subconscious, without anyone knowing about it. He did it not to pry, only to learn. And it didn’t do any harm to anyone. Yet, he felt uncomfortable doing so. He still felt like a Peeping Tom. He did it only in cases when he suspected that it would increase his understanding of the human phenomenon. Not to learn about things, only to learn about people. He felt he needed to know the human potential in order to reach his own destiny. When the time came. Whatever it was. Or would be.
Lately, in his thirteenth year, Sacha felt more and more that his destiny would not be an easy one.
It was the first time Sacha had witnessed the ravages of aging. He’d watched both JJ’s. Joan showed such overwhelming quantities of kindness—of tolerance toward her husband—that Sacha didn’t know existed in the make up of the human psyche. He still regarded mankind from the outside, like a thief trying to understand the mysterious darkness before entering the unfamiliar territory himself. But he no longer felt that he was being punished for unknown offenses by being encased in a human form, reduced to walking upright, on two feet, rather then flying through space on irrepressible wings of his mind, or his imagination. That other realm was and remained his true home. This was a new field of endeavor in which he felt, more and more, he was destined to leave his mark. Before being free once again. Before he could go back.
It was a long journey.
And he really appreciated the opportunities placed in his way. The JJs., the McBrides, his parents, the boys and girls at Grandma ‘Licia’s school. Those he could study from up close. He vaguely remembered Matt, a giant who once looked after his father. Matt was an enigma, yet he felt a strange affinity towards that man. And Maria, whose heart was so much greater than her intellect. Perhaps that was all that really mattered? The many others he’d met were more like reflections of themselves, casting shimmering shadows on the canvas of reality. So many of them did not seem to be real people. Whatever ‘real’ really meant.
He sighted deeply. There was so much more to this human equation that he couldn’t find in books.
Chapter 6
NOTES FROM SACHA’S DIARY
with dedication:
“For my Parents”
[Editor’s note: Sacha was born on June 25th at 1.30 a.m. PST, in Los Angeles. From the day he uttered his first sentence, he did not appear to recognize his affiliation to the physical mode of life; he did not recognize the Earth’s calendar, which has undergone a number of changes, as dictated by various religions and/or political regimes. Furthermore, Sacha refused to recognize the fact that he was actually born. He treated his arrival on Earth as just another adventure, the purpose of which he was determined to discover. In the light of all this, he started his own calendar, which begins on day one of his arrival on Earth in human form. June 25th, therefore, is day one of year one of his life.
The first entry in the DIARY is dated 4+1, evidently celebrating the fourth anniversary of his arrival on Earth. In the first notes he explains that he has no idea how long he will remain on Earth, nor whether his life here is to have any bearing on the “unfoldment of human perception”. He dedicated his notes to his parents, to do with as they choose. He assures his mother and father that he has no intention of making any “profound statements”, only of attempting to explain his point of view, what he calls his “perception of reality”, which might be of interest to them.
He seems to have recorded his thoughts sporadically, often writing nothing for years at a time. Then, his words would come at a flood, as though prompted by some turning point in his life. Only some of his notes are included here, as others appear to be of a more personal nature. Sacha’s early notes and the ideas expressed therein, those spanning the years 4 to 13, remain, for the most part, quite incomprehensible. They express a point of view quite alien to the human mind. Those we can comprehend, however, form the basis of this narration. The rest of the book is derived from countless interviews, press clippings and other sources, which at least for the present, must remain anonymous].
SACHA 13+67 days
There are things in my head I find hard to share with anyone. Even with mom and dad. Perhaps when I’ll write them down, they will arrange themselves into a more orderly flow. I always find the translation of holistic concepts into a sequentially structured communication somewhat limiting. It would be like attempting to explain a painting by listing the colors used, and then describing their pattern in a lateral succession. Other difficulties I’d already covered in my previous notes. In essence, the perception of reality espoused by people on Earth is very strange to me.
Nevertheless, I’ll try.
Most people I’ve met have given me the impression that they have some sort of problem to sort out. On closer examination it transpired that their problem had started with their first job, or with their marriage, or even later with their first child. Those people were either very ignorant or suffered from extremely bad memories.
I distinctly remember my own first riddle.
I am not referring to what people call ‘previous incarnations’. We all acquire problems in the course of our existence. After all, that is what the process of becoming is for. No one can possibly imagine how incredibly boring living would be without problems to solve. It would be like living in limbo.
Like being dead.
Really dead.
I defy anyone to go for a whole week without a single problem to solve and not suffer depression. Only we don’t regard most obstacles we overcome as problems. We take care of them in our stride. When we do nothing for a little while, we feel a sense of listlessness, we feel we must get up and go. We need to face a challenge—any challenge; we must solve a problem—any problem, even if we create one in order to be able to solve it. We must remain active. They say that women must be, whereas men must do. This is partially true, although man and woman’s characteristics are, to a certain degree, interchangeable.
Anyway, be it any of the things I’ve mentioned, or something else, like playing tennis, or swimming, or going for a morning jog, all those things point out quite clearly that none of us are capable of just being. In the physical body we must be active.
We must solve problems.
SACHA 13+68 days
I have observed myself since I was a baby. This may be hard to accept, but you must realize that my body was that of a baby, not my awareness.
In the beginning, still imbued with the stillness of the Undiscovered Kingdom, I watched an idea entering my mind like a puffy cloud drifting across an otherwise clear sky. As the mental currents increased, I began to react to them. Then I recognized more ideas penetrating my awareness. They stirred me to look around, to observe reality through my physical eyes.
Next I’ve learned recognition.
I could tell one face from another. I’d learned to associate different faces with different things. There was the food face, the goo-goo-goo face, the silent assuring face... There had been many others to which I couldn’t attach an activity at the time. And all this I’d managed just by responding to my visual, aural and, to a lesser degree, tactile senses. My problem solving at the time was limited to telling one face from another. I couldn’t believe how clever the little body was. In addition, it performed an incredible number of functions quite automatically. There seemed trillions of electrochemical discharges in my baby head controlling most of these functions.
What a magnificent machine!
And yet, I couldn’t figure out why I needed this machine. After all, I was doing very well without it. Up there, in the upper realms, as my mother called them.
But however we care to put it, once we enter a physical sheath, we are not allowed to stand still. Such are the laws down here. We live in turmoil of ongoing change. And boy, is that different from everything I was used to before! The greatest difference is, however, the concept of time. Up there, we are not conscious of it. We do not measure problems or solutions in terms of ‘how long do they take’. Time is a very relative concept, mostly used on the physical plane. On other plains it is much more fluid and flexible than any other dimension.
By the way, I prefer the name Undiscovered Kingdom to Undiscovered Country coined by my father. After all, it is not a country, and everyone there is a King. The absolute master of his perception.
SACHA 13+82 days (cont.)
My new set of problem solving started soon after my previous life, although ‘soon’ is also a relative concept. It was soon in terms of my awareness of time, which only exists outside the consciousness of the Undiscovered Realm.
[I’ve changed again my name for the Undiscovered Country or Kingdom. The reason is that the Realm is not up there or down here. It is as much here as there, or everywhere. We simply cannot place limitations on it. It could just as well be called a State, though it is no longer a state of mind. We could also call it a Condition, which is closer to the truth, but sounds like a disease. The nearest would be to call it a specific state of Consciousness, only we cannot define it. That is the problem with words.]
I recall, I had to select new parents prior to my incarnation. For my future stint of becoming. And if you think that this is an easy problem to solve then it’s only because you completely forgot what it was like when you had to make your choice. Most people, practically everyone, are blessed with regressive amnesia, which is a necessary ingredient for remaining relatively sane in the physical reality. Imagine playing Hamlet with your head full of lines from Macbeth, Julius Caesar and Titus Andronicus, all at the same time. Or if you’re a girl, try Olivia, Desdemona and Ophelia. Now add to the lines all the sounds, smells, visual effects, reactions of the other players, all crowding your poor brain simultaneously.
Look what happened to Ophelia...
A guaranteed prescription for a loony bin, although I’m not quite sure what a loony bin is. My dad refers to most university committees as training ground for loony bins. I think I know what he means.
On Earth we develop the ability to draw on selective memories. The same is true of inter-life experiences, only the range is vastly greater.
I know, for instance, what were the main ingredients of my previous lives, but only those that were directly responsible for the position in which I find myself today. All the peripheral, non-essential items, which run into billions upon billions of thoughts, actions, and reaction, are blissfully discarded as non-essential. The nonessential stuff is recycled for future use by others. When and if required. Thus, though I say so myself, I am sane.
Or at least, I think I am sane. Or healthy.
Cogito ergo sum sanus.
Back to my parents.
Just as with my own life, when you are getting ready for your next becoming, the essential characteristics of your prospective parents are available to you. You don’t read books about them, of course, there are no books in the Undiscovered Realm. But there is a library of knowledge. Most of it is available to you by direct perception. All that is vital to universal evolution is stored there. It feels very much like your Theory of Information, Dad. I’m sure you’ll develop the concept further. The lower (mental) memories are kept in the Far Country, still lower (as well as emotions) on the Home Planet. And when you are ready, you don’t actually ‘go’ from Bardo into a condition of becoming by popping out of your mother’s womb. The baby does that, you take a longer route. We descend progressively through various states of consciousness until we absorb all the smaller bits and pieces, which combine to form our personality. Or, at least the ingredients that will contribute, and give us a predisposition, to certain traits. Thanks to this set up, we get Mozarts and Hitlers alike. They both seemed to have succumbed to their inherited traits.
I hope, Dad, when the time comes, you will be able to clarify this process.
It seems to me, that when we are faced with a choice of environments, we always start with the immediate family from our previous two or three stints on Earth. It would be quite impossible, or at the very least eminently impractical, to make a selection from all the life forms which may have had influence on us. After all, we are immortal and that means, we had no beginning.
Of course, we are always conducting our process of becoming in the present, but you know what I mean, Dad. And Mom, of course.
Earth is also a euphemism because our becoming could take place on any planet, in any galaxy of our choice. What we don’t realize down here, i.e. on Earth, is that there is no such thing as material reality. At least, not as a permanent concept. What we perceive as reality is an arbitrary construct, which can be and is constantly manipulated by our minds.
That much has been explained quite clearly by Jesus’ teaching and Castaneda’s Don Juan. Different but fascinating sources.
[Editor’s note: Sacha goes on to describe, at length, how to learn to manipulate the physical reality consciously, at will. He claims that this learning process is the primary purpose of the first stage of his embodiment. He also claims, however, that for the vast majority of human beings those techniques are inaccessible at their present stage of development. The limitation is due to their inability to overcome the perception of reality as a non-dualistic concept. He assures us that the information is available in various scriptures. Below he notes some of his conclusions].
So what we have instead is only our perception of reality. The same is true, of course, of the Home Planet and the Far Country. It seems to me, that what really makes up the illusion is our inherent need for order and harmony. We must never forget that we are beings of light, and that essentially we are indivisible components of the Field of Infinite Potential. Down there, or here––since I am down there myself at present––we refer to that Realm as heaven. This is inaccurate. The Undiscovered Realm is a state of stasis with unhindered awareness of Bliss. What people usually refer to as heaven are the lower realms, primarily the Home Planet, where imagination and emotional contentment prevail.
You both experienced all three. Perhaps you can give those pursuing the subject a more acceptable impression.
[Ed. note: Sacha describes again the perceptions of realities he refers to as the Home Planet and the Far Country which are covered elsewhere in this account. Two days later, Sacha described the foibles of excessive reliance on our physical senses].
SACHA 13+84 days
Imagine what would happen to the psychological makeup of any person if they were suddenly confronted with a mass of countless numbers of atoms in a constant state of movement, swirling in all sorts of directions, seemingly, in quite unparalleled disorder. I guarantee that it would drive every single one of us crazy in zero seconds flat. What we perceive is an act of self-defense, formulated and instigated, as I have mentioned already, by our inherent need for order and harmony. We make the best job we can from this chaos, and, I must say, we’re doing pretty well at times.
It does my heart good that after only a few billion years we managed to create an objective perception which we can share, most of the time, with each other. What I am trying to say is that we perceive the world we live in as beautiful as we make it. No more and certainly not less. We are the sole creators. What we perceive––is. What we don’t––is not.
SACHA 13+91 days
[Ed. note: A week later Sacha returned to his thoughts leading to his present embodiment, which he’d begun relating on 13+68].
So I had to pick parents.
I was lucky. My prospective mom and dad had already found their way into the Home Planet and even the Far Country. Getting them into the Undiscovered Realm confirmed my suspicions. They were ‘my kind of people’. What happened, as you might well have guessed, was that I have completely failed to lose my memory of the upper realms. To this day I am unaware why I was exempt from this prevailing amnesia. No doubt it is necessary for the fulfillment of my purpose. At any rate, I still consider my real home, no, not the Home Planet, but the Undiscovered Realm. Because in as much as the memories of intellect and imagination stay in lower strata, the memories that form your universal individuality are always with you. So retaining my conscious connection to or with my true nature, I automatically remember the universal aspects of my total existence. It’s a wonder I didn’t go mad in the first few weeks on Earth. And even later, if it hadn’t been for my parents who were cognizant of different states of consciousness, I’m sure I would have gone bananas.
When all preliminaries are settled and we are ready to be embodied, we succumb to a deep dream. The eastern mystics call this state of ‘recumbent’ consciousness Bardo. We dream of the life we shall have. The dream is much deeper than any coma you could possibly imagine. As there is no perception of time in Bardo, we dream in minute detail the complete course of our ‘future’ embodiment. Only then we enter our physical bodies, and spend the next number of years trying to remember our dream. In this sense, our life on Earth is a dream. In fact, not even a dream but a struggle to remember our dream. That, I suppose, is our first problem.
This may sound a little complicated but I’m sure you know what I mean.
So there I was, a little bag of water with a few grams of chemicals suspended in it in a most intricate way. People call this a baby. I thought of myself as a sort of a smart-Alec guy, ready to do my bit, which I’d dreamt up in Bardo.
I knew that my real name was Alexander. Like my father’s. But in Canada, one doesn’t suffer from the need to build dynasties and, though living in the States, my parents remained intrinsically Canadian. Since I was born in the States, I could have claimed the privilege to be called Alexander III. But it would have been silly. To be lumbered, at such a young age, with a ‘title’ was as ludicrous as what some of the Europeans do. I am told they still enjoy inherited titles.
[Ed. note: Sacha next shares with us his view on some of our traditions and customs. He displays early signs of a sense of humor. Below an extract from notes he wrote later on the same day].
A great-great-grandfather might have performed a noble deed for which he’d been rewarded with a title, usually accompanied with a nice plot of land. That’s fine. Why not? The king owned anything he wanted to own, so he could bestow the land and the title on anyone that pleased him. But Alexander II, or III, or… XXIV?
Again, why not? All it took was one little spermatozoon making its way into the prescribed location and, bingo, nine months later number XXV was ready and waiting.
I am not as smart as all that. I’ve read about it.
Oh, yes. I’ve read all about the generative process. By the time I was eight I’d read all the books I could find at home, and later I used all the libraries you would take me to. How else was I supposed to learn how to function in this material illusion? I’ve learned to scan the books rapidly, retaining virtually all that I’ve read. Some people call it photographic memory, but it isn’t. It is more like metabolizing what you read. Like making whatever was in the books—your own. You might recall, by my thirteenth birthday, local libraries had nothing to offer.
Nothing of interest that is.
That’s why originally I’d started writing this diary. Otherwise, no one would believe me. Not that that would matter much. I have a feeling I won’t be around very long. Unless I fail to remember my dream. That worries me a little. Sometimes.
By the way, Sacha is a Russian diminutive for Alexander. Why did my parents choose a Russian name for me? I asked them. They said it was because I was born in the US of A.
Go figure.
But my parents did make a concession to their democratic heritage. They spelled my name the French way, with ‘ch’, rather than ‘sh’, and pronounced it with a soft ‘sh’ as in chef or chalet, not as in cheetah.
As for carrying on my name, dad told me a story once. There was this man who had two beautiful daughters. He was miserable because he didn’t have a son to carry on his name. You know what the man’s name was? Smith.
As I was saying, go figure...
So, I’ve been anchored in this reality for thirteen years now, and I still have no idea what I am doing here. And if it weren’t for my parents, I would have called it a day. But not a day passes by that I don’t learn something from them. Not the facts, or what goes under that name, but real knowledge. Understanding the concept of a human being. I know where we all come from but nobody seems to act as if they know. My parents at least have a good idea. We visit the Home Planet, my mother’s favorite, and the Far County which dad likes the most. We visit them both quite often together. Neither of my parents ventured into the Undiscovered Realm on their own. It seems too disembodied for them. They seem to loose their identity. Not surprising. Most globules of light seem the same to them. It’s like visiting China for the first time and trying to tell people apart. Not easy.
But the beings of light are all different.
Down here, our eyes can see only the narrowest range of vibrations, or photons of electromagnetic energy. Sandwiched between the lengthy infrared and the extremely short ultraviolet waves is the visible spectrum ranging from violet through blue, green, yellow and orange to red. This tiny portion of the visible spectrum varies in lengths from 0.000076 centimeters at the red end of the visible spectrum to 0.000038 centimeters at the violet end.
But even in the physical world, the range of an electromagnetic wave is vastly greater. X-rays, gamma rays, radio and television waves––they all are light. All made up of photons. The waves range from lengths greater than the diameter of the Earth to others so short that a billion strung together would barely span the width of your fingernail. Dad told me that, and he knows.
We know about those waves, only we can’t see them.
But this is true only on Earth. Now imagine that your vision was designed to recognize all the electromagnetic waves in existence. The explosion of colour would burn our brain to a crisp in no time flat. Luckily in the Undiscovered Realm we don’t have brains and there is no time. But we all possess acute awareness not only of the virtually infinite number of wavelength, but also their intensity and the combinations of the various photons in relation to each other.
We recognize them by direct perception.
When dad or mom enter this state of consciousness, they can instantly tell the combinations that are familiar to them. It is like recognizing an old friend. “You’ve changed, but I’d always know you in a crowd,” they might say. The familiar is inherent to them. The rest...
I don’t think there is anyone who can tell apart all the different nuances of light. We can all tell apart the great souls––they stand out like beacons, and we can tell those who are still struggling in the lower realms in their physical embodiments. It’s tough for some of them. They’ve inherited, so to speak, from their previous attempts so many mental aberrations that it may take them ages to repair the damage. Often many ages.
Thank heaven we’re all immortal.
There is one other thing.
Since we are beings of light, we share the characteristics inherent in light. And one of these characteristics, or attributes, is the predisposition towards order and harmony. That which we call chaos does, in fact, harbor this predisposition also. It is also this same trait, as I’ve mentioned already, which enables us all to perceive order in the ‘chaos’ of atoms all around us. The more we allow this trait into our consciousness, the easier we can influence those atoms to enter orderly and harmonious relationships. That’s how healing is done. That’s how some people do things, which others call miracles. It’s all the same. A tendency towards order and harmony enhanced by our consciousness.
We can all do it. And most of the time we do it we seem quite unaware of it.
There is so much to learn.
SACHA 13+107 days
Only Grandpa makes any sense. He’s not trying so hard, and he’s done a lot of good. He never treats me with kid gloves. When I am wrong, which is often enough, he’d say so. He has vast knowledge of how the physical universe works, and his perception of the universe is very orderly.
His body is slowing down but his mind is as sharp as nails. I love our morning walks. And that time, years ago, when he first took me to Caltech... They’d treated him like a really big honcho. That was before I’d learned that the Chancellor is the biggest honcho of all. I found it hard to realize because to me he was just Grandpa.
And a very nice Grandpa at that.
As for my own body, well, it gradually increases in size, which seems a bit silly considering I can be any size I want to be on the Home Planet. In the Far Country the time moves so slowly that you would wait forever to grow up. I really like the names dad gave all those states of consciousness. Especially that last one. It really is an Undiscovered Country, and, in a way, it can never be discovered. Maybe it is better than calling it a Realm. I would rather just call it Home.
You can only really tell things, or states, or anything, by the way they change. When something is intangible and changeless, you can’t really get to know it. Not in the same way. It remains Undiscovered.
But you can feel it. Bliss is not a state of mind. It is a state beyond mind. Or beyond the intellect. Not quite the same thing. If you equate mind with consciousness then it’s a different story.
And regardless of what I’d dreamt in Bardo, the Undiscovered Country, Realm or Plane is my Real Home.
SACHA 13+132 days
I remember that walk I took with dad at the beach when a hydroplane ran down a man swimming out into the ocean. There was no point then, or even now, to tell dad that the man had spent the last ten years daring himself to swim out, way out from the shore. He worked almost daily to overcome his fear of deep water, which was only a symptom of his fear of the depth of consciousness.
After all, when we say we go ‘up’, as in up in heaven, we really go ‘in’.
He, the man, imagined all sorts of vile fish, monsters to be more precise, to grab him and pull him down into the abyss of the deep. Saint John writes a bit about them in Revelation. The pits and all that. On the day the man’s body was killed, he had overcome his fears. The swim out was only a culmination of his struggles with fear. His whole life was filled with monsters, with evil spirits lurking in the darkness to grab him. It made his life miserable. He hardly realized that his life was hell. A self-imposed hell––self-created. A hell to be conquered, mastered.
He did.
Once victorious, there was no reason for the man to remain in his body any longer. He’d done his job––accomplished his mission. But how could I have told dad all that? My dad was perfectly aware of the Far Country. But regardless of what he’d said, it was still a ‘place’ for him.
I’ve known all along that it isn’t so. I never lost my awareness of where I came from. That always gave me an overwhelming advantage. I didn’t rise to the Far Country from the foibles of earthly life. I descended to it from above. The various realities are distinct, with defined rules, but they all coexist in the same space-time. Only the measurements and the dimensions change. Both space and time are but elements serving us to teach us perception of the universe. But not just the visible universe.
Visibilium omnium et invisibilium.
The realities are there to help us understand, to appreciate, or... to perceive the Creative Force. None of them really exist. Nothing exists outside the Undiscovered Realm. The other realities wink in and out of existence even as whole universes do when I venture into the Far Country.
But what the Far Country really offers is the possibility of sharing our perception of reality with other units of awareness. I suppose, mom, you would still call it ‘with other souls’. In the upper realms, the subjectivity of an individual outlook overlaps much more with other souls. With other individualizations descending from the Undiscovered Realm.
From my Home. My sweet and only home.
So much for now. Love you Mom.
Sacha
Sacha 13 + 364 days
Tomorrow is my fourteenth birthday. I think they are putting together something special. Probably some pagan ritual to mark the occasion. No matter. Occasions are usually fun.
Last night I had an insight. Whenever my consciousness rests in the Undiscovered Realm I never have any problems with visiting the Far Country or the Home Planet. A simple wish and the realities created by my previous visits unfold themselves, and the playing fields are ready for new experimentation. It’s like being in heaven yet having all the fun normally associated with having a body. I mean the senses, and all that. All I have to do is to pick up the resonance of the mental and emotional vibrations I left behind, and there I am sitting in my favorite villa overlooking a glorious lake, or flying over the most beautiful country in the world. And when I say flying, I don’t mean in a metal can, like on Earth. Just imagine... You can create all this beauty and never be in any danger of pollution playing havoc with your landscape.
Floating, suspended at the very center of the Universe in the Far Country, being master of all creation, where the stars, galaxies are but my toys, is a very different kind of euphoria. They’re not what we concoct in our imaginations, but whatever our mental body comes up with, instantly becomes the hypothetical reality. All realities are, of course, hypothetical. All of them depend exclusively on our perception. And the center of perception is the heart of our being. It is where our attention resides. And wherever we direct our attention that’s where we are.
But this is not what I wanted to share with you.
During the last week or two, I sensed a nagging suspicion that I am getting close to discovering the purpose of my life. Down here, I mean. And that purpose is, I’m pretty sure, to find my way back to the Undiscovered Realm. I mean, everyone always goes there, sooner or later. For a few instants of eternity. But that’s not what I mean. I mean to go there and henceforth never to have to go out, unless I choose to. I might forever want to come down to physical reality to share my perception with those I love. But I would do so as an act of my will.
This time, it was not exactly so.
When I began making preparations for my embodiment, it wasn’t that someone told me to do this or that. There are no bosses in the Undiscovered Realm. But it is a feeling like waking up, only in reverse. You know that if you don’t scratch it, it will drive you mad. So, sooner or later, you scratch it. Only the itch is the need to come down here, and do whatever has to be done to find your way back. Or at least get closer to your permanent residence.
So when all is said and done, the only way I could fairly define my life in this lanky body with a mop-a-top would be ‘The Way Back’.
PART TWO
The Search
Therefore search and see if there is not some place
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/62846 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!