




















19  No mana





They'd only been in the car five minutes and Raymond had already gone through all the radio channels and the contents of the glove box. The radio was now playing The Carpenters. "Jambalaya, crawfish pie, billy-gumbo." Karen Carpenter's apple-pie voice, sweet and soothingly clear. Pierre had always claimed he could hear in that voice that she was a pill-popper. He'd had to wait a decade to be proved right. 


Ah. Poor Pierre.


Spencer could see from the road-signs that he was heading south, though he wasn't sure why he was bothering to look at them. He had no destination in mind. It was like reading the labels on foodstuffs he had no intention of buying.


Raymond asked if they could stop for a burger. He said he hadn't had fast food for more than a month and had a perverse craving for it, like a masochist for the whip, but Spencer dissuaded him. It was like having a child in the car; an overgrown, highly intelligent, slightly manic child.


"Balloons!" prompted Spencer. His mind was ready to digest more. Not just ready, but eager. "Come on, what's the rest of the story? Balloons!" Also there was a chance that talking might calm Raymond down.


Raymond adjusted his seat for the third time. He kept his head between his knees and inspected the mechanism as he spoke. "Ah, yes. Balloons. What do you want to know?"


Well everything of course, thought Spencer. "You said you were measuring them."


"Exactly." Raymond sat upright. He adjusted his seatbelt. "The bigger the balloon, the more spiritual the person."


"Big in what way?" Spencer was impatient. "Tall? Wide? I'm lost on dimensions. We started off with two-dimensional reality. You asked me to indulge you on that. Then you added a balloon as a third, as a spiritual dimension. Right?"


It was remarkable how few red lights there were on the route to nowhere. They were driving through the heart of downtown but hadn't had to stop once yet. Not for anything. 


"I explained it that way for simplicity. Most of us can imagine adding a third dimension to two, but it's hard to start with three and imagine adding a fourth, which is what we should really have done. We aren't capable of that. Do you follow me?"


"I do." Spencer tapped the steering wheel with his fingers. "But shouldn't the soul just be a piece of string hanging down? A string would be a third dimension."


Raymond stroked the stubble on his chin but didn't say anything.


"Or am I being dumb?" 


Raymond shook his head. "Absolutely not. It's just a difficult question to answer." He thought about it for a while. "Have you ever felt somebody's presence? Especially a spiritual person. If you're near them you can feel they're there."


"Sure." That was a very easy question to answer with Raymond sitting close by.


"That's because their balloon has overlapped with yours. Pieces of string couldn't do that. Couldn't overlap. That's why it has to be balloons."


Spencer nodded. It was a decent answer. He had an image in his mind of balloons beneath a two-dimensional grid, something more sophisticated than the chessboard and bubble-gum, more like a survey map and party balloons. The balloons moved about as people shifted position on the map above them. He could see them partially merging sometimes; red ones, blue ones, yellow ones. Or was that taking it too far? "Are they different colours?"


"It's a nice idea. But I don't know the answer. Even if they are, the colours don't mean anything. The project didn't find balloons with different qualities, even in people from different cultures. It's like there are no good and bad balloons, only different sizes. Your mobile is ringing."


"I know, I know." Spencer was trying to ignore it. He wanted Raymond to carry on. But he had to answer it. It could only be Bry. He put it to his ear. "Yes?"


"Christ, what's your problem?" Bry sounded odd. Indignant and at the same time relieved.


Spencer realised he'd been very abrupt. "Sorry, Bry. You caught me in the middle of something. What's happening?"


"The apartment's been broken into. I got a call from the cleaner. It's almost the same story as the institute. They went straight for the video tapes."


That was close. He couldn't have missed them by much. If they'd found the tape and reached the same conclusion they'd probably be at the hospital by now.


"I wasn't sure if you'd left," added Bry. "I was worried about you."


He liked that. Her concern. He wanted to say something nice to her, but it was difficult with Raymond sitting next to him. Incredibly, she read his hesitation perfectly.


"Is there somebody with you? Have you found Raymond?"


How did she do that? Spencer scratched his temple with the aerial of the mobile, then put it back to his ear. "Yes. He's with me now."


"Where are you?"


"In limbo. Just about to drive on to the freeway. Talking about Balloons."


"Where are you going?"


Spencer was about to say that he had no idea. But at that moment, one came to him. He looked across at Raymond as he spoke. "We're coming to Foxglove. We're going to look at Raymond's work."


Raymond smiled broadly. An idiotic smile.


"Is that a good idea?" asked Bry.


"We think so. Can you help us get in?"


"I don't think you need my help, do you? Raymond's still a Foxglove manager. He can sign you in as a guest." 


That hadn't occurred to Spencer. He found it hard to think of the extraordinary man sitting next to him as a responsible project leader somewhere near the top of the Foxglove ladder. Briefly he checked with Raymond, then reported back to Bry: "Yeah. Raymond says that shouldn't be a problem."


"Good. I've still got a press-conference here in the city, but it shouldn't last too long. Don't forget, George will be back in an hour or so."


"At Foxglove?"


"He should be. His plane's landing about now."


Spencer considered this. "If you speak to him, tell him where we're going."  


"My guess is other people will tell him first."


A trace of resentment there? Spencer let it pass.


"And Spen, we still need to talk. I've been thinking about last night."


"And?"


"I love you."


She rang off. Spencer was in a daze. Quite misty-eyed. He took a deep breath. He couldn't say anything for a while. 


Raymond quietly regarded him but left him in peace for several minutes. Eventually he asked, "Was that Bry Stiles?"


"It was."


"Do you know her well?"


There didn't seem to be any hidden agenda there, so Spencer answered  honestly, "Yes, I do."


"I've met her two or three times. I like her. Sometimes she seems quite sad." 


Was that paradoxical? Spencer looked puzzled.


"Awareness," explained Raymond. "Sad through awareness. Depth. Fear of the shallows."


How perceptive, thought Spencer. It made him want to tell Raymond more. "She feels like she's losing her soul through work."


"And she is."


They stayed quiet for some time. Raymond popped a stick of bubble-gum. The radio played Frank Zappa's Bobby  Brown - "Watch me now, I'm goin' down." 


Bry's phone call and having Raymond in the car made the outside world seem rather irrelevant to Spencer. Very trivial. They were on the edge of Quartz Valley now. They'd been heading in the right direction for Foxglove all along. The low concrete buildings and dusty lots flitted by, unsightly products of a modern imagination.  The few bits of greenery seemed artificial too, not real trees but fibreglass ones. All the real trees were back at the asylum. 


Finally Spencer's mind moved off life and love and how things might have been and back to the topic of Balloons. He was still coming to terms with the fact that the project was about souls, that Foxglove had become scientifically involved in such ethereal matters. Yet the underlying idea that souls existed, that there was something measurable there for Foxglove to work with, barely troubled him at all. Like many people who'd given up on formal religion, he'd never reduced humankind to pure rational chemistry. He'd simply rejected the formal structures of viewing, not the celestial landscape itself. Though it was certainly curious to think of souls as definable measurable things. The implications were mind-boggling.


"Just different sizes, right? No good and bad. So how does poor old St Peter make his judgements at the pearly gates?"


"Uh?" Raymond had retired into his own private world. He'd been staring intently through the side-window, looking very serious, almost melancholy. "Ah, yes. St Peter. When we started the project, I guess we thought we might be able to help him. We could issue little cards for people to take with them on their final journey. He'd just read them at the gates. Good soul - welcome. Bad soul - bugger off. But it didn't work out that way. The card would simply say, Soul Size 62, please admit, certified by Foxglove Corporation. The more we got into the project the more convinced I became that that's the way it is. I'm not the first to say it, but it seems to me that all this judging of good and bad souls is just a way for religions to get people to follow their rules. I think the bottom line is, you've got a well-developed soul or you haven't. That's it."


Spencer had to ask the question. "But they are eternal?"


Raymond shrugged and spread his open palms, not looking very positive. "That's anybody's guess and everybody's hope. We certainly didn't find an answer. No evidence either way. It's an unknown."


"Always will be," suggested Spencer.


Raymond stared dead ahead down the uninspiring road and shook his head. "I don't know the answer to that one either."


The radio was still on. Commercials arrived for the third time in fifteen minutes and Raymond lunged at the switch to kill them. Then he stared through the side-window again, still glum. He licked his fingers and took his gum from his mouth, rolled it in the wrapper and put it in the ashtray.


"Just look at that shit." He pointed to a haulage depot on his right. A perfectly ordinary haulage depot with semi-trailers on the blacktop, a plain warehouse in the centre and retired hulks of machinery dumped next to the boundary fence. "Look how ugly it is. There's proof that we can't even think in three dimensions, never mind four. Sometimes in the hospital I forget how fucked-up the world is outside." 


He sounded quite upset by it. Quite animated. "You know, in the old days, the ancients used to see something spiritual in everything around them, in the rocks and trees and animals. The Native Americans saw the world that way, so did most of the other tribes in the world. The word for it is mana - the spirit that's in everything. But I swear I can't see any mana in that." He pointed his thumb over his shoulder. The depot was behind them now.


Spencer could understand what he meant, although he was nowhere near as distressed by it. He glanced sideways at Raymond. There was a touch of the Professor there. Sensitivity and not enough blocking mechanisms. So a touch of himself, too.


"We've built ourselves a world without mana." Raymond was still passionate. "We've removed it. Replaced it with concrete and tarmac. Now we try to find spiritual satisfaction in automobiles and washing machines. You think about it - that's what a lot of advertising is about. Persuading us there's mana in kitchenware and a brand of clothes. The rot started when we stopped seeing it in our surroundings and started seeing it in gods. Then we changed from a collection of gods to a single god and now there's not a trace of mana left in anything else."


He glared silently out of the window again. The bile-bucket appeared to have been emptied, though he didn't seem any happier for it.


"The people who are after you are religious," said Spencer.


"George told me. It figures. Science and religion have never gotten along."


"They think you're playing God."


This amused Raymond greatly. Quite changed his mood. He laughed and laughed and then suddenly stopped. "They're dead right," he said. The extraordinary power had returned. He was smiling again. "But I bet they don't know which god I'm playing."
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