“Beyond the God Particle is revealed a world of splendid, blinding beauty,
but one to which our mind’s eye will adapt.”
Leon Lederman
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At any given moment, life is completely senseless.
But viewed over a period, it seems to reveal itself
as an organism existing in time, having a purpose,
trending in a certain direction.
Aldous Huxley
(1894-1963)
He wrote, ‘Call me Ishmael.’ And with those three words Melville set his quill on a fragment of immortality. It was easy for Herman. Not so for me. I have no name. Call me Nobody? A Nomad? Or even Petrus Latter? Or Lazarus? Some might remember the body I wore as having belonged to a man named Peter, the original name I carried from my baptism to the day when my hands became blessed with the power of healing. Not I, please note, my friends, just my hands. I was cursed. My medical career destroyed. My future…?
People will tell you that anyone who has the gift of healing realizes that it is a spiritual phenomenon. That it is not the hands, but the power that flows through them. Not so, my friends. I felt no power. No transfer of spirit, no flow of energy, no sense of elation. Nothing. No spiritual phenomena of any sort. Just my hands. Cool, listless, virtually unwilling, they were the instruments of an agency that chose to remain beyond my senses, beyond my understanding.
Even in Rome I couldn’t… but that comes later in the story.
Believe me. I had nothing to do with the effect my hands had when they came in contact with people. Whatever took place was not the result of my will, nor even the consequence of my medical knowledge or the skills acquired at great effort and sacrifice over many years. Yes, in those early days I had been known as Dr. Peter Thornton, FRCSP, a fresh inductee into the society of the Fellowship of the Royal College of Surgeons and Physicians.
Somewhere in the hoary past…. Another time, another lifetime.
Now? Now I am once more Nobody. I’ve spent considerable effort trying to maintain my anonymity. Sometimes successfully. At other times…
Three times I’ve left my lair. Three times I’d been accosted.
Then came the separation from the world. I crawled into a hole and pulled the covers over me. I died. In every sense but physically. We all do at times, only few of us realize it. Even fewer of us ever come back to life.
“When did it all start?” I asked Smith, in the hope of catching him off-guard.
For a while Winston continued to arrange crystal glasses, upside down, in a stainless-steel cradle suspended from the ceiling on long rods. It seemed to absorb all his attention. When he stopped, he faced me with a vaguely amused smile. A funny smile that was hardly visible, yet lightened his deeply lined face.
“About twelve billion years ago, some say further back, Sir,” he said, slowly stressing every word. “About the time Elohim created the world,” his eyes smiled, but his face remained serious. “From that moment on, we were each given a choice, to be gods or minions.”
At the time I took it as a turn of phrase. It never crossed my mind to take his words literally.
“To put it a different way,” Winston continued, apparently changing the subject, “when matter came into contact with antimatter... or really separated. When the conversion of energy into matter was of such magnitude, well… scientists these days call it the Big Bang. We, you and I, are one half of that explosion. The other half remains locked in the hearts of the countless black holes. None had existed before the world came into being. When the two were still one there was only one reality—omnipresent, single, without differentiation. A Single Soul, not individualized. To this day, some people call it God.”
So much for catching Winston Smith off-guard.
According to Smith, it was then, in that evanescent instant, that I was born, even as we all were, into a reality of contrasts, of black and white, of hot and cold, and of good and evil. Into the world we all live in. At least we think we do. The world of illusion, of Maya. The world we all perceive as real.
For a while, apparently an extremely long while, I served the illusive reality. I served Caesar. As we all do. And then? And then my life took a different turn. I got caught up in a vortex of forces that refused, and still refuse, to let me go. Don’t even imagine that we, humans, are granted the so-called ‘free will’. It is there, but it is coiled up inside us like the many dimensions the scientists are talking about. Quantum mechanics, they call it. Go look it up! Go on! You can read all about it on the Internet. It’s all coiled up, invisible. Held in abeyance. Free will, as we think of it, is the greatest fallacy religions have spread to the people of the world. We are puppets. We can oppose the currents carrying our vessels for a little while, but soon, all too soon, we will be swept up again and taken to our destination. Some to heaven, some to hell. Others? Most others just onto another joyride on the eternal carousel of life.
I still believe that it all really began when I joined the seminary. I mean, began for me, in this particular cycle. I had the best of intentions of becoming a priest. To serve my God and His people. Ultimately, to earn my place in paradise. It seemed like the right thing to do. Later? Later I seemed to have contracted a severe case of cold feet. The hunger remained but the will waned, dissipated in a reality that denied the invisible, the intangible. The world was too solid, too hard to pierce with ideas, or with ideals of the ephemeral.
I escaped. I suppose, I’ve been running ever since. A year after the seminary, I decided that if I couldn’t serve my soul, I would do my best to serve my body. Or anyone’s body. I took up medicine.
I was lucky. My brother died. It sounds callous to equate my luck with my brother’s death. But if it hadn’t been for his untimely demise, I would never have moved to his house, never taken up residence in Westmount to look after Ruth, his widow, never enjoyed the company of Jonathan and Moira, Jo and Mo. But most of all, I wouldn’t have met Winston, the sublimely normal yet still enigmatic majordomo who’s affected my life in a way that to this day remains quite unpredictable.
After five years of medicine at McGill University, and four years of residency at the Montreal General, I finally passed my Fellowship exams. I became Dr. Peter Thornton, MD., FRCSP. Something to be proud of. That’s as high as you can get in my… in my ex-profession. I lost the license to practice medicine due to a technicality. I lost my credentials thanks to my “gift”. I discovered that my touch, the touch of my hands, healed people. Not my strenuously acquired medical knowledge, nor my years of burning the midnight oil, nor even the four years of residency at Montreal’s best teaching hospital.
Just my hands. Or whatever used them.
I felt like a second-rate TV evangelist administering the ‘touch’ of the Holy Spirit on the sinners. On the sinners, abusers, perverts, or just the unfortunates who’d lost their way. Only there was no ‘spirit’, no invisible or visible light emanating from my palms. I didn’t wield the Bible in my hands to add weight to my actions. I touched them and they recovered. Rather like the rays of sun healing you, or an aspirin removing your headache.
There was no point in pretending to be a doctor any more. Again, I escaped.
I wasn’t a doctor anymore, I was a freak. Some men, some women, become magnificent poets, some produce immortal works of art, some play a music that stimulates your soul and mind to greater things. I healed. Or my hands did. I became an instrument of something over which I had absolutely no control. Nor could I refuse to heal anyone. I could not touch them and let them remain sick. The diseases eased, the bones mended, as though invaded by an onslaught of stem cells that rebuilt the injured organs, arms, or legs in an amazingly quick time. I was a nobody with a gift.
I still am, I suppose. A Nobody.
Immediately following the discovery of my curse, gift to some, Ruth gave me a home where, thanks to her generosity, I managed to escape reality and hide from the hordes, or at least from quite substantial crowds, who followed me in the hope of a miraculous cure. Later, but more secretly, I continued to practice my gift until the exhaustion of trying to serve too many too quickly nearly cost me my life. I’d forgotten about Buddha’s admonitions about the middle path. About not worrying about tomorrow. I took my patients’ maladies upon myself. I wasn’t ready for such a burden. I was a doctor of medicine, not a saint.
Winston, the ever-enigmatic majordomo, saved me. Cathy did the rest.
Cathy…
Even as I write this, her jade-green eyes, as dreamy as they are piercing, draw me into a forbidden garden of Elysian promise. She is the only one who seems to understand my soul when I lose control over my own inner being. She may be across the ocean, the vast Pacific, yet her eyes, shimmering behind my own eyelids, draw me into the mysteries that churn within her own soul, lapping the very limits of my consciousness, enticing my dreams, my desires. Like magic.
I owe her my life.
Things happen. Things over which we have little control. Events swept me to Gdansk, where the expectation of my healing ability put me face to face with Lena, the most fascinating woman I’ve ever met: Lena Walesa, the granddaughter of Lech, the famous founder of the Solidarity movement. She was then, even as she is now, running Solidarity International, the organization that, according to Ruth, has two billion members. Some organization! It recognizes no borders, no national identities; it crosses oceans with equal ease. Last year, Ruth, once its staunch opponent, had a change of heart. Now, she’s committed her life to Lena’s ideals.
And then there was Rome. No words can describe what happened there. Suffice it to say that the Holy Roman and Apostolic Church would never be the same. Never. It cannot. Not with Lena looking after its worldly domains with the Last Pontiff’s blessing.
It is a strange world. If it hadn’t been for Cathy’s mother, who tried to recount those events in her book, One Just Man, I would never have believed them myself. Judge for yourself.
When, last year, Cathy, Ruth, and I returned from Rome, I thought that, at least for a short while, I could hide out in Ruth’s cabin up north, perhaps, once again, with Cathy for company. I had memories there. I also had fresh memories to sort out. There was so much we had to say to each other—Cathy and I that is. She’s such an incredible woman. She gives without ever expecting anything in return. Perhaps there are other people like her, but I haven’t met any. Completely selfless. She’s the sort of person Winston alludes to when he points to humanity’s future.
Ah, yes… Winston Smith. The man-mountain. A teacher, friend, sage, and all this while hiding under the sombre mask of our majordomo. He carried me to safety when I went too far, when I’d diluted my life-force too much. When I was little more than a beginner on the eternal climb to my ultimate destiny.
Ultimate?
“There is no end to infinity,” Winston would say. More than once.
Somehow our psyche refuses to accept that there can be existence without a beginning and, therefore, without an end. We are born, we live, and we die. We fool ourselves that there is a hereafter. Not so. There is no beginning that we know of.
“You sound like an atheist,” Ruth remarked, probably afraid that I might impart my pagan philosophy to her children. This exchange happened only a few months ago, before I learned to keep my thoughts to myself.
“If you define your God, you’ll limit Her by your definition,” I replied softly. “If you don’t, what am I to believe in?” I had been thinking of Spinoza’s admonition.
“It is the here and now that matters,” Winston would murmur in a voice that could penetrate walls. A deep basso that could attain fame and fortune on any stage of the world. With his six-foot-six stature, an overpowering dramatic presence, he could have become a star in Hollywood overnight. Or in New Delhi. Or Beijing. There are no barriers that could constrain Winston. Not the Winston I know.
Not that I really know him. A man as cryptic, as enigmatic, as obscure as what had happened to me, way back when, at the General Hospital. One day I was a promising member of the teaching staff, the next, a has-been with healing power flowing from my unwitting hands.
“It doesn’t flow from your hands, Peter,” Ruth told me. “The power flows through you!”
How come people who never healed anyone know so much? “When I kiss them, or kick them, no one gets healed,” I barked, and immediately regretted my temper. She meant well.
I cursed the day when it happened. I don’t any more. Nor am I grateful. I am simply resigned. I’ve learned the meaning of submission. Islam—isn’t that what it means? Submission? Only I still have no idea to what. Or to whom? I’ve learned that it is completely useless to resist or oppose the power that’s taken over my life. I had ample evidence of it in Rome. And since.
And then we were back in Westmount.
At the time, I didn’t know how long I would be allowed to remain in Ruth’s home before the leeches, grasping for my inimitable power, caught up with me. If and when they did, I told myself, I shall no longer be Nobody. Once more I would become a Nomad.
I admit it. I was scared. I’ve been scared for a long time.
I no longer left the house. I didn’t dare. We couldn’t have stayed up north any longer, either. Cathy had her work. In the meantime, I had to gather my thoughts. I had to attempt to understand what had happened to me. In some ways, it all still remains beyond my understanding, though most events have begun to fall into place. My eyes are being opened. Slowly. I now know that it will be a long journey.
I refused to be just a thing, an instrument over which I had no control. None at all. I felt an overpowering need to learn who I was. What was my purpose. Indeed, what was the purpose of humanity. Winston would help me, I knew that even then. And, in quite a different way, so would Cathy. I can’t claim that I knew it, but I felt it. It’s quite amazing how many things I just feel even now. It is as though I have become an observer of my own life unfolding on a course over which I still have little control. Right now, I tell myself, I must go to sleep. When I wake up, perhaps all the problems will have gone away. They never do, of course. They probably never will. Never.
I thought that I should have undergone plastic surgery on my face and should have bought asbestos gloves to keep me from affecting anyone. Asbestos gloves and a veil of invisibility. I was tired of being exploited. By anyone. By distraught mothers, by drunks with pickled innards, by smokers with cancerous lungs, even by the Gdansk henchmen of the most fascinating woman in the world. Or, for that matter, by the Holy Father himself, though I very much doubt he had much to do with what happened at the Vatican. Finally, I refused to be exploited by the power within me. Whatever it is.
I developed a single profound ambition. To be like other people. I wanted a white picket fence with Cathy and myself raising a dozen children. Just the two of us. Far, far away, at the end of the rainbow, in a long-forgotten corner of this wonderful world of ours. I wanted time to see it. To dip my fingers in lakes and rivers, to dive into their caressing waters and… to forget. It was all moving too fast. Much too fast. I needed time to grow old. Like other people. To forget about the power in my hands.
If the Universe is the Answer, what is the Question?
Leon Lederman
[In 1988 he shared the Nobel Prize for physics]
with Dick Teresi in The God Particle
Chapter 1
“I suppose the lines will be a mile long,” I said, clipping my hair even shorter. I had to. Otherwise my wig just wouldn’t fit. I don’t go out very often. Hadn’t for nearly a year. For crying out loud, I’ve been a prisoner.
Winston looked as if he were about to say something.
“No matter,” I continued, providing my own answer. “The show will be running for the next four days.”
“After the matinee performance you are attending this afternoon, Sir, there is enough time for at least one more show later this evening,” Winston affirmed as though declaring the secret of the ages.
He was right, of course. Each performance took about two hours, a thirty-minute break, and da capo al fine. After all, there were no ‘live’ singers. It was all illusion, like the rites they performed in the Cathedral until a year ago. The latter were merely symbolic, now—holographic images. Really, only the actors had changed.
“I believe the parking is underground, Sir,” Winston offered, settling the question of lines.
New parking only just finished for Lena’s visit. Ruth had also told me that the architects had contrived to triple the number of seats in the nave.
“Mrs. Thornton tells me that the Cathedral is freshly renovated with Solidarity funds. She says it is like new, a temple to behold, Madam said. The Last Pontiff would have enjoyed it.” It sounded as if Winston were trying to divert my thoughts from my frustration.
I took a sip of water. In spite of the humidity that seemed to permeate my room from the outside, my throat felt dry. I used to love autumn. All the colours... the mysteries of the descending fog… the peace I felt just before falling asleep. But watching the droning rain through widows streaked with meandering rivulets of pollution did not fill me with an abundance of joy.
I managed a weak smile. The Last Pontiff. That was how everyone referred to His Holiness. He seemed such a nice man, way back when… When I was more than a vegetable gracing Ruth’s house.
More water. What I really needed was a shot of Scotch. I was nervous.
Only the Last Pontiff didn’t have any money. Nor did anyone else in the church. What with the billions and billions of dollars’ worth of art to protect, to insure, to maintain at the right temperature, humidity, plus the buildings themselves... it was just too much. And with the hundreds of thousands of churches to look after... the buildings often crumbling thanks to the scourge of the modern era, the pollution, the corrosive smog, the acid rain…. The Church or really the Vatican, went bust. Bankrupt. The Instituto per le Opere di Religione went out of business. It would have been sad had it not been for Solidarity. Had it not been for Lena. And she was such a good Catholic. Aren’t all Poles? As for the Last Pontiff, I wondered where he’d been passing his time since our meeting in Rome. The shortest meeting with the greatest consequences. I knew he was all right. Physically. Or mentally for that matter. Part of me will for ever be with him.
I suddenly realized that I must hurry. Lena would be here soon, and I still had to shave, otherwise taking off my false beard would be too painful. My first outing. Suddenly I felt a cold shiver.
I was scared. I hated that.
I remembered the Cathedral Marie-Reine-du-Monde well enough from way back when I too called myself a good Catholic. Originally designed as an exact one-third replica of St. Peter’s in Rome, down to a copy of Bernini’s baldacchino over the main altar. Indeed she reigned well over the whole of Quebec—back in 1894—when the building was completed. Funny that. Cathedral comes from the Greek kathedra, a seat. The seat of a bishop. Whatever happened to His Eminence? Where is he sitting now?
I saw Smith’s reflection in the mirror. He’d just finished laying out my dinner jacket and trousers on the bed. The dress-shirt with a starched collar was ready too. Ready to jump into. At least it wasn’t a monkey suit, I thought.
“Is the old bishop still alive?” I asked, hardly expecting an answer. There was no reason for him to have died. Unless he rejected the new order. Some fundamentalist priests just couldn’t take it. Especially those who thought of the Church as a career. The last Encyclical issued by the Last Pontiff came to them as the shock of a lifetime. The Church’s possessions taken over by Solidarity, an International Union. The Church itself? People weren’t clear. Some priests ended up in the Douglas Hospital for the insane. Others were luckier. They found jobs as teachers, in hospitals, libraries. There hadn’t been that many choices. Those that became priests to serve others continued to do so. There had been many who didn’t accept the Last Pope’s cathartic dissolution. People still wanted to have their babies christened, the elderly hoped for the last unction. Still others thought that a marriage ceremony without a priest’s presence was little more than a glorified premarital agreement. It wasn’t a marriage at all. Ruth told me that the ex-clerics had not been turned out into the street. Lena had offered the unemployed priests a saving grace. They were allowed to remain living in their parsonages, vicarages, or manses, the often opulent surroundings to which they’d become accustomed.
“I can find out for you, Sir,” Winston said, sounding slightly embarrassed. He’d acquired a reputation of knowing just about everything.
“What? Ah, yes, the bishop…” I was lost in my thoughts. That happened a lot to me lately. “Not that it matters,” I absolved him. I didn’t really care. I was tired of caring. For too long I cared too much. It almost cost me my life.
The old Cathedral of Marie-Reine-du-Monde was a particular favourite of Lena’s. It reminded her of her new home, the Vatican, where she’d taken up residence on the day the Last Pontiff had dissolved the Church. Well, not dissolved really, but made it in the image and likeness of what the Lord had intended. At least, that was what he’d said at the time.
“Let us call ourselves brothers and sisters,” he’d said urbi et orbi, his white flowing robes aflutter in the window of his apartment. “Let others call us Christians. Let others call us brothers who love one another.”
It didn’t go over very well with the evangelists.
He’d said it only last year… God, how time flies…
I turned to the clothing laid out on my bed. The dress-shirt was a perfect fit. Smith got it for me. He does just about everything for me these days. And he still has time for the children.
I had to get a move on. It wouldn’t do to be late. Not for our reunion. Not for my first outing. I kept saying that to myself while all along trying to play it down. Nerves, I suppose. And I knew the bow tie would give me problems. That was when Ruth came in without knocking. Yesterday I would have snapped at her.
“Let me do it for you,” she said.
She was so patient with me. I must really try harder to be nice, I told myself, letting her grab the ends of my bow tie from behind. She’d always tied the bow for my brother. It was like riding a bicycle—things you never forget. Women are like that. They remember. And they do the seemingly impossible with such ease. Like tying a bow tie.
“Will there be parking?” I asked changing the subject. I meant in the new underground garage. I was being stupid. Of course there would be parking. Lena was coming with us.
“Yes, Peter, now hurry,” she threw over her shoulder and was gone in a whisper of silk.
Then I remembered. Immediately west of the Cathedral, under and around the statue of Sir John A. Macdonald (one of the remaining echoes of English culture in Quebec), the remaining bones of the long dead and surely by now forgotten, had been moved to the mausoleum built in front of the old Sunlife building. The land was then cleared and excavated down to six levels, providing parking just for the Cathedral alone. The trees had been replaced even if fifty years younger from their ancient predecessors. All thanks to Solidarity. In the past, such work would have blocked traffic for months if not years, and the contract would have been extended by a couple of strikes. Now? Now, Solidarity had completed the job in well under a year.
Modern miracles?
The days when the old bishop could hardly fill the Cathedral pews were also long gone. Well, gone for a good few months—ever since the first performance took place with free entry. I think it was the Genesis, a performance that would make Hollywood proud. Or even jealous. The Cathedral had all the state of the art audio and video gimmicks. I’d heard that what you saw and heard was more real than nature itself. Since the New Year, the various churches in Montreal had given twenty-four religious performances to packed audiences. The church was flourishing like never before.
“The wonders of modern science,” I murmured, lost in my thoughts.
“Indeed, Sir,” Winston agreed.
After another sip of water I began emerging from my self-imposed apathy. Things concerning the world were coming back to me. Slowly. Like this parking business. They charged an arm and a leg for each car, but the entrance was free. Good, if you could walk from wherever you lived, and a clever way for Solidarity to break even. But then, Lena Walesa was one of the smartest women I’d ever met, and that includes my own Cathy. What a team they would have made if only Cathy weren’t such an affirmed individualist. An intellectual, emotional, and practical libertarian. And today, Lena was flying in for the Command Performance. Like royalty. She commanded and they performed.
Royalty? Lena, the Goddess descended from the Olympus to rule over her people.
“Will there be anything else, Sir?”
Winston stood by the door. I glanced at the mirror, scowled, shrugged, and I smiled my thanks. At least I managed not to snap at Winston. I don’t think anyone ever snapped at Winston. He was just too big. Unsnappable.
My thoughts returned to Lena. I’d never had such mixed feelings about anyone. Man or woman. Lena was a mixture of traits as overt as they were enigmatic, as seemingly frank and personal as they were politically motivated, as beautiful as she was impressive with her uncompromising acumen. No wonder she runs Solidarity International with such ease. Though still based in Europe, where its ranks continued to swell at an unprecedented rate, they’d also begun swelling across all the continents. Except the USA.
The USA. The world’s only superpower. The überpower without an empire. At least, so they claimed. With a clout they could not use. They needed cooperation, not submission. Yet they resisted the Solidarity movement with all the means at their disposal.
“Hurry or you’ll be late,” Ruth interrupted my meandering thoughts. “Lena’s always on time,” she added unnecessarily. As if Lena could do anything short of perfection.
Lena was going to visit us at home and then we would drive together to the Cathedral. I’d never seen the new version of the Bible, as staged by the latest technology. In the past one could hear oratorios performed in the Cathedral, or Notre-Dame Basilica or Christmas carols at St. Joseph’s Oratory. But an opera? I wasn’t sure I wanted to go. I don’t mean I was scared to leave the house, but, well, the years I’d spent at the seminary still had a vague, undefined hold on me. Was the House of God really a theatre? Even for staging the scenes from the Bible? Is this progress?
“Coming,” I replied, adjusting my bow tie. Ruth left in a bit of a hurry.
I made final adjustments to my false beard, pressed on my bushy eyebrows and inserted an insole into my left shoe to give me a ‘natural’ limp. I hoped that would be enough. I couldn’t recognize myself in the full-length mirror. The front door buzzer sounded.
“Darling!”
“Darling!”
“Mo! Jo!”
“Aunt Lena!” Moira and Jonathan exclaimed at the top of their voices in perfect unison. Who needs opera, I smirked.
It was time to go down.
One more sip of water and I was almost ready to face the world. To be completely ready I would have to drink a gallon and then pee for an hour. For a long, redeeming while. Just to gain time. Instead, I left my room and stood silently in the shadows at the top of the gallery, taking in the scene below. I could just see them all from the top of the curved stairs that led down to the entrance hall.
I couldn’t help wondering how women, even the most powerful woman in the world, could remain and act in such an intrinsically feminine way. From my vantage point I observed both of them simultaneously kissing the air about ten centimetres outside each other’s ears. Then they looked each other up and down, nodded in obvious satisfaction and added, “Darling, you look fabulous! Absolutely fabulous!” univocally, emulating Mo and Jo. Smith seconded these assertions with a deep bow. Somehow he was already downstairs being the perfect majordomo. Good for him, I thought grudgingly. Good for them.
My feet were glued to the carpet.
Dark green silk seemingly wrapped haphazardly around a tall yet ethereal silhouette, and black velvety softness clinging to voluptuous contours of mother earth.
A study in contrasts.
Why must I go down?
Ruth—the one in green. Dark, slim, almost slinky, an epitome of quiet, sublime elegance emerging directly from an expensive beauty salon. Not that she had, she just looked like it. Fiery ruby earrings and the necklace I bought her when I could ill afford them embraced her elegant, slim neck, underlining the gentle oval of her face. They were a gesture she’d received from me, once, in my moment of weakness. An old story. Her lipstick was a perfect match, a lustrous echo of the precious stones. My brother Andrew had been lucky to hold a woman that beautiful even for a few years. She was so much more than most men could hope for.
And then there was Lena.
As glorious as Ruth looked, she stood next to the personification of the elemental forces of nature, compressed into a vital form. Exuding life, vitality, exuberance, crowned by an abundance of blond hair, pinned up on the top of her head like a crown of the realmdom she so richly deserved. Her black dress descended from a wide collar around her neck. No décolletage, front nor back, no frills or decorations. No jewellery of any sort. Even her arms were hidden by sleeves descending to her wrists. Just smooth, flowing velvet. As usual, she wasn’t wearing any make-up. Or didn’t appear to be. The sapphires of her eyes flashed rays of blue light imbued with a strange amalgam of love and power. The seemingly impossible. Isn’t power the very antithesis of love? Yet in those eyes they seemed to abide in perfect equilibrium.
Unwittingly, I couldn’t help comparing the women to Cathy. Not just physically, but as people and women of substance. I realized, almost at once, that I couldn’t define Cathy in the same terms. My images of her were just those, images. There was the Cathy of the Ritz-Xentung. The mystery, the directness, the slim body bereft of the clinging yet so superbly restrained Qi Pao, a pure silk tapestry of phoenix motif in the diamond frame…. I still remembered that night. Dr. Catherine Mondellay, the daughter of Dr. Bartholomew Mondellay, the man who put the first Chinese man on Mars. The complete absence of protocol, of acting, of pretense. Disarmingly so. And then that very slim body that was mine to take... to embrace in the never-ending tango till the early hours... on that very first night.
Later Cathy up north, bringing me back to life.
Then Cathy in Rome, in the Vatican…
I didn’t see those images. I felt them. I experienced them anew, fresh, unspoiled by time. Perhaps she too was immortal? No, I couldn’t compare Cathy to anyone. How I wished she were there, that night.
I shook my head. I didn’t belong down there. Not any more.
Lena was under the impression that I’d saved her life—in Gdansk, over a year ago, when an army of handpicked physicians couldn’t wrench her out of a coma. Under my touch, she emerged unscathed. Dear Lena. For a short while she’d drawn me into a whirlwind of life that I had no idea existed. That was long before I slipped into my depression. If I were still practising medicine, I would have diagnosed myself as suffering from a neurotic phobia. Of people. Of almost anybody. That was why, today, Ruth had put her foot down.
“You can continue to feel sorry for yourself but I cannot allow my children to see such personal abnegation,” she said. “When Lena comes, there will be an army of security agents crawling everywhere, including around our house. If you don’t come with us, then I hope you won’t be here when we return.”
Ruth had never spoken to me like that before. She meant what she said. She was my sister in-law but she was also the Canadian Chief of Solidarity International. I’m sure she was right. I’m pretty sure that I needed to get out. But there and then, at the top of those stairs, I was in a bad way.
Weren’t my fears real? I wanted to remain upstairs, just looking. I’ve grown shy of people. Any people. All people.
I bit my lip and slowly pushed one foot forward. I made my way down one step at a time. Not gliding down the balustrade like Mo and Jo. Not even descending at a trot as I used to. As young people do. But I made it. Lena embraced me warmly. My head only just cleared her ample pulchritude. She was that much taller than I. I swallowed hard. Suddenly my throat was dry again.
“Peter, darling Peter. You are my strength. My life,” she murmured, for my ears only. “How are you, my friend?”
I didn’t feel strong at all.
I hadn’t seen her since Rome. She’d visited Ruth once or twice, but I’d pretended indisposition. I’d forgotten the effect she had on people. Overwhelming, including on yours truly. “I don’t change much, Lena. I just am,” I replied, and for some reason I had the impression that she knew what I was talking about, which often was more than I did. I was really losing control, not only over my hands, but over most of my senses. “I mean, I am fine, Lena. Just fine….”
She released her embrace but continued to examine me with a steady gaze.
“Is he all right, Ruth?” she asked, still looking at me.
Ruth smiled. I glanced at my sister-in-law. Her eyes said, He will be. Give him time. She knew Lena’s ways of gathering information.
“He is still incognito, if that’s what you mean. He’ll remain in this get up, I suppose?” She was referring to my eyebrows and beard, which hadn’t fooled Lena for a second.
“I dare say he will,” Lena agreed. “If they don’t look into his eyes….” And then she swung towards Ruth. “And where’s Winston?” she asked.
Winston had, as usual, managed to make himself invisible. He melted into the non-existent cracks of the rich floor-to-ceiling palisander panelling lining the entrance hall. And now, just as mysteriously, he emerged at Lena’s side.
“I’m at your service, Madam,” he asserted with quiet dignity.
Lena embraced the giant with firm conviction. “It is so good to see you,” she said planting a kiss on his cheek.
I caught my breath. This was the first time since I’d met Winston Smith that I saw him embarrassed. I could swear there was a gentle hue of pink creeping up from behind his starched collar. And yes, he was definitely at a loss for words. Can you imagine that? Winston Smith at a loss for words?
Chapter 2
We left within five minutes. Ruth and I in the back seat, with the children squeezed between us. A uniformed security guard at the wheel looked like Winston’s brother. Somehow the width of his shoulders failed to add to my waning confidence.
I wished Winston himself were with us, but he’d declined. I suspect he would be busy with the ‘post-mortem’ dinner. The man was a jewel. In the front seat, Lena looked and sounded excited. She kept telling us how wonderful it was to see us all at home, in Westmount. I listened with one ear, while keeping my other ear open for any unfamiliar sounds. I had no idea what I was expecting to hear. Police sirens? Evidence of some car chase? I also kept stealing glances at the two limousines, one in front and the other behind us. I knew them to be Lena’s escort. Just as when a high-level politician comes to town. Not that I’d seen many. Always too busy, I suppose.
“I do not have a home, Ruth,” Lena said, glancing at Ruth’s children cuddling up to their mother. “Not a real home like you.”
Something in her tone told me that she didn’t expect to have one. Ever.
Lena had decided to sit up front, next to the driver, just to see more.
“In the States they don’t let me,” she smiled wistfully. “Security and all that,” she added.
Now that made me feel much better. I imagined a hail of bullets coming at us any minute. But I remembered that I was not afraid of death, only of recognition.
“Here, in Canada, you must be the most peaceful people in the world,” Lena said, staring out of the window. “Not much has changed…” she murmured.
“Wait till you see the Cathedral,” Ruth put in.
Usually the kids were reasonably well behaved, but with Auntie Lena’s arrival, they seemed determined to impress her. They were determined to point out, through the rain-drenched windows, all the interesting sites en route to our destination.
“And that is the church of St. Francis of Assisi,” Jo said, his finger jutting in front of my nose to a stone building I once knew and loved.
“And that is where the architects have their museum,” Mo would not be left behind.
Lena had to acknowledge each building or site, or else it wouldn’t count.
“Look, look, Aunt Lena, look…”
I also looked. We are not being followed…
Gradually the dryness in my throat subsided. I was as ignorant as Lena of the latest townscape. Not that much could have changed in a single year. Perhaps the longest year of my life.
We were only followed by Lena’s escort car, its headlights on just in case. In case of what, I wondered?
“At least we don’t have to go out in this rain…” Ruth murmured.
Fifteen minutes later, a state-of-the-art elevator, ‘lift’ as Lena called it, deposited us up in what used to be the choir. A tiny anteroom, which opened onto a single line of eight chairs, a loge designed for the very, very VIP. Visiting presidents, prime ministers and their immediate entourage, whose security was of paramount importance. And, of course, for Lena Walesa. A liveried man led us to our seats. The red velvet upholstery was as regal as the Vatican chairs had once been. Only the glutei imprints had changed. Over the last year many bishops and other princes of the church had retired. Those who remained faithful to their calling had returned to the ancient traditions, when you could recognize the elders by their behaviour, their wisdom and kindness, and not by the attire they wore. They had returned what was Caesar’s to Caesar. They’d shed their regalia, their imposing appurtenances, and donned the simple clothing of the men to whose spiritual welfare they’d originally dedicated their lives. These were strange times, indeed.
“Would you care for some refreshments, Madam?” the uniformed man asked. He looked uncomfortable in a toned-down version of a Vatican guard, with the sword and lance replaced by a small stun gun. Certainly more effective even if less deadly.
Lena looked at Ruth questioningly. It was too late. By now Ruth, as evidently all of us, had her eyes riveted to the space in front of us.
“Perhaps later,” she replied. Here, she was the host.
Even as I looked down, the columns began to dissolve into palm trees, the statues of saints gradually assumed shapes of Arabs going about their business. Even the elevated ambo metamorphosed into a crag of rock breaking down the monotony of sand and the occasional small outcroppings that appeared out of nowhere. And in a few short minutes, the desert stretched all the way towards the distant horizon. Hundreds if not thousands of people, who seconds ago were sitting in the pews, shimmered, and also dissolved into a rocky terrain.
I shook my head. I’d had occasion to experience the wonders of holography during some medical demonstrations while still at the General Hospital, but this was of quite a different genre. This went way beyond Hollywood.
Moments later I was looking at a desert that was moving towards me, slowly, yet inexorably, with the mountains on the horizon growing ever closer. I learned later that the activation of the holographic images had been designed to coincide with Lena’s entrance. I wondered what the old bishop would have to say about all this. On the other hand, was it any more profane than using the House of God for an Oratorio?
“Mommy, look!” This was Jo pointing down, towards our left.
There, a group of people emerged from behind some rocks and moved slowly, evidently tired after a long journey, towards the approaching mountains.
“Let my people go,” a really deep basso profundo intoned from a great distance. Perhaps from behind the mountains?
“Let my people go,” the basso repeated.
Apparently, by some hook or crook, or by the magic of technology of the middle 21st century, people sitting in the nave below were enjoying the same images. The wonders of holography, I whispered. No one heard me. The scenery was riveting. The multitude of people, dressed in long abas such as we are used to seeing on the paintings of old masters depicting the Exodus, accompanied by livestock and hand-pulled carts, seemed oblivious to us. Yet I found them strangely unsettling. They were too close, within touch, yet seemed lost in their own reality, their own time.
“Aren’t we all?” I murmured to myself. Aren’t we all lost in our own time, our own reality?
“Let my people go,” the basso repeated. His voice was still distant yet it reverberated in the large space of the nave. It seemed to echo from the distant mountains and return with renewed force. “Let my people go... go... go…”
I took a deep breath. Other than the basso and the creaks of the carts, the people moved in deadly silence. They seemed on the point of utter exhaustion. Perhaps they were. I’d never crossed a desert. I’d never even been in one. Yet even now, though I knew it was just an artificial effect, an illusion, it had a hypnotic effect on me. I felt drawn into the grotesque shadows, expecting something to emerge from their depth. The artistic directors of the opera had done an incredible job. If there were people here, who have never had a spiritual experience in a church before—here was their chance. The atmosphere was eerie, ephemeral, intangible yet commanded one’s whole attention.
As I looked up, again I held my breath. The ceiling had disappeared, as though rolled back, and the starlit sky, serene in its mysterious splendour, stretched from one horizon to the other. A small, perfectly round moon showed the pilgrims their way. Ever eastward, toward the mountains. How did they do that? How on earth do they get such effects?
“Take my people home….” The sonorous voice was getting closer.
Silence stretched.
And then the voice filled the church, reverberating from every corner.
“I AM THAT I AM… I will bring you up out of the affliction of Egypt unto the land of the Canaanites, and the Hittites, and the Amorites…”
The list went on. Even as the litany continued, the chorus of people began to supply background affirmations of the promises. The male and the female voices, tenors, baritones, sopranos, and mezzos mixed in a euphoric plea that could not go unanswered. This was history, of course. It was the promise God had once made to Moses before his favourite servant began his long journey.
A dozen voices, all deep, singing as one in a commanding monotone, semi-aria, semi-melody: “Take my people home…” the behest repeated. It seemed to come from all quarters, the side aisles—now stretches of sand, from above—the shimmering stars... from everywhere. A roll of thunder, no lightning, just an ear splitting thunder rolling from one horizon to the other.
The command to be obeyed.
At the head of the long procession of abas, a man taller than all the others raised his staff signalling obedience. “I shall,” it seemed to say. “I’ll make sure Your will shall be carried out.” It wasn’t spoken, nor sung, but the import was there. Unquestioning, abject obedience that translated into the power of leadership.
At the same time, in direct contrast to the sonorous basses and the response of the staff, a chorus of voices, seemingly thousands of them, initiated a forlorn dirge. It flowed along the sands, echoed from the dark outcroppings, and drifted like fog to cover the whole desert with a blanket of sorrow. A dirge of good-byes to the land now left behind, to the security it offered. It was a farewell to childhood, a painful weaning of men and women coming of age.
“Let my people go…” The mountains echoed for the last time.
The dirge stopped suddenly. The Cathedral, the desert was filled with eerie silence. The throngs came to a halt. They were facing a mountain that mysteriously materialized before them, its majesty as forbidding as it was unyielding. It barred the people’s way. It was the end of a long journey. The end of an era.
“Mount Sinai,” I heard Ruth whispering to her children.
Mo and Jo hadn’t moved. They were as frozen as the public must have been down below, in the desert. Indeed, as I was. Of course... Mount Sinai. The way station where the Hebrews had to make a decision. The old ways, or the new… Don’t we all? Don’t we all face Mount Sinais, periodically, throughout our lives? Each time I escape from any reality, I take a turn in the desert. I face the new, the unknown. This is what those people had faced. The unknown. For most of us, the greatest fear of all.
This was the essence of the Exodus. A change. A change in consciousness. From slavery to freedom.
A large group of elderly men detached themselves from the crowds and approached the man holding the oversized staff.
“The seventy wise men,” Ruth whispered.
I didn’t know Ruth was so well versed in the Old Testament. Was it Winston’s influence? He seems to invoke hunger for the esoteric in all of us.
Moses detached himself from the group of seventy. Slowly his moonlit contour walked up the incline. Then only a shadow followed him as he came in and out of our vision. Once again a deadly hush enveloped the people….
Then somebody laughed.
There followed a wave of movement among the throngs. They turned and twisted. Voices emerged, tenors, baritones, sopranos... sextets interpolated with octets, choruses answered with ever growing vigour. Fires were lit. Some women began dancing, their lithe bodies twisting, undulating, in progressive passion. Men clapped their hands in rhythm.
The silence had turned into a wild Saturnalia.
Dionysus would have been proud of them. Wine flowed easily. Individual voices rose in mounting octaves praising the merits of ecstasy, of love and passion of Eros and euphoria. What began as an innocent diversion for people wearied by extended travel in a featureless desert grew. First slowly, then with increasing intensity, into a wild orgy of unparalleled proportions. It grew spontaneously. Music, stimulated by whirling tambourines, accelerated its rhythm. Many a comely maiden shed her clothing, revealing contours only just swelling into womanhood. They whirled in wild abandon. Sparks of the nearby fires danced their own wanton patterns on their skin glistening with sweat. Here and there a young man would dive into the writhing confluence of flesh, followed by shrieks of consummate delight..
Seemingly, this night would never end…
In sudden alarm I glanced at the children. Both had their palms pressed into their eyes, the way they did when playing hide and seek. Reaction to the last clap of thunder? Hopefully. Thankfully these were only holograms and not the real thing.
As time went on, a strange mist descended over the desert. The mountain dissolved. The main altar was now visible. The desert faded and revealed pews filled with people, believers, practically cringing in their seats. The image of the Bacchanalia was gone and the voices were dimmed. And then the eerie silence was filled with a collective sigh. It was nearly a minute before people joined their hands. Not to pray, but to show appreciation.
End of Act 1 of the Decalogue.
The Ten Commandments, of course, were still to come. I glanced at the program. The words had been embossed, or possibly engraved, in gold letters on a single piece of plastic that looked like a stone tablet. That was it. No explanations, no commentaries, no credits for the libretto. People were expected to know their Ten Commandments. Presumably, the presentation was intended to be self-explanatory.
THE DECALOGUE
Opera in Three Acts
Music by
JOHN BROWN
Act I
Escape
Act II
The Commandments
Act III
Liberation
The name of the composer struck a bell. John Brown. Cathy had mentioned him. Some twenty years ago, an extraordinary musician, a violinist unparalleled in the history of music, had swept the world. Her name was Ann Howell. She’d married a physician named Brown, Dr. Brown, a strange mixture of a physicist and physician. That is how Cathy knew of him. She’d told me that their son was the composer of a number of operas, The Decalogue among his earliest. What a shame Cathy couldn’t make it tonight. She was giving a lecture at the Science Museum, freshly opened in Ottawa. It had been named after her father, Dr. Mondellay, the eminent physicist responsible for popularizing portable nuclear generators, the solution to many of the world’s problems. Not all, however.
The attendant who’d originally shown us to our seats approached us again, this time bearing a tray with glasses. There were three slim flutes with bubbles dancing in the soft light, and wider glasses, evidently with fruit juice, for the children. In the middle of the tray there were two small plates with amuse-gueules. They were tiny, elegant, and proved most appetizing.
Lena smiled her thanks.
As we were finishing our champagne, the lights began to dim. Once more, the Cathedral dissolved into a mass of clouds. They grew in density until they became almost palpable. I wondered how people in the pews felt. Perhaps they had different effects altogether.
Moments later, sweet strains of a dozen harps resonated among the disappearing walls. Next, the sweet voices of a great many children, reminiscent of the Vienna Boys Choir, emerged from the convoluting clouds. No people, no children, just the voices, sweet, angelic. The effect was quite unearthly.
Against this background, a single ray of light flashed across the clouds. It hovered, hesitated, and then wrote something on the vapours. The chorus and the harps gave way to the original chorus of bassos intoned in a Gregorian monotone:
I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery, you shall have no other gods before me.
The simple monophonic, unaccompanied music of the Middle Ages. Memories of my seminary days. They too seemed centuries away. There was too much accompaniment around these days. A constant soundtrack. Drums, percussion everywhere. At all times. I longed for the simplicity of just voices.
And then the moment was past…
The choir picked up the words and raised them into a beautiful melody. This was a command but also an assurance, a promise… there was joy in the children’s voices. Even as the melody died down, the lightning flashed from east to west, across the length of the firmament. Jo curled up under my arm while Mo hid her head in Ruth’s lap.
You shall not make yourself an image, whether in the form of anything that is in heaven above, or that is on the earth beneath, or that is in the water under the earth. You shall not bow down to them or worship them: for the Lord your God, am a jealous God….
Even as the bassos delivered the dire command, the lightning grew in intensity until the whole church seemed filled with flashing lights. I pulled Jo a little closer. I found the effect somewhat overdone, but I could well imagine the effect it had on the ‘masses’ sitting below me. The powerful composite voice articulating every word, every note, against the background of the lightning extravaganza.
The Decalogue continued.
You shall not make wrongful use of the name of the Lord your God….
Remember the Sabbath day, and keep it holy….
Honour your father and your mother….
Each commandment was picked up by the angelic voices. What had been delivered by the bassos as an unquestioning commandment, was raised to the level of joy, of celebration. The commandments became gifts to be cherished, to be grateful for when sung by the boys’ angelic voices.
The next commandment exploded as a roll of thunder and terrible lightning.
You shall not murder….
The silence that followed was deafening. I felt icy fingers on my spine. You shall not commit murder. Thou shall not kill. No matter how phrased, the command was uncompromising. There was no, ‘Unless in self-defence,’ or ‘Except when defending your country, or your goods, or even when defending your family, your children.’ Thou shall not kill for it is murder….
You shall not commit adultery…..
The basses delivered this message in a more tempered tone. The children echoed the sentiment.
….neither shall you steal, nor bear false witness against your neighbour….
Who were my neighbours? The people next door? I had no next door. I’d spent most of the last twelve months locked up in my room, rereading all my books, searching for the meaning of my gift. I’d found no meaning. No sense. No explanation. Or was Lord God referring to a different sort of kinship, a less literal neighbour. I was snapped out of my musings by the next stanza. This time the bassos and the children mixed in an interpolating melody, as though the young voices intertwined with the power and gave it a sense of innocence.
You shall not covet your neighbour’s house….
You shall not covet your neighbour’s wife….
These were the bassos alone commanding absolute obedience.
Nor male or female slave…. Now children joined the male chorus, nor ox, or donkey, or anything that belongs to your neighbour. In the last phrases the boys’ voices took pre-eminence, making the whole message more human. The lightning receded towards the far horizon, the clouds parted revealing the stillness of the night. The boys’ voices continued, softly, moving away, slowly with the receding clouds.
And then there was silence.
I glanced at Ruth and Lena. They were both staring straight ahead. Mo and Jo remained curled up on their seats, Mo desperately trying to hide under Ruth’s arm. Jo was peeking at me from under my elbow. As I winked, his face emerged cautiously as though making sure it was over. Mo and Jo were too young for Mr. Brown’s concept of heavenly power. They should have stayed at home. It was too late. No matter. I had a strong suspicion that they would remember this evening for a long time. And there was another act to come. For their sake, I hoped it wasn’t scary.
I wondered how the people, those down below, could see the performance. I know that all pews had been reoriented towards Bernini’s baldacchino, but still, they had to have dozens of projectors to let all people enjoy the opera equally. Of course, the sound was easier to control. The speakers could be installed anywhere and everywhere. Probably the latter. On the other hand, the holographic video must have looked different from each side, which could make it even more interesting. Perhaps you might see the same opera four times, and always see a new version.
I was never good at technology.
Minutes later the lights began to dim until abject darkness enveloped all of us. From below I could just discern distant sounds of flutes piercing the night air. Little flames winked in and out, here and there, until they grew into fires set in the same desert that we had left at the end of Act I. Only now there was much more activity.
The music grew in volume. Male and female voices intermingled in a choral symphony that matched the frenzied movement of the people. Then I saw it. As a dozen strong men lifted, at arm’s length, a large golden calf, it glittered in the reflected light of the mass of fires. A collective ‘ooooh’ escaped a thousand mouths; the audience probably mixed with the actors in the desert. The dancing women were nearing a dervish frenzy, jumping and leaping up and across the lying bodies which had already given themselves to sexual orgy.
For an incongruous moment I found myself hoping that Mo and Jo were still shielding their eyes under the protective arms of Ruth and myself.
In the midst of all this the clouds gathered lower and lower over the desert. The contours of the mountain disappeared inside the descending mists. A sonorous ramble rolled, slowly, ponderously, from all sides towards the middle. The frenzied dancing reached a mad crescendo.
And then it struck.
A single bolt of lightning split the golden calf in half. There followed another clap of thunder, this time immediately overhead, and a large stone smashed itself over the central fire. The sparks shot everywhere, like meteors that pierced the desert atmosphere. People collapsed onto their knees. They hid their faces in their hands.
The scene split in two, horizontally.
Below people remained in an apparent stupor of fear, while above, separated only by the clouds, Moses sang a dirge of his own.
“Lord, my people have sinned a great sin… and have made them a god of gold… yet now, if you forgive them their sins….”
The aria was filled with pathos worthy of the occasion. The libretto was taken directly from Exodus, word for word. Moses seemed desperate but still trusted that his people might be forgiven in the Lord’s infinite mercy. As the male chorus of voices filled the Cathedral, he knew he’d succeeded.
“Whosoever hath sinned against me, him shall I blot out of my book. Go now and lead the people unto the place of which I have spoken unto thee. My angel shall go before thee…”
There was not a whisper from the audience. The unison voices of God hovered in the air, as though suspended beyond time and space. It was an awesome moment.
“I will send my angel before thee, and I will drive out before you the Amorites, Canaanites, Hittites, Perizzites, Hivites and Jebusites…”
As the recitation went on, the desert people moved to establish the tabernacle. Some of them pitched a tent just outside the camp. Even as others gyrated in the desert like an aimless river, Moses returned, seemingly placated. It was all very dramatic, and yes, even beautiful. Regrettably my own life had turned me into a sceptic.
How very convenient, I thought. What God was really saying was blame Me, since I can do no wrong. No wonder the people in the desert began to lift their heads. The Lord’s last words were echoed once again by the beautiful children’s chorus, then joined by sopranos, the mezzos and other voices. The harmonies were, nevertheless, inspired. John Brown had earned his title of Master Composer, as was amply proven by the last thunder, this time that of applause.
I took a deep breath. In my mind I could hear my brother’s slow, confident voice: ‘The structure of the opera was definitely interesting. I am reminded of Moussorgsky. In Boris Goudonov, the only real struggle is between the Tsar Boris and the people. All else is peripheral. Here too, God and the people are the main characters. Even Moses plays second fiddle to them.’
Dear Andrew... he would have loved it.
“Is God really angry?” This was Mo tugging at my elbow. “Is he?” He really needed to know.
“God is never angry, Mo. He just pretends…” I did my best.
“But he smashed the calf and cut it in half,” Jo insisted.
“He did, but that was just to show the people that they shouldn’t worship any idols,” I tried again.
“So he wasn’t really angry?” Mo wouldn’t let go.
“God is love, Moira. Love is never angry.”
This seemed to satisfy her. I took a deep breath. The Hebrew God sure sounded angry, I thought. Boy, was he ever!
I glanced at Ruth just as she seemed to be wiping off an errant tear. My sister-in-law looked sad. “What is it, dear?” I whispered.
“Oh, it’s nothing,” she said, a tiny smile denying her momentary weakness. When I didn’t look away, she murmured, “You know how Andrew loved opera?”
She didn’t say any more. It had been almost six years since she’d lost her husband. My brother had loved opera, a lot more than I ever had. Poor Ruth, I mused. Yet somehow, in an inadvertently selfish manner it was good to hear that other people also had problems. That I wasn’t alone, struggling, angry, frustrated. And I had left the house and survived, and Ruth wasn’t going to kick me out.
Chapter 3
We filed out quickly, hoping to avoid the crowds. We almost succeeded. A half-dozen men saw Lena and insisted on bowing low, in the process blocking our passage. For a dreadful moment I was sure they were after me. How presumptuous of me. I was nobody. At least, next to Lena.
My anxiety passed as quickly as it occurred.
Out of nowhere, two burly characters stepped in and gently but firmly moved Lena’s admirers aside. Within minutes we were all safely tucked inside the Solidarity limousine. Throughout all this, Lena smiled angelically, as if she had nothing whatsoever to do with any of this minor fracas.
“Can we come to see the next opera, Auntie Lena? Can we?”
I had to smile. Don’t children ever have enough? Jo was twelve and thought it immature to succumb to emotional pressure. He was also growing very protective of his sister, a mere year younger. Still, the opera was definitely a traumatic experience for all of us, particularly, I thought, for the children. At least Mo seemed to have tacit reservations about a repeat performance. Her face was set into a brave mask of courage.
“We shall see, darling. We shall see,” Lena assured them, having no idea if and when the next show would be.
“So how did you like it?” Lena turned to Ruth who was once more sitting with me in the back seat.
Ruth was too worried about the effect the spectacle might have had on her children to reply at once. Lena’s eyes turned to me. “And you Peter?”
“I would have let them stay in Egypt a little longer,” I said. “They didn’t seem quite ready to displace other nations with their own folly.”
“Peter! Why must you be so serious? This was an opera. A show. Nothing more,” Lena smiled, but her smile didn’t carry much conviction. She must have been aware how close the libretto had run to the original script.
“Our life is little more than an opera, a show, Lena. Until we grow up. Then… but I don’t have to tell that to you, of all people!” My chuckle was even more forced.
“I think I would like a Martini,” Ruth volunteered a change of subject.
We didn’t talk much until we reached home. There was something very pensive about the opera. Not just the words, and the promise from ‘above’, but the music itself. I will drive out the Canaanites, the Amorites…. This was as bellicose a statement as any in the entire Bible. Whatever happened to loving thy neighbour? The Hebrew god was a little too eclectic for my taste. As for Brown, he was still young when he wrote the music, but he was definitely mature beyond his years.
Just as the burly driver pulled into our driveway, mysterious shadows flitted out of his way. Those mysterious intruders seemed unaware that the lights had been set on automatic to illuminate an approaching car.
“It’s started,” I whispered miserably, all my fears returning.
“Don’t worry, Peter. It’s all right….” Lena put her hand on my shoulder.
I took a deep breath.
The long walk down the slope in a bitter cold, rainy night, an escape to below the tracks, a forlorn tavern on an incongruously brightly lit street... the sign Gaston Brown, propriétair, then darkness inside, forbidding yet strangely inviting... deep bowl of soupe à l’oignon or steaming, thick bouillabaisse, placed carefully on chequered cloth, whichever was the spécialité de la maison on that day. Then the stench upstairs, overpowering... finally the stint in the shabby inn with a never-ending procession of unfortunates making demands on the power emanating from my hands.
It all came back in a rush, disjointed flashes. Images of pain…
…a fat woman with a dozen children feeding the youngest milk laced with gin, the man who couldn’t quit, whatever it was... then killing a woman to sate his craving... the mechanical, robot-like walks in the rear courtyard under the starlit sky... twenty paces to the left, twenty forward…
“Peter?”
“What is it, Gaston?”
“Peter!” Lena was tugging on my sleeve. “We are home…”
We were parked in my garage. Our garage. None of this belonged to me. At twenty-nine I was still a Nomad, remember? As I had been in the tavern. The inn half-way to hell. Mostly just the sicknesses, the diseases, remained in my memory. They were all mine. Mine to keep. Mine to deal with, to take upon my shoulders.
“I’m sorry. I was far away,” I said.
“Welcome back,” Lena whispered. She looked worried, concerned.
“I’m all right now. I’m sorry, Lena. It comes over me, now and then. Lately, less often…” I lied. Actually, lately the images haunted me most nights. I had to do something. I couldn’t just sit and hope they would go away. Gifts like mine are not given to be buried, like talents, below the ground.
Europe had been different. There, no one knew about me. Not even the cardinals and other eminencies in the Holy Father’s entourage. He’d asked them to step out when that strange exchange took place. I still don’t know what it was. I wonder if I ever will.
The driver cut the engine. For a brief moment we all sat in silence. After the overpowering music, then the noisy humdrum of Montreal streets, the absence of any sound was kind to my ears. Even the children seemed to take a deep breath. The silence seemed almost necessary. Was it the opera, I wondered, that left such a lingering sense of disquiet? Did it remind us that for the last three and a half thousand years we hadn’t made much progress? That we still killed, stole, fornicated and worshipped money, power, and other idols? Did it remind us that it was really time for us all to grow up?
The moment passed.
Winston opened the door to the garage with a slight bow. We were back in the land of the living. Even I managed to drop my morose reminiscences. I helped Ruth out of the car, then walked around the back of the limo to assist Lena, to find that she was already leading Mo by the hand towards the foyer. The security guard was already blocking the entrance to the garage, his hand resting gently on some sort of firearm. Probably a stunner that had become fashionable lately among the private sentries.
“Dinner is ready, Madam,” Winston announced, the moment Ruth stepped into the hall. I could hear his stage whisper though still in the garage. “Whenever you’re ready,” he added, with his usual politeness.
“Children, hands, please,” Ruth admonished.
I was the last to leave the garage. As I came in, I looked past Lena and Ruth, toward the sitting room. There, curled up on an armchair was Cathy—her face turned up on the armrest. She was sleeping. I tiptoed towards her and planted a gentle kiss on her lips.
“Johnny, darling, is it time to get up?” She stretched luxuriously, but her voice was much too sleepy to be real.
“No, Barbara, we have another hour or so,” I replied.
“Pig,” was her next retort.
“Oink, oink,” was the best I could come up with.
And then pandemonium erupted when Mo and Jo, displaying their haphazardly washed hands, saw Cathy. She also began her Thornton career as Auntie Cathy but had since progressed to first names. “Auntie makes me feel old,” she’d confessed.
Cathy had a way with children. Actually, all guests had a way with Mo and Jo. Perhaps it was the children who had a way with people.
At dinner, unavoidably, we discussed the opera. Cathy, who’d managed to fly in from Ottawa on an early afternoon plane, had missed us by only a half-hour. She’d considered trying to catch up with us at the Cathedral but thought better of it.
“I really hate when latecomers stomp all over my feet,” she said. “Anyway, I can see the performance at any time during the next four days, right Lena?”
“So I am told, though they don’t tell me everything, you know?”
I couldn’t picture Lena not knowing something she needed to know. Evidently, this wasn’t one of those things. “So what did you think of it, Peter?” she continued.
“I am not an expert on music, but I was impressed with the libretto,” I mused aloud.
“I dare say Moses did a fairly good job on it,” Ruth put in with unaccustomed sarcasm. I noticed that attitude often among Catholics. They seldom had anything good to say about the Old Testament.
“That is not quite what I meant,” I countered pretending to take her comment seriously. “What I meant was that seldom does English sound so good in an opera. I like my librettos in Italian, or even Russian, not English. But Brown pulled it off. And anyway, the young Maestro took liberties. The I AM THAT I AM, comes from a different chapter of the Torah, and a different mountain. Mount Horeb was, I believe, where Moses enjoyed his interchange with the Burning Bush. What I really meant was that I was struck by the actuality of the libretto, if I may call it that. It hasn’t diminished over thousands of years.”
“Sorry, Peter, I don’t know what got into me,” Ruth sounded contrite. “But I see what you mean. Perhaps that’s exactly what made me aggressive... some sort of subliminal sense of guilt?”
In spite of Winston’s unquestionable culinary skills, he’d opted, I am sure drawing on Cathy’s advice, to order dinner from Ritz-Xentung, which in recent years had extended its specialties to cover Cantonese, Jiangsu, Shandong and Szechuan cuisines, all available for home delivery for feasts of up to fifty people. What today’s gathering lacked in numbers, it made up for in quality. Cathy made sure that the eclectic menu complemented itself superbly. However, Winston had refused to make use of the usual complement of waiters that R/X provided.
“It is not often that one is privileged, Madam, to serve such distinguished guests,” he affirmed with great gravity. Actually, Winston delivered most statements with such gravity that he managed, on occasion, to obscure his deeply entrenched sense of humour.
On that particular day, I am sure he felt that Ruth’s guests, Lena and Cathy, would feel much freer to talk without outsiders listening in. As usual, he was right. The intimacy of the home atmosphere was what attracted Lena to our place in the first place. That and the people, including the children. As for Cathy, it was in her honour that Winston had opted for Chinese food. Not that Cathy didn’t enjoy international cuisine, but she had a weakness for most things that reminded her of the home she hardly knew. She was born and raised in Montreal. Her mother was French Canadian, but she was proud of her Chinese origins from her father. Hardly surprising since her father was not only one of the richest but also best-known scientists in the world. Mondellay was a name he’d adopted in Canada. It was the nearest he could get to literal phonetic translation of the Mandarin original.
“How come everyone around me is famous and I am still struggling?” she asked, the last time I saw her. There was no jealousy in her voice, just wonderment.
I hardly knew how to answer her question. “Just lucky, I suppose,” I quipped.
I got a little kiss for that.
After a dessert of Peking Dust, a gooey concoction featuring fresh chestnuts and whipped cream, Mo and Jo bid us goodnight and raced upstairs to their respective rooms. Frankly, the Chinese do not overly indulge in desserts, preferring to satisfy their sweet tooth between meals, especially when entertaining. The children, however, thought the large dessert most appropriate.
“Ten minutes and I’ll tuck you in,” Ruth called after them.
We lingered at the table over coffee. Ruth eventually went upstairs to check on the children. The rest of us moved into the lounge to enjoy the fireplace. We settled into the comfortable chairs.
“Stop! Drop it!”
We froze. The curtains had been drawn but the sounds of feet were unmistakable.
“I’ll drop mine if you drop yours,” came the reply. It sounded very close just outside the window. The voice was harsh, threatening.
We all stood up. Silent, frozen.
There was a popping sound followed by a scuffle. I hoped it wasn’t a gun with a silencer. The next moment something was being dragged along the ground. Then silence.
I saw Lena press her index finger to her ear. She must have had some sort of listening device implanted inside, so deep, as to be unnoticeable.
“It’s all right,” she said, calmly. “No one was hurt.”
“Just how do you know?” Ruth was up on her feet. She glanced at the stairs, probably thinking of the children.
“It’s all right, Ruth. Relax. There were two of them but my men took care of everything. It’s all right, now,” she repeated as calmly as though she were describing last year’s weather.
“B-b-but... but,” Ruth was looking at Lena, her eyes still wide with alarm.
I glanced at Cathy. She was actually smiling. She saw me looking at her.
“I just love watching people,” she whispered.
“Weren’t you worried at all?” I asked.
“What, with the most powerful woman in the world sitting in our midst?”
“You mean you are used to this sort of thing?”
“My father has had two armed guards following him for years. Ever since somebody tried to force him to give up the formula for cold fusion at gunpoint.”
“And?”
“Dad is, was, I suppose, the equivalent of a black belt in the ancient art of Chinese unarmed combat. All three men were arrested an hour later. One suffered a broken neck. Father couldn’t forgive himself. That was why he hired the armed guards. As a deterrent mostly.”
“Dr. Mondellay practised martial arts?” Somehow I couldn’t picture the distinguished, grey-haired gentleman hurting anybody.
“Kung Fu, Wushu or Ch’uan Fa, depending where you come from,” she answered innocently. I preferred not to ask if his daughter had inherited any of her father’s skills.
Ruth was back in her armchair, with Lena smiling reassurance.
“This sort of thing happens wherever I go, darling. It is nothing to worry about. They don’t mean to harm me. They’re just curious….”
If she wasn’t speaking the truth, then she was a magnificent liar. I was nearly convinced myself.
“But what if…?”
Lena cut her short. “Ruth, dear. Now that we work together, you must learn to rely on experts in every field. Haven’t you noticed that for the last six months my men have been following your every move?”
“Men? Following me?”
“Men, following you. And staying out of your way. The house has been under constant observation.”
“I never... six months?” There was abject disbelief in her voice.
“Of course you didn’t. Had you spotted them, they would also have been spotted by those from whom they were protecting you. They are professionals, Ruth. Even as you are.”
Ruth was busy trying to restore her breathing to normal. She was not used to the cloak-and-dagger stuff. Her life, apparently until now, had been orderly. An open book. Except for the incident with the children which took her and me to Gdansk a year ago. So many things had started happening that year that still bore fruit even now.
Finally, Ruth managed to return to normal.
“More coffee, anyone?” She was a real trooper.
By now we were all back to our chairs, comfortably disposed around the fireplace, a welcome sight after the drizzly weather outside. You expect rain during the Canadian autumn, as during any other autumn, I suppose. Not that we experienced much of it. These days, people travelled from a heated garage at one end to similar comfort at the other. Climatic changes were almost incidental. Unless you liked walking. But I, I kept reminding myself, had been confined to indoors for some time now. I was ready to escape the city, the country, the world if necessary, to regain my freedom. Freedom of anonymity.
Freedom to remain in my self-imposed prison.
I had to snap out of it. Had I really become that neurotic?
The glow of the open fire took me back to the countless fires burning in the desert, at the foot of Mount Sinai.
“A lot has happened since I was a churchgoer. I suppose, people no longer pray in churches. They enter their closets and shut the door... or go up a mountain, apart….” I probably misquoted Matthew’s gospel on both counts. It’s been a while.
“Isn’t that what we are supposed to be doing?” Ruth sounded unsure of her ground. She missed the old order, the apologetics, the rituals, rites, even the liturgy, more than any of us. She was a through and through Catholic, of the old, traditional order. “The Holy Father…” she began yet her voice wavered. There was no Holy Father telling her what to do any more. On the other hand, she could no longer be plus catholique que le pape.
“Poor Ruth,” Cathy whispered in my ear. Cathy didn’t have such problems. Lao Tsu satisfied her inner needs.
“Think of the first Christians. They had no churches, no Cathedrals or basilicas. They just prayed when they felt the need to pray,” Lena said.
“And not even on Sunday,” I murmured. “They still obeyed the Sabbath day.”
Lena knew exactly what she wanted. She’d taken on the Vatican’s wealth in the worldly realms. She had no intention of touching the spiritual side. As far as she was concerned, the Last Pope had done the only thing possible.
I was beginning to feel sorry for Ruth and decided to come to her rescue. “Yes, Ruth, dear. That is exactly what brothers and sisters are supposed to be doing. We have entered a new age, the Age of Aquarius, and, to quote another scripture, ‘I make all things new.’ John, I think. But that is not the point. The point is that after being led by the hand for over two thousand years, the Christians, Catholic and Protestant alike, must stand on their own two feet. They must come of age.”
“And this justifies turning the churches into theatres?” she asked, wistfully. “What of the Holy Sacrifice?”
“How many times must He die for our transgressions?” I asked quietly.
“The Holy Sacrifice, as you call it, the Mass or the Holy Mass is intended to commemorate the Last Supper. There is no reason why all who want to cannot celebrate this memory each time they sit down, at home, to their dinner.”
“And the Holy Eucharist?”
“The Body of Christ or the body of Jesus?” Cathy asked hardly above a whisper. For her the whole compendium of mysteries of the Roman Church was just that, a compendium of mysteries. Her job, as a scientist, was to unravel mysteries, not envelop and inveigle them with traditions.
“W-w-why... both, I suppose?” Ruth stammered.
A sharp crack in the fireplace sent an arc of sparks into the air. Then, a few little wisps of flame appeared from behind the offending log. The wisps were strangely reminiscent of candles, such as were, once, equally disposed at the back of an altar.
Hoc est enim Corpus meum. Hic est enim Calix Sanguinis mei, novi et aeterni testamenti: mysterium fidei….
How I’d practised these words.
I saw a boy in a short surplice kneeling on the red carpet, on the steps of the altar. Towering over him the priest, a man just an arm’s length away from God, was offering him the Body of Christ. I closed my eyes, opened my mouth, and desperately prayed for a miracle to happen. Any miracle. A miracle of understanding, or of unquestioning faith, or of deep conviction in the righteousness inherent in the teaching of the Church. His Church. The One, Holy and Apostolic Church. The Infallible Church. I prayed for a miracle that would tie me, enduringly, permanently, to my God, my Church, my Faith.
I accepted the wafer on my tongue, pressed it against the palate of my mouth. Nothing happened. I wondered, incongruously, how long it would adhere there. The Body of Christ sticking to my palate.
“In the first case, it is a symbol, in the second?” Cathy spoke slowly, her voice questioning.
No one dared to say cannibalism. The concept of the Holy Communion was still very dear to some. Especially to Ruth. No one wanted to hurt her sensibilities.
“It’s not easy,” Ruth whispered.
“It never is,” I admitted. “Perhaps this is what the Holy Father intended when he advised people to go back to the concepts of early Christianity. To being brothers and sisters to each other. To unite…”
For a moment I wished I had such problems as Ruth had. Decisions that dealt with where and/or how to pray. How about if God’s grace manifested through you against your will? Can great artists refuse their talents? Can great musicians refuse to play their instruments? Can they pray, ‘God, stop this folly?’ Or escape to the old, tried non dignus sum?
Ruth still looked lost, vaguely bewildered. Perhaps that was how I felt when I’d decided to leave the seminary. It hadn’t been easy.
“No, it never is easy…” I confirmed with such conviction that Cathy looked up at me.
“What is it darling?”
“Well, no offence, Ruth, it’s just that people want their lives to be easy. Most of them long for early retirement and a long, passive, insipid, stultifying wait for death. What if you’re immortal? Wouldn’t you rather opt for a challenge?”
“I never wanted to retire, Peter. Never.” Ruth snapped out of her apparent depression. She glanced at Lena for confirmation.
Lena nodded. “The Hebrews also snapped out of long years of a passive, insipid, stultifying wait for death. Moses saw to that. In the third act!” She brought us back into the present.
“And how!” I challenged. “With an angel flying ahead and clearing the way.” I tried to keep sarcasm out of my voice.
“How I wish I had such an angel…” Ruth murmured, dreamily.
We were all growing tired.
It had been a long, emotionally charged day. For all of us. Lena and Cathy had flown in from afar, Ruth had been working since early morning, and I, well, I’d taken my first step towards growing up. At least, I hoped I had.
Lena had her own bedroom, upstairs, once Andrew’s study. She loved her room. She called it her home away from home. “I’m so tired of the impersonal hotels,” she admitted in a rare moment of weakness. Cathy would spend the night with me. It wouldn’t be the first time.
“Will there be anything else, Madam?” Winston filled the archway leading to the dining room. For some reason a great hush followed his innocent inquiry. Ruth shook her head.
“You have, darling…” I muttered softly, looking up at our inimitable majordomo. “You have….”
The great angel withdrew from the archway into the land where only angels dared tread after a sumptuous dinner for six. The kitchen. Ruth followed him with grateful eyes.
“Perhaps you’re right, Peter. What would we do without him?
Chapter 4
From Solidarity’s point of view, Canada presented a bridge between the European and the USA influences. A sort of Pons Varolli between the East and the West hemispheres of the world. A bridge not just between the two diverse civilizations of Europe and the USA, but the second largest country in the world where they could touch, intermingle, and each emerge none the worse for wear. There was more to that cauldron. It had been hoped that Canada, since Quebec’s separation and eventual re-assimilation together with three of the northern ex-USA states into the body politic of the Confederation, would provide a broader link between the Far East and the West as a whole. Chinese influence in Canada had become sufficiently significant for this to happen.
“It hasn’t been easy,” as Ruth liked to say. Yet it was principally her job to accomplish the task.
And as you can imagine, there were many problems. The three principal elements—Europe, the USA, and the Sino-Indian block—took it upon themselves, for reasons best known only to the highest echelons, to direct their resources into divergent areas of research. Not to the exclusion of others, but they each found their true, natural expression in distinct fields of science, technology, and even philosophy.
Europe was well established as the seat of Solidarity International, which held at the forefront of its philosophy the elimination of classes, other than those resulting directly from personal accomplishment. Even then, the incomes of the men and women at the top were not allowed to exceed a multiple of five over the national and later the Solidarity average. Also, with its new headquarters in the Vatican, Solidarity International became the heir to the cumulative heritage of world cultures. First the Cathedrals, the basilicas, then even the most humble parish churches came under its generous aegis. Solidarity provided the funds that were needed to maintain the priceless jewels of man’s patrimony, of man’s efforts to rise above the ordinary, the mundane.
From the scientific point of view, Europe, and thus Solidarity, supported the development of genetics: not to alter man’s biological form, but to enhance it in a manner that would make us all more perfect specimens: what we were surely intended to be. I suspect that there was a tacit undercurrent of a fundamentalist ‘image and likeness’ lurking at the root of this choice of research.
The USA, which over the years had swallowed up what used to be Mexico and all the Central American republics down to the Panama Canal, had a mind of its own. While still placing individual man’s rights at the forefront of its social policies, it placed no restrictions on the accumulation of personal wealth. For some reason, it still worked there. In terms of averages, a typical American was still richer than any member of any other society in the world.
The people at the top, however, thought that in order to maintain America’s financial supremacy, they had to develop the means of being independent of countries which heretofore had provided cheap labour. The only way this could be accomplished, they reasoned, was through the development of robotics, which led as a direct consequence to the development of Artificial Intelligence, usually referred to as AI.
Dubious logic at best. Their desire for independence from the vagaries of foreign labour had obvious advantages, but it also reduced the numbers of the affluent clientele who could afford to buy the American product.
And then there was China and its close ally, the Indian Federation, also known as the Sino-Indian block. There the philosophies remained as mixed as they had always been. Apparently, one cannot tell some 2.5 billion people how to think. What you can do is to assure that those in power could remain there. And those in power decided that the best way to accomplish this unspoken ambition was to dive, head first, into nanotechnology, microscopic robots that worked inside the human body. It had been hoped that, in time, those minute pseudo-organisms would not only enhance the efficiency of the human species generally, but would also be programmed to influence not only the automatic response, but even the thinking patterns of their carriers.
So there we were. Genetics, AI, and nanotechnology quietly gathering their forces, each endeavouring to prove their superiority over the other two. Ruth sat, so to speak, in the middle.
Though she was busy with Solidarity which, these days, was taking up much more of her time, my self-imposed solitude demanded that I spend evenings talking to her on subjects that occupied the long hours of my idle existence. We talked Solidarity, its impact on the social and psychological structure of society, but also, and quite often, on Ruth’s views on religion. While officially the Church of Rome had accepted Solidarity International as the overseer of all the Vatican’s wealth, most Europeans, and indeed a good number of Canadians, were still deeply entrenched in religious fundamentalism. This trait was imbedded so firmly in their psyche that, rather than listening to the Last Pope’s admonitions, they continued to attend churches, demanding that at least some of the old rites be maintained.
“Love one another. Love the font of goodness that wells within you, and all else will be taken care of,” he said, a phrase reminiscent of the sentiments expressed in the New Testament.
This advice might have been good if only people understood what the pope had been talking about. The well of goodness? For the life of me I couldn’t find much compassion for the world around me. People continued to be greedy, chasing after the almighty dollar, and thought nothing of taking advantage of their position to exploit other human beings.
What came much more easily to them was accepting a good theatrical performance, inspired and based loosely on biblical themes, like the Decalogue, in lieu of the Holy Mass, or the other sacraments that few if any had ever really understood anyway. It was a sort of fundamentalism of the New Age, an oxymoron if ever there was one.
“How can you reconcile the two?” I asked Ruth one evening.
“How do you reconcile medicine with your healing power?” she countered.
“I don’t!” I said.
But I understood. One cannot reconcile fire and water, nor can one deny the existence of either. We live in a dualistic reality and contrasts, indeed the opposites, were here to stay. Somehow this very premise always gave me a sense of dissatisfaction.
There must be a reality that lay beyond duality, a way, an actuality, an existence, something more than the uncompromising cruelty of nature. Could we draw life force, life energy directly from the atmosphere? From the air; the Universe? From cosmic rays?
I’ve heard of some people who don’t eat at all. I don’t mean some fakirs in forgotten Indian villages, or that Nepal Buddha boy, who some years ago went on for months without any food... sitting cross-legged meditating. I mean normal people. People like you and I, who simply persuade themselves that food, physical food, is not necessary for their physical well-being?
I’ve heard of people who call themselves ‘breatharians’, that is relying on air, on breath only, to sustain their bodies in perfect health. While some of them, periodically, nibble on a piece of chocolate, a cookie, some cheese, or suchlike, or even drink some water or tea, they do so to satisfy their sense of taste, not to sustain their bodies. Should they in the process of non-eating lose weight excessively, they disqualified themselves as breatharians. I’m not convinced that air would be enough for me.
Over the course of our evening discussions it became apparent that Ruth was having real troubles adapting to the New Way, in some ways the Old Way, in which the Last Pope had ruled we should conduct our lives.
“Lena has done more to improve man’s relation to man than the Church did,” Ruth said. There seemed to be a festering anger in her for having been told to stand up on her own spiritual feet. Not that I blamed her.
“Perhaps we should have listened during the last two thousand years,” I mused.
“To the Church’s teaching? I couldn’t have. I haven’t been here that long,” Ruth said, in exasperation.
“You still discard the concept of reincarnation?”
“I don’t discard it, I just don’t know anything about it,” she said weakly. “How could he have left us all alone…” she blurted out angrily. “I have children,” she added now full of sadness and fear.
Children but no husband, she could have added. But her complaint was directed at the Last Pope, not at Christ himself.
“I rather think they are in good hands, Ruth,” I said. “I am sure Smith will not let them come to any harm. Physically or mentally.”
“And what of spiritually?”
“That most of all…” I said, this time feeling as much at sea as she must have been.
I’m sure I already mentioned that Winston Smith was a most enigmatic fellow. Brought into the household, into Ruth’s life, at the expressed wish of my brother, Ruth’s husband, Winston was responsible for more unexplainable events—you might say visions—in my life, than anything or anyone in my thirty years. Not that he’d imposed any particular philosophy on any of us. The giant was too mild-mannered to impose anything on anybody. A Buddhist by behaviour, a mystic by his attitudes, the best of Christians by the way he treated others. Yet, whenever I touched on the subject, he seemed completely irreligious.
“Religion is the process of re-linking us to our source, Sir. I do not feel that I’ve ever lost the connection,” he said once at the time when I’d complained about the overt agnosticism of my colleagues in the hospital. This was way back, but it’s stuck with me.
I looked it up one day. Religion, from Latin, of course: re-ligare: to bind, to bind together again. Most things in the church came from Latin though the first teachings had been recorded in Ancient Greek. Even so, the Latin Vulgate, or the ‘common translation’ produced by Jerome, was accomplished from Hebrew and Aramaic, though only later, around the years 382 and 405. Some claim that the Gnostic version dates back to the first century of the modern era.
As for the re-linking... just how did Winston know such things?
I’d spent some years in the seminary and I was vague about the concept of religion. There was Buddhism, and Hinduism, and a dozen other -isms, but I had been told that our religion was right and everybody else’s was wrong, so there was little point in pursuing the matter.
And then came the doubts. Not the original disenchantment that made me leave the seminary, but the very principle of compassion pouring at us from up above in a never-ending stream. If only we’d asked. I saw people begging their gods for respite, only to observe countless patients dying painful, apparently meaningless, deaths. Day after day. It was hard to bear witness to virtually continuous human suffering and to maintain undying faith in the omnipresent compassion of the ‘most high’. Or even the Most High. In God. Perhaps people were praying to the wrong god. Or perhaps Buddha was right when he said that life is suffering. At least he found a way out. I was still looking.
At other times I thought that perhaps I had it all wrong. That perhaps Ruth and Lena were right in their beliefs. Perhaps we were meant to enjoy theatrical performances in our churches, enjoy the music and the art. After all, wasn’t art in all its forms also a manifestation of the Creative Force? Did it not all emanate from the same Source? From God, if you must?
I could see myself making a tour of the Montreal churches, false beard, eyebrows and a light limp in tow, and feel the better for it. I knew I never could. I would feel such a charlatan. I would be the Hebrew in the desert paying homage to the golden calf. There had to be more to it all, more to life, more to being a human than just paying homage to other people’s ideas. No matter how inspired. If God was omnipresent, then I didn’t have to go anywhere to find Him. Or Her. Or It, for that matter. Is not God, God by any other name? Or was it a rose…
According to Zen Buddhists it didn’t matter much, either way.
Since Lena’s visit, we all became acutely aware of Solidarity men lurking in the dark corners of our garden, cars breaking down directly opposite our address, and requiring prolonged repairs, then and there. Suddenly our street became a haunt for heretofore rare tourists taking snapshots of the autumn colours that were now in full glory. Few seasons can compete, in Canada, with autumn. Poems have been written about it.
Strangely enough, all those men who we suspected did their inconspicuous best to give us a sense of security had the very opposite effect. They brought to our notice the uncertainty of our existence.
About a week after we noticed the security measures, I became obsessed with the idea of getting in and out of the house without being spotted by the spotters. Or, if I couldn’t do that, to at least sneak out and come back as a complete stranger and dare the goons to stop me. Perhaps ‘goons’ was a bit too strong a word, but you get the idea. I had remained in the house by an act of my own will. I had not been restricted in my movements by anyone else. At the time I hadn’t realized that I’d spent all that time incarcerated indoors precisely because of what I expected from others. No matter, my mind was made up.
But first, I had to practice.
I began by inviting Jo and Mo to the back-yard for a game of cricket. Not that I could play it, but I hoped that they would be even worse than I. Three reasonably straight sticks made do for the wickets and a baseball bat, that seemed much too wide for such a small garden, served as a substitute for a cricket bat. The object was to limit runs, not to multiply them. The ball, however, was a real cricket ball I had inherited from my brother. He’d actually played cricket in school.
After our second outing, I became a reasonably proficient slow bowler, giving my delivery a wicked off spin. No pun intended, though I did rather like it. Winston, time permitting, was the referee, standing behind me. Jo and Mo opted for batting.
“Out!” Winston announced, when my ball kissed the off stick. There were no bails to fall off. There was no need to complicate things.
Jo had already scored five runs, all singles, and it was high time for Mo to take the crease. The same five runs later, Winston looked at his watch.
His finger went vertically up in the air.
“LBW,” he announced gravely. “Leg before wicket,” he explained as Moira looked up in disbelief. She knew what the finger meant, just not why it was stuck up in the air. Mo didn’t quite agree with the judgment but it was time to go in anyway.
“Please, Uncle Peter, one more over, pleeeease!” Once again the plea was delivered in perfect unison.
We had two more overs before going in.
The next day, I put on my best disguise, designed to confuse everybody, and made my way to the kitchen. I peeked outside, into the small backyard, and seeing no one, I vaulted the fence to our neighbour’s, sneaked through their leaf-covered lawn, and emerged on the other side of their house. The next moment I was walking down the street, rather full of myself at having evaded the trained professionals.
Still, my hands were trembling, there was a strange prickling at the back of my neck, but I’d done it. I’d overcome my fear. I’d left the house alone for the first time in just over a year.
I had no other objective than to test my theory of being fully qualified to become an international spy, an agent of expert disguise, of unparalleled stealth and guile. Half an hour later, by then only slightly perspiring, I decided to come back by the front door, just to see if anyone would dare to stop me in my tracks. I was almost ready to enter the gate when an elderly man who was trimming the hedge looked up from his work, seemingly to stretch his aching back.
“Did you enjoy your little walk, Doctor Thornton?” the man asked in halftone.
There was no danger of being overheard but I was as angry as I was disappointed. Apparently my attention to detail hadn’t paid off. My skirt must have been too long, or too short, perhaps my shoulders too broad, or just my make-up a trifle overdone. I walked past the man deciding to leave sleuthing to sleuths. I was glad, however, that my folly had not been spotted by amateurs, who might have recognized me for who I really was and thus forced me to leave Ruth’s hospitality.
This was my first and last such escapade. I guess I’d just have to return to the much more familiar job of trying to sort out my place in the scheme of things. From that goal I was as far away as ever. But no one would, nor should, do it for me.
I mentioned my escapade to Ruth. She was in shock.
“Why did you do such a foolish thing,” she looked at me with wide eyes.
“I told you, I don’t like to be constrained. I thought you felt the same….”
“But I am not constrained. Those men are there to make sure that I can come and go as I please!”
“It won’t happen again,” I said meekly. And when she continued to look at me as she would at Jo for having forgotten to wash behind his ears, I added, “I promise.”
It all would have ended there if it hadn’t been for the night that followed.
I heard a single scream from the garden just below my window. I rubbed my eyes. 3:35 a.m. The next minute there was a crash followed by a heavy thud and another scream more agonized than the first. I thought quickly. Someone must have fallen from a considerable height onto a bed of roses.
As quietly as I could, I peeked from behind the curtains. A man of considerable bulk was indeed lying prone atop the now defoliated rose twigs, an experience I wouldn’t recommend to anyone. Two men were wielding electric torches into his eyes. In the moving light I saw that the lying man’s leg was bent at an unnatural angle.
“Cut that light,” the culprit shouted threateningly. “You’re blinding me!”
He was still in shock. Once that wears off the pain from the leg would be excruciating.
The two men standing over the fallen body didn’t say anything, but with obvious agility turned the man over slipping handcuffs over his wrists. Next, one of the two guards—for they must have been Lena’s men, stuck something into the man’s mouth and tied it around his face. He did it quickly, expertly, but not before a gasp of pain escaped the felon’s throat through clenched teeth. I was right. The leg was not only broken but the misbegotten son of a wayward mother must have torn some ligaments.
All this took no more than one or two minutes, at most, but it was enough to make me realize that my holidays were over. I strongly suspected that the handcuffed man was a member of the distinguished press corps who had been giving periodic reports about my apparent disappearance.
“STILL NO SIGN OF THE HEALER” and similar headlines appeared about once a month on or near the last page.
A knock on my door took me away from the window.
“It’s all right, Sir,” Winston’s voice was calm as ever. “It’s all taken care of. Good night, Sir.”
“Good night, Winston,” I replied still looking outside.
I walked to the door, but the corridor was already empty. I’ll thank him tomorrow, I decided, and pulled on my pants, covering the top of my pyjamas with my dressing gown. I returned to the window and opened one side.
“Wait there for me,” I called out, quickly closing the window. The night chill gave me instant shivers.
I tiptoed down the stairs, making sure not to wake the children, and walked out through the kitchen door. The two guardsmen had already extinguished their torches but held them at the ready, as if they were about to fire their weapons. I wondered if they carried firearms.
“I’m sorry, sir, but it wasn’t our fault. He just sort of sneaked up on us.”
“Bring him into the kitchen,” I said ignoring the lame excuse. Lena can deal with them later. Actually, for all I knew, it would be Ruth who would mete out their just punishment. My interests lay elsewhere.
It was nine months since I’d practised my black magic on anyone. If the power had left me, I would be a free man. The reporter could report all he wanted, till he was blue in the face, and it would do him no good. I would be free. If not, however, this was my chance to see if I still had it in me to do the right thing. If the man recovered, my fate would be sealed. Ruth might give orders to hold him a day or two, but after that I would be a Nomad again.
“Put him on the floor,” I said.
The man had fainted. I was right about the pain. Torn ligaments are the worst. Much worse than bone fractures.
“Leave us alone,” I said.
“But Sir….”
“Now,” I said. For some strange reason confidence was returning to me at an alarming rate.
I didn’t raise my voice but the two men obeyed. They turned on their heels and walked out into the chilly darkness. Perhaps they thought that allowing a man to lean a ladder against a building they were supposed to have been watching was bad enough. Upsetting the ladder and thus bringing the man down in a most unfriendly manner obviously wasn’t enough to make up for their omission.
They must have been dozing.
For a moment I hesitated. Staying with Ruth these last few months was the first real holiday I’d had since I was a little boy. The five years of medical studies, the four years of residency at the General, took a lot out of me. Then came the ‘gift’ that nearly killed me. I spent time up north with Cathy recovering from one thing or another. First from total exhaustion, the second time from my experience in Rome. For some reason, my meeting with the Last Pope had a draining effect on me that grew and manifested fully only some months later. It must have had something to do with some sort of internal readjustments. It was as if my whole body had been torn into little pieces, shaken, and put together in a marginally different way. As an example, after my second stint up north, I discovered that I was ambidextrous. Completely. I had absolutely no preference for left or right hand or leg.
I looked down at the man lying at my feet. He was in his late thirties. Like most people these days, he ate a little too much, didn’t exercise enough. ‘You can talk,’ I scolded myself. I might mention that, at the time, after just three short games of ‘cricket’ in the back garden, I could hardly move. My back ached, my bowling arm hurt; frankly, I ached all over. Months of sedentary life did nothing for my physical wellbeing. As for the man prostrated at my feet, that much was obvious. He was knocked out cold. Had to be the pain. What remained less visible was what exactly had happened to his left leg. It stuck out practically at a right angle directly away from his side. Knees are not supposed to bend like that. Not if the man is still alive.
“You’re lucky you fainted, my friend,” I mumbled under my breath.
I couldn’t let him remain like this. In my mind I bid my silent farewells to Ruth, Mo and Jo, and to Winston. Then I knelt down beside the man. With a kitchen knife I cut the man’s pant leg along its length. Slowly, using the medical knowledge that still lingered somewhere in my subconscious, I straightened the man’s leg into a semblance of a natural position. The ligaments and muscles didn’t want to return to normal. They’d stiffened in the new position, like a spring that you bend beyond its limit of elasticity. I had to pull hard but finally succeeded. Yet this was only the outward dressing, like putting on a new pair of trousers. The insides were still all scrambled.
“Here goes nothing,” I sighed, and bent over the man’s body.
I placed both my hands on the man’s knee. I expected some sort of effect. A surge of energy, or a light or heat to exchange between our bodies. Between his leg and my hands. As usual, there was nothing. There never had been anything. Of the hundreds of people I healed in the tavern, the people I helped in my travels between different motels, nothing ever happened. No outward sign that I had anything to do with anything. I could never understand that aspect. How can physical change take place without physical influence?
“What happened?” The culprit blinked repeatedly at the kitchen ceiling light. “Hey man, what am I doing here?”
“You fell off a ladder,” I told him. “You must be more careful,” I offered.
“What ladder?” And then his voice changed. “Aaaah... that ladder….”
I got up, opened the door to the outside, and called the guards in. There was no reason to tell them what had happened.
“He’s all yours, gentlemen,” I said, and directed my steps toward the dining room. “And don’t forget to shut the kitchen door behind you,” I threw over my shoulder.
They didn’t like that but right now, I didn’t care very much. I’d just destroyed my freedom, the warmth of family life, the sparkling fireplace.
I didn’t sleep well that night. I’m not sure I slept at all, though I did have chimerical visions of the pope lying before me, struggling with each breath. And then a voice whispered in my inner ear.
Looking at me through physical eyes, I am eternal, omnipresent, all powerful. I am whatever anyone wants me to be. Looking through my own eyes, I am no more than a spark of consciousness floating in an endless Ocean of Love.
I’d heard those words before. Once—long ago. In Rome? I had been speaking to myself, if I recall, only it didn’t make sense at the time. Even now, I’ve only just begun to sense the meaning of the tantalizing words.
The next morning we had a private tête-à-tête. Ruth had already spoken to the senior officer in charge of security for our house. Later, with breakfast coffee still on the table, Ruth, Winston, and I met in a Council of War. At least that’s what I chose to call it. I wished that Cathy could have been there. No matter.
Solidarity security confirmed that a reporter from the Montreal Daily Press had been arrested for attempting to gain entry into the house. Apparently he knew, or at least suspected, which was my bedroom, and carried with him a digital camera with which he hoped to make a killing in the media by revealing my whereabouts. By some means which best remain undisclosed, the Solidarity squad managed to induce the man to divulge all this information without resorting to painful forms of persuasion. In fact, the security guard said that the man, once caught, sang like a canary. An expression I hadn’t heard since early American films.
I don’t think I’ve heard a canary sing…
Ruth said that they could hold the man for forty-eight hours, but after that, since no actual harm had been done, apart from the bed of roses, the authorities couldn’t refuse the man bail. Once he was out he would be free to talk.
“To sing like a canary!” Ruth actually said.
My sister-in-law didn’t fit into the cloak-and-dagger scenario. She may have been the top Solidarity person in Canada, but she was busy with policies, liaisons with provincial heads, easing tensions with other organizations. And she was good at her job. Few people managed to remain angry at Solidarity manoeuvres while meeting Ruth face to face.
“How is his leg?” I asked innocently.
“Whose leg?” Ruth asked. “No leg was mentioned while…” she pulled short. “Did you get up last night, Peter?”
Winston smiled as though saying, ‘I did my best Madam.’
“The intrepid reporter fell off the ladder,” I replied, leaving the consequences to be guessed at.
“So the man knows?” Ruth looked crestfallen.
“He fainted. He might not be aware of what happened.”
“And he sings like a canary?” Winston joined the conversation.
Ruth and I couldn’t help it. Despite everything, we laughed. He sings like a canary coming, straight-faced, from Winston was just too much. We laughed. Winston smirked and couldn’t help it either. A moment later deep booming thunder filled the room. As I looked at him, I was glad he was laughing with us, not at us. A deep booming laugh. How God would have sounded had He laughed at the Hebrews, rather than threatened them with extinction.
Or worse, Sparafucile.
Or Mephistopheles.
Or the devil himself.
Chapter 5
Cathy joined us around nine in the morning. She looked fresh, elegant, and beautiful, in direct contrast to my disheveled hair and dressing gown over my pajamas. At the same time there was concern in her eyes, a certain disquiet that rarely ruffled her feathers. I was still drowsy although I wasn’t sure if it was from lack of sleep or from the forced return from my self-imposed retirement. At least, that’s how I thought of it. The question was what to do next.
Cathy offered me her parents’ home as haven from the probable publicity. She had her own quarters, a bachelor apartment downtown that was no more than a pied à terre, but she thought it too small for two people to live in comfortably for any length of time. And, after all, though neither she nor I was of the church-going persuasion, we weren’t ‘married’. There still were some priests who went through the motions of what used to be marriage vows, but those became mere symbols of once dogmatic sacrament.
We wouldn’t, of course, have a legal ceremony. Not in the old-fashioned way which still held some people, like Cathy’s mother, under its spell. About twenty years ago, the minorities of various lifestyles, first the polygamists who claimed their rights on religious bases, then the gay people, then even some far-reaching group configurations of two men and two women, or even more of each had all been granted legal status under equal-opportunity legislation. Which was fine for a while.
But then, Ottawa went further and issued a new decree.
Henceforth, it said, there would be no civil institution of marriage, of any sort.
The parents would have tax deductions for each of their children up to the age of eighteen, and death duties could only be avoided if your satchels were donated to whomever you chose no less than three years, barring accidents, before your demise. If you didn’t trust your own children, or whomever you regarded as your life partner, well, too bad.
The government has made a killing.
For a while there were sporadic street demonstrations demanding the re-institutionalization of marriage. Mostly various Assemblies of Baptists who claimed that Jesus personally attended the wedding in Cana, and therefore marriage should continue to be a legal institution. The Federal spokesman replied that the government had no objections to anyone inviting Jesus or anyone else to their wedding. However, regardless of the invitee, the government would not impede on the separation of church and state, and thus would not partake in anything resulting from a purely religious celebration. Marriage was out—death taxes were in.
Cathy offered to let me have her ‘escape’, as she called her digs, all to myself, but I couldn’t possibly accept. She’d already done so much for me.
“But they wouldn’t find you there, Peter. At least for a while…” she added lamely.
“That’s not really the point,” I said, thinking aloud. “Nor could I possibly impose on your parents. More important, I don’t believe I’m meant to hide my, ah... abilities any longer. Things happen that take control of our lives…”
“Everything has a purpose,” Winston nodded in solemn agreement.
“I don’t know what you…” Ruth began.
I knew exactly what he meant. During the last year or two, whatever had happened in my life had always led to the next phase with apparent inevitability. There was a sequence of events that seemed as sweeping as the torrent of a mighty river. And now, hardly through choice, I’d discovered that my previous abilities remained intact. Could I possibly waste them?
I looked at Winston. Uncharacteristically, he seemed lost in thought. His eyes half covered as I’d seen him on a few occasions when he seemed to be engaged in deep contemplation. Only a moment had passed, but somehow I felt drawn into his realm. I tried to resist but….
I need the cessation of your ego. I need the faith that you gave me in Rome... that ‘let it be thy will’ but spoken with equal conviction to that which it took to give you healing power... this submission-resignation-humility empowers me to enter your consciousness….
I’d heard those words before, or something very close to them, in the Vatican. I’d heard them just before I decided to relegate my ego to virtual non-existence. It happened just before my consciousness had united itself with the ailing Pontiff. And here it was again. A demand for total commitment. The absolute negation of selfhood.
“…you mean.” Ruth completed the sentence. All that thought, all that memory in a blink of an eye. “I really don’t know what you mean?” she repeated, her eyes searching first Winston’s, then my face.
I’d noticed that before. Whenever I entered a different reality, there was a total suspension of the laws that govern the Universe we live in. Time and space seem destined to serve only the five senses we use in everyday life. Yet I had repeated evidence that there were other universes, other realities, other laws that govern them…
“I mean, Madam, that all things that happen to us have a purpose even if it is not always apparent at first sight,” Winston explained.
His words were directed at Ruth, but meant for me. But I already knew the answer. I’ve been running too long. No more escapes. I must act. I must meet my fate regardless of the consequences. Otherwise my uncertainty would just drag on and on, and eventually I would give up anyway. What I’d found so difficult, at least at that stage of my development, was to suspend my thinking, my analytical abilities, as well as to suspend all logic and commit myself not to instinct but to intuition. I had to learn to act in areas completely new to me. Perhaps new to all of us. With the possible exception of Winston Smith.
It would be a lot easier if I had some idea what my fate was.
Even as I mulled over these thoughts in rapid time, I caught Winston’s eyes on me. There was a guarded smile in those eyes. There was also something that I could only describe as love. The sort of love one feels for a new-born baby. Was I that naive?
Cathy left soon after. She told us that she would arrange to take time off and be at my disposal. She’d done it before. I wondered if that was why I loved her so much. It wasn’t just her beauty, nor even her sparkling intelligence, but her willingness to change direction in mid-tack to help another human being. To help a man in need. The paradox was that, at the time, I had no idea what my needs were.
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