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For Donna Colbert, Bob Colbert, Anne Fallon, and in memory of Al Menarik.


Note

This story, about grace in creation, is not a doctrinal treatise on angels (such as Ladislaus Boros’s Angels and Men or Dr. Billy Graham’s Angels, Angels, Angels) and should not be interpreted by the norms appropriate for such treatises. It is rather speculative fiction based on two premises: evolution is directed toward mind; and, pace St. Bernard and St. Augustine, angels have spiritual bodies.

Hence Gabriella Light is a purely fictional entity and is based entirely on my imagination as guided by these two premises. Any similarity between her and any angel (or seraph) living or dead is purely coincidental.

Yet to paraphrase somewhat a remark of the fictional King Karl Gustav in this story, it would be a shame if somewhere in the cosmoi there were not someone like her.

I am grateful to my good friend Professor Oscar Hechter of Northwestern University for advising me about the biology in this story. He is not, however, to blame for either my mistakes or those of Sean S. Desmond of the University of Cook County.

—AMG                             
Tucson                          
St. Patrick’s Day, 1987


There must be many places in the cosmos . . . where evolution for various reasons has made more headway than here on earth, many places where it has by now pressed its efforts beyond generating life, consciousness and knowledge to new heights, enlarging the realm of subjectivity by annexing regions of which we are still ignorant. . . . These creatures would be equipped with brains which would help their owners to a much larger share of that mind which has just now begun to shed some light, though as yet a relatively faint one, on our own heads. . . . We ourselves may have descendants as genetically distant from us as we are from Homo habilis. . . . We might constitute a bridge to nonbiological descendants of an entirely different sort. . . .

—Hoimar von Ditfurth

Let us remember that the citizens of that country are spirits, mighty, glorious, blessed, distinct personalities, of graduated rank, occupying the order given them from the beginning, perfect of their kind, having ethereal bodies. . . .

—St. Bernard of Clairvaux
De Consideratione, v. 4

Outside the open window
The morning air is all awash with angels.

—Richard Wilbur

More than in the Devil, I am interested in the indications of Grace.

—Flannery O’Connor

In all reflective species males and females tend to be attracted to one another and to fear one another.

—Desmond’s Fourth Law

Something is afoot in the universe, something that looks like gestation and birth.

—Pierre Teilhard de Chardin

Grace is rampant.

—Gabriella Light, Ph.D.

Angels can fly because they take themselves lightly.

—G. K. Chesterton
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“IT MIGHT be useful,” said the rich womanly voice, “to model me as your guardian angel.”

“I gave up guardian angels after Sister Intemerata’s class in grammar school,” said Professor S. S. Desmond, standing on the elegant queen-size bed of his room in the Helmsley Palace Hotel so he could search for a hidden speaker behind the expensively framed print that hung over the headboard.

“There are no speakers,” the disembodied voice said casually, “though there is a microphone hidden in the television. I wouldn’t worry about it. They can’t hear me. . . . And it was shabby for you and your friends to eat garlic at lunchtime to torment Sister Intemerata’s sensitive nose.”

Sean Seamus Desmond gave up on the print and bounced to a sitting position on his bed. That was pretty clever. Not many people knew of the Great Garlic Caper. He thought about examining the TV and decided against it.

“You called your guardian angel Josephine, as I remember. Josie for short.”

“Goddamnit, how did you know that?” he exploded.

I must have told someone. My sister?

There was a knock at the door. “Room service,” said a muffled voice.

“Don’t let them in,” said the invisible woman urgently.

“Go to hell,” Desmond told her, “I’m hungry,” and to the door, “Come in, it’s open.”

The two men who pushed the door open did not have a room service cart with them. Nor did they look like waiters. Rather, they seemed to be longshoremen or perhaps merchant seamen. They wore dark pea coats, collars turned up, black trousers, and black ski masks pulled down over their faces.

And they had ridiculously tiny guns in their hands with absurdly long silencers.

I am going to be “hit,” Sean Desmond told himself in stunned astonishment. He noted with abstract interest that his misspent life did not race before his eyes as they pointed the guns at him.

Twenty-two’s, he thought, Mafia specials. My last thought—

A burst of flame flared at the muzzle of one of the guns, something like an angry insect buzzed by Desmond’s left ear.

Missed the first one, he thought ruefully. I don’t even rate skilled hit men.

Colored lights twinkled, briefly, in front of him, like a high-school-science animated film, the kind he had on occasion denounced as misleading.

The forehead of one of the longshoremen seemed to explode. A large red spot appeared on the chest of the other and then spread, as blood gushed out of his pea coat and cascaded down to the soft green carpet. Both men fell to the floor, as though their legs had been knocked out from under them.

“Wonder Woman trick,” said the womanly voice ruefully.

As Sean Desmond watched incredulously, the two men decomposed before his eyes: flesh, muscles, blood, bones vanished in an almost instantaneous putrefaction process. Without the smell. Then their blood disappeared from the rug as if someone had cleaned it with an incredibly powerful solvent, one that did not damage the rug fibers.

He realized that he was going to be very sick. He rushed to the sumptuous bathroom and barely made it in time. His United Airlines first class lunch was quickly ejected, as was most of his breakfast. His empty stomach, not understanding that there was nothing left to give, continued to react violently.

The one luxury trip I’m likely to have in my whole life, he thought, reveling in self-pity, and I get mixed up with ghosts and gorillas.

He was conscious of a cool reassurance touching his forehead and a sympathetic embrace consoling him, as his mother had done when he was a very sick little boy.

“It’ll be all right, Jackie Jim,” the voice said tenderly. “Only next time, please do what I tell you.”

He had not been Jackie Jim since he was five. Thirty-eight years ago. When he graduated from college and gave up his Catholicism, he’d decided to compensate by becoming even more Irish and had changed his name from John J. Desmond to Sean S. Desmond, almost to Sean S. O’Desmond. He decided against that because there was an upper limit to how much you could twit the biological fraternity and still expect to win a Nobel Prize. As it was, his incorrigible Irish wit had delayed the prize for several years.

The Royal Swedish Academy did not have much of a sense of humor. Well, his research on evolutionary “punctuation” finally forced the damn Swedes to give him the prize regardless.

And he’d get even with them in his acceptance speech.

At first he was too sick to challenge the womanly presence that had enveloped him. Then, as his stomach decided that it could go along—on an ad hoc basis—with her ministrations, he began to feel better.

He staggered out of the bathroom and collapsed into a chair. Across the street the massive gray transept of St. Patrick’s testified that he was still in the real world.

“I need a drink,” he said shakily.

“Give it a few minutes,” she spoke again.

“Who the hell are you?” His hand rested on the phone to summon room service, but he was not quite ready to ignore her suggestions.

“ ‘We exist in a cosmos of unfathomable enigmas and mysteries,’ ” she replied, a touch of amusement in her sensual voice, “ ‘but it does seem likely that humankind is at a crossroads, at an ontological turning point. We may well have come to another “punctuation” in the human evolutionary process. There is no reason to think that such times of great leaps forward are limited to the drosophila, the notorious fruit flies on which I have done my research. It may be a matter of hundreds of thousands or even millions of years, a relatively short time in the evolutionary dynamics that began with the big bang. . . .’ ”

“That’s my acceptance speech,” he said, beginning to feel a little frightened, “which no one else has read. . . . How could you. . . .?”

She chose to ignore his question. “A little pompous, but it will certainly stir them up. They’ll think a long time before they give the prize to another Irishman. And, yes, you’re the only one to have read it, but you talked to too many people about it. That’s why your late friends wanted to kill you.”

“Why would anyone want to kill me because I engage in outlandish speculations about the direction of evolution?”

“That,” she said, “is what we want to know.”

He was talking, quite casually now, with a woman who lacked a body but seemed to be able to save his life. An uncanny feeling crept through his body, as if he was in a haunted house.

He often told his students that he rather doubted there was a God but was quite sure there was a devil. Good spirits were problematic. Evil spirits were a given.

“And who are you?”

“We are the kind of being about whom you rather pugnaciously imagine in your Nobel acceptance speech: the products of a different evolutionary process, which happens to be in a more mature state of development.”

“You’re not!” he insisted flatly, slipping back into his mother’s brogue.

“We are.” She laughed lightly. “Your satirical dreams turn out to be true.”

She really wasn’t an angel, was she?

Angels didn’t exist. Except in Sister Intemerata’s classroom in fifth grade.

And in his acceptance speech. But in theory.

“It’s only a theory,” he pleaded irritably.

“A theory,” she murmured, “that could get you killed.

“Trying to make up your mind whether I’m real, Professor Desmond?” she asked lightly. “Or merely the result of the second vodka martini you had before lunch?”

Her accent was mostly middle western urban like his own, but not perfect. Occasionally there were intonations mat were a little bit off key, as though she’d learned his accent quickly.

“I won’t talk any further unless you let me see you,” he said stubbornly.

Next to one of the thick green satin drapes a neat hole had been drilled into the wall. Exactly 22 millimeters, Sean supposed. That hole was real. Not the voice, but the hole.

One must cling to the evidence.

“Your own arguments say that the energy patterns of our organisms might be so simple and yet so complex as to be imperceptible to minds still limited by the primitive energy patterns of the early stages of the human evolutionary process.”


Biologist with Leprechaun Eyes and Angels on the Mind

___________________

Sean S. Desmond

Chicago. The secret of the Nobel laureate in biology, according to one of his colleagues, can be found in his eyes. “Only a man with Sean’s playfulness and wit could imagine such an original contribution as the prediction of major leaps in the evolution of drosophila. But don’t let him fool you. Sean Desmond is considerably more than an Irish stand-up comic.”

Man in the News

A slender man with pale green eyes that twinkle with a hint of comedy and the sandy hair and freckled face of a stage Irishman, Professor Sean Seamus Desmond seems to enjoy the controversy that has followed his career. With mock surprise, he shrugs. “They say I was lucky that my theoretical predictions were accurate. The poor old fruit flies in my colony just happened to grow smarter and live longer when I said they would. But I didn’t make the prediction, my computer did. Lucky computer. Maybe we should send it to Stockholm.”

Some of his colleagues are inclined to agree. Others say that it required not a computer but an extremely gifted biologist to apply the work on the genetic changes in maize done by Barbara McClintock to the evolution of fruit flies. They add that more than mere talent was needed to make predictions about when “punctuations”—sudden evolutionary leaps—in the fruit fly would occur.

“Computer?” says Dr. Joshua Hechter of Northwestern, a friend of Dr. Desmond. “It was only a tool to test Seano’s theories. The real secret of his success is brilliance of insight matched by spectacular flair.”

Dr. McClintock demonstrated that the genetic lines are constantly rearranging themselves in new patterns, which she called transpositions. These mutations do not seem to be the random variations described by an earlier laureate, French biologist Jacques Monod. Rather the changes appear purposive and perhaps under the direction of the organism itself. Dr. Desmond has argued for several years that if one attends carefully to the patterns of transpositions, one can predict both major and minor mutations in species as their evolutionary development continues and their environment changes. Fruit flies are ideal for testing such hypotheses because there is a new generation every ten days. A thousand human generations would require 25,000 years. The same number of drosophila generations would require only a quarter century.

Working with computer models, Dr. Desmond predicted “mediumsize” leaps every 1,000 generations, plus or minus 100, and “major leaps” every 15,000 generations, plus or minus 1,000.

“It’s almost as though the organism is experimenting with different transpositions,” Dr. Hechter observes, “and then when it finds a novel environment or ecological niche that fits its purpose, it jumps, just as humankind did from Homo habilis to Homo erectus. Only a genius like Seano could have devised a schedule to predict such leaps.”

Dr. Desmond himself is at first reluctant to compare the “punctuation” he predicted and men observed in fruit flies to phases in the evolution of humans. Then his pale green leprechaun eyes glitter. “Well, it might be something like the change when our bunch replaced that Neanderthal fellow. My super-flies are stronger and smarter. They’re harder to catch, better able to avoid traps and the normal predators, and so they live longer, only twenty percent longer, but that’s enough for them to occupy the whole colony in a few generations. Put a business suit on the earlier fly and you’d hardly recognize him on the subway.”

Such facetious comments about serious debates among biologists are part of the reason why some of his colleagues disapprove of Dr. Desmond. “Calling that mutated drosophila a superfly was a ploy to gain media attention,” a distinguished colleague complained tartly, “and it proves that Sean really isn’t serious.”

A Chicago newspaper announced the decision of the Royal Swedish Academy with the headline, “Superfly Prof Wins Nobel.”

Dr. Desmond dismisses such complaints with a wink. “What’s the point in being Irish and a quarter leprechaun on your mother’s side unless you can laugh at yourself?”

But he becomes serious when he is asked about his use of the word “intelligent” to describe the evolutionary dynamics he has observed. What else do you call it, he demands, when you observe direction and purpose, however mysterious the origins may be?

“Every organism is ‘intelligent,’ ” he says briskly, “so long as you put the word in quotes and define it to mean ‘processes external information and makes decisions, as between alternative courses of behavior, that serve to direct its own evolutionary mechanisms.’ I’m not being a metaphysician. I don’t know whether there is intelligence outside the organism. I don’t know whether there is Intelligence—with a capital I—beyond the cosmos. I only know that the organism knows damn well what it is doing. Our task is to figure out how it does it. I’ll leave the ‘why’ question to the Jesuits who teach my daughters.”

Dr. Desmond was born on the South Side of Chicago—in the Irish ghetto as he calls it—in 1944. He attended parochial grammar schools and St. Ignatius High School, the same school that his daughters now attend. After graduating from the University of Notre Dame, he studied for his Ph.D. at the University of Illinois in Urbana and was appointed an assistant professor at the Chicago campus of the university. In 1975 he became a professor at the University of Cook County. “They really had to bend a few rules,” he says with a grin, “to let a South Side Irishman in, even if I had stopped going to church.”

While at Illinois, he met and married his wife, Mona Kelly, also from the South Side of Chicago. Dr. Desmond and his wife are now separated. Their two children live with Dr. Desmond in an apartment overlooking Jackson Park. “I amuse them,” he says. “At least I think I do.”

Dr. Desmond swims every day and hikes in the Lake Michigan dunes in the summer. He also runs in the Chicago Marathon—“toward the very end.” He reads mysteries and science fiction and enjoys Woody Allen films. “I kind of identify with him,” he remarks. “Like him, I sometimes think that my only wish is that I was born someone else.”

Will he speculate on the next phase of the fruit fly evolution?

“It will be a long time before they’re ready to study us.”

And for humans?

Serious for a moment, he replies, “I hope there is enough ‘intelligence’ in the human organism to make a small leap toward more cooperation between peoples and nations. Otherwise we won’t be around for the next really big leap.”

And what will that be?

“Maybe,” he winks again, “toward something like angels.”

—The New York Times



 

She was enjoying herself enormously.

“I still want to see you.”

Lights flickered and blinked in front of him, like an enormous and graceful multicolored CRT screen. Intense, highly focused, and extremely elaborate energy patterns, mostly shades of red—all the way from crimson to pale pink—with a mixture of greens and blues and an occasional dash of maroon.

Patterns which, for all their attractiveness, were like nothing that Sean Desmond had ever seen before or ever imagined.

“Dazzling and lovely,” he said, with an edge to his voice, “but I can’t talk to a terminal screen.”

The patterns changed colors, whirled feverishly, and then seemed to condense into the shape of a woman, sitting calmly on the green and gilt chair at the other side of the window. Her smile was as amused as her voice.

St. Paddy’s was still across the street.

Sean Desmond reached out to touch her arm. It felt quite solid, and the beige cashmere sweater she was wearing was smooth and soft.

“You didn’t think I would transmit electromagnetic waves, as you would call them, for your eyes without also transmitting for your sense of touch, did you? I can even produce parts of the spectrum you can’t see or touch. How about some heat?”

Her arm became as hot as a blazing fireplace. He pulled his hand back quickly.

“I wasn’t planning on being fresh,” he said, his humor returning.

“But you like my appearance?” She smiled, with just a touch of what in his species would be considered vanity. “The appearance of my analog to be precise?”

Hell yes. She was just the kind of woman that Sean Desmond admired the most. Silver hair, smooth girlish face, full voluptuous classical figure, neatly encased in sweater and skirt, smooth skin, flawless facial bones, elegant and slender legs, soft brown eyes with long lashes, somewhere between thirty-five and forty-five: youth and maturity combined in a perfect blend.

Too perfect, like a manikin.

And, on closer examination, the skirt and sweater were not only simple. They were very expensive.

Why the hell not? If you’re an angel, probably you can afford it.

Was she wearing a ring? Dumb question.

But he somehow couldn’t quite focus his eyes on her ring finger.

“You’ll do,” he said.

“I’m glad.” She relaxed on the chair, still greatly amused. “If I must travel with you to Stockholm and back to protect you, I would not want to be an eyesore.”

“Travel with me?”

“Surely, I am your assistant. I will always be in an adjoining room.” She nodded in the direction of an open door that Desmond was sure had not existed a half hour before. “Don’t worry, you won’t have to pay for me. And I’ll be charming and intelligent, a credit to your importance and prestige.”

No doubt about that. I’ll be given all the credit for sleeping with this beauty without having to take any of the risks.

“To protect me from whom?”

She frowned, an empress asked a question she did not want to answer.

“The point is, Sean—you don’t mind me calling you by your first name, do you?—not from whom but why. We know who they are but we do not understand why. We cannot read your minds. We are rather good at guessing, but your brain patterns elude us. Just as ours patently elude you.”

“So Stacey’s experiments . . .”

“Are quite entertaining.”

“Was that you, er, folks singing?”

“Sometime during our little adventure, I will sing for you, Jackie Jim, and you will learn how we really sing.”

Only later did Sean realize that she had not answered his question about whether Stacey had actually captured some of the conversations of her kind of being. She was very skillful, this woman angel, at not answering questions. Almost as if she were Irish. Or one of his daughters.

And she had perfect breasts, large but exquisitely shaped. They’re not real breasts, only analogs. But they sure are gorgeous, especially when she breathes a little bit deeply and gets that maternal look in her eye.

Analogs to what?

Mind you, he was feeling no lust. He hadn’t felt that since the night at Stacey’s. He was merely admiring. As he would a marble statue.

That’s what she was, a statue.

Too perfect, he told himself again.

“You peeked over my shoulder when I was writing my talk,” he said, trying to put her on the defensive.

“I did not!” She blushed. “We respect the privacy of other species. I do not read your mind. I do not peer over your shoulder. It is not my fault that you tell everyone about what you wrote!”

“As we don’t peer over the shoulders of chimps?”

She drummed her slender fingers on the ivory-colored handle of her chair, her high forehead drawn in an impatient frown. “I did not say that. You are not an inferior species, merely one at a different state in your evolutionary process than we are in our process, as you yourself have suggested in the talk which, I repeat,” her voice rose slightly, “I did not read.”

“So you’re not really a guardian angel?”

“My kind does not intrude,” she insisted, still flushed, still speaking as a human woman would when she was angry. “If you wish to have any little relationships with women like Stacey during our trip, I will not be a voyeur.”

“But I’ll hear about it afterward, like I am now?”

She grinned, her angelic anger spent. “That’s what guardian angels do, isn’t it?”

She thinks I’m inferior, though. A likable chimp.

“Roughly the same relationship as between me and the Irish wolfhound I would have if I didn’t live in the Cloisters.”

“That might not,” she said, smiling lightly, “be altogether fair to the wolfhound.”

A joker.

“That puts me in my place, I guess.”

The bullet hole was indisputably still in the wall near the window. So maybe it was a fantasy too.

“Come now, Sean Desmond.” She smiled again, most affectionately. “You can’t expect to joke with others and not have them joke back. Besides, that adorable little priest explained all about us, didn’t he?”

“You think he’s adorable too, huh? Most women do. Just the same, I’m not sure I want a guardian angel with a sense of humor.”

“The alternative”—she continued to absorb him in her smile—“would be a guardian angel without a sense of humor, an absolutely intolerable relationship in your case.”

Point for you, pretty lady.

“Well.” He had survived his relationships with women by putting them on the defensive. “What rank are you?”

“Rank?” She chuckled.

“Yeah, like maybe a throne?”

“Oh, the nine-choir myth?”

“Not true?”

She waved an elegant hand. “Not relevant.”

“You seemed a little offended when I suggested that you were a throne.” He tried to drive home what little advantage he had. “I bet you’re someone higher. Like a seraph, one of those alleged to stand before the face of God.”

“Do you think, Jackie Jim, that you’re that important?”

Nice put-down.

Later he told himself that again she had not answered his question.

“All right.” He sighed the way his grandmother sighed. “Since you are going to call me ‘Sean,’ I’d better have a name for you.”

She colored faintly. “I can be called ‘Gabriella.’ ‘Gaby’ if you wish.”

The “a” in “Gaby” was pure South Side Irish. But when she said “Gabriella,” the name sounded Italian. Her accent was still not perfect.

Sean relaxed. Thank goodness he was more flexible than most academics. He could adjust to a lovely extraterrestrial with minor strain. Even chat easily with her.

“No relation to the fella in the New Testament, are you?” He dialed room service and prepared to ask her what she wanted to drink. “Gabriel, I mean?”

It was his turn, he thought, to laugh lightly.

She was not amused. “I would remind you, Professor Desmond,” she said grimly, “that Saint Luke was a male. Characteristic of the patriarchy of his time and very unlike the man about whom he wrote, he was a chauvinist.”

Sean Desmond hung up the phone before room service answered. The loon thinks she’s the angel Gabriel. With considerable difficulty he overcame his impulse to make the sign of the cross as his grandmother did.

To ward off banshees, leprechauns, pookas, and redmen.

And other dubious spirits.


[image: Image]

ANGELS had been on Sean Desmond’s mind for the last several months. It had all started when Stacey played her tapes for him the night his Nobel Prize had been announced.

Mind you, it was only a theory, and a satirical theory as the womanly voice had charged, a trick to get even with his own profession and his colleagues at the university.

A theoretical chicken that now seemed to be coming home to roost.

Sean had hoped that his off-and-on lover would reward him for his coveted (the adjective favored by the national media) prize with a bit of a playful romp. Candlelight, rare roast beef, an expensive California Cabernet, some lacy garments, and then playful passion.

Playful with Stacey? You have to be out of your mind, Sean Desmond.

Instead, there was Lite beer, a Weight Watchers’ TV dinner, and jeans and a university sweatshirt on Stacey’s thin and unwashed body.

And her tapes. You receive the top prize in all the world and you celebrate by listening to someone else’s work.

Sean Desmond felt sorry for himself, a normal enough condition, and wondered what he had ever seen in Stacey, also a normal enough reaction to the woman who had briefly attracted him since Mona had walked out on him and the kids.

“We use Fourier analysis,” Stacey droned on, “our sophisticated computer programs search through the white noise, break it down into sine waves, and seek for single frequency sound as the first step.”

“White noise? How can noise be white?”

“The functional equivalent of white light—waves that occupy all the spectrum.”

“I see.” Maybe he could write one of his irreverent haiku about white sound. Let’s see . . .


sound snow white and dirty
fell from the sky one day
angel fire angel song



“There’s more beer in the fridge.” Stacey was fussing with her reel-to-reel tape player. “Help yourself now if you want some. I won’t tolerate any interruptions when my aliens are talking.”

Stacey was a research associate at Argonne Lab; she had walked out on her psychologist husband and children at Berkeley so that she could be her own person. Everyone seemed to want to be their own person these days.

“Aliens, is it?”

“Your phony brogue bores me,” she said as she put the rubber caps on each reel. “You know that.”

At the university no one would dare to talk about aliens, especially at the round tables in the faculty-club dining room, a place where reason, sobriety, and three-piece gray suits were the rule. But at Argonne out in Westmont, with its vast accelerator and its secret government contracts, different rules were in force. You could investigate weird notions and think dangerous thoughts that would not be tolerated in the faculty dining room.

So long as you were deadly serious about the project. The trim young men from Langley who served as contract officers on Stacey’s project could not, Sean suspected, cope with playfulness.

No more than could his own departmental chairman.

“If there are aliens among us, they must communicate with one another.” Stacey’s eyes, already too close together, drew even closer to one another as she adopted her professorial frown. “We take it that radio waves are the basic means of communication in the universe. Therefore, they would use radio waves—on a very different frequency, of course, from the ones with which we are familiar.”

“Of course.” Sean thought he had kept a straight face.

“Therefore we experiment with extremely powerful listening devices, highly sensitive tape, and recorders moving at a variety of very slow and very fast speeds. Then we enhance the resultant recordings by computer—fitting models to the sounds. Finally, we examine the enhanced tapes with yet another series of programs that selects out for us those which most probably represent communication, and ranks them in the order of the probability that they are indeed communication as we know it.”

“Ah.”

Sean knew about ghostly voices on tape recorders. Despite his professed agnosticism, he was profoundly superstitious. So he read an occasional book or article on occult phenomena. Moreover, he argued, a scientist should keep an open mind. This generation’s occult, he had told the group at the round table, might be the next generation’s science.

He had said that after he received tenure, on a split vote in his last chance.

Even before he had lured Stacey into his bed—or was it the other way around—he had read about the psychic “investigators” who put tape recorders in gardens at night and then played them at various speeds the next day until they found a “message.” Not much different from Stacey’s technique—except for the legitimating use of a computer model and the eagerness of the contract officers from Langley, who wanted to dialogue with the aliens in the hope that they would go to work for us against the Russkies.

“How many communications do you have?” he asked, trying to sound innocent.

“An enormous number.”

“Enormous” was one of Stacey’s favorite words. “We’re working on a program that will select for us the ones which offer the best probability of translation. Then we’ll be able to reply to them in what is essentially their language and on their radio waves.”

“Essentially” was another one of her words.

Training a computer to interpret ink blots, Sean thought. He had heard some of the “psychic” tapes collected by one of his students who was “into” such phenomena. It was easier in the biology department to admit to such interest than it was in the social sciences or the humanities.

Pure gibberish. But if you worked over gibberish long enough—with or without a computer—you were bound to find something. Usually that for which you were looking.

“First, we will play the unenhanced sound, speeded up, naturally,” Stacey pushed down the play button. “It is a bit annoying.”

A mild participle, Sean thought. It sounded like a rapid scratching of a metal ruler edge across an old-fashioned blackboard, the sort of activity in which he used to engage in Sister Mary Intemerata’s class in fifth grade at St. Praxides grammar school.

Thinking about Sister Mary I. was probably what brought the memory of angels to his mind. 1954. The good old days.

“Interesting,” he muttered.

“Hardly,” Stacey sniffed, removing her thick glasses so that she could more effectively gesture. “Now,” she stopped the player and adjusted the speed, “we turn to the computer-enhanced and -selected pattern, played at the slowest speed on this machine, essentially converting the enormously long waves into patterns that are intelligible to our ears.”

“The patterns we were looking for,” he muttered skeptically.

“Precisely.” She missed his skepticism. “I merely push this play button, and you will be one of the first humans to listen to the conversation of aliens.”

It sounded rather like the conversation of sophisticated Moog synthesizers, rich, deep, melodious, powerful.

“Amazing what they can do with computers.” Sean sighed, as if he were not a user of advanced programs himself.

“What does it sound like?” Stacey asked, jabbing her folded glasses at him.

“Angels,” said Sean Seamus Desmond without reflection. “The harmonious conversations of choirs of angels.”

“Angels!” Stacey exploded. “Everyone knows there are no such things as angels. Please be serious for once in your life. Those are the voices of aliens! Extraterrestrials!”

“Interesting.” A word which always impressed academics. “And you propose to learn their language and, uh, sing back to them.”

The tape player stopped automatically when the sound faded.

“Naturally.” Stacey brushed her stringy hair away from her eyes. “We have what is essentially a sophisticated translation program working on that dimension of the project now. It is, in effect, a code-breaking algorithm.”

Aha, the boys from Langley. Or perhaps their counterparts from the National Security Agency.

“But what—”

“We will break their code,” Stacey interrupted him, gesturing wildly with her glasses. “You can count on that.”

“That assumes”—Sean reached for his empty beer can and then thought better of it—“that they do not have other modes of communication and that their language patterns are fundamentally the same as ours. How can you be so sure of either assumption?”

“The universe”—Stacey was now pacing up and down like a caged lioness, caged and hungry—“is essentially binary in its patterns. If these are rational beings, and it would be chauvinism to think they are not, then their communications will be essentially binary, no matter how enormously different from ours.”

“Ah. But where are they?”

“Why all around us, presumably, if we can pick up these signals.”

“Not light-years away?”

“Most improbable.”

The young men from Langley, the next generation of Oliver Norths, would be quite upset to learn they were monitoring alien conversation that was millions of years old.

“They are smarter than we are?”

“That should be obvious.”

“Then why don’t they talk to us?”

Stacey flopped into her battered gray mohair couch, an exhausted but satisfied searcher for truth. “Honestly, Sean, how could one win a Nobel Prize and still be so unreflective? Presumably they are waiting patiently, as superior species do, for us to open up the communication links.”

“We try to talk to chimps. . . . Maybe they don’t want to converse with us.”

“Then we will force them to.” She jabbed her glasses at him again. “We have no choice. If we don’t, the Russians or arguably the Chinese will do essentially the same thing.”

“Interesting.” Sean paused. “Play it again, Sam.”

“What?”

“Er, I’d like to hear them again.”

“Certainly.”

The second time around the music was even more lovely. Ethereal yet somehow strong and solid. Pure spirits? The nine choirs of angels doing a sing-along?

Why not?

Arguably, to fall back on Stacey’s third favorite word, angels or angelic-like ETs might sing that euphoniously. Or maybe the program was merely a sophisticated, enormously sophisticated, variant of the Macintosh program that turned computer sounds into music. Perhaps the Palestrina-like elegance of the singing was in the program and not in the essentially computer-enhanced noise.

You could force creatures like that to dialogue with you? What kind of an angel would it be that humans could control? The next thing they’d try would be to expropriate God.

The superstitious demon within him almost forced him to make the sign of the cross at that blasphemous thought.

Madness. But it provided grants and tenure. Which was what the academy was all about.

“Won’t the Russkies”—he resumed his catechism—“have a hard time matching our computer programs? I thought they lagged behind in that field.”

“When something is important to them”—she smiled triumphantly—“they catch up. Their rockets have much more powerful throw weight than ours.”

“Ah. Interesting. . . . Would you play it yet again. I am candidly”—one of his words, always effective with academics—” fascinated.”

While he listened to the thrones and the dominations respond to one another with antiphonal chant, he decided that he would escape quickly from the apartment. He would not, on the night his Nobel was announced, engage in passion with a woman who thought she could force thrones and dominations into dialogue.

What were the nine choirs about which Sister Intemerata had babbled?

Angels, archangels, virtues.

Thrones, dominations, powers.

Cherubim, seraphim . . .

One missing. The seraphim were the big deals, weren’t they? The ones who stood before the face of God? What would God think of someone trying to force the crowd that stood before His face into dialogue? If there were a God . . .

Sean Desmond was a card-carrying academic agnostic, not that it did him much good. If you were Irish at the university and from the South Side of Chicago, particularly from Beverly, you were Catholic and that was that.

Especially if your daughters went to St. Ignatius after eight years at the University Lab School.

Well, all right, would you believe a Catholic agnostic?

God, however, was not merely a hypothesis for which there was no proof. He was also a profound scandal at the round tables during the lunch hour, as sex would have been when the faculty were all Baptist ministers. So naturally, Sean Seamus Desmond, being what he was, raised the God hypothesis at least once a week.

“Arguably, however,” he said as he rose to leave, “the tradition of angels in primitive societies might reflect some archaic intuition into the existence of the creatures whose choruses you have recorded.”

That would give her something to think about.

“Interesting,” she murmured as they walked to the door. “I hadn’t thought of that possibility.”

‘Course not.

One more failed assignation, he thought as he walked down the stairs of the apartment to 53rd Street. I sure do know how to pick them. What a great end to a day I’ve dreamed about for years.

Part of the fun of winning the Nobel, he reflected happily as he walked rapidly toward the Cloisters—as his apartment building on Dorchester was called—was that it embarrassed the university.

If they had to choose between a Nobel for Desmond and no Nobel, the university elders would have undoubtedly voted for the latter option. Fortunately for Sean S. Desmond, the franchise belonged to the Royal Swedish Academy and not to the faculty senate—or the round-table lunch eaters.

He heard footsteps on the sidewalk behind him. Only a dummy would walk five blocks through this neighborhood at night. He could see the headline:

 

_______________________

Nobel Winner                       
                            Knifed in Mugging

_______________________

 

Well, maybe he could run faster than they could. He had always been the fastest kid in the class at St. Prax’s—useful for getting out of the trouble into which he usually managed to get himself.

I can run the marathon, kids, and you can’t!

The footsteps faded away and Sean’s heart began to beat more normally.

There had been rumors of his prize, but the wise men at the round tables dismissed these as preposterous. The university kept careful count of its Nobels—more than any other institution in the world. But it believed with a faith as uncomplicated as Sister Intemerata’s that the prizes should go to those whom it deemed appropriate recipients. Like Congreve. Undoubtedly some senior faculty members were muttering to the press, off the record naturally, that “Really Congreve’s work is more important than Desmond’s. Mind you, Johnny is good, very good, quite clever in fact, but Congreve is one of the greats.”

“Is your name, Sean or John, Doctor Desmond?” one of the reporters had asked at the press conference this morning. Deirdre and Fionna, more popularly Dee and Fee, his teenage daughters, giggled at the question.

“Sean Seamus”—he had beamed—“that’s spelled S, E, A, N.”

In the mysterious way in which institutions create for their members two- or three-word imaginary catalogue listings, which then become even more infallible than papal documents, he had been labeled almost upon arrival as “clever, but not serious.”

As in: “Oh, Johnny has a brilliant mind, really. Enormously brilliant, actually. Arguably, one of the most clever men we have on our faculty. Sadly, he doesn’t quite have the depth that it takes to be as good as Congreve. Essentially he is not quite serious enough, if you know what I mean.”

“Interesting, very interesting.”

“Why do you have to make everything a joke?” Mona had demanded when she told him that she was leaving him.

“Because most things are a joke,” he had replied. “Like a mother deserting her children so she can become a person.”

It was, actually, very funny.

Oh well.

“You hide behind your laugh,” Connie O’Rourke, a girl he almost married, had once told him. “It’s a mask.”

Connie was right. Mona was right. His mother was right. The university was right.

But if he wasn’t incorrigibly playful, he would never have won the Nobel. And Congreve, for all his heavy erudition, would never win the prize, precisely because he was not playful enough.

Oh well.

More footsteps. Not to worry, my guardian angel is with me tonight.

His imagination, where his comic demon resided, began to play with the image of a guardian angel lugging along a Nobel Prize certificate.

Then suddenly and without warning, his theory of “periods of punctuation in the evolutionary process”—itself a pun which not everyone caught—converged with the image of a guardian angel singing wearily at the end of a long hard day the hymns on Stacey’s tape player.

“I’ll be damned.” Sean stopped dead in his tracks, oblivious to whether the footsteps on the deserted streets had stopped.

Carefully, as he had learned to do, he examined the images bubbling, like freshly opened champagne, inside his brain.

Where had he read the troubling quote?

Von Ditfurth!

It would take a couple of days to dig it out, but he was pretty sure he could remember what it said.

Outrageous!

He grinned. Indeed!

Impossible!

Certainly.

But fun.

Oh boy!

True?

Well . . .

For the moment it didn’t matter.

They couldn’t take the prize away from him.

He imagined the solemn faces of the Royal Swedish Academy distorted in pain.

Why the hell not?

He ran the rest of the way home, not because he was afraid of muggers but because he wanted to hunt for von Ditfurth.

And interview his daughters.
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“WHAT do the Jebs teach these days about angels?” he asked the solemn-faced young women who looked up from their American literature textbooks to consider their father with a mixture of affection (bordering on worship) and amusement (bordering on disrespect).

“Angels!” They spoke in chorus, not unlike Stacey’s aliens.

“Angels,” he repeated.

“Daddy!” Fionna, aged fifteen and a half, protested.

“Really!” Deirdre, aged fourteen and a quarter, agreed with her sister.

By his own admission, Sean Seamus Desmond worshiped his daughters. Fragile as Belleek china, bright as an August moon over Galway Bay, loyal as an Irish wolfhound, strong as an Aran sweater. . . .

All images offered without the benefit of ever visiting Ireland.

Unlike most teenage siblings they were always together, even studying in the same room (always Fionna’s) even though they had rooms of their own.

“Don’t angels exist anymore?” he asked. As always, the Catholic Church was not around to help you when you needed it.

Fionna, the elder, always began their recitations. “Father Lyons says that angels are God’s messengers, but that God really doesn’t need messengers because He can do it all Himself. Like totally.”

“So,” Deirdre took up the baton, “like, when you read, I mean, in the book of Genesis about the angels visiting Abraham or wrestling with Jacob, it’s totally not some geek with wings, but God, Who totally does not need a geek with wings to do His work for Him.”

Sean had not gone to church regularly since he graduated from Notre Dame, a school which he had despised. Mona had been a dedicated early-nineteen-fifties Catholic who turned against the Church on the birth control issue, then returned in a Catholic charismatic group, then moved to a Pentecostal charismatic group, then back into the Church with a group of Catholic feminists (including nuns who said Mass, despite the fact that no one had ordained them), then into femtherapy, and then out of their marriage. At latest report she was involved in a conservative, very conservative, political action group.

So their children were fiercely dedicated Catholics—of the new, postconciliar Jesuit variety perhaps, but still as intensely loyal as the Ryan sisters had been in St. Praxides when they were growing up.

A certain kind of Irish Catholic you can’t drive away from the Church even if you try your best to do so.

“But can’t they exist anyway?”

“Who knows? Really.”

“Who cares? Really.”

“I mean, like isn’t God enough?”

“And the Blessed Mother?”

“She’s still in fashion?”

“Daddy!”—in chorus.

The two winsome little elves were grimly determined to recall their erring father to the practice of his faith. “Not because you need it, Daddy,” they had argued recently, “but because the Church needs you.”

Which was an interesting approach, to say the least.

So they constantly nudged him to visit his friend the Rector of the cathedral. Or to invite him for supper. “We’d love to cook for that adorable little Monsignor you went to school with. Really.”

“Really.”

They were polite and respectful to their mother, never criticizing her either to her face or to him when they came home from their Saturday visits.

Still, there was no doubt on whose side they were. They had even recently urged him to remarry, doubtless after long discussion and careful preparation of their lines. “Like, Daddy, you’re too young—”

“—and too good-looking—”

Chorus of giggles.

“—to go through life alone.”

Solemn high silence.

How do children acquire such wisdom?

Probably by growing up in a family where your mother is a well-meaning but shallow child and your father a slightly flaky—no, considerably flaky—genius who wants to make up for all his failures as a husband and father by winning a silly prize.

“So we don’t have guardian angels anymore?”

“If you want to have one—”

“—there’s nothing wrong with it.”

“But what’s wrong with praying to Jesus—”

“—and to God the Father?—”

“—and to St. Ignatius?”

“Really!”

“Why don’t you go—” Fionna grinned like a little gombeen man.

“—and ask Monsignor Ryan?” Deirdre finished for her.

“You guys have one-track minds.” He tried to laugh them off.

“Really!” they both huffed.

Mona had been pretty and awed by the attention of a Notre Dame graduate who was studying biology at the University of Illinois. She had not gone to college and was not from the neighborhood—and hence, looking back on it, not much of a threat to his insecure male ego. She loved to neck and pet. She wanted to marry. After all, his mother had said, had she not, we’re poor people. We don’t move in the country club set.

Nonetheless his mother did not approve of the marriage. And neither did Mona’s parents. By the wedding day, no one was speaking to anyone else, a not uncharacteristic condition for the merger of two Irish families, especially when both think their child is marrying down.

It soon became apparent that Mona had not liked necking and petting, not really, and that she was not prepared to like sex either. Her key character trait was dissatisfaction, blended with a strong dose of self-pity. Attractive she was and continued to be, but she was a chronic complainer, a passive-aggressive person just like his mother. Nothing was ever right, nothing he did was ever good enough, nothing he ever said was kind enough. He was a loser, by her definition and in fact, from the day they were married.

Looking back on their courtship—if that’s what the hasty meetings and gropings that occurred after a long ride on the Illinois Central from Urbana could be called—he realized that the traits which spoiled his marital happiness were plain enough to see. But he was young and sexually eager and busy with his studies and, as he thought, in love.

Still, he was faithful to her until she walked out.

Doubtless much of their unhappiness was his fault. The only way he knew to respond to her complaints was the way he had responded to his mother’s complaints: silent withdrawal.

Occasionally he would venture the suggestion that maybe she would feel better about herself if she took some courses, maybe even got a degree (she complained daily about the “arrogant bitches” and their highfalutin degrees—meaning the wives of his colleagues and friends), or even perhaps began a career of some sort.

Her response was always an hysterical “And then who will take care of your daughters?”

He never replied that most of the time the kids took care of themselves.

So Sean lost himself in his work and Mona lost herself in her complaints. When she departed—with two hours notice while two of her femtherapy friends waited impatiently—she blamed him for preventing her from having a career. Foolishly he tried to defend himself.

That was when the femtherapy people led her out of the apartment.

“When their self-hatred becomes unbearable,” a psychiatrist on the staff of the university hospital had told him at lunch one day, “they must blame someone else. The spouse is the first available target.”

So it went. Now he had won the Nobel Prize, a dream come true. And he had no one with whom to share it.

And the dream was pretty hollow.

“Well,” he said to his daughters the night the prize was announced, “maybe I will do just that. Maybe I will have a little talk with the small Monsignor. I bet he believes in angels.”

Much later Sean would wonder why angels were so much on his mind that night. Maybe his daughters had planted the idea in his head.

“Daddy,” Fionna began hesitantly.

“Yeah?” He was still thinking about angels, evolutionary ones, not daughter types.

“We’re so proud of our dad the Nobel Prize winner,” Deirdre finished.

They both hugged him fiercely. All three of them wept like the sentimental Irish fools they were.

And Sean Seamus Desmond fell asleep that night thinking that perhaps the world was not such a bad place after all.

His dreams were peaceful too, filled with music that, he told himself the next morning, his subconscious remembered from Stacey’s tapes.

Wonderful, lyrical, seductive music.
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AS she put his room in order, the woman was humming music that sounded familiar to Sean Desmond.

“You really ought to keep your room neat,” she said, hanging up his overcoat, “and buy yourself a new overcoat. We can’t have a Nobel laureate who looks unfashionable.”

You could buy a lot of fashionable overcoats with the silver she was wearing—impeccably tasteful earrings, bracelet, and pendant, simple and costly.

“Mozart trumpet concerto?” he said.

“Telemann, actually, Concerto in D.”

She brushed off his suit coat as she hung it up.

“Your name is really Gabriella?” He studied the smooth lines of her backside. Women this beautiful exist only in dreams.

“Hebrew name . . . it means, well, gabor means strength in Hebrew.” She had adopted the dry pedantic tones of the round table, a schoolmarm with a slow pupil. “So you could interpret the name as Strong One of God. . . .”

“I can respect that.” Seamus shivered slightly.

“Now let’s see what we can do about straightening up your bathroom. It’s an extra service guardian angels provide for certain of their clients. Then we’ll see about a bite to eat. I will not have the waitress be embarrassed by a messy room.”

“It’s your name.” He followed her into the bathroom.

“Well,” she pondered as with deft movements—so quick that Sean hardly saw them—she rearranged the tubes and bottles on the wash basin table, “it’s one of my names. Actually, I rather like it. You might think of it as the name for phenomena that your species has come to associate with my presence.”

“Uh-huh . . . does that mean you play the trumpet?”

She strode briskly back into the parlor of his suite, dusting off her hands to indicate a cleaning job completed. “Superstitious folklore.”

“That doesn’t answer my question.” He trailed after her, still convinced that he was dreaming.

She patted her hair to make sure that every strand was in place. “I don’t have to answer your questions. I must tell you the truth because we angels tell the truth, which is more than your species does. But you have no right to my knowledge.”

“You won’t tell me when the Last Judgment will be?” He eased himself toward the doorway, thinking that he might break for the corridor.

“Did not your Teacher say that even He did not know?” Her hand rested imperiously on the phone. “If He didn’t know, how would I know?”

There seemed to be a nimbus of red dots swirling around her head. Or were they only in his imagination?

“You don’t play the trumpet, then?”

She hesitated. “I have some skill on a musical instrument that might be thought of as an analog to your trumpet. However, I am not assigned to sound it for your mythological Day of Wrath.”

In the background he thought he heard, faint but lovely, the sweet piercing notes of a trumpet playing a concerto that he knew did not exist.

“Which does not mean that you couldn’t be assigned to blow the trumpet?”

She shrugged her lovely shoulders indifferently. “We try to accommodate the Other’s requests. They are infrequent, you know.”

“Could you wake up the dead with the trumpetlike thing of yours?”

She put down the phone and walked over to him. Her breasts, lavish yet somehow delicate, offered an invitation to endless peace and rest. Challenging yet reassuring. Strong yet somehow vulnerable. Definitely a woman in a dream.

She tilted his chin back and absorbed him in the mystery of her deep brown eyes. The trumpet music seemed to grow louder, a waterfall of sound pouring into a rushing river.

“Jackie Jim”—she smiled affectionately—“I could wake up all the dead in the cosmos with my horn.”

As the trumpet notes soared toward a crescendo, Sean Desmond found himself sinking into the soothing marshland of her eyes. “Quite an alarm clock,” he murmured.
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“MAY I read a quote, Monsignor?” Sean Desmond had asked in the Rector’s suite in the cathedral before he flew to New York.

“Certainly, Professor.”

“Hoimar von Ditfurth, professor of physics at Tübingen . . . I quote:

“There must be many places in the cosmos . . . where evolution for various reasons has made more headway than here on earth, many places where it has by now pressed its efforts beyond generating life, consciousness, and knowledge to new heights, enlarging the realm of subjectivity by annexing regions of which we are still ignorant. . . . These creatures would be equipped with brains which would help their owners to a much larger share of that mind which has just now begun to shed some light, though as yet a relatively faint one, on our own heads. . . . We ourselves may have descendants as genetically distant from us as we are from Homo habilis. . . . We might constitute a bridge to nonbiological descendants of an entirely different sort. . . .”

“Interesting,” whispered Blackie Ryan. “Sounds not unlike your periodic punctuation theory, great leap forward.”

“Into angels?”

“Arguably. Did you not yourself suggest as much to the venerable New York Times?”

“I was joking.”

“We both know better.”

Sean could never figure out whether his priest friend deliberately used academic buzzwords to tease him or because he was himself an academic of a sort—Ph.D. in process philosophy and with a book on criteria of truth in William James.

With Blackie Ryan you could never be quite sure where the leg pulling began and ended.

Which, arguably, was the reason why they were friends.

“St. Augustine”—Blackie sighed as if he were about to experience an enormous asthma attack—“held that angels had spiritual bodies. He was constrained to do so by his philosophical presuppositions, but given his convictions about evolution, he would not, we may assume, be completely offended by your suggestion.”

Johnny Desmond and Johnny Ryan had not been close friends at St. Praxides. The former was always in trouble, the latter never in trouble. Moreover, the “little Ryan boy” was from what Johnny Desmond’s’ mother called “country club Irish” while the Desmonds were poor but hardworking “ordinary people.”

A city building inspector, Sean Desmond would conclude many years later, ought not to live in Beverly, not even on Vanderpoel Avenue in the east end of the parish in what might have been the smallest bungalow in the neighborhood.

And the Ryans lived in the biggest house on Longwood Drive.

Johnny Ryan, Blackie to everyone, was as quiet and reflective as Johnny Desmond was loud and obnoxious. The only event that could stir Blackie out of his absent-minded tranquillity was a mean word from a nun about his cousin Catherine Collins or his next-door neighbor Lisa Malone, both of whom doted on the pudgy little kid with thick glasses.

It was only in later years, after Blackie had been ordained and Sean had left the Church, that Sean discovered what Blackie probably already knew: they had similar minds.

Sean told himself that he should have known there was more to the future priest than merely his opaque stare and his round head always buried in a book. If two such lovelies as Catherine and Lisa were fond of him, he must have something.

Two women like that in class and he had to marry Mona.

“If they have bodies”—Sean leaned forward confidentially—“there might be sexual differentiation, might there not? I mean male and female angels?”

It was still all a jeu d’esprit, a game, a flight of a Nobel laureate’s fantasy, a potential joke on the Royal Swedish Academy.

“Doubtless.” Blackie, with the customary heavy hand, refilled his guest’s Waterford tumbler with Bushmill’s Black Label. “Though I don’t think the inestimable Augustine would have approved. He didn’t quite hold with sexual differentiation. As though the Almighty had made an artistic mistake in ordaining the mechanics and dynamics of human procreation and of the nurturance of human young.”

The aforementioned Rector, wearing a Chicago Bears’ windbreaker over his clerical shirt (sans collar), was sprawled on an enormous easy chair. On the wall behind him were posters of what he liked to call “the three Johns of our adolescence: the pope, the president, and the Baltimore quarterback.”

Next to Johnny Unitas there was a pedestal from which reigned a saucy medieval ivory madonna and her equally saucy kid. Blackie had told Sean once that the statue was a gift from his father, Ned Ryan, who claimed that the madonna looked like Blackie’s mother as a young woman. Blackie had been in grammar school when Kate Collins Ryan had died of cancer at the family’s Grand Beach home. It was the first wake that Sean Desmond had ever attended. He came away from it terrified by death, a terror that had never left him.

So they wonder why I joke? You either laugh at death or you sob hysterically.

And now he and Blackie were the same age as Kate Ryan when she died.

“Angels, then, might be the result of an evolutionary process in another solar system?”

“Or galaxy. Or, arguably”—the priest gestured with his tumbler, a hint of fun in his pale blue eyes—“another cosmos. Perhaps they have evolved to such a state of perfection that they can leap over Planck’s wall, that barrier set up in the minute fraction of a second when there was only one force in the nascent universe.”

“One could be burned at the stake out at the university for such a thought.”

“Doubtless.” Blackie looked at his empty tumbler as though he suspected that a throne or a domination had stolen some of its precious contents. “Would you care for some chocolate ice cream?”

“Why else would I come?”

“Indeed.”

The Ryan clan were all chocolate freaks. None of them thought it strange to consume ice cream after Irish whiskey.

In their infrequent conversations, the priest and the professor always pretended to speak first about their academic interests, then about theology, then about Sean’s marital problems, then, finally, about God.

Blackie dug liberal scoops of ice cream out of a container he had found somewhere in a freezer hidden in his closet. “You propose to suggest this possibility to those marking your reception of the Nobel Prize? Angels as a punctuation, perhaps even an exclamation point in the evolutionary process?”

“Can they eat chocolate ice cream?”

The priest considered the plate he had filled. “With God all things are possible . . . but surely that will cause a sensation?”

“Why not?”

“Indeed.”

“Maybe your buddy Teilhard de Garden was right.”

“Chardin, Professor, although your invariable and invariant mistake, we both know, is deliberate. But consider: if we are really moving toward Point Omega, the ultimate goal of everything, and if the angels are really one step, or perhaps several steps . . . pardon, punctuation points . . . closer to Point Omega than we are, does it not follow”—he extended the calorie-laden dish to Sean—“that we ought to be concerned about the nature of Point Omega, about who She is and what She wants of us? . . .”

“And then it follows that I should get an annulment of my marriage to Mona, find some nice Irish Catholic woman who finds my odd humor funny, return to the Church, and perhaps sire more children like Deirdre and Fionna? Consider it all said and tell me about angels.”

“A world which can produce such persons as your admirable daughters,” the priest said as he spooned a giant chunk of chocolate into his tiny mouth, “need not have angels to be filled with wonder. However, let us leave aside such poetic exclamation points and consider other angels. . . .”

God, the little bastard was clever.

“The Jebs tell them there are no angels. They represent God’s work in the world. So we don’t have to believe in guardian angels anymore. Sister Intemerata would die if she hadn’t died already.”

The priest continued to wolf down his ice cream. “There is some debate among theologians as to whether the scriptures constrain us to believe in angels. I think the weight of opinion is with the excellent Jesuits at St. Ignatius. Surely in the scriptures the angel is a function rather than a person. Yet the issue remains open as to whether they in fact exist even if we need not accept them as a matter of faith.” He sighed again. “It is not an issue that much occupies theologians, who now are principally interested in politics while science fiction writers and filmmakers are interested in theology. Spielberg, for example, obviously believes in creatures of light, the cherubic characters in Close Encounters, the forces of good in Poltergeist, even perhaps the admirable ET.”

“Creatures of light?”

“I like to think of them,” Blackie added, “as creatures of fire, passionate fire even.”

“Interesting.” Sean nodded his head. “But hardly to my point. Might they really be lurking around, singing Palestrina or maybe Orlando Lassus for my friend Stacey?”

“If they lurk—and I would rather think they do—it would take more than artifacts as puny as a fifth-generation computer to capture them.” Blackie’s normally soft eyes glinted. “And one would be ill advised to mess with them. Passionate light, fireballs of love might be very dangerous creatures.”

“You think they might lurk?”

“I wouldn’t write off the folklore completely.”

“Well . . .” Sean Desmond felt a shiver run through his body. “Presumably they would not be angry with me if I suggested that they too were part of the evolutionary process.”

“I hardly think that likely.”

“Good”—the professor rose from his couch—“I think I have enough for a talk at the Royal Swedish Academy. Pure speculation, of course.”

“Indeed . . .” Blackie was preoccupied.

“Nothing to worry about, is there? I mean it’s mostly a joke.”

“Half fun and full earnest.”

“Comic speculation.”

The priest considered the professor very carefully. “Fire-balls of love can be dangerous, Sean Seamus Desmond, if you get caught in one of them.”
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