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EPILOGUE
Not only is the universe stranger than we imagine,
it is stranger than we can imagine.
Sir Arthur Eddington
English astronomer
(1882 - 1944)
Chapter 1
It didn’t really start with the Enigma. The errant asteroid came before it. There were also those sporadic meteor showers that started a minor panic at the Moon Base that our friends from NASA had been attempting to build—but that came even later. There were also those earthquakes that didn’t quake, inundations that submerged some lands only to expose others, and a number of other events that didn’t make much sense. Scientific sense, that is. They were things that defied logic. That belonged in Hollywood tabloids.
Then came the viral diseases—more like plagues really. It was as though Nature had taken over and decided to run things her own way, relegating man to the role of a dumbfounded spectator, powerless and basically unprepared. But what really upset John Hydon was that I, his own little Hey, wasn’t disturbed by any of this. Ever. Or so it seemed to him. Even JJ found his own escape from the mounting dilemmas. Only John Hydon, Ph.D., the man others referred to as The Brain, seemed progressively more lost with each day.
“Even now I just don’t understand it,” my father muttered to himself. I remember: he was looking out through the triangular latticework of aluminium tubes that kept us alive. The view was breathtaking. But all that came later. Many years later.
That’s as close as I remember it from my dreams. The rest is conjecture. Mostly derived from talking to about two thousand people. Sometimes I can’t be sure. Lately I seem to be losing the distinction between what is real and what isn’t. Did it all really happen? I strongly suspect that all things are real. All events, all feelings, ideas… Whatever we perceive as such. Even dreams. Isn’t the Universe infinite? Maybe there’s no limit to the versions of reality.
Occasionally, my perception of reality takes off on a tangent. I don’t seem to have too much control over it. Never did. You’ll just have to bear with me.
And by the way. If you were expecting a fast-paced sci-fi story, you would better think again. This is the story of my life. It really happened. And if some parts sound as if they were figments of my imagination, then let me tell you: they may have taken place just in my mind, but to me they are as real as the hand in front of my face. Trust me.
But now we really are well ahead of the story. We would better take a deep, a really deep, breath and start at the beginning. Some thirty years ago. About the time I was born.
For three days, the atmosphere in the lab had been electrifying. In spite of numerous red-rimmed eyes, stifled yawns and innumerable cups of black coffee, all fourteen scientists had remained glued to their computer screens, tracking the motion of an object that measured the length of two football fields, and with the mass of the Empire State Building. That’s minute by cosmological standards. Simultaneously, the laser printouts hummed with an ever-growing flood of data. In days to come, tens of thousands of numerical data would be dissected with surgical precision. In astronomy, not to mention in astrophysics, the smallest items often open the gates of the unknown. And out there, there was the infinite field of the unknown still waiting to be discovered. A truly infinite field. A field of dreams.
Now and then John Hydon looked up from his desk, gave terse instructions to one of his assistants and then froze, again, in rapt attention. Apart from those brief moments, his eyes did not waver from the computer screen. Now and then his fingers would stab the keyboard, staccato, like a fragment of a brief rondo cappricioso, automatically, then revert to their previous rigid immobility on the desk. His face remained a mask of concentration. His hazel eyes that turned brown in the dimmed light of the Observatory shone unblinking, narrowing behind the outsized spectacles, determined to catch information before it was even recorded by the electronic memory. Billions of megabytes a minute. He seemed lost in his private world of astrophysics. Astro-speculation, he called it in his lighter moments. But this wasn’t one of them. For Dr. Hydon this was work, glorious, absorbing work. No one knows how a genius mind works. There were those who thought that John Hydon could think faster than a computer. Than a whole army of them. He had a reputation of using machines only for confirmation of what he’d already decided. Or suspected. He’d proven this capacity in the past. His assistants imagined that, right then, he might be attempting to predict the orbit and ultimate destiny of the tiny satellite.
It was already the third day.
The Monster Eye, as the staff affectionately called the largest optical telescope in the world, moved with the precision of an atomic clock, following the course of the chunk of rock, metal and ice as it glided silently from beyond the asteroid belt, past us and on to nowhere. At least to nowhere until the computers calculated its precise mass and exact velocity as expressed by its angular motion. They also had to allow for the Earth’s gravitational pull, the motion of the Earth itself, and half a dozen other factors that influenced this chunk of rock. For three days Dr. Hydon, his dedicated assistants, and the array of computers linked into a single giant electronic brain worked to answer as least some of these question. Finally the contours of the object lost their definition and, moments later, melted into the darkness of the great beyond. For now, their work was done.
“You may go now,” Dr. Hydon muttered stretching his back. “Get some sleep.”
With that Dr. John Hydon rose to his feet and left the observatory. The computers would continue to churn out detailed calculations of the data they’d gathered over the last three days. They needed neither sleep nor food. Just power. Men needed rest. They’d earned it.
As Dr. Hydon left the dome the diffused lights came on. They signified that no more observations would be carried out that night. As he entered the lush garden, his face assumed its usual mask of studied indifference. He had worn it now for almost three years. Since his wife, my mother, had died. A mask that hid both, that which was, and that which wasn’t, there. In those days I found it hard to think of him as my father. It hurt too much. Not that I did much thinking at that age. But I did feel. Mostly loneliness. And absence.
The next day, things got back to normal.
There was no surprise when the asteroid missed the earth by a mere 300,000 kilometers. Whatever gods designed and maintained the orbits of the thousands, possibly millions, of chunks of matter populating our solar system must have done a good job. Again. It was the third time in as many years that minor, irregularly shaped interplanetary nuggets of matter had been observed by the scientific community. The first two had not even been reported. They’d missed us by too wide a margin. By astronomical standards 300,000 kilometers was a mere hair’s breadth, a light-second, a distance travelled by light in a single second. A light-hour would represent about one billion kilometers. Yet in terms of safety of life on earth it was as though it had never happened. There was absolutely no danger to anyone, even to the array of satellites suspended in their gyrations around our mother planet.
Following the press release by the Canadian National Observatory, the dailies carried a note on the third page, and that only because it was a Canadian astronomer who had provided the data. Not one of our money-stacked cousins south of the 50th parallel had even spotted the event. No doubt the Hollywood dream spinners would have been inspired to put out another series of disaster films. I can just see the placards: “The Last Days on Earth”, “The Human Dinosaur”, or “The Asteroid!!!” Yes, with three exclamation marks, or something equally as ridiculous. Lots of explosions, lots of electronic noise and flashing lights. The juvenile delinquents liked this sort of thing. By the time Mozart was five, he’d composed a symphony. It would be ludicrous to compare his genius to ordinary mortals. Not because the human genius had died with Amadeus, but because by the time the youth of today reached this age, they were already half-deaf. Over-amplified hullabaloo was the essence of their concept of having fun. Noise and flashing lights. For the immature mind, this appears to serve as some sort of escape. From what, no one knows.
I shouldn’t really talk like that. Makes me sound old. I suspect, in my own way, I’d soon begin indulging in my own escapes. I can picture Dad’s, the famous Dr. Hydon’s, brilliant if tired mind straying to his children.
“They really are my children,” he must have sighed. “I sired them. Will I ever start acting like their father?”
His forehead bruised into tiny vertical chasms as the silent question found its way to his frontal lobe. “Will I ever do them justice?”
And a voice deeper than conscious awareness shrugged with studied indifference. “Not yet,” it seemed to say. “I need time. More time!”
Even though I was only a new born at the time, I can still see his pain…
I can see him shaking his head. “Excuses!” he muttered under his nose. He hated himself in such moments. Deep down, he knew what he had to do. Deep down things were simpler. But in the light of day, they were different. Usually people see ghosts at night. John spent his nights in the Observatory. Ghosts surrounded him in the daylight. Especially in the early morning when the stars began to recede into the advancing grayness, but before the dawn gave reality to the here-and-now. There, in the Monster Eye, the stars were never here and now. The light he studied had been born when the universe was young. Even when our own little home was young. Billions of years before the dinosaurs ruled the Earth. The stars belonged to the way back when. They bore witness to a past so distant as to be hardly imaginable. In some ways, he worked in the realm of the dead. Of the long gone and forgotten.
The same ghosts visited him towards the end of the day. When light was waning. When he could no longer distinguish the sharp, hard contours around him, yet before his beloved stars claimed his undivided attention. At those times his children, their faces innocent, seemingly so very indifferent, sauntered across his vision. He would rather work day and night, provide for them, pay for their every need, pay for the best nanny he could find. He would do anything rather then face either one of them. As a father.
“Not yet,” his lips formed the silent words. “Please, Heidi, not yet...”
How do I know all this? After all, at the time, I’d only just been born. At the very beginning. But I know. I know and I feel. As though it were yesterday. As though I’d witnessed it all first hand.
Even as I sit here, my fingers poised lightly over the keyboard of my computer, my eyes drift up, towards the sunset, where the gossamer cobwebs of scattered clouds hang suspended, effortlessly, over the blue and the green. How beautiful she is. Was?
Used to be?
Am I imagining this as I had so many things over the last thirty years? Isn’t reality that which we perceive as real? Is not the wondrous globe suspended in an ocean of sparkling black velvet—the Earth, my home?
Is not this beauty, beyond all that is beautiful, not drifting away from me? Slowly, almost imperceptibly?
Within the Enigma there is no time. Things, events, even ideas are all jumbled up. So is space. There is no sequential order of any kind. There are no terms of reference until events are arranged chronologically. It is a little like life flashing before your eyes at the moment of death—all events are there, stored in the Enigma, waiting to be recognized. Organized. We experience it as the process of becoming. And it takes time.
Well, time, it seems, I’ve got in abundance. Perhaps forever. Isn’t this what immortality is all about? Anyway, even then, in the fullness of time, the events only make relative sense when placed in the context of transformation. Even our senses or feelings are only relative. Like a point of view. One can only see one side of things—at a time.
But I am ahead of myself again.
Enough said that since, at the time, I’d hardly been born, I did not recognize my father as an individual towards whom I felt any affinity. When recalling those days, I prefer to refer to him in the third person singular. I can hardly refer to him as Dad before he’d become one. Can I?
For Dr. Hydon neither of the Hollywood made-for-TV-movies, which appeared within two months of the asteroid event, was very likely to happen at all. The world was not about to be torn apart by a shower of meteorites, nor would life be destroyed by the resulting climatic changes. Space was both empty and full of junk. Events with any dire consequences were expected to occur once in every 100,000 years at most. Global disasters, meteoric cataclysms, remained the domain of the earlier universe or of the doomsday thrill seekers. Or as David had said, of the special effects department.
There had been some celestial ‘accidents’, like those that left their imprints in Barringer, Arizona, a crater of 1200 meters in diameter, or almost as large an indentation in Lona, India. Or even the 850-meter Wolf Creek Crater, in West Australia. There were another half-dozen authenticated impact craters scattered around the globe, ranging in diameter from 90 to 250 meters, but those hardly threatened the survival of humanity. We had no idea, of course, how many had splashed into our extensive oceans, but that was another matter. For now, we had nothing to worry about.
If there had been any danger to anyone or anything, it was to the slightly inflated ego of Dr. John Hydon Ph.D., who detected the presence of the inoffensive object hurtling through space in our “immediate” vicinity only after it had missed us, and was already receding into outer space. His only consolation was that no one, not even one other astronomer had detected its passing presence at all. Not until he had announced his data. Then his colleagues hastily confirmed the sighting, but with conflicting data. They had to say something if they were to qualify for the movie screenplays. Dr. Hydon did not suffer from such ambitions. Astronomy was his life. Years had passed since he’d wasted any of his time on the dream spinner’s offerings. He had dreams of his own. Aplenty.
What might have happened had the rock come much closer to our atmosphere remained a moot question. Dr. Hydon dealt in hard-nosed reality, not in idle speculation. Work for him served as an escape from wandering thoughts. Most who knew him better, guessed as much. He never talked about it. Only those closest to him knew that behind the mask of studied indifference there beat the heart of a poet, a philosopher, perhaps even of an incontrovertible dreamer.
This is awkward.
I think I shall refer to John Hydon as father, or Dad. After all, what is time? Since it is a matter of record that, in the fullness of it, he did become my father. Outside the constraints we choose to impose on time by our need for a sequential order, he is my father in esse as well as in futuro, so to speak. It is a question of ‘I am’, versus ‘I was’ or ‘I shall be’. Did I not chose him, as well as my mother, to be the instruments through which I would experience, once more, my mode of becoming? They were my parents even before time began. Or to put it differently, in the ‘now’ they are my parents. There is an infinite number of possible futures for each one of us. But all those futures are no more than projections of the eternal now. This is the true meaning of immortality. And in this particular version of my becoming, they will always be my parents.
A week later, Dad got excited again.
This time he was sure that he’d spotted a celestial body just outside the orbit of Pluto. He and his staff had been directing the brand-new, the most sensitive optical telescope in the world, at the segment of space just outside Pluto’s orbit. Perhaps it was the location of the Observatory that gave it an edge over other sky-gazers. The climate in the Yukon Territory generally, let alone atop Ogilvy Mountain, offered a purity of air quite remarkable by modern standards. Not only did the cool temperature assure very low moisture, but there was minimal pollution of any kind, and certainly no city lights to interfere with the star light. Except for the Hubble, the National Observatory had an edge, an advantage, other astronomers could only dream of.
Three times already father had photographed a wispy shape that corresponded to a sphere, perhaps a large comet or a small planetoid, travelling in, what appeared to be a regular orbit, just outside our solar system. The reason the suspected celestial body remained invisible, at least most of the time he reasoned, was that its course seemed synchronized with that of Pluto. It was as though it was using Pluto to shield itself from human eyes. Only planetoids don’t do that. Unless, of course, it was trapped by Pluto’s gravitational pull which would have to have been greater than scientists had heretofore imagined. What father feared was that his discovery might simply be a reflection of Pluto in some transient cloud of space dust or of interstellar gas that had drifted towards our solar system and became trapped by the gravitational pull of our sun.
Whatever the cause, the Observatory was the only place where Dad got excited. The rest of his life seemed of little or no consequence. It did not matter. Outside his lab, father moved like an automaton, a polite if aloof robot, asking for nothing, giving nothing in return. He did his duty. He didn’t really care if anyone approved his behaviour or not. He was a good scientist—he knew that. Everyone knew that. If his personal life was in shambles, it was none of anyone’s business.
Not for a long while. Not for three years. Three years of abject emptiness.
When my father examined the computer printouts the next morning, his excitement grew to unprecedented heights. Astronomers live for discoveries. They spend innumerable hours peering at photographs, superimposing them one over the other to detect any changes in pattern, compute endless data—columns upon columns of numbers—all in the hope of spotting something, some unaccounted for movement, a change, a variable, that no one had spotted before. Luckily for Dad, the overwhelming majority of the peering, superimposition and computation were done by the latest generation of dedicated computers. A new comet, an undiscovered galaxy heretofore hidden by interstellar dark matter—its light diluted by thousands of light-years, or any anomaly in the established order of things were enough to make any astronomer’s day. Or father’s day, for that matter.
After the initial excitement, his mind under control, father gave instructions to his staff to study the photographs and reverted to his private dream world. That’s right. In those years, more than ever father had needed an escape. Astronomical discoveries were few and far between. What he liked to do, especially at night when only a skeleton staff remained, was to scan the sky looking for ghosts. Not with the Monster Eye, of course. The main telescope’s time was too precious. It worked full time. There was a long waiting list for its unique services. There were scientists galore waiting in line for the privilege of taking a peek at their favourite segment of space.
No. Father ventured into space on his own very private wings.
What Dad used was one of the three sixty-centimeter optic telescopes, one of which he’d founded himself. There was seldom a waiting list for the smaller spyglasses. Like the ancient Greeks, Dad searched for constellations. He had, of course, an enormous advantage over the early Greeks. He could puncture holes in the sky much deeper than the Greeks had ever imagined possible. Even, Nicolaus Copernicus and Galileo Galilei would have given their right arms for the toys Dad had to play with. Not even counting the Monster Eye. He would set his lenses to record only stars at specific distances from Earth. At least they alone would remain in focus while others receded into oblivion. He was looking for something that would bring back an image, a shadow, a fragment of a memory he’d lost. An image of his wife. Sometimes, when his soul cried out the loudest, he was sure he’d found a vague contour, a silhouette, an ephemeral shadow of my mother Heidi’s face, or the curve of her neck, or a contour of her presence adorning the speckled darkness. A vague, ethereal contour, yet so very real to him, a lingering memory, a dream....
Yet even then, when he’d found something, the pain would not recede.
The pain was a mixture of love and hatred, a feeling that, in its irrepressible dichotomy, tore him apart. The pain, the cause of his pain, was his daughter. Me. The tiny copy of his late wife. The mother I’d never met. The constant reminder of her absence. I can’t say that at the time I was really aware of any of this. But babies can sense things. Or emotions.
Believe me.
The first time round, my father had married late. He was already forty years old. He had been appointed to lead a team of scientists at the brand new CNO. The Canadian National Observatory. That’s what they called it then. Later it became known as the Canadian Science Centre. The CSC. At that time it consisted of seven geodesic domes, with virtually unlimited expansion possibilities in the future. The architectural and engineering design was breaking new ground in every way imaginable. Experimental in location, in scope, in the nature of construction, in every way anyone could think of. If it hadn’t been for that day’s technology, it couldn’t have worked. Communication is imperative to successful operations of any scientific endeavour. No experimental work can function without it. Internet, global viphone link, instant exchange of ideas are what makes Science work. And the Centre was the very state of the art. One could still smell fresh paint. Those were the early days. One could call them the beginning. Yet for father, in so many ways, they were also the end. The end of a time in his life that he wanted to, but couldn’t, leave behind. Not till much, much later. Poor Dad.
All this was some thirty years ago.
The first three years were the last during which I and JJ remained neutral. Later... later, so much happened. Beyond my wildest imagination. Beyond what anyone could possibly have imagined. Later, all three of us, Dad, JJ and myself, took off on our own particular tangents. Like comets that hold disdain for regular orbital order. But, as you’ll see, the universe, even space itself, curves upon itself. No matter where you go, you end up close to where you started. Only your perception of the place will have changed. In some ways, you would never have moved. It was the world that had spun on its intricate orbit.
Those first three years were also the last years during which neither JJ nor myself managed to influence the ramblings of father’s vacillating mind. At least, not in the scientific sense. In father’s psyche, those three years marked the end of an era.
The end of the beginning.
Chapter 2
They had chosen my name not in honour of my mother, but my great-great grandmother. Since the early nineteenth century, all the first daughters in my mother’s family had been named Heidi. It had become a cherished tradition. Since then, whenever any Heidi, worldwide, had been accorded any achievement, Heidi’s family took it as personal honour. This too became a tradition. My mother’s family had more celebrations than any family my father had ever come across. They were a happy lot.
Until little Heidi arrived. That’s me.
In my particular case, the family tradition was practically all for nothing. A few weeks after I’d uttered the first, proverbial Dada, all too natural in the absence of a mother, I’ve been told that I began referring to myself as Hey. Hey wants this, Hey wants that. Or else... Hey whaaaaa...
My grandmother had been an operatic soprano. In spite of the tiny capacity of my lungs, I had inherited a powerful resonance. So much so that Dad put a spare bedroom between himself and his little daughter’s room. Father usually slept during the day. He needed all the rest he could get after a long night of stargazing.
Little Hey wasn’t Dad’s only child, but she was the only child my parents had together. When I was born, John Junior, JJ, was already three years old. He was the product of father’s previous marriage, still in England. Soon after JJ was born Dad’s first marriage ended in divorce. He felt that not just Margaret, his first wife, had died, but all things associated with her had died also. (In fact, to the best of my knowledge, Margaret has remained in robust health.) Nevertheless, in spite of JJ, father was hard put to recall any memories he missed. There was no animosity. Just a lingering sense of indifference.
My parents immigrated to Canada. When little Hey arrived, things changed. For everyone. At forty-three, Dad became a widower twice over.
Other than that, there was virtually no feeling at all.
JJ likewise felt doubly abandoned. Like his father, he blamed his sister, me, for his second mom’s sudden departure. He’d only just learned to trust Heidi like a real mom. More so. As for little Hey, from the moment she’d begun crawling along the floor of her playroom she must have felt even more forsaken. At least I imagine that’s what I must have felt. On some level of perception that only the smallest children can feel, she must have sensed an inherent resentment, or perhaps a repressed hostility, or even a sense of blame directed at herself. Not understanding what it all meant she began, nevertheless, even during those first years, or months, to start building for herself a sanctuary where no one could hurt her. She was forced to crawl into a tiny world, to conjure imagery, a reality that was kinder and warmer. She soon learned that, whatever is earthly, associated with other people, whatever is made up of anything tangible that she could see or touch with her senses, is likely to be transient, ephemeral, not deserving of her attention. She felt that the world she had been brought into was cold and unforgiving. Even before her father’s nightly escapes, she’d set out on the long journey into the realm of her private dreams.
By the time Hey was three, she seemed secure in her own realm. Or nearly so.
For my father, the second tragedy, second death as he thought of it, so soon after the previous dissolution, was infinitely more painful than the loss of his first wife. Margaret—never Marge or Maggie, always Margaret—a girl from good Stafford stock, had been punctilious, very proper, and always supportive of her husband’s aspirations. Having been raised by nannies and private teachers herself, she’d never experienced real family life. She had no worldly knowledge to contribute. Not knowledge based on personal experience. Other than what she’d acquired at an expensive Finishing School in Switzerland. While Margaret was invariably ‘very correct’ in public, when they were on their own, particularly during the first few months, she was a veritable hellcat; in the nicest way possible, of course.
Another thing that the Finishing School had accomplished was to get rid of the last remnants of any sexual hang-ups. Margaret, on their very first weekend together, which was only two days after they’d met, took the concept of freedom of action between two consenting adults to a new level. Both, up and down. The whole gamut. Margaret had shown him what adult movies were made of and perhaps given new meaning to the word ‘adult’. Father, who’d been no angel during his time at Cambridge, had felt strangely inadequate, timid, reserved, even shy. To do her justice, she’d performed all the contortions in the best possible taste, with the exception, perhaps, of insisting on all the lights being turned on. She was not after romance. She was after sating her cravings, after releasing her pent up, repressed desires that were held in check during her usual and abnormally repressed, proper, punctilious, cold behaviour. We all pay for our repression. Margaret found a number of innovative methods to extract payment from father as well.
After she had given my father a son, as a good wife should, she believed that, at least for now, her marital obligations had been fully discharged. The fire of the first few weeks was displaced by apathy, even distaste toward any sexual activity. With her, it was an all-or-nothing proposition. For the rest of their marriage, father settled for virtually nothing. A state of limbo. In spite of all this, Dad thought he loved her until, supposedly on the rebound after the divorce, he’d met my mother.
Only six months after he’d regained his bachelor status, John Hydon came across Heidi, to be honest, quite by accident. Literally. He’d fished her out of the lake, like a mysterious and beautiful mermaid, and instantly fell in love. Or at least as fast as he’d managed to clear his eyes from all the splashing and from the water dripping from his still abundant hair. He cleared his vision, he saw, he conquered. Actually, he had been conquered. Veni, vidi, Heidi vincit. He’d fallen proverbially head-over-heels, which, appropriately, was the way he’d met her. Wet head over wet heels.
For Dad, his second marriage, was like the Second Coming. It gave him a new lease on life. It made him alive again. It shook him out of an emotional stupor. It opened a new colourful world. A world both vibrant and filled with love, with caring, with stepping outside himself. It was a world where time was of little consequence. Life flowed with a renewed current, fed by springs that seemed eternal. Father felt as though he’d been born again, to a new wondrous life of serenity and happiness.
Until that fateful time, Dad had never realized what true love could be like. Heidi, my mother, not only filled a gaping hole in his life, but she filled an emptiness he hadn’t known existed. In finding Heidi, Dad had found himself. Not surprisingly, his new wife became a loving mother to JJ, a woman Dad could count on, consult on his day-to-day problems, rest in her presence. In her arms. Her arms seemed in constant demand. She asked for little yet was an inexhaustible source of giving. She made Dad feel like an enchanting lover, a dutiful husband, an excellent provider, a good father. She was full of laughter, a ray of sunshine on an overcast day, particularly because on such days, or nights rather, he couldn’t get on with his astronomic observations, but was forced to catch up on paperwork that the computers churned out with unparalleled regularity.
My mother was the very antithesis of the cool, perfectly controlled, always correct Margaret. In no time at all, all memory of Dad’s first wife receded into the hazy, uneventful, unemotional past. As with outer space, it got cooler as it receded from the sun. Heidi was his sun. His blinding nova. My mother had been too good to last...
At the time, father could hardly cope with his emotions. Usually men fall in love with such abandon before they turn twenty, twenty-five at most. Dad had been almost forty, at the time. But his heart beat with the euphoria of an adolescent.
I find it vaguely amusing how distant memories saunter into my mind, in bits and pieces, little unordered snippets, like disjointed strips of lace, woven loosely into the fabric of my life.
There was a time, albeit a very short period, when I was no more than six or seven, that my father managed to inspire the same awe in my heart when observing the Milky Way as he’d held when in his early twenties. Dad regarded the expanse of some fifty billion visible stars held together in a vise of still inexplicable attraction at the centre of our galaxy as his personal backyard, his home within the home of the entire Universe. To John, to Dr. Hydon, not just planets but even individual stars were as atoms of his own body—expedient, necessary, holding a beauty in their own right, but virtually insignificant constituents of his whole, physical self. Nearby, for the most part, all else was puny. Nearby, for Dad included our Solar System, up to and including Pluto, though the outer planet, which some years ago some eggheads attempted to relegate to the status of a planetoid, travelled an orbit that averaged almost six million kilometers from the sun. He would spend hours, each night when the conditions permitted, staring at ‘The Galaxy, that Milky Way... Powdered with Stars,’ as Milton referred to it in Paradise Lost. Only Dad’s paradise was still there, awaiting him, drawing him into its cold, fiery embrace, night after night, month after month....
Every night that weather permitted.
Later, at least for a time, his interest shifted to astrophysical theories. Not really at the expense of his prime passion, but to broaden his field. He rationalized that he did so to establish himself among his peers. At that time, he succumbed to what was fashionable, to what enabled him to publish more papers in the scientific Journals. But only for a while. A few years. When his original passion returned, it did so with renewed force. After sauntering through the whole of the visible universe, he returned to Via Lactis. To the River of billions of silvery fish. He dove into its currents, studied its depth and breadth, he swam deep in its waters. The Milky Way was the path he revisited to recapture his lost happiness.
It seems to have worked.
Since then, his personal antagonism towards me waned and then all but disappeared. But it took a miracle to consolidate his new state of mind. It was during such serene nights that he’d first won, and then lost his daughter’s heart.
But, yet again, we are running ahead of ourselves. All this came later. It seems like ages into the distant future.
Little Hey never met her mother. The complications began during the sixth month of pregnancy. They exacerbated considerably as mother neared my delivery. Dad wanted his wife to abort the child. That’s right, to abort me. Men do not feel the same nearness to the unborn child as women do. How could they? All that mattered to father was his wife. She was his life, his inspiration, his raison d’être. There was nothing he wouldn’t have done for her. As cruel as it may sound, it included losing a daughter. An almost daughter. My mother refused.
“If we are to be her parents, nothing will stop us. If not...?” She left the question hanging.
Father knew his wife well enough to finish the sentence for her. “...we can waste energy fighting a losing battle, but nothing will change whatever is written in the stars for us.” That was the romantic postulate my mother had lived by. Father had disagreed. He thought Shakespeare was right when he said that it is not in our stars but in ourselves that we are underlings. Mother did not oppose this sentiment. She only thought that we should have the equanimity to accept our destiny with grace. That we should never despair, nor oppose the inevitable, but know that all is for the best.
“Well, it wasn’t. Nor for me,” Dad must have thought, his jaws set sternly. “Nor for me, my love.” I can picture my father’s face set in repressed anger. I’ve seen it as such since. Remember, at the time I hadn’t been born yet.
But no one had listened to Dad. Neither my mother nor the doctors. “There is a chance,” they said.
Apparently there is always a chance. But for mother there wasn’t. No one had listened to father any more. He must have felt incredibly alone. Deserted. JJ was much too young, and Mary, well, Mary had her job to do.
Father didn’t really have any friends. With the exception of the Mendels. Perhaps because it was too soon after arrival in Canada. Relatively speaking, Dad was still a newcomer. Perhaps he suffered from the proverbial English reserve; perhaps he really was shy. Then. In addition he was also a little too senior, too well positioned, professionally—riding herd just a little too high over his staff. It’s hard to make friends when you’re the boss. Whatever his faults, Dad was popular enough. He was invited to all the usual drinks after work, although, often enough, he finished working in the early hours of the morning. Not many people invite you for a drink at sunrise. Such limitations notwithstanding, father had no one he could really call close. Not a man, nor woman, he could call a friend. A real friend. As much as he liked David and Miriam Mendel—they had been so very kind—he was hardly disposed to opening his heart to them. Perhaps he didn’t know how. Perhaps I’ve inherited this seeming inability from my father. It could be that Dad had never shared his inner desires with anyone. Not before he’d met Heidi and not since she died. And during those brief moments they shared together, much less than a year, they hardly noticed the world around them. At least, this was true of John Hydon. Of my father. I know. I’ve seen him in those days. In my own way. In the Enigma. When my mother died, Dad had still been in the process of discovering his wife.
It had been mother, already carrying his child, who wanted them to emigrate. It was still before any trouble had started. Before the complications.
“Here, darling,” she’d said, “you’ll wait for decades before Dr. Penderton retires.” She was referring to the snail’s pace of advancement in England. “By then you’ll have lost your passion for the stars. You will be too set in your ways to branch out on your own.” Dr. Penderton, Dad’s immediate superior in Cambridge Institute, was only fifty years old. It would have been a long wait.
Mother had been talking about Dad’s ambition to make his mark on the Astronomical Establishment. He thought he could prove that, at the centre of our galaxy, there is a Black Hole. There have been some loose theories to that effect, but none backed up by hard scientific data. He thought that, given a free hand, he could do it. But it would take years of observations. He would have to direct his own team. Men he could trust not to steal his results. She had been right, of course. Heidi, my mother, was always right. Especially in matters that concerned father’s welfare.
She gazed at him like a teenager on her first date. They’d been married for just over three months. And mother was little more than a teenager. I’ve spent timeless hours staring at them in that moment. Up there. In my dreams.
It was true that Heidi had been a country girl. Dad had met her in the Midlands, in the Lake District, on a sailing holiday. She’d fallen overboard and he pulled her out.
“I owe you my life!” she’d exclaimed. She would have been more convincing if her eyes hadn’t shone with unabashed pleasure as he put his arm around her to pull her into his Flying Dutchman. Only later father had learned that she was an excellent swimmer. She wouldn’t have drowned if she’d gone overboard in the middle of the Pacific Ocean.
Well, if reasonably close to the ship.
A rare smile widened Dad’s mouth as he recalled those precious moments. That was what he’d lived on, those first few years. On memories. They’d sustained him. They allowed him to do his work like an efficient automaton, a robot that managed to switch off its emotional circuits. But he couldn’t face his own daughter. He couldn’t face me.
Mary was not a professional nurse but she did her best. After the nine months of security that only a mother’s womb can provide, Heidi, little Hey, had emerged into the world, and weaned herself, by force, into the reality she’d neither wanted nor asked for. My father, whose renewed attraction to the stars to escape the reality of his wife’s death, continued to keep his distance. Dad was too crestfallen, too numb, to be able to transfer his love from Heidi to little Hey. From Heidi to Heidi—even the names sounded offensive to him. On some level of his shattered psyche he held his daughter responsible for his wife’s death. Not consciously, of course. Yet even his eyes, which were used to staring at the icy starlight, would not soften when he looked at his baby—its arms raised as though saying, pick me up, Daddy. Please, pick me up.
I’m glad I don’t really remember that. Not really. Just....
Heidi wasn’t a she. To him, it was a baby. She was an ‘it’.
Father couldn’t pick her up. As beautiful as she was, as tiny and innocent, his heart was so filled with pain that he would walk away, quickly, without looking back. After he’d leave his daughter’s presence, he would walk directly to his laboratory, day or night, regardless of the weather. There was always plenty to do. Plenty to occupy his mind. That was what he needed most. Less than a kilometre up the hill, he’d walk through the carefully laid out gardens he barely noticed, and then immerse himself in the avalanche of data, which the computers had been churning out in a constant, impassive, unemotional way. This indifference, this clarity, was what he craved. To overcome his sorrow he sought to eradicate his capacity to feel. Such were the first three years of his daughter’s life. My first three years. Three years to the day. The pain may have lifted gradually. His reticence to forgive his daughter took longer.
As for little Hey, there were advantages to her assumed stance—to the protective shell I’d erected for myself. I was the very inverse of that with which my father had to deal on a daily basis. He had lost so much. I was unaware of ever having lost anything. I had nothing to lose. My tiny, private universe obeyed its own private laws. I had never experience any other reality. Love, in the maternal sense, was unknown to me. For that matter I was a stranger to any form of love. My heart was untouched, unblemished, emotionally virginal.
Later, things changed, of course. All things change. Lately more so than ever. But my first real memories actually start on or about my third birthday.
On my third birthday, a miracle happened. No. No angels swooned from the sky, no heavenly choirs influenced Dad’s state of mind. On her third birthday, Hey fell from the balcony. It was only from the second floor and she fell on top of the thick branches of a juniper bush. Its mature, tightly interwoven twigs broke her fall. Other than a few tiny scratches, she was safe and sound. Yet even that near escape wasn’t the miracle. It, the wonder of wonders, took place in her father’s heart. He realized, suddenly, that if it hadn’t been for sheer luck, he would have lost the only person he held dear in the whole world. There was JJ, of course, and in his own way, Dad loved his son also. But there were other skeletons in the cupboard of his tormented soul. And anyway, it was not the same type of love—towards a boy. Dad’s heart had been starving for the only link to his only real love. To my mother. I had my mother’s eyes. Her mouth. Even her hair.
“How come I’ve never noticed this before?” I could feel his heart speaking.
He kept looking at me as though seeing me for the very first time. In a way it was. And it was also my first conscious memory. Upon seeing me, my father’s eyes filled with wonder.
Heidi was Heidi. She was her mother’s image. It had taken three years, but in that perilous moment of her fall from that balcony—in that single instant—little Heidi, the tiny Hey, had become his daughter. No longer a culprit who was even partially responsible for her mother’s death, but the only cherished link to her mother, to his wife, to the memory of her still anchored in the emptiness of his heart.
Many years passed before I met my mother. Many long years. But Dad had been right. She and I did look alike. Still do.
For the very first time, John Hydon picked up his daughter and held her in his arms. He wanted this magical moment to last forever. Finally, after some long minutes, Mary suggested that he might put me down. For a while he appeared not to hear her. Only when the starched and proper nanny put her hands around little Hey and placed her on the floor, had Dad returned to reality.
“Begging you pardon, Sir, but the little sweetheart couldn’t breathe very easily. With you holding her so tight and all...” Mary admonished sternly.
She would never admit it, but she would protect her charge with her life, even against father’s inexperience. The nurse, nanny, was a precious import from the Old Country where she was born, where she had lived, and if it hadn’t been for my mother, where she would have died. Mary had lived near Sheffield.
If fact, she was born in Spinkhill, a forgotten village in whose borough father had gone to school, at the Mount St. Stanislaus Kostka’s College. A Jesuit institution. Prison, he called it then. And for years after. But that was almost three decades ago; it had been even longer since he’d immigrated to Canada and married Heidi. His wife had given her life to present him with this wondrous angel. A gift he’d rejected, for three full years, out of hand.
Until she fell. Until she’d fallen from the balcony. A few inches to the left, and she would not have survived. He was sure of that. As sure as he was that he held her in his arms. For the very first time.
Dad had been wrong. I had been meant to live on. I know that now.
It was from that fateful birthday that Dad’s attitude toward his daughter changed diametrically. It was as though he needed to catch up on the lost years. He not only spent every free moment with her, in her playroom, or in their tiny garden, but took her to his office where he’d arranged a playpen for her. Not a rectangular cage to constrain her movement, but he’d rearranged his office in such a way that I could romp free everywhere, yet keep my busy fingers from innumerable electrical connections, and, almost as importantly, from the computer keys. Dad and I, Hey as he called me, became as inseparable as is possible for a little girl and the Director of the Observatory, an Astronomer of some repute, a man conducting constant research with the newest, the best and the most expensive telescope in the history of Canadian science.
In no time at all members of his staff were finding excuses to knock on his door. They had no business with Dr. Hydon; they all wanted to steal a glance at Hey, who willingly showed off ‘her’ office to all-comers.
“And this is co-puter with keeeys,” I vaguely recall explaining gravely. “And here are the movies,” as I pointed to the screen. “You can see stars in there, did you know that?”
Most of them did, but every single visitor had been enchanted. I say that with all modesty. In no time at all Heidi had stolen a lot more than just her father’s heart. She was becoming the sweetheart of the Observatory. A mascot.
During all this time, Dad and JJ had grown further and further apart. Often enough, JJ had been present when Dad played with his sister. Sometimes, when she was asleep, Dad would even throw the ball with him. Or they would go for a walk together. But... the estrangement that Hey must have felt, subconsciously, during her first three years, now began to drive JJ away also. First, my dear brother had lost his mother. Then, his second mother. And now Dad was showering attention on his sister. He felt like a child adopted by a man who loved both his children but only one was of his true blood.
JJ had been only six years old when the change occurred on my third birthday. Before that fateful day, he’d taken his father’s coolness as a natural form of behaviour. The English Nanny, Mary, would cuddle him up in bed, dress him and feed him, cater to his every need. Except to the needs of his heart. He had little idea of what he was missing, other than his mother, until he saw the change in Dad towards Hey. Then suspicions that he was an odd cog in the family wheel grew in him. Again, it was only a feeling, an undefined suspicion, but he’d begun to erect a protective barrier between himself and his father. In order not to miss paternal love, he had to learn not to need it.
In time he succeeded.
Chapter 3
Amazing though it may have seemed at the time, JJ took the loss of his first, natural mother in his stride. At the time of his parents’ divorce, he was almost three years old. Even then he was being treated by his mother, as well as by the rest her family, as an adult. A little adult.
As the only male descendant to the Stafford dynasty to-date, he was afforded all the benefits that Margaret’s breeding and heritage could provide. He was raised by the best professional staff, all fully accredited by the best British Institutions. They treated him with all the due respect; all the due decorum. His slightest whim was taken care of. But in all this abundance there was little room for love. Unfortunately for JJ, and for all other boys in his circumstances, love was not for sale. No matter how affluent your parents. No matter how much love mama and papa deposited into their bank accounts. Of course, JJ was not JJ in those days. Not even John Junior.
He was John Percival Sebastian Hydon.
John after his father, Percival after his grandfather, and Sebastian after the forefather who had first been named the Earl of Stafford by King George IV, way back in the 1820’s. Lord Percival had not earned his title like some common money-maker. He had inherited his breeding. He was the Earl of Stafford, as his forefathers before him. If just eleven members in line to the succession of the Staffords’ earldom met with a sudden death, JJ would inherit the title. Lord JJ, he could become. But only under certain, rather special, circumstances. Unfortunately or not, only William Shakespeare knew how to get rid of eleven inconvenient members of one’s family with impunity. Shakespeare and, perhaps, Agatha Christie.
No matter. JJ was happy just being JJ.
By the time his father remarried, little John Percival Sebastian, aka JJ, had already learned to be reasonably self-sufficient. Emotionally, that is. After all, at the time, he was only three years old. JJ’s father (my own in futuro), for his part, was as inexperienced in the mysteries of parenthood as any man whose total energies had been poured into self-betterment. Presumably, if subconsciously, to close the colour gap between his blood and his wife’s. But the Staffords were not after his blood, only after it’s colour. They bled blue. An assistant professorship at the University of Cambridge Institute of Astronomy did little to raise his social status. He worked for a living—which was bad enough. That he was a member of the working class was inexcusable. One can work for a living providing one doesn’t actually need to or in fact do anything. A sort of Sino-British version of wu-wei. Literal meaning of the Taoist expression is ‘without action.’ The British version would be ‘the gentleman’s way’, meaning maximum effect with minimum effort—although serious scholars would doubtless hang me on the nearest branch for such an over-simplification. Nevertheless, the Staffords held, some professions might be acceptable. Like a Prime Minister, or a politician, or any member of the House of Lords. But teaching?
“Too much like work, old chap. Must get you a better position. Perhaps a deanship, or something of that nature, what?” There was always a perfunctory question mark on the end of a sentence as though no one was listening anyway.
They all cared about John, the father of John Percival Sebastian. The eleventh down-the-line heir. You could never tell.... Yet even then JJ’s father often wondered if he had been appointed to his position at Cambridge only after some confidential intervention by his father-in-law, Lord Percival, who while denying any such action on his part, did so with a pronounced wink. The old wu-wei?
“Don’t shortchange yourself, my boy,” the mustachioed magnate would say, his mouth contorted in a vaguely cantankerous cross between a grin and an almost permanent sneer. “You will go, ah... a long way, what?” his Lordship would add, the index finger of his left hand brushing both sides of his thin lips as if to underscore the feeble growth over the upper part of his aristocratic mouth. And then he would wave his hand dismissing the matter, or perhaps John himself, from his illustrious presence.
Somehow whenever Lord P offered assurance regarding his future, father had expected him to add: “I’ll see to that, old boy, what?” It had been obvious even if unsaid. The son-in-law of Lord P was destined to go a long way. At least I thought that was what father would have detected in his tone. I have to make up some of these things to make them real. Well, sort of.
Eventually John Hydon did go a long way. To Canada. Without Lord P’s assistance, though ostensibly with a sigh of blue-blooded relief.
Of course, none of this had anything to do with little JJ, other than the proud genes that he’d inherited from his patrician mother.
To my future father it came as a pleasant surprise that, after the divorce, neither Margaret, nor any other member of her family, laid any claim to JJ. He was treated as corpus delicti of their daughter’s misdemeanour, an unfortunate product of misalliance at best. If John wanted to emigrate and take JJ with him, it was fine with them. In fact, the sooner the better. They all felt that Margaret had made a grave mistake in marrying John Hydon, a junior astronomer no one had ever heard of.
“Nice enough fellow, you know,” they all said of John, for the want of something better to say. But just not quite a chip off the old block, so to speak.
The real but less known reason for the wedding bells—even among the cognoscenti—was that Margaret had been in her second month with John’s child. A little misadventure after a little too much Champagne at Ascot. Lord P’s ‘Ladybird’, a magnificent filly bred in Lord P’s stables, had won. And one simply had to drink Champagne at Ascot. And after such a victory? Well, really! Don’t you know, darling?
For some years after the divorce, Dad wondered why Margaret had agreed to marry him at all. To this day this question remained unanswered. It never crossed his mind that John Hydon, in his late thirties, struck a superb figure of a man. A man as handsome as he was tall and athletic. At least in appearance. In fact, he alone in the house of Lord P displayed an easy, effortless aristocratic bearing. His posture, his chiselled features, slightly hawked nose and high forehead crowned with abundant dark hair just a little too long, were all more suited to Stratford on Avon, or the Old Vic, than to astronomy. His charisma flowed from the total lack of awareness of his obvious attributes, obvious to any and every woman, while raising pangs of jealousy among most men he met. If anything, it had been Lady P’s side of the family who shared some of John’s physical traits.
Whatever Margaret may or may not have been, she and John cut a splendid couple. Actually, I’ve never seen them together. Remember that all this took place before I was born. I felt no compulsion to search that far back in my dreams. I did in the Enigma, but that came later. For his part, John had been taken by Margaret’s refinement, by the subtle filigree of society, which could not really be penetrated and which, until he’d met Margaret, had kept him at bay. To be blunt, for society, John looked good in tails—for Margaret, in his swimming trunks.
It couldn’t have lasted. Perhaps on the French Riviera? In England, the climate was too cold. Still is. Cold and wet.
Had Margaret suffered through the divorce? John doubted it. In hindsight, he thought Margaret should be accorded a measure of pity, compassion if need be. Not for having suffered a loss, though. More like for inconvenience. She was no more capable of feeling deep pain than the deadwood that had been seasoned for generations in her family’s cupboards. That which enables one to suffer also empowers one to love. Pain is the penalty for loving too well. Love is the reward in itself. Margaret could experience neither of these extremes. She was a creature of her kind. Still, poor Margaret.
After an initial period of adjustment, JJ grew immensely attached to his father’s new wife, Heidi. His new mother adored him. She was everything Margaret hadn’t been. Perhaps she loved JJ because he was John’s son. Perhaps because he’d lost his ‘real’ mother, who seemed neither to think nor care about him. But most of all Heidi loved JJ because he needed love. What boy doesn’t?
JJ’s world, heretofore drab, colourless, devoid of the kaleidoscope of emotions of a real family, suddenly became rich and enchanting. He blossomed from a shy, reserved child to a boy full of self-assurance, confident of his place in their little tight-knit family. Even John had learned that his son was not a little man, but a child in need of care and attention. He’d learned that a father’s job was not just to provide for his son’s physical needs, but to acquaint him with the male version of love. As necessary, yet surely, so different from that of a woman’s. Not that he would ever try to compete with Heidi. She was as much a mother as a companion, a friend, a nurse if need be, and most of all a guardian angel to JJ. And then it stopped. Suddenly.
JJ felt cheated.
He felt that he must have done something wrong to deserve such a fate. In this he differed little from his father. Dad, having been brought up by the Jesuits in his college days, did not quite manage to eradicate the dogmas instilled in his psyche. In moments of weakness, John was sure that he’d lost Heidi as punishment for having divorced Margaret. Despite the fact that it had been Margaret who, at the instigation of her family, had initiated the proceedings for separation, John felt that he had to bear part of the blame. He’d merely suggested that a divorce seemed a more equitable solution. He’d felt like adding, “After all, we do have nothing in common.” But he’d kept quiet. He didn’t want to use the word ‘common’.
“It takes two to tango,” he thought bitterly, looking at JJ. “Your mother and I both carry a share of the blame. I took your mother away from you and then your guardian angel as well. Now we are alone, you and I. And Heidi...” he added to himself, trying hard to hide his distaste. This was before the balcony incident.
God, I felt that disdain! It was like a dark cloud that allowed no light to enter.
John’s mind refused to formulate the words ‘the culprit’, ‘the cause of it all’, but, at the time, his heart still burned with anger. Mostly at himself. Yet it was a sensation of constant, nagging guilt that drove him away from his own son. With me, his daughter, his emotions bordered on some sort of inordinate if subliminal hatred. With JJ it was a sense of unrequited guilt. In the single moment of mother’s death he’d lost not two, but three people. His wife and both of his children.
I am referring to Dad as John because it seems more impersonal that way. Easier for me to talk of his limitations.
This all took place before my third birthday. Before the miracle that restored me in Dad’s heart. And therefore, all of the above is just hearsay. I wasn’t around, at the time. My personal countdown could be defined as minus three years. Perhaps, three-and-a-half. After all, some of this happened even before JJ was born. What I am telling you here I learned mostly from Mary, a little from JJ, and later, much later from Dad. And, of course, from my visits to the Enigma. In time father learned to trust me. To accept me.
JJ had to wait longer for his turn. It took father a lot longer. Guilt has a longer shelf-life than hatred. Some years later, after father had buried his feelings of guilt towards JJ, my brother asked me if I had ever hated my father. I was stunned. “Hating Dad for having loved mother too much?” I recall asking. “I am too busy rejoicing in having found him. It is as though he’d been dead and was alive again.”
I think JJ understood me.
Then, some months after that fateful birthday, help came to JJ from unforeseen quarters. It was little Heidi, that’s me, who drew JJ to her newly effervescent heart. It must have been a purely instinctive reaction, but Hey apparently had decided that now that she was happy, she’d make JJ happy too. She must have inherited this trait from her mother. Like mother like daughter. Just a bundle of love.
I vaguely remember those days. Just vaguely.
I’ve since visited that part of my past many times to make sure I did my job. I remember the shadows that still engulfed those early years. Slowly the light has penetrated the intricate mists. I’m glad I was part of that dawning.
For a while, I recall, I couldn’t break through little John Jr.’s ramparts. He’d erected them, day by day, over the years, so as to protect himself from yet another loss. There was only so much a boy could take. But I’d persisted. Finally after almost a year, JJ would talk to me as though we were friends. I thought I’d been very clever about it. Whenever my father invited me to go anywhere, to do anything, I persistently asked if JJ would be coming also. If he couldn’t, other than because of schooling, I would also decline. In time it grew on JJ that I preferred his company to that of my father. It hadn’t been necessarily true, but JJ’s needs had been greater than mine. There developed a certain covert conspiracy of shared emotions between us. I loved my father as much as ever, but not at the expense of JJ. He, in turn, knew he could trust me. Years later, when JJ grew to lead a dedicated group of people, I suspect I remained the only one with whom he would speak freely. With childlike trust. Though, even then, he was anything but a child. He was a little adult.
I also benefited from this new friendship. Already during those early days, nights really, I’d been experiencing strange, irrepressible dreams. Always mysterious, sometimes repetitive. While JJ was in no position to explain or interpret them for me, he was at least a willing ear. Even though he hardly listened, I shamelessly unloaded my mysterious visions on my brother. I had to. Whenever we suffer a nightmare, most of us feel compelled to share it with someone. The same is true of a vivid, persistent dream. I’ve had many of those. Not nightmares, but my dreams often seemed more vivid than my waken reality. I was much too young to understand them, often even unable to put them into words. But speaking about them took the edge off the emotions, which they stirred, in my young heart. JJ became my bouncing board. My release of pent up feelings.
It was all quite innocent, of course.
I suppose a trained psychologist would enumerate a number of explanations for my childish imagination turning inwards. Not the least of them would have been total absence of other children to play with. Other than JJ, of course, and there was precious little of that. When you’re an adult, a difference of three years is negligible. When you are three or four, it is a chasm one simply cannot bridge. Emotionally, or in any other way.
In spite of this, I never thought of myself as victimized or shortchanged for never having participated in a sleepover, a pajama party, or any number of pastimes which, I learned later, girls hold so dear. At the time, I was neither a girl nor a boy. I was what my father had initially thought of me—an ‘it’. He referred to me as she, but didn’t treat me as such. For the first three years, I had been an irreconcilable appendage to the family. A come-along. But I repeat, I never felt shortchanged. At my conscious level I was not aware that it could be any other way. That I was treated in a way in which a normal family would frown upon. If it hadn’t been for Mary, I would probably have ended up in an asylum specializing in children starved of affection. My mother knew exactly what she was doing when she’d imported Mary from the Old Country. My mother must have been quite a woman.
On the other hand, I feel certain that it was only thanks to my emotionally starved childhood that my world of dreams has unfolded so richly before me. Or rather, within me. It was through the ecstasy of grief that the walls of my sensual universe crumbled—the walls that held me in my self-imposed prison limited to my five senses. What I discovered, and continue to discover, cannot be experienced until one frees oneself from the fetters of expectations, desires and demands, and particularly of confining traditions. I have learned that infinity begins where limitations cease.
In hindsight, I would never have agreed to substitute my infancy or adolescence for what is usually regarded as ‘normal’ childhood. I believe that one always gets what one pays for. Judging by the rewards, I must have paid my dues in full.
As for my girlishness, my one sin, or tacit claim to incipient femininity, was to spend hours in front of a mirror, in my bedroom, arranging my hair up or down, or pleating my abundant tresses into intricate forms and cascading shapes. Some girls like dolls, prams and suchlike. I liked my hair. Frankly, I still do.
JJ learned another escape. He told me, that as early as he could remember, he’d developed an interest in electronics. Computers, to be precise. Our father’s hardware was constantly being updated and Dad needed little persuasion to let JJ have some of the old models that had been replaced by the latest technology. By the time JJ was nine, he could reprogram his three computers with his eyes closed. By the time he was twelve, he could take almost any computer apart, put it together again, and make it better in the process. While other boys played computer games, he would spend hours tinkering with both hardware and software, until he’d removed all mystery from his electronic toys.
There was another reason for this predilection of his. He found a strange affinity with the orderly fashion in which electronic impulses yield predictable results. Maybe he wanted something that resembled a human brain, yet which was devoid of all feelings. Without any emotions. With no emotions at all.
In the meantime, life at the Science Centre went on. Before the year was out, men on Dad’s staff had recorded two more near misses. The rocks seemed to fly straight at our mother Earth. Then, at the last moment, within less than seven astronomical units, a little over one million kilometers, the errant chunks of matter seemed nudged by some invisible force and missed us by a good three to four hundred thousand kilometers. There were theories of solar winds, of variable magnetic radiation, of an imperceptible wobble in the earth’s axis of rotation. Many theories. Each was vaguely plausible. None had been proven.
The errant rocks kept coming, and kept missing us. Perhaps it had been always so, for generations, only scientists hadn’t paid any attention. After all, a rock whizzing by at tens of thousands of kilometers per hour, some half a million kilometers from our orbit is not easy to spot. Now, father had the biggest Eye on Earth. The Monster Eye. And, many had suggested, an awful lot of luck.
Father had other suspicions. But he regarded them as too absurd to make public. For now. As for little moi, I felt inexorably drawn into the intricacies of astronomical hypotheses. Not in any scientific way, of course—I was too young at the time—but in my own special way. I’d close my eyes and see the rocks as they sailed the outer reaches of the Earth, waiting to be nudged, prodded this way and that. Just for fun.
Chapter 4
Our galaxy is a very complex organism. A full on view of our home galaxy would look like a double spiral wrapping itself around a spherical halo that spans some twenty thousand light-years across. We, the earthlings, abide behind two of those spiral arms which, together with part of the Great Rift spanning from Sagittarius to Cassiopeia, make the central halo both invisible to the naked eye and even inaccessible to our instruments.
Even to the Monster Eye.
To put it yet another way, our home star, our life giving sun, with its attendant array of planets, hovers between the second and the outer spiral arm, some 30,000 light-years from the mysterious core. Seen from the side, we would see the spiral arms winding their way around each other, like two serpents caught in the grip of a cyclone, drawn towards the central hub, where the monstrous vipers continue to swallow each other. Each arm consists of millions upon millions of stars, nebulae, gas and dust, all spinning, all in constant, seemingly perpetual motion. This is what we would see if we could only step out into space and admire our home from afar.
Our galaxy is definitely a very complex organism.
By the time Hey was eight, she’d demanded that her father treat her like an adult. I say Hey and not I, because placing demands on anyone is now categorically against my nature. Anyway, I’d asked Dad to do so at least in his area of expertise. He could no longer fool me with some old wives’ tale about the Green Man on the Moon, even less so with little lights which are switched on in the sky at night. By this time, Hey had had five years of experience in the field of astronomy. I still think of her as some other girl, close to me, yet not quite my own self. So much has happened since....
“I am eight years old, Daddy,” she assures him, as if that alone qualifies her to be told the truth. “EIGHT,” she spells out staccato in her still childish voice.
“Then you don’t want to hear about how the ancients saw our galaxy?”
“You can tell me, providing it’s really serious,” she acquiesces.
So he told her, as best he could. From memory. I remember those stories, those legends and myths to this day. I can close my eyes and see little Hey sitting on a low stool; her eyes fixed on Dad’s face, spellbound. I can also hear Dad’s voice....
“From ancient times men raised their heads towards the Milky Way—to stare and wonder. The Anglo-Saxons of yore worshipped it as the Waetlinga Straet, the Street of the Giant of Waetla. It was also known to the Vikings as the Path of Odin, who was their god of gods. They called it the Wuotanes Weg. The Midland Dutch saw in the starry marvel the Vronelden Straet, the Women’s Path, which seemingly lead those chosen maidens to the divine altar, with their long, snowy veils of intricate starry lacework streaming behind them. The Finns, on the other hand, saw a flock of birds migrating towards a single luminescent nest. They called it the Linnunrata.”
Hey’s eyes remain riveted on her father’s face. She seems transported to a different reality, perhaps to that of the ancients of our race. “Go on, Daddy,” she urges when her father stops for a sip of water. He too looks enchanted, only in his case it is I who apparently am the spell-caster.
“There have been many names for our home of homes. Some persist to this day.”
He opens a large book with illustrations of the Milky Way.
“The Chinese saw in our galaxy a river teeming with silvery fish running away from the threatening hook of the crescent Moon. They called it Tien Ho, the Celestial River. The Hindus thought of it as the Bed of Ganges, the most holy of rivers. Lord Shiva directed the tempestuous currents of Ganges to flow through his hair and thus feed the streams of Earth. To the ancient Arabs it was Al Nahr, while the Hebrews thought of it as the River of Light, the N,her di Nur. Is that enough?” he asks quietly.
Hey gives him a dirty look. “I’ll tell you when it’s enough,” she assures him nodding fiercely.
Father must have shrugged. It seems that, at the time, I had exactly the same insatiable attitude towards the stars as he had when about my age. I could tell that he was becoming very proud of his daughter. And then I see his face again. He smiles, kisses my hair, and continues. By now I’ve moved from the stool to his knee. Yes... I can see it even now….
“The ancient Polynesians scattered across the islands of the South Pacific saw in the sky a great shark consuming the clouds floating over the endless ocean. The Canadian Indians from the environs of Ottawa saw a celestial turtle roiling the muddy currents of the very same Celestial River. We took our name from the Romans. Via Lactis or Via Lactea means the Milky Way, or the Road of Milk. Possibly the North Frieslanders also reached out to Rome for their inspiration; their name of Melkpath speaks for itself.”
“But why milky, Daddy?” I must have been insatiable even in those days.
“Well, the Greeks had many gods and goddesses. One day, Hera decided to adopt and nurse Hercules, a very, very strong mortal. In fact Hercules was so strong, that he hurt Hera’s nipple, and she was forced to pull him away. Inadvertently, she spilled some of her divine breast milk. And there you have it. From these droplets arose the Milky Way. After all, Hercules was Hera’s son, and Hera was the consort of Zeus, the god of gods in the Greek heaven.”
“I like this story,” I said. I still do.
“And so the Greeks called our galaxy the Galaxias Kuklos, meaning the Milky Band. The Romans always liked to borrow ideas from the Greeks, so they changed the name a little, to Via Lactea, or the Road of Milk. And that’s all there is to it.”
Dad’s private lecture went on well into the night. Finally, he picked me up and carried me to bed. I struggled, weakly, for him to continue. But by the time he laid me down, I must have been fast asleep. I checked on that later. It’s strange how every single incident in my life lives on in the realm where neither space nor time can displace it. It has its being suspended in nowhere, in the never. In the unchangeable eternity of the ubiquitous now.
If Alice had walked on a road paved with golden bricks, shouldn’t the path of gods be strewn with myriads of diamonds, leading the way back to paradise? A street sparkling with the light of two hundred billion suns....
It was only when little Hey stepped into his laboratory that Dad allowed his mind to stray from the path of science and indulged in such rare thoughts such romantic illusions, joining our forefathers in their holy quest for the lofty reaches of gods. For years now he had taught his long lost daughter the wonders of the ancients, still hiding a million mysteries in their floating veils. I still recall how enchanted I was by my first glimpse of the starlight enhanced by the magical lenses of Dad’s telescopes. Even when still less than four years of age, my questions taxed my father’s scientific mind to the limit. Not that he lacked the answers, but how does one tell a child that the miraculous universe really and truly exists in all its glory? That what even the largest telescope in the world is capable of showing is but an infinitesimal fragment of the glory of... God?
“Daddy, why are the stars shining?”
“Are they cold, Daddy? As ice-cold as the freezing rain?”
“Daddy, why can’t I touch them?”
“Is Mommy up there, among them? Is she, Daddy? Is she?”
Dad felt sure that Mommy was indeed amongst them. Among the stars. He’d told me as much. Where else could she be? Don’t angels roam the celestial realm? Isn’t the Vronelden Straet hers to explore? Even if only gods were allowed to tread the path strewn with billions of diamonds, was she so inferior to them? She had been a true goddess on earth. Could she be any less in heaven?
“Yes, darling,” he said drawing me closer to his heart. “She is right there, waiting for us. You may be sure....”
And from that moment on, Dad and I shared this secret knowledge. Just he and I. We never wavered from our firm belief: mother was there—waiting for us. Among the stars. Forever.
But Via Lactis still hid more secrets than she divulged. Twelve billion years ago a giant, protogalactic sphere, perhaps a million light-years across, spun about its centre. It was made up of energy held in a vice of angular momentum. Slowly, after eons of time, the sphere began to condense into clouds of gas and rarefied dust. None of the heavier elements necessary for life were present. Just hydrogen and helium. As density increased, billions of furnaces flared under the increased pressure. The sphere began to collapse into a disc of rotating matter, some hundred thousand light-years across. Yet, even to this day, over a hundred and twenty-five globular clusters of stars, each home to a million suns, linger behind, defining the shape of the original protogalactic sphere. These globular clusters, nebulae and dust clouds, still remain bound to the enigmatic halo at the centre of our galaxy. In such a realm as this the first stars were born.
“What are the stars made of, Daddy?”
John Hydon smiled at his daughter. He recalled his own first visit to the observatory in Suffolk. He hadn’t been much older than Heidi. Yet there and then he’d known that stars would enter and define his life. Now, his own daughter was in great danger of contracting the same incurable affliction. The stars, galaxies, nebulae, clouds of yet unstructured matter, made up the realm he lived in. Perhaps not yet bodily, but his heart and mind dwelled there for many hours daily. And now Heidi....
He felt like answering: ‘of sugar and spice and everything that’s nice.’ But it wouldn’t be true. There was nothing sweet or nice about the heat and pressure even at the surface of our own sun. And there were many suns, many times bigger and hotter than ours.
“It’s not so much a question of what the stars are made of, Hey,” even his own voice was dreamy. “It is more a question of what we are made of, sweetheart.”
Normally, when father was at work in the observatory, he acted like a hard-nosed scientist. But whenever I came, whenever I was present, his voice would become introspective, his heart would get all mixed up with his mind. He would become everything he hadn’t been for the first three years of my life. A loving, concerned, single-minded father. It wasn’t just that his mind was centred on my presence. It seems that he saw the whole world, literally, through my eyes. It certainly felt like it. I had become his Muse. His Urania, often his Erato. His inspiration.
“What are we made of, Daddy?”
“Star stuff. We’re made up of star-stuff, darling,” he said, pronouncing the two as one word. And having said it, he wondered at his own answer.
In all essence he was right. The early stars in our galaxy had been made up of three-quarter parts of hydrogen and one quarter helium. Their life span had often been less than a million years. They had been unimaginably huge giants, which had soon collapsed under their own gravitational force. As their internal pressures increased their temperatures climbed. Gradually the gasses condensed into heavier elements. As the giants collapsed still further under the unimaginable pressures of their own weight, those early inhabitants of our galaxy exploded with a fury that seeded the heavier elements—carbon for our bodies, iron for our blood, and many other constituents indispensable for our survival—throughout the early galaxy. In time those new wandering clouds of star-stuff, of intergalactic dust, condensed again, forming the second generation of stars, later adorned with planets, like vassals gracing a royal court. That prehistoric period marked the birth of our own star. Some four-and-a-half to five billion years ago. Twelve billion since the protogalaxy began its long evolution.
Tempus fugit. But what is time in terms of eternity?
Father had tried, as best he could, to explain to a four-year-old that if it hadn’t been for the stars, we would not have been born. That the inseparable bond of evolution inexorably links the stars and us. Linked by the very elements that had once emerged from the same source. From the first generation of stars—now long extinct. Yet to this day new stars are being born in the midst of gigantic dust-clouds. Stars that one day could provide building blocks for yet new life, new intelligence, which would appreciate the wonder of becoming. Indeed, if it hadn’t been for the stars, we would have remained ghosts, discarnate spirits, angels, entities suspended in the eternal stasis, in the interminable void. Perhaps we would have been formed of sugar and spice, only without any sugar and surely, without any spice....
I never grew tired of listening to my father.
Unlike other girls my age I felt no need for dolls. I liked to play, well enough, but I liked to play with other people. Or even talk, or just listen. I tried hard to engage JJ in some childish games, but he was too old for me. I didn’t run fast enough, couldn’t climb even the lowest branches of the apple tree, didn’t throw the ball far enough. Three years is a life span at that age. JJ remained alone, as did I. Except when father took me to the lab. The one concession I’d made for toys were little figurines of animals. I had a vast collection. It had started with teddy bears, stuffed pandas, then I progressed to other wild and domestic creatures. I talked to them as though the toys were real, and more so, as though they were people. Particularly when I talked to figurines of monkeys and apes, and of those, the chimpanzees had been by far my favourites.
Mary, the English Nanny, as we called her, was helpful enough; carried out her duties to the letter, but... well, Mary was an old maid. She wasn’t old, as yet, but she was an unfulfilled maid in the making. She’d never developed any maternal instincts. And now, rather than taking the opportunity to get closer to both children, she shirked away from more intimate contact, fearing that one day she might be dismissed and forced to leave part of herself behind. Poor nanny. She seemed more alone than anyone of us. For three years we formed a highly dysfunctional family with a dysfunctional nanny providing the feminine element. Those had been hard years. Yet, for the children, this early period was the most formative of all. Father tried to use the information on child-raising he’d gathered when Margaret had been pregnant with JJ, but emotions took over. Or the lack of them. A void. As deep and as cold as Outer Space. In a way, he’d experienced both. The inner and the outer void. Those first three years affected me in many peculiar ways. And for JJ, those years were even longer. Perhaps it was meant to be.
“Are there just stars out there, Daddy? Just many, many stars? Everywhere?”
Father had no idea what had precipitated such questions. “What else could there be, darling?” Was she thinking of monsters or angels, he’d probably wondered? But he would have been wrong on both counts. While he was busy, I stole a glimpse of some discarded photographs, lying on the floor. In them I saw strange shapes of convoluting clouds of dust and gas, of bright nebulae and dark ghostly outlines that obliterated the view of what lay beyond. Later father confessed to me that he’d been amazed at the way children notice things adults often ignore.
“Our galaxy is a home for many...” his voice wavered as though unsure of himself, “…for many beings.”
I knew he’d wanted to say ‘things’ but that wouldn’t have been right either. The nebulae, the clouds, the dust filled with star-stuff, had their being in the galactic environs. Who was he to say that they were not possessed of intelligence we knew nothing about? How can we, who are aware of the universe for a few puny years, define the nature of giants who stare at us through aeons upon aeons? Even if one lived to be a hundred, the giants count their lives in billions of years. The funny thing was that until I had asked the question, Dad had never given such problems any thought. Such posers didn’t influence his work. Had no bearing on it. And now? Now, belatedly, he had become a father. He had questions to answer.
“What is it that you want to know, Heidi?” He may have thought that he’d misunderstood me.
“If we are made up of star-dust, then are there other star-dust people living among the stars?”
I really remember that question. I also remember that Dad had smiled at the eternal quandary.
“Very likely, darling,” he’d answered gravely. He couldn’t help nodding his head. “I really believe that it’s very likely.”
In spite of his scientific training, or perhaps because of it, Dad really did believe that out there, beyond the reach of his telescope, there were other beings wondering, even as he was, about others like themselves. In some ways, the galaxy was a lonely place.
John Hydon wished Heidi had asked him something for which he had a ready answer. Something requiring statistical knowledge. Like the number of stars in the galaxy, their size, their life span, their movement.... There was much knowledge man had already accumulated. And even some of the big questions of the day were easy to explain to a four-year-old. His colleagues speculated on the size of that original protogalaxy from which the galaxy appeared as a disc of some 100,000 light-years across. They all agreed that originally the protogalaxy must have been many times larger. The astrophysicists said that the universe was expanding, but in John’s experience it was mostly shrinking. Shrinking into a hard, physical reality. That’s how he thought of the Milky Way. And, after all, there were trillions of other galaxies, millions of light-years away. All shrinking, condensing, maybe even being swallowed, whole, by the mysterious beings dwelling in their centers.
Dwelling within the Black Holes.
Our early home had shone with the brightness of a trillion suns. Yes. One thousand billion suns. Now, we are in awe of the luminescence of a mere two hundred billion. A mere two hundred billion suns such as ours. It still seemed like an unimaginable number. Yet viewed from a distance of a few galactic diameters, some three or four hundred thousand light-years, we would appear no more than a faint brightening in the midnight sky. John could never grasp the significance of this scale. That is why, early in his career, he’d decided to concentrate his research on optical telescopes. While limited in their range, at least what he saw was real. Real to him. Real some millions of years ago. When the light had first left its source. He felt that what he could see with his eyes, he could touch with his other senses. Even if only in his imagination.
Two hundred billion stars whirling, near-endlessly, around the invisible, obscure, unknown hidden core. There lay the true mystery. What held this abundance of stars together? What stopped the centrifugal force from slinging them all out into the endless darkness? Some of his colleagues insisted that what held them together must be a giant Black Hole. A monster of unimaginable mass. But black holes were no more than euphemisms for the unknown. In essence they were meaningless. Defining a black hole was like trying to define God. Spinoza refused to do so, lest he negated the very essence of the Divine. And John had long given up any attempts to define those realms of infinite darkness. But not their existence. And he never lost his fascination for them. For the greatest unknown.
“Let the theoretical astrophysicists speculate on their nature,” he thought.
He meant of both God and the black holes. Both were as enigmatic. Both beyond the known laws of physics. If there were black holes at the centre of each galaxy, and the theorists speculated there were some trillions of them—were there as many gods? And when one galaxy cannibalized another, what happened to the gods? Or their black holes? Did it really matter?
He prayed that I, Heidi, would not ask him such questions. Ever.
I didn’t.
Somehow, even then, though a child, I could sense his dilemma. I can sense it again now, as I sit here recording those early days. I raise my arms to reach out and hold onto the fluffy wisps of cotton hovering over the home of my youth, as it continues to spin on its axis, day after day, season after season, year after year….
This enchanted sphere doesn’t need us on its journey, on its endless gyrations. Neither do we, the individualized fragments of Omnipresent Consciousness endowed with rudimentary self-awareness, continue in our own rotations, in our own cyclic journey of eternal becoming. The eternal Wheel of Awagawan.
Yet even now, I love my Earth.
I love this verdant haven, suspended so effortlessly in the incomprehensible vastness of infinite space, on the outer fringes of an insignificant galaxy. It was there that I learned to dream, to wonder. To reach out by reaching within. It was there that I took my first tentative steps towards the ephemeral reality of the Enigma.
Chapter 5
I’m sure Dad sometimes thought that life was unfair. While he and his men dedicated their lives to peering into the distant Universe, there was only an infinitesimal chance that anyone, anyone at all, was taking even a cursory glance at us. More’s the pity, he thought, although he had to admit that this idea of the lack of reciprocity, as so many ideas of late, had been planted in his head by his own daughter. By me.
As I’ve already mentioned, the images from my early childhood are not really memories. I recount them when they come to me as flashes, as visual as they are audible, snippets taken from someone else’s life. Those flashes are of what must have been, rather than what has been. And thus, it is not really I that appear in those evocative visions. It is a little girl who, in due time, became ‘I’; became the sum total of what I am today. These images belong to a girl called Hey, a little girl about whom I am learning even as you are.
“Does he wave hello to you, Daddy?” Hey asked her father one day.
For a moment he seemed lost. He’d just directed his Monster Eye to follow the course of Pluto, and record any deviations in the established orbit. The computer would keep up with our distant planet for as long as the planet remained visible. Before the earth’s spin augmented by Pluto’s orbit placed it below the horizon. Then the telescope would automatically sound an alarm.
“Who darling?”
“The man you are looking at,” and she giggled as if to add “silly, who else?”
“I don’t think he can see me,” he said with mock sadness.
“He can see you if you can see him,” she affirmed.
It couldn’t have been easy to have me for a daughter. I’m sure some said I was the proverbial pain in the back side. But by then, Dad just loved me too much. Can one have too much love?
It must have been after that conversation that Dad had decided that whenever he left the operational seat at the gyro setters, and I was around, he would wave to the ‘man’ on the other side of the telescope. I am sure that Hey liked that. It must also have been on that occasion that Dad had decided that maybe I was right. Why shouldn’t some advanced race zero in on his lens and see him struggling to see them?
Father laughed. He realized that I was beginning to get under his skin. I don’t think he really believed anyone could be that advanced. Ever. But he had to admit that my questions were at least refreshing.
“What do we look like to him, father?”
Poor Dad. What could he have told me?
From a fair distance, through an optical devise as advanced from the Monster Eye as the latter was from Galileo’s primitive telescope, who knows what they, the alien intelligences, would see.
“On a very clear night…” he began, “on a very, very clear night they might compare our Observatory to a distant galaxy seen edge on.” His voice was dreamy, tentative, his brow furrowed in concentration.
Father punched a few buttons and an image appeared on one of his monitors.
“NGC 891,” he said. “The galaxy we can actually see edge-on,” he added unnecessarily. From the age of eight I could recognize all the better known galaxies. I was my father’s daughter.
The NGC 891 was a big, a gargantuan ball of cotton, a spheroid brightness squashed at its poles into a shimmering puff of cream. Cutting it in half was a line of darkness, of mystery, which extended light-years on either side. This was the Great Rift, such as our galaxy has, consisting of gas and dust.
“We would look something like this,” Dad added again.
“That’s real pretty, Daddy,” Hey approved nodding her head. She’d seen the image many times before.
From afar, even on some photos produced by the USA spy satellites, the crystal domes, when illuminated from within, appeared as pearly clusters of feeble stars, of a magnitude of say +15. They resembled a string of Red Dwarfs, but no less so than galaxies some four to five thousand light-years away.
Cutting through the Science Centre, along its long axis, was an equally dark line, a Tiny Rift, which served as the communication corridor, linking all the various Departments. Its solid roof, a rainwater collector, allowed no light to escape, hence its darkness from outside.
The reason the complex looked so much like the objects of father’s study, a galaxy edge-on, had been arrived at by necessity. A bright spheroid centre, lesser domes along its long axis, cut by a line of relative darkness. Due to the climatic conditions of the Yukon, all buildings were enclosed in giant geodesic domes, originally conceived by R. Buckminster Fuller. Already in the early sixties of the last century, the Gentle Giant, as Fuller had been known to his admirers, proposed geodesic domes as a solution for overcoming the constraints of extreme climates. Now, a near half-century later, with the genius long departed to the big-dome-in-the-sky, the Canadian engineers had decided that the time for his idea had come. Ten years after its construction, the inhabitants of the Canadian Science Centre were able to stroll through verdant gardens, gently rolling landscapes and scattered waterfalls—in the middle of a harsh Canadian winter. The ‘jungle’, as JJ once called it, was further enhanced by the many balconies protruding from individual cottage-condos which were literally overflowing with greenery in full bloom, creepy and climbing lianas, and perennials which never ceased to flower.
The Hanging Gardens of Babylon came to mind.
The sun poured its energies through the triangular and hexagonal panels of glass and plastic, letting the light in, while preventing the heat from escaping. Over the years new domes had been added, as the Centre continued to spread along its long axis for almost eleven kilometers. The many individual domes, the largest approaching a kilometre in diameter, some overlapping, others some distance apart, were linked and served by a conveyor belt, like a moving sidewalk, which was also powered by solar energy. It wove its way through those year-round gardens, so necessary to keep up the morale of the scientists and the ancillary staff. No one thought of going south for winter vacations. Three oversized swimming pools, designed to look like natural lakes, had been carefully integrated along the central axis, rivaling the best that the hotels down south had to offer.
People, who had originally been drawn to the vast outdoors, who had thought that in such relatively confined surroundings they would suffer from acute claustrophobia had, in no time at all, become acclimated to the ravishing indoors. Not I. At least, not at first. Until I’d learned to go where no one had gone before, I stole lonely walks outside under the starry sky, or sneaked out just to feel the rain touch my face. But that too passed. The indoors was just too entrancing.
This cluster of geodesic domes was, and remains, the home of the many that work there. For my father, home was much, much further away. It was also much greater in size and aspiration.
It was about that time, I must have been about seven, that the line between hard reality and the world of my imagination lost its traditional sharpness. The events, as I recall them, retained their sharpness, but the chronological sequence to which they were anchored seems to have lost its prerogatives. What happened became more important than when. Time was loosing its rigidity. It was becoming more flexible, more elastic—stretching both ways—forward and into the past. It didn’t make much sense to me, at the time. There! There goes that time thing again. It didn’t make much sense. Period.
While father’s heart remained mesmerized by the Milky Way, he was not immune to the activities of his more immediate environs. No, not the Ogilvy Mountain Science Centre and its ‘hanging gardens’, nor even Canada or the Planet Earth. Dad held a warm spot in his heart for the Solar System. He called it his little nook in the Milky Way. His private backyard. His home within a home. Like a den within a house.
If one were to arrange Dad’s interests in order of priorities, his family life would come a distant last. Even though of late he’d become acutely aware of his shortcomings as a father, those concerns were hardly what stirred his blood, or roiled his mental juices. While enjoying the rebirth of our emotional union to the full, he still felt free to let his mind revert to its previous ruminations. After all, he was the youngest director of the largest optical observatory in the world. Noblesse oblige. While the Hubble Space Telescope, launched to probe the depths of time and space, could be compared to a dessert, his Mount Ogilvy Monster Eye was the bread and butter, often the main course of astronomical research.
In recent years, NASA and its European and Asian counterparts had been deeply preoccupied with Mars. There was an array of rockets directed at our second nearest neighbour, in a concentrated effort to find out if it had ever supported life. At least, that was the official reason. Father knew, from his personal contacts, that there was another underlying cause motivating many scientists engaged in the pursuit of Mars’ mysteries.
“If Mars held life, at any time in the past, then what caused its disappearance?”
It was I, once again, who’d asked this probing question. Unwittingly, I’d put my finger on the scientists’ prime motivation. I’d put my thumb in the pie. My question had been phrased differently, of course. I couldn’t have been more than eight, at the time. What I actually said was: “Can the man on Mars see us?” And when Dad replied that there were no men on Mars, I followed up with another very reasonable question: “What happened to him Daddy?”
And that was it. Their true motivation.
What cataclysms must have occurred to rid Mars of its water, and thus atmosphere, which in turn converted the planet, seemingly well positioned in relation to its sun, into the arid wasteland we could see? After all, they reasoned, if it happened to Mars, and few doubted that it had, it could happen to Earth. Had it been sudden? Cataclysmic? Internal? Caused by external influences? Had the process been gradual, over millions of years, rather than a sudden event?
“We don’t know yet, Hey,” father admitted contritely. “We just don’t know yet, Pet.”
In the Northern Hemisphere, the inherent regularity of terrain as examined by an army of automated probes, which crawled over Mars’s surface, seemed to indicate a uniform and, in astronomical terms, speedy termination of whatever had been there before. Like some kind of enormous flattening explosion. Or the Northern Hemisphere could well have had ranges of mountains which, after millions and millions of years had eroded, gradually brought down to their present flatness.
Examining the Southern half, geophysicists argued just the opposite. In the South, there were mountains that reached higher than any other in the Solar system. If there had been an explosion then it had flattened only one hemisphere. And if erosion had been responsible for the apparent flatness of the Northern part, then it was a kind of erosion that only existed on one half of the planet. Not a very likely hypothesis.
Few astronomers or planetary geologists doubted that the topographical demise had been fairly sudden. Much less than a billion years. Perhaps as little as a million or two. But before the planet cooled—had there been earthquakes? Had there been unprecedented inundations by the still abundant oceans? Had Mars been subjected to an overwhelming bombardment of asteroids or other space debris? After all, Mars is much closer to the asteroid belt than Earth is, and thus had much greater exposure to errant rocks being captured by its gravitational field.
There were many questions.
Within a year or two I could have told them how to find out. But would anyone have listened? A little girl with no formal training in astronomy? And I would never have been able to tell them the source of my knowledge. Not then.
The topography of Inner Planets was not my father’s principal field of interest, but he kept abreast of the latest data from the many interplanetary robots, which sent back a continuous stream of information for the scientists to examine. Frankly, they all confirmed a similar conclusion. Yes, Mars was suitable for life. All it needed was a little water. A little evaporation to reconstitute a heavier atmosphere. Later, a few seeds of flora to generate more oxygen and, in no time at all, you would be able to buy a lot at your favourite resort on the shores of the ‘Red Sea’ on the Red Planet—as far away from the Sinai Peninsula as anyone could wish. ‘No time at all’ in cosmological terms, of course. Say a couple of thousand years. Or maybe sooner if more ice were to be found under Mars’ surface.
“Daddy, when can we go to Mars?” Hey wanted to know.
I was nine then and Dad couldn’t distract me with a few facile explanations. For some time now father felt embarrassed when he couldn’t answer his daughter’s direct questions. Not that there hadn’t been an answer, but there were just too many variables.
“We could go tomorrow if our spaceship was big enough, darling.”
It wasn’t really a lie. For over fifty years they’d been experimenting with the renewable, closed environment inside geodesic domes. A sort of total recycling. A closed ecosystem. I don’t mean at Mount Ogilvy but in Arizona, down south. A similar complex but designed for environmental testing. Should we choose to construct such a sphere in space, and attach to it some solar sails, perhaps collect enough solar energy to steer our ship and supply it with energy, we could go tomorrow.
Dad always thought in cosmological terms. After all, wasn’t Earth just such a ship? Travelling through space, fed by energy collected from the sun, which it managed to store below the dome of its atmosphere. We could have emulated such a system with relatively little imagination. The technology was already there. Given time. And money. And time. Yes, mostly time...
“Will you go with them?”
“Where darling?”
“Will you go with them to Mars?”
Hey tried hard to ask the question in a carefree tone, but a single glance at her face would have revealed grave concern. Evidently father had understood instantly.
“No, darling. Daddy will stay with you right here on Earth.”
For as long as you want, he’d nearly added. This is only partially a conjecture. In fact, I remember the moment quite well. At the time father had been acutely aware that the next parting of ways would not be precipitated by his own immature idiosyncrasies but by my inevitable growing up. She’ll go her way, and I shall stay behind, he thought. A moment later he realized that he also missed JJ. He had missed his chance to grow closer to him. Why have I been so stupid, he asked himself?
“Who is stupid, Daddy?”
The last thought had escaped his lips in a murmur. There was nothing wrong with Hey’s hearing. There was nothing wrong with Heidi at all. Perhaps a little precocious or maybe even just a shade eccentric. But, who isn’t? I mean really?
The next day was Sunday, which did not stop father from working. Dr. David Mendel visited him in his office.
“You should come and see my fish,” he said without any preamble.
I was playing behind the desk. I liked Dr. Mendel. Soon he became Uncle David. He was nice. But not as nice as Aunt Miriam.
Dr. Mendel was in charge of seismographic research. His department of Geology and Tectonics was located in the third dome east of the Observatory. The Monster Eye was, appropriately I thought, in the centre. Dave Mendel was the nearest father had come to a friend, particularly since Mom died. When mother had been pregnant with me, Uncle David had invited my parents to dinner. Since then, it became a ritual. Once a month at the Hydons, on alternate fortnights at the Mendels. During one of the early dinners, Dad told Uncle Dave about Margaret and the unpleasant circumstances of divorce.
“I bet,” David said with forced enthusiasm. “I would much rather be a widower.”
They all laughed though Aunt Miriam, Dr. Mendel’s wife, pulled on her left ear with her right hand. Just in case. Unfortunately Miriam’s superstitious ministrations didn’t work.
Within four months of that dinner my mother died and my father became a widower. Dad had long forgotten the ill-timed joke, while David seemed to stoop under its weight. Though he’d never mentioned it, he felt a lingering sense of guilt. He was one of the few people, outside of Dad’s own department, who attended mother’s funeral. Father appreciated the gesture. David and his wife stood apart, dressed in severe black, serious to the point of despair. It was Dad who approached them.
“We are so sorry, John,” was all he could mutter. “We’re so very, very sorry...” and both David and Miriam shed real tears while each embraced Dad with both arms. I told you they were nice, didn’t I? Dad related that story to me some years later, while we sat under the weeping willow by the pond.
Over the next eight years the dinners at the Mendels continued on every first Sunday of the month. After mother died, father hardly knew how to reciprocate. He took with him the best wine he could find. He brought Miriam flowers. He brought presents for their two children. Their two boys were much older than JJ or I. The Mendels had married early.
Now and then father invited the Mendels to the best restaurant in ‘town’, just outside the science complex. It was little better than a greasy spoon joint. It was also the best he could do. He couldn’t force himself to invite them to the vastly superior restaurant inside the Centre. Somehow it would have been too much like work. Too many spying eyes. No privacy at all.
David and Miriam contrived to make each of the Sunday dinners into a special occasion. The food was excellent, the wine first class, the conversation stimulating. Of course JJ and I didn’t drink wine. Not then. In fact, usually, we stayed home. Mary would cook us a dinner—just for the three of us.
At the Mendels the table was invariably adorned with two large silver candelabras supporting five long, tapering candles each. It gave the dining room an agreeable glow of family warmth.
“Back home, in Europe,” David told Dad, on one early occasion, “we couldn’t always afford electricity. Here,” he waved his hands in a broad arc, “people often cannot afford candles.”
Dr. Mendel came from central Europe though he, like Dad, had completed his studies in England. Father wasn’t quite sure if David was from Poland or the now defunct Czechoslovakia, or even Ukraine. He’d moved around. His Jewish ancestors may have sojourned in all of these countries. Dad could never remember because really he just didn’t care where Dr. Mendel was from. He was the best tectonics expert in Canada. And there was quite a choice since the Canadian graduate scientists no longer had to flee to the USA for lack of jobs. Not since the Yukon Science Centre had opened its doors.
When David asked father to come and see his fish, Dad was sure that there would be a special treat that night. He’d already tasted an array of fish at the Mendel’s table. Lake trout, Pacific and Atlantic salmon—cooked, fried, baked or smoked. For special occasions Miriam prepared the traditional gefüllter fisch, which David pronounced with a thick German accent. Dad had learned later that David was most at home in Yiddish, in preference to Hebrew—that’s when he wasn’t speaking slightly accented English. Accented with a mixture of British and mid-European accents. It was a cocktail not unpleasant to the ear. At any rate, the gefilte fish was a mixture of pike and carp, or some other sweet water offering, finely chopped with onion and other seasoning, and then carefully returned into the original skin before boiling. It was neither Dad’s nor my favourite, but it was a dish requiring the most work. We both appreciated the effort. It always looked impressive. It was a fish one didn’t just come to eat, but to see.
“Were the fish biting this morning?” father asked with a wink.
“You’ll come and see?”
“The usual time?”
“Come earlier. I want to talk.”
They met at six. David served Dad his usual summer quaff—a pint of imported ale —and sank down into his armchair. He looked worried. That was of relatively little consequence because David often looked worried. In fact, most of the time. Father suspected this might have something to do with his Semitic background. Jews worry. Often. Almost on principle. “Why do I worry?” Dave looked surprised when Dad commented on his frown. “Why not?” he replied. And then seeing that Dad hadn’t accepted that as a sufficient reason, he’d added, “Just in case.”
After some general small-talk, David directed the discussion to the subject that prayed on his mind. It lay in the area of his expertise. He asked father if he knew anything about the traditional Japanese methods for predicting earthquakes. Dad confessed his ignorance.
“You should, my friend,” David assured him. His forehead was furrowed with concentration or apprehension. Dad could no longer tell the expressions apart. Had I been there, I would have seen Uncle Dave’s face, slightly distorted, through the glass of the aquarium. “Their methods save them many lives,” David added seeing that Dad didn’t take up the challenge. John waited for David to continue.
“I don’t have any catfish,” David muttered inconsequentially.
“I am sorry to hear that...” Dad raised an eyebrow.
“What?” Dr. Mendel looked a little nonplussed. “Ah, yes. I don’t have any catfish,” he repeated, “but I do have a very nice aquarium with goldfish. As you know.”
Dad knew. The large glass tank was his friend’s pride and glory and my favourite hiding place. I’d spent hours staring at the rich underwater world uncle Dave had created for his silent pets. That day I’d stayed home with JJ watching our favourite program on TV. But later, much later, Dad told me all about that particular visit. Word for word. I may have embroidered some of it a little to make it more interesting, but just a little. The essential facts are accurate.
“I’m sorry,” David started again. “I’m a bit absentminded lately. It’s those damn fish.”
Father waited for more. David cleared his throat and started again. “There are about a hundred members of the Japanese Namezyu No Kai or the Catfish Club, who spend a lot of time watching their tanks. They’ve chosen catfish, because these particular fish are said to create tremors below the earth when angry. So says their legend. Whatever you may think of their methods, the Japanese have a lot more earthquakes than we do. Over the years, they’ve noticed that the fish actually pickup the minute changes in the earth’s electrical, or possibly magnetic field, which precede an earthquake.”
Dr. Mendel stopped to see Dad’s reaction. There was none coming though Dad lost the slight smirk which had played about his lips at the beginning of David’s exposé. It was evident that Dr. Mendel, an expert in tectonics, was deadly serious. Only father still had no idea why.
“Come!” David rose and led the way to the room adjacent to the dining room where he kept his aquarium. “Usually,” he said after Dad stared at the tank for a little while from a respectable distance, “when you tap the tank, the fish come towards your fingers, in expectation of feeding. Now watch.”
David waited for Dad to come closer and peer into the greenish water. He then gently tapped the glass with his fingernail. The fish began darting about, in a near frenzy, as though chased by some unknown predator. Eventually they calmed down and settled into their usual lackadaisical mode of existence. Father was duly impressed.
“What exactly happened here?” he asked noncommittally.
“According to them,” Dave said, pointing to the fish, while he glanced at his wristwatch “we are about to experience an earthquake within two to three hours. They began this strange behaviour about an hour after the noon feeding. I was finishing my lunch when I tapped the tanks... as a sort of ‘so-long’. I was on my way back to the office, when the little rascals gave me their command performance.”
“And you say that the Japanese have positive, confirmed results of the correlation...”
“There is no doubt. This afternoon I called my friend who is watching her cockroaches. Same results. The tiny monsters have been exhibiting strange behaviour since two this afternoon. Finally, about three, it’s already night there, I called my Japanese colleague, who in turn telephoned someone at the Namezyu No Kai club. He called me back at four. The catfish are in a frenzy.”
“Isn’t it rather far for the electrical or magnetic variations to reach them from a single epicentre?”
“It is much too far. If it is a single epicentre,” David said. “In fact, it is absolutely impossible...”
“Coincidence?”
“You don’t really believe that, do you?”
Father didn’t. In the field of science, coincidences are few and far between. Nature much prefers the cause and effect modus operandi. “No, my friend. I don’t.”
Finally Miriam called them to the dinner table, interrupting the dragging silence. She brought a ray of sunshine to the pensive atmosphere.
“You are not bothering John with your golden toys, are you my husband?”
The rest of the dinner was uneventful. Two hours later father and Dr. Mendel left together for David’s office. There was a good chance that the seismographs would indicate some agitation. Assuming that the period of the fish and cockroach commotion preceded the actual tremor by a maximum of eight hours, the seismographs should have begun to register it by now.
They had—although the needles were moving in a strange wavy pattern, growing and subsiding like the swell of an ocean. There were no sudden variations in the graph usually associated with a major earthquake. No sharp peaks and dips. After a good half-hour, David was beginning to suspect that something was wrong with his instruments. Earthquakes don’t last that long. And certainly not with such controlled and regular intensity.
The printouts were different from anything Dr. Mendel, or father for that matter, had ever seen. While the epicentre must have been far away, the duration of the quake went way beyond any acceptable scale. The deep tremor lasted, continuously, for two hours, seventeen minutes and eleven seconds. By far the longest earthquake on record. It seemed that some mighty gods had been making major adjustments in the earth’s crust. At the same time the vibrations had been so small, that only the most delicate seismographs registered anything at all.
On his way home, Dad remained as pensive as David had been when they’d met earlier that evening. He had no idea what to make of the events. The tremor was truly extraordinary. And then, for no reason at all, his mind switched to the increased incidence of asteroids diligently missing the Earth’s orbit, and, equally for no reason, to the strange reading he was getting from behind the orbit of Pluto.
Halfway home he shook his head and chuckled to himself. Surely, there couldn’t possibly be any connection. The events were worlds apart. Literally.
Then he slowed down and wondered, “why am I thinking about it at all?”
That last was probably my fault, again. I had been telling Dad about the Enigma.
Chapter 6
I told Dad about it in bits and snippets. I remembered it all, but I didn’t want to share it all at once. Dad told me that a lot of what I had to say sounded as strange as what my mother had told him, when she and Dad were alone.
“Funny that,” he said, “your mother described an almost identical vision; to her it was so very real.”
“You and Uncle Dave,” I said somewhat miffed, “you both always separate the tangible from the intangible. Science from poetry. The visible from the invisible. There is no such separation in the Enigma. Reality is one. Perception of reality is limitless.”
Of course, I did not say all that in as many words. I must have been about nine or ten at the time. But evidently I managed to make an impression on Dad in some other way. Years later, he said that the substance of what I’d said was the same. It must have been my schooling; the primary school at the Centre was outstanding. When the time came, I was to attend the high school in Whitehorse, some hundred and fifty kilometers down the Mayo Road.
When I told father about my dream, Dad and I were sitting alone, he nursing a stein of lager, quietly thinking about the old days. His old days. For me, all the days were still young.
I was telling Dad about the Enigma, the ‘whatever it was that was hiding behind Pluto’. I couldn’t have been making much sense. “Just how did it all start?” he wondered aloud. “Some sort of reflection of what shouldn’t be there, and the next thing you’re making up all these stories.”
I’d first mentioned the Enigma thing some four years earlier. At the time he ignored me. I hadn’t shared my dreams with him since. I decided to try again and keep trying. I needed to share my inner life with someone. I was older, I thought, he might take me more seriously. Neither then nor on this occasion, did we call it the Enigma. That came much later. At least we had started taking to each other. One on one. Dad had opened up a great deal over these last few years. And just when I thought that I finally had his undivided attention, his mind shifted to JJ.
“He too has a mind of his own,” he mused taking another sip.
JJ, now almost thirteen, had been stashed safely away in a boarding school, in Brompton. Though father wouldn’t admit it to anyone, it came as a shock to him that his one and only son wanted to attend a Catholic College. JJ had read up on the Internet all about Canadian schools that offered residences to their students. Almost from the start he’d become dead set on attending one. He’d actually written to a number of headmasters, or directors, as some preferred to be called, to find out if they would have him. He’d used every Ph.D. researcher he’d met at the Centre as his reference. He’d signed the letters with his father’s name, using the official Observatory URL. To be sure, JJ and Dad share their initials. JJ merely omitted to add Jr. after his signature. E-mail lends itself to such tiny peccadilloes. To be honest, JJ’s tactics had hurt no one, other than precipitating slight twinges in, or to, his father’s ego. On the plus side, he’d saved Dad a lot of time. Other than discussing the matter with David, just once, Dad had done nothing to find a school suitable for his firstborn. Yet the very idea of going to a Jesuit College ‘of one’s free will’ was enough for father to seriously consider taking his son to see a child psychiatrist.
After JJ’s repeated pleas, father succumbed to his son’s choice. Under protest. Practically in near, if quiet, desperation. After his own experiences in England, and all things considered, John Hydon refused to impose his will over that of his son. That would have been, in his mind, a greater harm.
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