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Prelude

So many say so much

Yet, the simple fact remains:

The questing heart

Which mends and breaks

And is a desert

Gentle lit by glowing

Soft and tender light

Receding….

Shadows drift,

One listens,

Reaches out,

Accepts,

Rebels and cries out

For the distant dancing gypsy:

Hope.

[Written by the author’s father, Marion Leonidas
Matics, 1969]


Introduction

After I had completed half a dozen novels, a few
friends who read my fictional works asked me why I did not collect
some of my short stories and free verse into an anthology. Several
of these writings printed in obscure publications constitute a type
of “gray literature” presented to a limited readership. I
considered their suggestion as a change of pace from my usual
preparation of complicated novels about complex characters caught
up in convoluted plots.

Searching through these earlier writings, I
selected a few and then tried to track down the relevant files on
desktop computers and diskettes. Nowadays computers no longer have
towers with slots to insert 3.5 square inch metal diskettes. The
best they offer are narrow ports for jump drives. I wrote and saved
many of my short stories on desktop computers and diskettes before
jump drives became popular.

Therefore, I had to retype the earlier
articles drafted by my former self. As I was doing this laborious
task during the desert days of the Age of COVID, the
editor-in-chief in me refined and revised the texts along the way.
This means that the articles presented in this volume are not
exactly word-for-word as multiple magazine editors published them,
often with surprising (an unintentionally humorous) typographical
errors. Reading the articles anew as my present self, I perceived
them with a fresh eye and added words and phrases here and there,
sometimes even inserting extra paragraphs providing additional
information that may interest the reader.

My friends knew that whenever I had an
official assignment to participate in an international and/or
intergovernmental, regional meeting or even local symposia, I also
kept my eyes and ears open to what was occurring in the locale in
which the event took place, often a new destination to me. Involved
as I was in these parallel activities, I developed the habit of
writing in two styles.

The first related to my day job. It
comprised the strictly formal and official summary report of the
proceedings and/or synopsis of topics discussed during the
international and/or intergovernmental gatherings and other
meetings. This official record had to pass a specific standardized
yardstick scrutinized by all the participants concerned. Each
representative had to give their stamp of approval on the draft I
prepared since the text usually committed their governments and/or
institutions to realize certain future goals, activities and, most
importantly, financial resources. Therefore, adoption of the formal
report required unanimously acceptance by all parties participating
in the meeting.

The second writing style reflected a more
popular and subjective account of what I saw and experienced in
tandem to the mission abroad that often included a field trip to
places I had not visited before.

This anthology contains a few of the
eyewitness accounts of the people and places I encountered while
assigned to a specific task of the more official kind. A few others
reflect something that occurred during an infrequent holiday. These
stories resulted from inspiration while taking a brief break from
my usual day job to visit and/or revisit a certain place or
country.

I have arranged the tales into two sections:
those dealing with Western themes (Western Sketches) and others
concentrating on certain people and events in Asia (Eastern
Sketches). Also included in this anthology are a few examples of
stories based solely on my imagination. At times, actual incidents
triggered some of these semi-fictitious tales, but I have taken the
literary license of elaborating and magnifying certain aspects to
enliven them. The wide array of topics allows readers to select
which story they wish to read.

As for the samples of free verse sprinkled
amidst the stories, the renowned Canadian poet, Marianne Sasha
Bluger (1945-2005), vetted several of these poems. We happened to
become acquainted as students slugging through basic Sanskrit
classes taught by a stickler of a linguist at Columbia University
in New York City. We continued to stay in touch over many
years.

Marianne’s father, Walter Vladimir Bluger
(1917-86), was a topnotch mathematician and a Holocaust survivor.
Although raised in the Anglican tradition, Marianne received
training in Zen philosophy, as well as cherished her Jewish
roots.

While we studied together at Columbia
University, my dear colleague was married to a renowned Korean
monk, the Venerable Samu Sunim (born in 1941 as Kim Samu-Woo).
Although Marianne made tremendous progress with her Sanskrit
studies, she had to withdraw from the course midstream due to the
imminent birth of her daughter, Micheline Agi Mallory (Karl).

Despite our abrupt parting on the steps of
the majestic Columbia library, Marianne and I maintained contact
and exchanged our very different published works until her
premature demise, two days shy of Halloween.

As an outstanding poet of Canada, Marianne
Sasha Bluger won many awards for her insightful poems including,
among others, the Canada Council and the Archibald Lampman
awards.

While Marianne firmly established herself as
a renowned poet, she also cofounded the Tabitha Foundation in
war-torn Cambodia, after its liberation from Pol Pot’s horrific
regime. When my organization posted me to desolate Phnom Penh for
five long years, I often visited this oasis bringing hope and
inspiration to local Cambodians and despondent aid workers. At
present, her second husband, Larry Neily, oversees this worthwhile
foundation.

Over the decades, Marianne mailed me
imaginative postcards with wise cryptic sayings. In one of them
dated 30 April 1998, Marianne referred to me as “my cyclone of a
sister”, although she knew I was an only child. Yes, I considered
her the elder sister I never had, but did realize in dear Marianne,
despite her having another younger sister and two brothers.

Therefore, I dedicate this anthology to my
dear sister in spirit, Marianne Bluger-Neily. This work is a
tribute to her indomitable energy that continues to shine through
her lyrical poems, tanka and haiku published in ten wonderful
volumes.

I trust that this potpourri of multifarious
stories may be of interest to our shared audience.


WESTERN
SKETCHES


*NYC
Steeplechase*

Morning:

Hurry for the ferry

Beware of closing doors

Grab a narrow seat

For twenty-minute stint.

The steeplechase

Includes a series

Of robotic routines:

Climb up rising slopes

Skip down steep steps,

Breathe in

Warm, stagnant

Polluted air.

Merge with yesterday’s

Converging hordes

Colliding to reach today.

Move through

Crackling turnstiles

Jammed by bent tokens.

There is a constant buzz,

Whirling through

The busy air:

Stop-Go!

Go-Stop!

Caution!

Closing doors!

Squeak past them

While squashed

By pushy latecomers.

Evening:

See the missed ferry

Gliding far from view.

The same stoic faces

Watch it, as you do.

Finally landed,

Hurry to farthest bus stop

As the coach pulls away.

Wait and wait

In solitary silence.

What a long, long day!

One Haggard
Rider

(Part 1)

The subway doors glide open; the metal doors slam
shut. It is 23:18 hours. Few people sit in the long winding train.
From car to car, midnight commuters seem sprinkled by twos and
threes. No one looks at a fellow passenger. Tacitly they know the
drill: No eye contact permitted, especially not of the prolonged
kind, let alone a lengthy stare at any unusual behavior. The sole
exceptions are a couple or two mooning over each other. Although
they furtively smile and giggle softly, they hardly speak above a
whisper. Isolated riders traveling solo glance at them
surreptitiously. Perhaps they recall a bygone time when they were
half a couple. Now they journey alone.

Quite a few midnight commuters anxiously
anticipate their destination. They monitor each station like a
hawk. Some mentally calculate the number of stops before they will
exit in haste. Worry and apprehension hang in the air. You can
almost taste it.

The serpentine line of cars rattles along.
The metal doors open, close. No one dares speak or glance at their
fellow travelers.

Crystalbelle Leeds feels dead-tired from
teaching several classes all day and then rushing by foot from the
campus to the regional bus depot. Today, due to running late
because of an impromptu staff meeting about trivial matters, she
just managed to catch the last coach of the day from the woebegone
coalmining town in northeast Pennsylvania. The spiffy vehicle is
bound for the Port Authority Bus Terminal in New York City.

Although thoroughly fatigued and
stressed-out, Crystalbelle is unable to sleep during the
approximately three-hour trip careening up and down the steep
mountains. Tonight it feels very cold on board; she figures that
the coach’s heating system must be on the blink.

The bus makes slow progress due to the
accumulation of thick, heavy snowfalls over the last three days.
High drifts impede the treacherously narrow and meandering roads
through the Poconos. As the coach enters New Jersey, heavy gridlock
traffic bogs it down. The euphemistically called rush hour hardly
moves at all, hampered by thick slush and freezing rain.

Upon arriving at the dark and gloomy Seventh
Avenue Port Authority Bus Terminal, Crystalbelle rushes to catch
the infrequent crosstown bus and then switches to the East Side
Lexington Subway to reach the Institute. Habitually, before the
Thursday night lecture, she warms up a can of ravioli to sustain
her throughout the two-hour class and the subsequent long journey
home. She is very late tonight due to the delayed snow-ridden bus;
there is just no time to eat.

Frigid air clings to her bulky black
overcoat as she sneaks into the darkened lecture hall with crystal
chandeliers. Anyone who enters the room late instantly bathes it
with bright light that bounces off the full-length mirrors
decorating the walls. Of course, most heads turn to see the tardy
person interrupting the lecture.

Crystalbelle knows that her mentor notices
her belated arrival, but since he understands her situation,
teaching hundreds of miles away and commuting a long distance to
his 20:00 hour lecture, perhaps he does not mind. In fact, he used
to commend Crystalbelle for her resilience and determination to
study.

For some reason, perhaps due to the letdown
from the accumulated exhaustion and the pitch-black over-heated
classroom, the lecture tonight seems rather dull and a tad
uninteresting to her. The monotone droning of the illustrious
professor hovers over each murky slide. Tonight he flashes a very
limited number of slides. Crystalbelle finds herself slipping into
a drowsy daze by the time his tedious two hours wind up.

Normally she takes copious notes during the
class. Looking at the blank page of her notebook at 22:10 hours,
Crystalbelle observes that the first page is almost pristine except
for today’s date and just two of his insightful remarks. She feels
guilty she might have inadvertently dozed off due to the stress and
strain of journeying so far to this subdued, quiet lecture hall.
Truly, she is one haggard rider of multiple buses and subways.

Foregoing the opportunity to meet and greet
her colleagues residing close to the Institute, let alone warm up
the ravioli stored in the kitchen cupboard used by indigent
graduate students, Crystalbelle scurries through the slush and
freezing rain to catch the East Side Lexington Subway to the Times
Square interchange. Then she heads to Bay Ridge in Brooklyn (the
penultimate stop on a different subway line).

During the homeward bound subway line,
Crystalbelle stays fully alert. She always makes a conscious effort
to accompany the police officer assigned to monitor riders sitting
in two cars under his responsibility. When the young man moves to
the adjacent car under his watch, she gets up and follows him. From
week to week, Crystalbelle sometimes observes the same officer on
duty. Tonight, she suspects he is a rooky.

A few times the serious young man gives her
a slight nod of recognition. Once when she is the only passenger in
a car under his responsibility, she tells him how much she
appreciates his protection in the crime-ridden city. He murmurs
something like, “You can’t be too careful!” Then when he shifts to
the adjoining car under his jurisdiction, she dutifully follows
him, as is her habit.

No matter which police officer is working on
Thursday around midnight, the officer always observes that she
alights safely on the penultimate platform. Especially
conscientious ones even wait and watch her pass through the
turnstile and scurry up the narrow dark stairway to the dim
streetlights above. Satisfied that she is all right, the officer
then signals the waiting conductor to continue the late night
journey.

From the top of the pitch-black stairwell,
Crystalbelle hears the car’s metal doors close with a thud. The
long line of nearly deserted cars rumbles away to the final stop.
As large snowflakes fall on the pavement, she keenly listens to the
fading underground sounds as she quickly strides home.

Well past midnight, Crystalbelle hurries
down several windswept streets and slippery walkways coated with
slick ice and/or sleet to reach her parents’ darkened residence. It
is the only fenced-in property on the long block due to the pet
dogs. She and her father once picked up a stray female Black
Labrador dog cowering on the Beltway Parkway. They suspected it had
leaped out of a man’s pickup truck and been hit by a passing
vehicle. For their kindness in fixing the dog’s shattered hind leg
at the Vet’s and nursing the animal back to health, the dog
delivered seven puppies on their living room carpet. A few of the
mixed breeds found good homes, her parents kept four of the
puppies, along with the mother dog.

Although Crystalbelle adheres to this late
night routine every Thursday, no one turns on the dim porch light
for her. She fumbles with her keys in the dark shadows of the front
door. The jangling sounds alert the five dogs of her
homecoming.

Inside the cold, drafty anteroom, she sighs
with relief as she firmly relocks the heavy oak door shut. She is
safe at last!

As Crystalbelle steps into the wide hallway,
five furry friends greet her: Louise the Mom and her offspring:
George, Gina, Gigi and Suzy! While communing with them,
Crystalbelle silently thanks the attentive police officer on the
last leg of her long journey home. Partly due to his watchfulness,
no harm came to her during this commute.

After the pack of dogs calm down, she
prepares for bed. Crystalbelle drinks a cup of hot chocolate and
nibbles a few biscuits in lieu of her missed dinner before
tiptoeing into her bedroom in the third-floor attic. Early Friday
morning she will retrace the same commuting routine, but in
reverse, so she can attend another 10:00 hour class at the
Institute.

After the lecture, she will warm up a can of
ravioli stored in the narrow kitchen at the back of the building.
Then she will continue with her ongoing research and eventually
repeat the long commute back home, but this time, it will be during
twilight hours, so no police officer will look out for her.

(Part 2)

Years later, settled in her own home and lying in
bed, Crystalbelle is often awakened at around 1:30 or 2:00 hours.
What wakes her up? It is the steady drone of a distant plane flying
high overhead. Probably the airplane’s pilot or co-pilot is in
contact with the airport’s control towers tracking its course over
the large metropolis where she lives. This particular flight path
maintains a constant daily schedule. It turns up around the same
time every morning (i.e., her wee hours).

Once thoroughly awake, Crystalbelle tends to
lie in bed and muse about the many cities she has flown over in the
dead of night (their time).

As one of hundreds of passengers aboard an
international flight, she never could fall asleep abroad the plane.
Instead, she usually looked down from the porthole to see many
bright twinkling lights crisscrossing the sprawling city traversed.
Flying high above the encroaching deserts of Middle Eastern
countries, she often observed huge oilrigs gushing out red-orange
gas flames. At a distance, they looked like brilliant fumes,
beautiful in their way and enabling the world’s economies to thrive
and prosper, but actually a temporary component of the increasing
global warming problem. According to the rapid or slow depletion of
fossil fuels, people will use alternative energy sources.

Whenever Crystalbelle flew over a humongous
metropolis such as Kolkata or Karachi, she wondered if the airplane
disturbed the beauty sleep of indigent people sleeping rough on the
ground below. On that occasion the stark contrast between the
lifestyles of the have and have not’s was never lost on her.

What motivated Crystalbelle to become a
professional commuter besides being obligated to visit distant
places by employers?

From an early age, foreign locales and
cultures intrigued her. As an adult Crystalbelle was fortunate to
clinch jobs that involved a good deal of travel to cities she only
heard about as a youngster but never dreamed that one day she might
stroll down their busy byways.

Besides the usual places, such as London,
Paris and Rome, other cities including Berlin, Frankfurt and Vienna
became frequent destinations. As Asia was a major focus of her
latest post, Crystalbelle found herself landing at urban centers,
too numerous to mention. For transitory political reasons, several
of these ancient capitals changed their names multiple times. In
Crystalbelle’s mind, she used the ones she heard as a
youngster.

More often than not, her working assignments
meant that she rarely purchased a plane ticket. Specific projects,
for which she often wrote the proposal to attract funding from a
generous donor, funded her trips. Perhaps you may consider her
travel stipend a fitting reward for slugging away at drafting
multiple documents and negotiating support from a shopping list of
aid agencies and governmental organizations, as well as
occasionally implementing some of the sub-projects.

Being a frequent flyer had its obvious
advantages, including traditional airline benefits and minor
gestures of kindness from unexpected quarters. However, flying
often also had its hidden perils. Foremost was losing contact with
relatives, close friends and colleagues.

Accumulated fatigue from traveling too often
and too far in a limited time often caused flat-out physical and
mental exhaustion. Disorientation was a common byproduct. When
waking up suddenly in a second-rate hotel or derelict guesthouse,
Crystalbelle found it disconcerting that she could not immediately
recall the locale where she was sleeping.

It was the employer’s routine recommendation
for employees to travel usually at night if a flight was available.
During long-haul trips when sleep proved impossible, mainly due to
the increasingly bizarre and uncouth antics of quite a number of
free-wielding and uncivil passengers aboard, Crystalbelle tried to
bone up on future tasks. When completed to a certain extent, and if
she felt inspired, she might turn her hand at writing free
verse.

Barring this, she would just settle back,
relax in the comfortable lounge seat, and ruminate on the twists
and turns of her checkered life as she watched the world go by
through the plane’s porthole. Not only did the dazzling city lights
below create delightful geometric patterns, but also the celestial
bodies above in the starry sky were breathtaking to observe.

Such long stints of travel usually offered
opportunities for self-investigation, exploration and discovery. By
experiencing unanticipated hardships during the course of
implementing sub-projects, Crystalbelle’s fortitude and willpower
grew ever stronger. Her university mentor had commended her for
possessing these traits as a student. They served her well in later
life.

Crystalbelle often mused on how her active
life had included a series of commutes. Earlier routines consisted
of long walks to school (all through primary, secondary and High
School). She habitually strolled along mostly unpaved and weedy
shoulders parallel to busy thoroughfares with plenty of whizzing
traffic. As an adolescent, she took lengthy subway trips to college
or part-time jobs to pay for second-hand academic textbooks and
supplies.

Full-time employment at universities
required long-haul bus journeys and/or subway rides to continue
horning her academic skills to acquire higher degrees. These modes
of commuting eventually morphed into lengthy commutes in
multi-passenger vans on the other side of the world to get back and
forth places of work. Then taking long-haul plane flights and
riding local taxis upon arrival or departure became the norm with
each new task assigned.

While gazing out the small porthole,
Crystalbelle occasionally noticed another airplane traveling nearly
parallel to her craft. She often wondered if the two pilots
compared notes in tandem. Soon the other plane would veer off to
the side and head toward a different direction than her flight
path. Such scenes reminded her of innumerable war films where
fighter planes synchronized their flight patterns.

Settled at home and lying fully awake in
bed, Crystalbelle wonders if a passenger or two in the airplane
above her now might be engaged in similar mind games to while away
the time on their long-haul flight.


*The Road to
Paradise*

No road to Paradise?

Never mind,

Construct one!

From out of nowhere

Willing hands appeared

Suddenly

To clear the landslide mud

And help stranded travelers

On their weary way.

In Quest of
Paradise

Barrett Browne whisks through the narrow street, her
long hair flying in the wind. There is a broad smile on her lips, a
laugh in her heart. To her hazel eyes, the world is a beautiful
blur of glowing splendor rushing through the cosmos. Unobtrusively
she glides through the shifting lunch crowd, touching no one;
seeing all, yet seeing nothing of the vast maze of coagulating
humanity darting about in ant-like fashion through the glaring
sunlight of high noon. She smiles at the thought of reaching the
church before the start of the organ recital at half past twelve.
She intends to sit in her favorite left-hand pew and let the music
envelope her with its fantastic sounds.

Ignoring the red traffic light, she runs
across Broadway and barely escapes the aggressive truckers and
harassed motorists. She dashes past the Trinity graveyard, burial
place of Alexander Hamilton, although he died in a duel at Hoboken,
across the Hudson River. She hardly casts a second glance at the
teeming multitude of lunch-break employees milling on Wall Street
that the stately historic church squarely faces.

Snow-blind inside the gloom, Barrett waits
to catch her breath while the droning priest in his elaborate
chasuble completes the Eucharist in a low monotone. He uses a
revised Byzantine liturgy for the 21st century. Fewer people than
usual attend today, but no matter, since who could really count all
of them in the altar’s candlelight, soon snuffed out.

In the murkiness, she strides to her usual
seat and is startled to find a slouched figure in the pew. It is no
surprise when the shape rises slowly and looks deep into her soul.
It is her clandestine doppelganger. The one she secretly knew she
would have to confront eventually. She seems to wither under its
cold, malignant stare. After an age, the shadow glides away and
reticently disappears in the darkness. Trembling, Barrett hardly
manages to sink to the kneeling cushion as she closes her eyes to
try to pray.

Before she can collect her thoughts, large
hunks of dusty plaster fall and pelt her back. A loud crash
reverberates through the long Nave and vibrates through her slim
body. A stiff tap on the shoulder draws her attention to a
paper-thin figure, at least nine feet tall and seemingly composed
of a shaft of brilliant light. The being wears a long white cloak
with a large red cross glowing on the chest. The face seems
familiar. It is reminiscent of someone she once knew. The face
resembles Michael, the indigent suitor she spurned while alive and
dead.

Barrett cannot help but follow the being of
light while shaking off some of the debris from her green dress,
which now appears as white as snow. She marvels how her garment
glistens with a florescence in the Nave, now flooded with bright
sunlight through the large gaps in the roof. Barrett willingly
proffers her hand to the extremely tall ethereal being.

They glide up large marble steps that seem
to grow organically out of the chancel floor. The steps became a
shining golden staircase with subtle rainbow hues. The spectacular
brilliance of the light emanating from the cascading steps blinds
her senses. Suddenly she cannot feel her guide’s unearthly hand or
the steps beneath her feet. No longer could she see distinct
objects or hear the enthralling music of the surging organ. The
aromatic incense and overwhelming brilliance consumed her person
and she was nowhere, yet felt present everywhere within the
streaming light. Loss of identity and a complete merging with every
particle of energy alternated with a wretched sense of selfish
individuality. Unwillingly, Barrett’s selfhood struggled while
propelled up into uncertainty.

Soon the steps grow steeper and more arduous
to climb. Within this overwhelming thrust through the splendor,
Barrett felt the heavy weight of past difficulties. They rushed
through her tormented mind like hungry lions to the kill. She
keenly sensed old feelings of guilt and remorse; childish escapism;
shadowy funerals of family members, close friends and
acquaintances; and vain attempts at hollow euphoria. Oh, how she
craved to be free from all those past unpleasant hindrances! Oh,
how she wanted to begin life anew with a pure heart and enkindled
spirit!

Barrett felt herself faltering and suddenly
falling into a shifting abyss with no up or down, no top or bottom.
She was sinking into the bottomless pit of sins committed and
omissions: most imagined, few enacted. Yet in her mind, they were
all fearsome and terrible.

A cry of anguish filled her slim frame, but
no sound was possible. A whirl of suffocating dust flew about her
with a hurricane’s fury. She felt herself a lost soul…a damned lost
soul…

Relief at last; the tumult stopped abruptly.
She found herself slumped at the base of the glowing staircase on
the cold, dark tiles of Trinity Church. Her solicitous guide gently
raised her up and she was back on her feet. The pair resumed the
steady, steep climb a second time. Surprisingly, a new
wholesomeness filled her inner being after the painful exorcism of
her guilt from misdeeds committed, and others only imagined.

Faintly through the brilliance, she
perceived a heap of plaster on a slumped figure in a green dress.
Barrett’s doppelganger stood over the prone body, picking small
pieces from the long strands of hair. The evil entity examined each
one with malignant glee.

Almost instantly, Barrett and her messenger
reached a long wide hall with twelve mirror panels. Strangely, the
guide’s reflection did not appear in any of them, and even Barrett
could see her reflection in only one of them. She was startled to
peer into her reflected eyes. Previously they were hazel green, now
they looked silver, like radiant diamonds.

Gliding through the mirror as if entering a
still pool, Barrett found herself in a peaceful garden filled with
orderly, symmetrical trees of geometric shape. Some shrubs bore
good fruit, pleasant to look upon for a time. Docile animals rushed
to greet her and nuzzled her opened palms. A warm breeze heavy with
the scent of mint and rosemary enveloped her and touched her face
tenderly. Barrett stood alone with the animals, birds and lush
plants. Her solicitous guardian had stayed behind in the room full
of mirrors, lost from her view.

Barrett suddenly felt the urge to explore. A
cool stream from an octagonal fountain delighted and refreshed her
as she strolled through the soft grass. She listened to the murmur
of life around her. Now, at last, she had found peace and
deliverance. Death had not been violent or painful. She could
easily leave the swarming insect-like world of humanity and all its
insoluble problems. Only once had she faltered during the ascent.
Even then, a guardian angel saved her from herself. A smile of
self-satisfaction and of good fortune spread across her lips.

•   •   •

Time passed. However, there appeared to be no change
of light or variety of seasons. She remained in the luxurious but
artificial garden of soft melodious sounds and sweet fragrances,
gentle beasts and luscious fruits for which she now felt satiated,
with no longer any desire to eat her fill. Too much time seemed to
have passed. She had explored the garden’s terrain only to discover
it had no limits. All was the same: total monotony, without
variation. No matter where she stood, one perfect view looked
identically like all the others. Bored with perpetual daytime 24/7,
the tedium of constant warmth and glaring sunshine tried her
patience. Barrett realized she was an overachiever trapped in this
controlled environment not of her own choosing.

Strangely, although surrounded by pleasant
sites, her mind kept turning to thoughts of ill will. An uncanny
feeling of kinship with that horrible doppelganger surged within
her. She recalled the countless years of abuse and subservience
suffered at home, at school, at work. Unpleasant recollections of
her past life festered within her heart and she brooded. She
developed a nagging headache and could not sleep due to the
perpetual glaring sunshine.

Then it occurred to her: Was this her
punishment? Was this her everlasting retribution for secretly
despising her own kind on earth? Suddenly she missed them terribly,
wishing she had been nicer and friendlier, more understanding and
sympathetic to others. A vast emptiness and fear of loneliness rent
her soul as a hapless worm lay at her feet. It nudged her little
toe. Without reason she stamped on it with her bare feet. She did
this with indifference, as if the earthworm meant nothing. Then she
grasped the mangled body and wept with pity as shame consumed
her.

Eventually she came to herself, buried the
worm and promptly dismissed her bad deed out of her mind. More time
passed. Still there was no change or variation in her surroundings.
She now deemed them a desolate oasis amidst a tropical paradise.
She longed for escape and resolved to purge the evil festering in
her heart.

This isolated, unending, perhaps lost corner
of the universe had no meaning for her. Her existence here was a
blank. With nothing to do, only her mind was full – full of a
long string of fearful thoughts that only made her even more aware
of her ultimate damnation. Angry words from the Psalm leaped into
her mind, “Evildoers shall be cut off.”

Barrett felt convinced of her evil nature
and therefore partly resigned herself to the punishment meted out
to her. Besides, who wanted to “inherit the earth” as the Psalm
continued? The world was a mess of fruitless enterprise and petty
grievances, malignancy and seething hatred against fellow humans.
There were too many situations of radical evil with which to cope
on a daily basis. No, perhaps this idyllic but uninteresting garden
was better suited to her Manichaean spirit after all. Indeed,
animals surrounded her; she actually preferred them to human
beings. She had delicious but monotonous food. There were leafy
trees for shelter and shade, and she wore a resplendent white
garment, dazzling to the eye. Existence would be pleasant enough if
one could just stop thinking …yes, that was the catch, to stop
planning for tomorrow, when she should appreciate the present
moment. That was what she craved for now more than anything. To
stop thinking and become nothing in this vast cylinder of fixed
time and place.

She realized she could not die here. This
current state was forever. One had to exist now, always in the
present, without any expectations for the future.

Nonetheless, thoughts of the past, all the
wrongs committed or even those imagined tormented and tortured
Barrett. One of the things that bothered her the most was the
vision of spurning her one-time sweetheart before he went into
battle, behind enemy lines. Eventually, his enemies captured him.
Before killing him, the cruel captors despised, mutilated and
defiled him in gruesome ways. Eyewitnesses claimed that Michael’s
head whirled on a fixed bayonet amidst angry cries of triumph.
Michael’s head spun ’round and ’round and ’round…

Weeping profusely, Barrett wandered through
the lofty trees and soft grass with complementary flowerbeds. She
wept for the wrongs for which she felt guilty.

She recalled travelling on a bus tour
organized as a fieldtrip during a seminar with international
participants. Accidentally, a ten-wheel truck smashed head on into
the front of the bus, killing the coach driver and passengers
sitting close to the front. Other passengers further back,
including Barrett, fell backwards or tumbled out of their seats and
landed on the floor.

As her back hit the seat with great force,
her spectacles flew in the opposite direction, through the
shattered glass of the large window. As she watched them, she
noticed that they moved as if in slow motion. They landed in the
agricultural field below. Some of the broken window glass cut
Barrett’s face, deeply scarring it.

Through the shattered window, Barrett
vaguely saw her old flame Michael, dressed neatly in a dark blue
suit. He seemed to hover beside the broken window where she sat. As
the coach slowly careened on its side, he opened his arms wide,
beckoning her to join him through the window. He was offering her a
means to escape.

Barrett consciously drew back from the
specter. Wagging her head, she said, “No, no, I’m not ready! I have
too much to do in this lifetime.”

The instant that she rejected Michael, his
ghostly form evaporated, leaving her with only the memory of how
she spurned him again, even in death.

Recalling that ghostly image, she heard the
words from scripture rang in her ears, “Though he fall, he shall
not be utterly cast down; for the Lord upholds him with His
hand.”

Barrett felt the Devil had beguiled her with
trickery and wiles. She understood that she generated so much evil.
Yet in a so-called paradise, there was zero possibility of escape
from one’s existence; no one could choose dulling narcotics or
suicide. Only by a miracle, roundly debunked by modern-day
theologians as folktales of insignificant consequence, could a
force greater than oneself save an evil, damned soul. Of course,
all this was conditional on whether a person only had Faith.

Barrett slumped down beside a shrub she had
not noticed before. It was different from any other tree in the
garden. It glowed with an inner light almost like a burning flame,
but with cool blue heat that soothed her aching head slightly.
Purple berries were sprinkled through its branches and impulsively,
she picked several and was about to eat them. In fact, she was
desperate for any variety and strangely thirsty, despite the
refreshing waters from the constantly overflowing crystal
fountain.

A clear voice overhead asked, “Are you
sure?” She hesitated, hearing her native language for the first
time in this paradise.

A shiny silver bird perched on a high branch
swaying back and forth repeated the question, “Are you sure? Are
you sure?”

Barrett glanced down at the purple berries
rolling around on her palm. Why was she afraid to eat them? Did she
feel some lingering prohibition from the time of Eve? She dismissed
the tale of the Garden of Eden as just a Babylonian myth
transferred to the Israelites while in captivity and then
interpreted by later Christians as the basis for original sin.

She scoffed loudly, “Who ever heard of a
talking bird anyway?”

“Are you sure?” The insistent bird repeated
again, but Barrett defiantly gulped a purple berry in her
mouth.

The berry tasted bitter. She immediately
spit it out and blinked. Although Barrett had been unable to sleep
for days, she suddenly fell to the ground in a restless, fitful
dream troubled by semi-formless visions of taunting demons
reminiscent of olive green gargoyles. Bright red monsters with
multiple arms and legs pursued her. They pulled her apart, limb
from limb, and reassembled them in a jumble. The devils kept
getting her body parts mixed up with those of Michael, indigent
Michael, poor dear man, so disappointed by her icy coldness.

Through it all, she witnessed Michael’s head
ever-spinning on the fixed bayonet, amidst deafening cries of the
enemy’s victory, ’round and ’round and ’round, while her body was
being pulled apart in agony and derision, then put back together
incorrectly. These repetitive actions occurred so often, Barrett
felt the demons slaughtering her on an epistemological
rollercoaster, again, and again, and again…

Oh, how the weight of condemnation, actually
her own self-condemnation, seemed fiercer than any searing flames
of imagined Hell.

[Written as a student assignment to draft an
original work of fiction inspired by readings in a philosophy
class. The course’s mentor, the late Prof. Rev. Dr. James P. Carse
(1932-2020), liked it.]


*Beyond
Forgetting*

Let auburn hair

Fall to my shoulders.

Shake it loose

Without a care.

Observing the shadow side

Of my nature,

Only I know

Who I really am.

How can I forget

The pain and anguish

I caused him?

He confessed

His burning love

Felt like a fishhook:

Once lodged deep in his heart,

It was impossible

To remove.

Boomer
Resurrection

“Way to go Boomer!” The young punk shouted loudly at
me as I tried to see if I might be driving the wrong way on a
one-way road.

Yes, I am a baby-boomer, but whenever some
snarky youngster flings this disrespectful term at me or any
middle-aged person in the vicinity, I inwardly cringe. Personally,
I hate to admit being a baby-boomer. Why? As an independent
individual who dislikes all kinds of labels or classifications
ascribed to anyone, I find it annoying that outsiders, who know
nothing about me or others born before them, feel perfectly
justified to classify someone born after the end of World War II as
a “Boomer” (i.e., those born between 1945 and 1964). The
unfortunate jargon stems from the rise or “boom” in the birthrate
from the end of the Second World War in Europe (May 1945) and the
Far East (September 1945).

In my case, my parents could not wait a year
for my mother to become of age to marry without her parents’
consent, so they eloped. They ran off together to tie the knot in
New York City – very romantic! Nowadays many couples do not
even bother to get married; they just shack up, cohabitate, have a
fling, whatever.

However, my parents-to-be were a bit
thoughtful of the future and found a protestant minister willing to
marry them legally. Considering the high divorce rate at present,
my parents were atypical. They remained married for over fifty
years, habitually poor but relatively contented with each other and
their shared lot. That is their story. Unfortunately, they are both
gone now, and their sole orphan has to fend for herself.

This present story stems from another type
of classification, that of the Social Security Service. SS
officials recently informed me that I had accumulated thirty-seven
quarters of the total forty required for Social Security payments.
Why so few chalked up? Well, I spent the bulk of my working life as
a volunteer, mostly for intergovernmental agencies on the other
side of the world. The SS does not calculate labor abroad into
account.

Despite the fact that I have paid annual
taxes for decades, my working life on American shores and/or for my
homeland’s specific interests abroad is minimal, and does not meet
the SS quota criterion. Although I have paid quite an amount into
the SS scheme over the years, time is more important than the total
accumulated quarters.

Therefore, I will need to buy a one-way
ticket to return to America to seek a job, any job to make up the
missing three quarters. This state of affairs has transpired
because I need to provide for “me old age”, which for most people
entails high medical bills.

Is this a good time to be looking for a job?
Certainly not! There are no jobs for so-called “over-qualified”
Americans. The country is in the throes of a deep Recession.
Businesses are letting people go, instead of hiring them. They are
downsizing their personnel, not increasing their numbers.

Therefore, this hapless baby-boomer must
once again reinvent her persona. Forget about the doctoral degree
earned at great sacrifice in terms of time and treasure. Forget
about the thirty-plus years of rural development work abroad at
high risk to life and limb, to say nothing about one’s physical
wellbeing and stressed psyche. I imagine I might have to disguise
myself as an unskilled, semi-literate clerk, taking inventory at a
well-known grocery store or perhaps volunteer as a minimum wage
greeter at a department store in some faceless Mall.

Actually, this scenario is not the first
time I have been obliged to conduct such a “dumbing down” exercise.
Another incident occurred over thirty years ago when, after
preparing conscientiously for my doctoral orals at one of the Ivy
League universities in the States. On that occasion, I returned
from studying at a renowned European university, where I took
supplemental graduate courses and conducted research to prepare for
writing up the dissertation.

By appointment, I met my adviser at the
Institute. Imagine my surprise and annoyance when he informed me
that he was unprepared for my orals! The crest-faced professor said
he did not know enough about my little studied subject to examine
me in front of his peers (there would be three). Consequently, he
requested me to come back next year and then he would set the date
for the doctoral oral exam.

For some moments, I just stared at him in
disbelief, unable to speak. What flashed through my mind was how I
had lived frugally in Europe on thin scholarships for two years,
supplemented by my own meager savings from earlier teaching jobs.
What was I to do to stretch out my dwindled funds for a full year?
All I could do was to agree to his terms and shift to Plan B.

As soon as I left his office, I purchased a
bulky newspaper with a flimsy “Help Wanted” classified section. By
chance, I discovered that Tiffany’s was hiring short-term staff for
the approaching Christmas season. The renowned jewelry company
required full-time short-term typists to prepare bills and
invoices.

Therefore, I prepared my carefully edited
resume and called myself a “Typist”, mentioning only my High School
diploma. I had previous experience in this kind of job on both Wall
Street and Madison Avenue, so this part of the tailored resume was
not entirely a fib. What comprised the “lie of omission” was not
revealing that I had already earned a B.A., M.A. and had completed
all the required doctoral coursework at the Ivy League university,
prior to taking supplemental courses and conducting research at an
illustrious university abroad. While there, I had worked like a
beaver and simultaneously studied for the doctoral orals and
prepared a partial draft of my dissertation. All the draft text
required was a bit of additional research in the field. Some
tweaking here and there would of course be necessary once I was on
the spot and taking photographs of my subject.

I presented myself to Tiffany’s human
resources personnel. The stern woman gave me the standard typing
test and I readily passed. She then insisted I take a complicated
lie-detector test. I passed that without much ado.

At the end of the interview, the
intimidating female personnel director hired me right off the bat.
This is how I worked at Tiffany’s for three full months.
Unbelievably, the meager salary scrupulously saved was sufficient
to live another full year in Europe. In fact, I was just marking
time for my advisor to prepare for my doctoral orals, which, when
finally taken, I sailed through with ease.

Therefore, upon receipt of the Social
Security notification, it appears that this baby-boomer will have
to replay this dumbing down procedure to accumulate three missing
quarters required by the SS to qualify for future monthly
payments.

Seems like déjà vu to me! However, I am game
to embark on such an adventure. I wonder how well I will fare or
fall.


*Wings of
Time*

Winds of time

May move the coming years along

But my mind always

Turns back to you

As if

We knew each other

Long, long ago.

Old Soul
Granny

Episode One: The Meeting

The year is 1910. The place is Paris. A Great War
looms on the horizon, a war to end all future wars.

In the Hotel du Quai Voltaire along the
River Seine, I gaze at my wizened face in the antique mirror. What
do I see: an ancient face with wrinkles like a complicated roadmap?
Is this really my face at age 84? Whatever happened to the smooth,
taunt skin of 48? When did the sharp eagle eyes and firm chin
disappear?

Life has few moments of genuine happiness. I
experienced one this morning.

A personable young girl, perhaps 19 or 20,
introduced herself in the hotel’s dining area set up for the
complementary continental breakfast. Observing that I was eating
alone, she asked to join me.

Chatting with her some moments I realized
she is one of the few individuals who do not make me feel like a
decrepit has-been or a never-been. How refreshing to meet such a
person at the turn of the century. I soaked up her vibrancy and
spunkiness, her dreams to overcome all obstacles in a blooming
career.

The girl said her name was Dagmar Landon.
She hailed from Denver, Colorado. Now, she was accompanying her
father and twin brothers in a wrestling vaudeville act. Dagmar
played the piano to complement the stock still wrestling poses that
mimicked classical vignettes from the Elgin marbles. Her Dad
managed the traveling vaudeville act. The family group of four had
traveled all over Europe presenting their classical routine. They
were en route to their final performance in Bruges before heading
back to the States by ship.

I recollected that during 1801-05 Lord Elgin
transported the marbles from Greece to England. The official name
of the collection of fifth-century B.C. stone sculptures was the
Parthenon Sculptures. Greece at the start of the nineteenth-century
had been under Turkish occupation as part of the Ottoman Empire.
Lord Elgin happened to be the British Ambassador to the Ottoman
Court of the Sultan in Istanbul.

Although the temple dedicated to the goddess
Athena had stood on the Acropolis in Athens for more than two
thousand years, in 1687 the war between Venice and the Ottomans
(occupying Athens then) destroyed most of the building. Chunks of
the friezes and sculptures lay about like so much debris. No one,
except for Europeans on the Grand Tour, paid them much mind. At the
time, their intrinsic aesthetic value was lost to indigent Greeks
trying to eke out a miserable living on a daily basis.

Lord Elgin received a letter of instruction
from the Ottoman Empire granting him permission to remove the
scattered pieces cluttering up the Acropolis in Athens. This was
supposedly in recognition of his encouraging British troops to
drive out the French from Egypt, which in 1801 became an Ottoman
possession. Of course, the legality of this quid pro quo
transaction has been a hotly debated subject.

Looking at Dagmar’s eager expressive face,
it seemed a bit farfetched that Europeans would appreciate the
family act of static Greek tabloids, but such seemed to be the
case. I did not doubt her word. She spoke with great confidence and
enthusiasm about her father managing the family troupe.

Listening to her lively voice and tinkling
laugh made me feel young again. I recalled my former self on the
stage pirouetting in a tutu as a chorus member, never attaining
stardom. I failed to make the big time as a full-fledged ballerina.
Still, I had my star-struck dreams and likewise traveled around
European derelict theatres with a ragtag ballet troupe that got by
on a shoestring.

When we shared a limited breakfast table in
the dining room of the Hotel du Quai Voltaire, I felt an immediate
rapport with this young girl that was surprising to me.

Feeling awestruck, I blurted out the
announcement, “We will meet again someday.”

No doubt, Dagmar assumed I would catch the
family act in a few days’ time. Perhaps she thought I might go
backstage to her dressing room and meet her father and
siblings.

Actually, I meant something else.

Within two days, I made a point to catch the
family act in the rundown Paris theatre that had seen better days
prior to 1789. The penultimate show of this family act was one of
several performances. It consisted of two sturdy looking athletic
young men posing as statues as seen on the Parthenon friezes. Both
wore skimpy white togas draped in such a way as to emphasize their
bulging muscles. From head to toe, white chalky powder covered
their skin as if carved from stone.

When they displayed slow, measured
movements, it seemed as if the Greek statues had come to life.

In a strange, surreal way, the labored
performance was quite captivating, hypnotic actually.

Of course, the pseudo-classical wrestling
postures were more contemporary than ancient in flavor. They
resulted from the full-blown imagination of the paternal Manager
and his twin sons.

Pushed to the side of the stage was Dagmar.
Her job was to enhance the statuesque poses by playing exotic,
mysterious tunes on an upright piano that required tuning. She also
wore a classical Greek costume with amble drapery folds.

As I watched the unique performance, I
recollected how Lord Elgin stored the Parthenon friezes on the
grounds of his Park Lane house. Having suffered a financial loss,
for a few years he sought a buyer for the Greek sculptures, but in
vain until negotiations began with the British Museum in 1810. When
the deal concluded, the financially strapped aristocrat received
less than half the asking price. The British Museum paid the
bargain price despite many contemporary voices clamoring for the
museum to return the Parthenon sculptures to Athens. Few critics
knew that Greece would one day teeter on the brink of
bankruptcy.

However, I digress. Of course, I did venture
backstage to Dagmar Landon’s dinky, unpainted dressing room and met
her kin. Manager Landon was an amicable mustachioed man who
originally hailed from Alsace-Lorraine. Dagmar’s clean-shaven older
twin brothers dubbed Barry and Henry (rather confusing, that) were
in the prime of life. Flexing their ample, athletic muscles, they
demonstrated that they were the very picture of good health.

Dagmar informed me she was the youngest of
six children. Five siblings were brothers, so she had no sister to
play with while growing up. Moreover, her Mom, a Swedish immigrant
who traveled in a covered weapon from Boston to Denver accompanied
by her elder brother who pressed on to the Gold Rush of ’49, had
died of pneumonia just two years ago.

Hearing her tragic story, I understood she
had been the baby of the Landon family. After the sudden death of
her Scandinavian mother, Dagmar had stepped in to take care of and
support her older siblings and father during the European tour.
While the family troupe was abroad in Europe generating income, the
three brothers who stayed behind on the homestead had to look after
themselves as best they could.

I absorbed all these details of Dagmar’s
story while perched on a rickety chair in the dingy dressing room.
However, I distinctively felt we would rendezvous again, many years
from then.

We bid farewell cordially, with hugs and
kisses all around, even though we had actually only met once
before. Perhaps Dagmar assumed we would see each other again in a
day or two before the family act moved to Bruges for another
fortnight of Grecian poses. Nonetheless, I instinctively knew we
would meet as blood relatives, perhaps in the distant future.

Episode Two: The Reunion

The year is 1950. The place is Boston. The last of
the incarcerated prisoners-of-war are finally returning to their
ruined homes in the States. The world is struggling with the trauma
of death and destruction precipitated by World War II.

An older woman peers through the wide window
of the nursery clinic. Her tall, skinny daughter points to a
particular basket with a sleeping infant. The baby arrived late, so
this accounts for the mop of downy fair hair on her head. An
attending nurse wheels the wicker basket to the appreciative
audience waiting at the observation window. I am that infant.

Over the years, I will grow up under the
protective umbrella of my grandparents’ care. For some reason, I am
unable to warm up to my ambitious and aloof mother, always keen on
furthering her floundering career as a wannabe opera star. However,
the rapport between Grandma and me has become legendary in our
inner family circle.

No wonder Grandma and I get along so well.
We had met before. We are old souls fated to meet again, albeit
decades later.


*Yesterday*

As dreams perch on weary shoulders

Yesterday seems aeons ago.

Dawn turns to dusk:

And I long to gaze deep

Into sky-blue eyes once more.

How can I ever forget you?

Even for the time it takes

A lightning flash

To streak across

The autumn fields of dawn.

The Callow
Fellow That Was*

Arden sat alone, his mind turning back to the long,
chilly walk through the snowy night to Gabriella’s school. His
thoughts lingered on the Christmas Party so many years ago.

“What a callow fellow I was then!” Arden
chided himself.

He recalled that after he noticed a tremor
passing through her as she stumbled on the uneven steps, Arden
recollected he felt obliged to touch the sleeve of her bulky black
overcoat. He remembered his harsh words, almost reprimanding her,
“Are you so sleepy? It is not even ten. Let’s hurry to get out of
this cold!” She threw him an apologetic look, and acquiesced with
such a demure manner, Arden felt like a heel.

Thinking about those bygone days chagrined
him to the core. He labeled himself as cruel considering the mean
way he treated Gabby the night of the Christmas Party. He should
not have forced her to walk in falling snow in new high-heels. The
courteous thing would have been to hail a cab on Park Avenue,
irrespective of the exorbitant taxi fare charged for a mere ten
blocks. Scolding himself for insensitivity, he recalled the snowy
night with a heavy heart.

He recollected how the dramatic contrast
between the outside chill and the inner warmth of Duke House hit
them as they entered. The lenses of Gabby’s spectacles steamed up
and she gasped, “I can hardly see!”

Arden guided her like a blind person through
the heavy doors into the Grand Living Room. The sumptuous interior
decoration immediately struck him. Suspended from the cathedral
ceiling was a wide array of sparkling crystal chandeliers. Equally
impressive was the long, grand sweep of the spiral staircase with
pinkish marble steps and an intricate wrought iron banister
decorated with loops of green pine garlands and clumps of holly for
the festive season. A large aromatic pine tree filled the spiral
space. The stately tree rose from a profusion of scarlet
poinsettias enhancing the holiday ambience. Arden stopped for a
moment and looked at the traditional Christmas scene on display. To
his mind, it was reminiscent of a 1940s film. He visualized himself
as one of the stars, with snow-blind Gabriella in tow.

Walking toward the right of the wide,
cavernous hall, he observed how the chamber almost filled the
entire length and breadth of the ground floor. Then he noticed the
stunning alternating black-and-white chessboard pattern replicating
Westminster Abbey’s marble floors.

Other side rooms appeared to be incidental
to this large pool of space, lavishly decorated with marble floors
and stone bas-reliefs affixed to the pale tan sandstone walls. As
they moved along, Gabby’s colleagues rushed to greet her. He
overheard one forthright girl ask, “I thought ya arrived earlier;
where’d ya disappear?” Then she caught sight of Arden, and gave
Gabby a knowing look.

In no time, the pair found themselves herded
toward an impromptu cloakroom set up to store the guests’
cumbersome winter coats. After they shed their bulky paraphernalia
in the temporary makeshift cloakroom, one eager co-ed introduced
herself as Suzy. She led them toward the long buffet table in front
of the large Christmas tree. While proffering glasses of champagne,
Suzy scintillated with vivacious small talk. Arden noticed how this
bubbling female kept her bright eyes fixed on him. He did not let
it faze him; as a trained actor, he played his part.

Hired caterers offered dainty pettifogs
arranged artistically on large crystal dishes. Arden thought he
recognized some of the pale young men – he reckoned he had met
them before either at lavish banquets like this one or at nail
biting auditions for bit parts on or off Broadway. One seemed to be
a special friend of his roommate Johnnie. They nodded with a
familiar gesture of recognition, but did not speak.

Arden felt pleased he had made the effort to
dress up for this elegant occasion. Glancing around the huge hall,
he noted that New York City’s swells of the swells were here.
Perhaps they were affluent donors to this institution.

He knew he looked ruggedly handsome and
debonair as he sipped his Christmas champagne with studied ease.
Additional classmates of Gabby threw him admiring glances. Arden
assumed they quizzed her, “Who’s the hunky?” Others probably
gossiped behind her back, “Where’d she find him, an Escort
Service?”

Mingling with other well-heeled guests, he
basked in the sunshine of their approving looks, albeit at a safe
distance. After all, he knew he was Gabriella’s date for the night
and he did not feel inclined to flirt with others. He wanted to
avoid deliberately making her feel jealous or uncomfortable in any
way. Arden would never intentionally hurt his sisters, why would he
not do as much for Gabby. Yet, with so many unattached females
seeking male companionship tonight, Arden sensed Gabriella had
become tense and disconcerted.

After finishing their chilled champagne and
savory snacks, Gabriella invited him to take the grand tour of the
elegant mansion. Arden considered it a living museum and quipped,
“I’m in your capable hands”, with greater graciousness than he
actually felt. Nonetheless, he willingly followed her as she led
the way.

To begin, she briefed him about the original
owner, Mr. James Buchanan Duke, the tobacco tycoon who boasted
about being born poor. “Buck Duke was the most active member of his
family’s North Carolina firm in Durham. Following his initiative,
five major tobacco manufacturers merged as the American Tobacco
Company in 1890 to avoid competing with each other. John D.
Rockefeller was his role model; he had done the same for oil. At
one time, the American Tobacco Company controlled four-fifths of
America’s total tobacco production. When the Federal government
perceived his huge conglomerate (later called the Tobacco Trust)
was actually against the greater good, his company split apart with
the introduction of anti-trust legislation. Despite this setback,
Buck Duke remained immensely wealthy.”

Not to be outdone, Arden asked, “Didn’t he
support Trinity College in his hometown Durham?”

Gabby responded, “Yes, and because of his
substantial endowment, it was renamed Duke University in honor of
his father, Washington Duke.”

Arden nodded appreciatively, but pleased
that he could contribute something to the narrative.

She continued her lecture, “Earlier in the
1880s, Buck Duke decided to move from North Carolina to New York
City. At first he lived on the Upper East Side opposite the
Metropolitan Museum of Art, in one of the brownstones we walked by
tonight, remember?” Arden bowed again, slightly chagrined
recollecting how quickly he had hustled her along the icy pavement
without sheltering her from the cold winds.

“Having divorced his first wife of two years
in 1906, Buck Duke married Nanaline Holt Inman, the widow of Dr.
William Inman. In 1909, he bought this 15,000-square-foot grassy
plot at the northeast corner of Fifth Avenue and 78th
Street, a zoned property allocated for residences. Most were very
opulent, built for blueblood New York families, such as the Astors
and the Vanderbilts. However, Buck Duck made his mansion even more
lavish. Treated as an ambitious upstart, society considered him as
a nouveau riche; other dynastic families with old
money distained him.”

Arden readily quipped, “I get that!”

She smiled and explained, “He never let that
worry him. He wanted to have a grandiose château and
searched for an appropriate architect to design it. Eventually, he
selected the firm of Horace Trumbauer that designed palatial homes
around Philadelphia. Mr. Julian Abele had served as the firm’s
senior designer since 1906 after graduating from the University of
Pennsylvania’s School of Architecture. His immediate boss assigned
him to build the Duke House from 1909 to 1912.”

In addition to the extensive main hall with
its impressive spiral staircase, Gabriella introduced Arden to each
gracious room that the Institute had converted for academic
purposes. She showed him the large dining room (now a wide lecture
hall), drawing room (at present a smaller seminar room), and music
room (used as a communal room to relax between lectures). Even the
former study served as a place to view slides used during
lectures.

Then she led him down a narrow flight of
white marble steps to the white-tiled basement. She explained that
this had originally served as the kitchen with accompanying storage
rooms. Arden remarked blandly, “Looks like a grand restaurant!”

Gabby continued, “Nowadays the Institute
uses two of these rooms for its slide archives. Thousands of slides
are stored here; the collection is quite extensive. The Institute
even hires a professional photographer assigned to take pictures of
reproductions in art history books and peer-reviewed journals to
make slides. This is one way professors illustrate their
lectures.”

Arden commented with a sarcastic grin, “So
the photographer makes pictures of book illustrations, right? No
actual photographs of monuments are shown to students?”

“That’s right,” she answered slowly, “And
believe it or not, this procedure ties up many of the academic
books for weeks, if not months! Sometimes you have to go to another
library to read the reference you want!”

Arden suggested with a chuckle, “Makes a
professor seem like a ‘Last minute Sally’!”

Gabriella nodded in conspiratorial agreement
and remarked, “Most academics are not good at firefighting!” Then
she pirouetted around and added, “This is my desk. This is where I
mount slides and type the tiny captions on each label, according to
specifications of those fastidious professors!”

Arden sympathized, “That must be
tedious!”

“Oh, it certainly is!” she replied
vigorously, “And, as you observed, they do everything at the last
moment! In addition, I have another petty job developing
black-and-white negatives of most of the images shown during the
lectures I either take or audit. I sell them to fellow classmates,
so I get a free set.”

Arden wagged his head from side to side. He
found it remarkable Gabby did these menial tasks to provide meager
funds to keep body and soul together. He realized she was earning
her allegedly elitist degree on a shoestring, despite winning a
partial scholarship.

Gabby jokingly claimed, “Handling all these
images has improved my artistic eye. Now I can fix pictures firmly
in my mind. This is my secret to earn high grades. I always excel
on the recognition part of the exams because I can usually identify
works of art precisely. To match my photographic memory, I have
worked hard on my writing. The two together mean I can keep pace
with the best wannabe fine arts students around here, even those
born with a silver spoon in their mouths. They don’t have to worry
about their next meal or what they’ll wear tomorrow, but I tend to
get much better grades than they do.”

Arden knew she was not boasting. As Gabby
elaborated on her indigent situation, he looked at her with sincere
admiration. He commended her for winning a rare scholarship to
study at this prodigious institution. Suddenly Gabriella became
self-conscious as if she should not have confided all this
confidential information to him, so she quickly stepped toward the
small elevator to take him to the top floor.

The lift was a quaint antique. Arden
wondered if it dated around 1912 when the building was completed.
It had dark wood paneling with pseudo-French-style floral carvings.
Similar to archaic contraptions he had used in Paris, this elevator
had a stubborn grill gate the passenger pulled open and shut. The
metal emitted a loud scrapping sound as it creaked along the
ridge.

The tiny cubicle was scarcely large enough
for two rather thin people. He assumed most professors rode up and
down alone. As Arden and Gabriella stood close together in the
ascending lift, she remarked, “When I use this contraption, I





































































































































































cover.jpg





