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“We have worked on enough fraud cases in the last decade to know that scientific fraud is more common than is convenient to believe, and that it does not happen only on the periphery of science.”

—from “Evidence of Fraud in an Influential Field Experiment About Dishonesty,” posted on August 17, 2021 by Uri Simonsohn, Leif Nelson and Joe Simmons at https://datacolada.org/. 

“We have now reached a point where those doing systematic reviews must start by assuming that a study is fraudulent until they can have some evidence to the contrary.”

—from Time to assume that health research is fraudulent until proven otherwise? - The BMJ by Richard Smith, former editor of the British Medical Journal (BMJ)—in BMJ, July 5, 2021. 

“The most likely career path for anyone who has committed misconduct is a long and fruitful career. Because most people, if they’re caught at all, they skate.”

—from Ivan ORANSKY https://freakonomics.com/podcast/can-academic-fraud-be-stopped/ (#573, Jan. 17, 2024): 

“Hier stehe ich; ich kann nicht anders” 

(“Here I stand; I can’t do otherwise”). 

—from Martin Luther, 1521. 

“Mit der Dummheit kämpfen Götter selbst vergebens” 

(“Against stupidity, even the Gods fight in vain”). 

—from Friedrich Schiller, in The Maid of Orleans (1801). 
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Disclaimer 

The Spiky Man is a work of fiction. Names, characters, and institutions are products of the author’s imagination. Unfortunately, the kinds of research misconduct described in the novel, though attributed there to imaginary characters and imaginary institutions, are not themselves imaginary, as any reader of the Retraction Watch site (Retraction Watch: Tracking retractions as a window into the scientific process, https://retractionwatch.com) will attest. Even the most unlikely-seeming types of scientific fraud and corruption in the novel have occurred and continue to occur in real life, under the noses of official gatekeepers.

If you care about this issue, sleuths who expose this type of fraud often accept donations. In addition to Retraction Watch, you might wish to consider donating to the eagle-eyed Elisabeth Bik, who has an almost preternatural ability for spotting doctored images in scientific publications. (Science Integrity Digest: A blog about science integrity, by Elisabeth Bik, for Harbers-Bik LLC. Support my work at Patreon.com/elisabethbik), 

or to the ultra-acerbic Leonid Schneider (https://forbetterscience.com/author/

leonidschneider).
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Chapter 1: Achilles 
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FUCK FEELINGS, FACE facts. That’s my motto. I’ll stick to it in these notes about my life, even if the memories they evoke are painful. I’ll write down incidents in the order they occur to me. That sounds disorganized, but perhaps a coherent narrative will emerge.  

It’s 5:34 am on March 1, 2020, according to my Omega Moonwatch (steel on steel edition; one of the indulgences I’ve permitted myself since Julie ordered me to move out of our house). I had a dream about swimming that seemed important. I can’t remember the dream now. 

I roll out of bed and make myself a cup of black coffee on my Techniform Moccamaster. For the Nth time since I moved to this condo, I’m reminded that the kitchen is too small. I enjoy cooking, and there isn’t enough working or storage space for my equipment. On the other hand, I have the kitchen to myself, without other human beings in the way. Best of all, there are no sound effects from my brother-in-law the Humster. 

I drink the coffee on my balcony. The view is gorgeous. It’s a sunny, clear morning. To the northwest, quite close, the gothic Parliament building. To the north, the Ottawa River and in the distance, the snow-covered Gatineau Hills. 

I’m still trying to recapture my dream, but give up. I resist the temptation of using my phone to see if my H-index on Google Scholar has risen since I quit science. It was 79 the last time I looked. That vile man, Carlo Makoyi Magnusson, had an H-index of 137 a few days ago. The H-index is mostly meaningless, but if I’d accepted more grad students over the years and published more papers, mine could have been over 100. Oh well. Instead of consulting Google Scholar, I read about the latest misdeeds of the Lord of Lies. That is, the orange baboon who leads the corrupt republic to the south of us, a country termed the “Basket of Deplorables” by one of its leading politicians in a moment of tactless honesty. As a statesman, the Lord of Lies ranks with the Roman Emperor Elagabulus (look him up on Wikipedia) without the excuse of being a teenager. 

I finish my coffee, make my bed, put on my workout clothes, grab a rag from the kitchen, and take the elevator to the gym on the second floor. I’m wearing a mask. Since early February, I’ve insisted that the cleaners sterilize the gym each evening after it closes. I persuaded the management of the residence to let me supervise the cleaning process two evenings in a row, after I presented my medical credentials and hinted I might alert other gym users to the dangers of infected surfaces in the gym otherwise. It’s fomites—contaminated objects and surfaces—that people are worried about. A cheery video put out by a pony-tailed doctor in the Midwest is advising people to sterilize everything they buy. He says you should wash vegetables from the grocery store in Lysol, bake your daily newspaper in the oven at high temperature each morning, and so on. Scrub everything—scrub, scrub, scrub!

I don’t tell the residence managers that I have my doubts about the danger of fomites, that I suspect the new virus takes to the air to infect people. I’m at odds with the North American consensus. That’s because unlike almost all so-called public health experts, I know a lot about SARS-CoV-1, the new coronavirus’s older, dumber sibling. SARS-CoV-1 certainly looked as though it was airborne. Unfortunately, that mini-epidemic burned itself out shortly after it appeared in the early 2000s, which put a multi-year dip in my career. I’m an expert on coronaviruses, and funding for research into them dried up after a brief bonanza. We didn’t learn nearly as much as we could have about SARS-CoV-1. Funding agencies aren’t run by people with a long-term perspective. 

Maybe fomites did play a role in spreading it back then, or maybe they didn’t, but SARS-CoV-2—the new variant—has mutated sufficiently from the original that fomites might pose a risk now. Who knows? In March 2020, SARS-CoV-2 is a debutante, her character traits a matter of guesswork. Better safe than sorry: sterilize everything you’ll be in contact with. 

I’ve been going to the gym at 6 am. The residence managers have given me a key so I can get in there before the attendant shows up at 7 am. This arrangement cost me a $150 bribe, but it ensures I’m the only person there and the first person to drip sweat onto the machines. I’ll also be the only person breathing the air there since the previous evening. I can take off my mask in the gym with only a minimal risk that there are still tiny viral particles lingering in the air from the day before. I hate working out with a mask on. 

My workouts go better if I’m angry. Moderate rage lets me lift 10 kg more on most of the machines. When I’m in a fury, almost blind with anger, I get up to 20 kg of extra lifting power. So I save up my angry thoughts for the gym (not that I’m without them at other times of day). This morning, I think about my ex-boss deBlair Halloran first, and his vile, brilliant ally, Dr. Carlo Makoyi Magnusson. 

Then—preparing myself for my morning correspondence—I think about Harvard University and the Ontario College of Physicians and Surgeons. Not bad: I lift 15 kg more than usual on the bench press, and 10 kg more than usual on two of the other eight machines that make up my routine. I take the elevator back up to my apartment on the 12th floor. A couple in the elevator gives me an odd look. They’re not used to seeing someone wearing a mask. Yet. 

I take with me the rag I’ve used to wipe down each machine after using it, the one I brought down 55 minutes earlier. I never use one of the rags in the gym; all of those have been marinated in the sweat of scores of people. I’m more worried about bacteria than about viruses lurking in the rags. Soapy water from the gym’s spray bottles might have killed some of the microorganisms carried by those people, but not all. 

I pop my personal gym rag into a pot of water on my electric stove. I’ll let the pot boil for five minutes, then stick the rag in the dryer. Meanwhile, I have breakfast: a banana, a bowl of yogurt, and another cup of black coffee. I sit at my desk in the living room and contemplate the katana, a sabre for samurai, hanging on the wall opposite. 

My grandfather, WK Sinclair, left me the katana in his will, along with his netsuke collection. I returned most of the netsukes—tiny, intricately carved belt ornaments—to the Japanese-Canadian families that had originally owned them, if those families were traceable. I donated the remaining netsukes to the Royal Ontario Museum, receiving a tax credit in return. I looked for the original owners of the katana in my condo and two other katanas that are in storage, but didn’t locate them. It’s possible that I was somewhat less zealous in my search for those owners than for the netsuke owners. I love the katanas. 

I fantasize for a minute or two about a fresh start in Germany, once this pandemic is over. The Max Planck Institute in Berlin is no longer interested in hiring me after the lies that were spread through my research community about my supposed misdeeds. But Gaston LaFlamme has been working his connections assiduously, refuting those lies and looking into European jobs for me. Berlin is out, but a research institute in Munich is eager to get me on staff. Then again, haven’t I decided to give up science? 

Now for my first letter of the morning. 


Dear Dr. Lawrence Bacow, 

I decline your invitation to address the Harvard Medical School graduating class of 2020 on the topic “Pandemics Past, Present, and Future: a Virologist’s Perspective.” Until recently, I have been a proud Harvard man and generous donor to the school.

Revelations about your institution’s close ties to the convicted pedophile Jeffrey Epstein, and the realization that it allows other ultrarich criminals—some convicted, others as yet unindicted—to buy their third-rate offspring admission to your undergraduate program in place of their intellectual betters have proved to me that my pride and my generosity were misplaced. One such criminal is Charles Kushner, whose mediocre, tapeworm-pale son Jared is now deeply lodged in the bowels of the White House, but there are many similar cases. My alma mater, dear mother Harvard, is an unscrupulous, greedy whore.

Harvard has always discriminated in favour of the children of the elite. However, there was a brief period between the abandonment of overt Jewish quotas and the imposition of hidden Asian quotas when meritorious applicants from non-elite families had a chance of being admitted. Along with the other Ivy League universities that serve the deplorable American plutocracy, you have returned to your original role as a finishing school for the dull spawn of the ultra-rich, though now you astutely sprinkle just enough students from poor, non-white, non-Asian minorities into the entering class to distract racist rubes in the hinterland from the real issue with admissions. 

Tell your Alumni Affairs office to cease pestering me for further donations. 

Yours contemptuously,

Dr. Charles Brandon

PhD, Harvard Class of 1997; FRSC (Fellow of the Royal Society of Canada).



I print out the letter, sign it and address an envelope to Bercow with my favourite pen. It’s a golden one, inscribed with my name in Latin and Arabic script, that the Prince gave me four years ago. After firing off email versions of the letter to Bercow, the Harvard Crimson student paper, and the New York Times, I pour myself another cup of coffee and embark on my next letter. 


To Dr. Peeter Poldre, 

I write to you in my capacity as a dues-paying member of your organization. 

You are President of the Ontario College of Physicians and Surgeons (CPSO). Doubtless you are aware of the multiple offspring engendered without consent by the disgraced Ottawa fertility doctor Dr. Norman Barwin. It’s now known that 16 women unwittingly gave birth to children fathered on them by Barwin. Many more Barwin babies will be revealed over the next two or three years.

You lead an organization that botched its duty of supervising Ontario’s doctors. As early as 1986, CPSO was aware that strange things were going on at Dr. Barwin’s fertility clinic. In that year, a woman learned from a DNA test that her baby could not possibly be the offspring of the intended sperm donor. Similar discoveries followed in 1994, 2004, 2006, and 2010. These suspicious circumstances were widely reported. Yet it was not until 2013 that CPSO imposed a penalty on Barwin for his “carelessness”: a suspension of his licence for two months and a fine covering the cost of his disciplinary hearing.

Leaving aside this ludicrously light penalty imposed on him, why did your organization not immediately launch a thorough investigation of Dr. Barwin’s conduct? It would have been trivially easy for the CPSO Discipline Committee to demand that Barwin provide a DNA sample, to be compared with that of his putative offspring, in exchange for not having to surrender his medical licence permanently. 

Neither then nor subsequently has your organization lifted a finger to help Barwin’s victims—his former patients and their offspring—investigate his actions. The costs of those investigations have been borne entirely by the victims themselves. Grudgingly, because of facts yielded by those investigations, CPSO finally revoked Barwin’s licence in 2019. How many women were unwittingly impregnated by Barwin’s sperm between 2013 and 2019? 

Throughout the entire 1994-2019 period, CPSO acted in accordance with the motto of the three Japanese monkeys: “See no evil, hear no evil, speak no evil.” I suggest that those three monkeys replace the serpent-entwined rod of Asclepius in the corporate logo of your organization. 

Which monkey are you, Dr. Poldre? 

To restore its lost honour, the CPSO should do the following:” 



My phone buzzes. 

“Yes?”

“Dad, it’s Zoe.” 

“Hello. I didn’t think you were speaking to me.”

“I’m not calling for myself. You need to reach out to Gege.” Zoe calls her brother the Mandarin word for “older brother.” 

She continues, “He was hurt by what you said to him and Boris before you moved out. He’s not like me, he still cares about you.”

“‘Not like me’? Nice. Is he still seeing the Batman? I will never forgive that young man speaking to me as he did. His manner was patronizing in the extreme. If I ever accept a so-called ‘intervention,’ it won’t be from someone like the Batman. 

“I care about Anton, too. That’s why I told him he should stop seeing the Batman. Being intimate with a drug dealer who never washes and who meets regularly with dozens of marginalized customers is a terrible idea right now. I’ve talked to both of you about this virus. The latest numbers out of Italy—”

“Admit it, Dad. You’re a homophobe. You can’t stand it that your son has a boyfriend. I like Boris. He’s not for everyone, but he’s smart and funny. He gives Gege something he needs, affection. Why must you yuck Gege’s yum?”

“You’re out of line. My best friend is gay. That doesn’t mean I want the Batman in my son’s life. If Anton had attended university as I wanted, he could have met people, gay or straight, who were civilized. People like Dr. Felsenstein or his partner, not weirdos with nipple rings. He’s embarked on a path I disapprove of. I’m not going to be hypocritical.”

“You think Josh Felsenstein is your friend? What you mean is that he’s the only person from your work who’s still on speaking terms with you. He doesn’t give you an out on homophobia. Is it a coincidence that the one person you consider a friend is both gay and Jewish? Convenient, with all those Nazis in our family tree. You must wish he was one of those Ethiopian Jews. It’d be a trifecta—black, gay, and Jewish. You’d have 360-degree political coverage.” 

“He’s not my only friend.”

“Are you referring to your old school buddy, that disgusting Rod Pringle? The way he leers at my boobs creeps me out. I’m not 17 yet, for God’s sake. You’ve been hanging out in bars with that weasel-faced pervert. Do everyone a favour and challenge him to down a full bottle of vodka in one go. He’ll die of alcohol poisoning and save a lot of girls from being molested. Come to think of it, he may not be the only guy who went to your school who dies of alcohol poisoning.”

“That’s enough. I’ve got things to do.” 

“Call Gege, Dad. For his sake, not mine.” 

“If you insist on giving me advice, let’s discuss your own path. It’s been months since we talked about that. The last report card of yours I’ve seen was from halfway through Grade 11, and it was atrocious. You’re not stupid. If you allocated some time to classwork, you might still get into a university. Have you applied to any?”

“What about how you allocate your time? You’re supposed to be a leading virologist. We may be facing a pandemic. I get it that you’re pissed off at what the people at the Institute did to you. But instead of sitting on your ass in your luxury condo, sulking and drinking Negronis, why don’t you volunteer to work in a hospital? You’ve got an MD. Shouldn’t you serve on the front lines?” 

“I haven’t practised as a physician for years. My expertise is in research. Let me see your most recent report cards, so we can strategize about university applications. Even if you’ve missed the deadlines, I might be able to pull strings. I know people in Sudbury—the university there accepts non-conventional applicants.”

“Dad, it’s great that you’re finally taking some interest in me, but save it for Gege. He needs it, I don’t. Mom and I agree that you haven’t been a real part of our family for years. You were always at the lab. Like, I’m grateful your sperm helped make me, but you could be an anonymous donor as far as I’m concerned. Did I tell you I’m changing my name to Mom’s? I’m gonna be Zoe Zhang from now on. My therapist and I agree, this is an important part of my journey.

“Brandon isn’t even your real name, right? If I drop it, it’s no loss.” 

“Zoe –”

“Gotta go. Please call Gege and apologize. Cut down on the Negronis. Also, I’ve been thinking. You must get lonely, all by yourself in the condo. Have you considered buying a dog? Could help with your issues.

“Oh, I almost forgot—congrats on not being arrested lately. For a while there I thought you’d end up in the pen. Bye now.”

How do women do it? Whatever you say, they twist your words around so you’re in the wrong. Zoe has been adept at this game since early childhood. She’s the opposite of her sad sack of a brother. I don’t recall Anton ever winning an argument. He’s a dreamer. After nearly failing high school, he’s drifted into a relationship with a scruffy, drug-dealing freak with nipple rings and a neckbeard who falls asleep by imagining himself as a bat. Since calling the freak by his name—which is Boris, with the surname Cherniak or Chernets or Chernik or at any rate something with a Ukrainian flavour starting with “Cher”—would give him more respect than he deserves, I refer to him as “the Batman.”

I resume typing on my laptop.


Which monkey are you, Dr.Poldre ? 

To restore its lost honour, the CPSO should do the following:

1. Pay all investigative and legal costs incurred from 2013 onwards by Barwin’s victims;

2. With immediate effect, suspend for a year the medical licences of the five members of the CPSO Discipline Committee who ruled on the Barwin case in 2013, as a punishment for their negligence in not opening a detailed investigation;

3. Publish an open letter in ...”



The phone buzzes again. 

“Yes?”

“This is Josh.”

“Hello. How are you and Erik doing?”

“Fine. It’s good to be back in Ottawa. While we were living in Toronto, the renters shorted out our microwave, and Erik is upset about scratches on the dining room table, but otherwise the house is fine.

“How about you? Have you and Julie talked recently? I’m hoping you’ve patched things up.”

“We haven’t talked since early January. The hell with her. Josh, I’m in the middle of something –”

“Scientific work? I’m glad to hear that. I’ve been talking to Jill Mallard. The Administration is willing to overlook your letter of resignation. Everybody understands why you were upset by what happened, but it’s over now. You were cleared. Hell, you got a public apology and generous compensation.”

“What about that report into Magnusson’s misconduct by outside experts that the university promised? Is that out yet?”

“Not yet.”

“It was supposed to be issued months ago. This smells like a cover-up.”

“Does it matter? Magnusson is out, as you know. Going back to the States. Thanks to your brilliant lawyer. What a woman! If I were straight, I’d propose to her. Before the Magnusson controversy and the other things that happened, you were an asset to the organization, and that can be true again. Maybe your greatest triumphs are still ahead of you. 

“You’ve heard the latest? I just came back from the BioGen conference in Boston, and everybody was talking about this new coronavirus. It’s spreading in Italy, and there’s been a death in New York. You’re one of the world’s top coronavirus experts. We’ve been talking about you at work, and the powers that be can get you generous research funding.”

“Josh, I’d like you to cast your mind back a couple of years, when I was pleading with deBlair, Wauchope, and JM for a small amount of funding to work on coronaviruses. They offered me almost nothing. Fashionistas. They can’t be trusted. I’m taking a break from science for at least a year. Right now, I’m doing correspondence I’ve put off. After finishing that, I’ll resume what I was doing yesterday. I’ve been reading a trilogy of plays by Schiller called Wallenstein. I’m reading it in the original, with a dictionary in hand. My German is coming back. Fantastic plays. They’re about a great warrior who’s betrayed by his employers.” 

There’s a pause. Josh Felsenstein says, “Will you at least have a phone conversation with Jill Mallard? She wants to talk to you about coming back. Says she’ll do her best to make up for what happened. A new office, more lab space, grad students, postdocs, no courses to teach during your first year back –”

“You mentioned the powers that be. That’s deBlair, Sam Wauchope, and Wendell Rutherford. Why would I go back to working for them? JM isn’t even a power. She’s their low-level flunkey, which is more despicable.”

“You’ve always been too hard on Jill. She means well. If you come back, you wouldn’t have to interact with deBlair or Sam Wauchope. They’ve both lost face with the higher-ups because of the outcome of your hearing. Jill has taken over most of deBlair’s responsibilities, and Wauchope seems to be hiding. Give Jill a call. You’ve been telling everybody that this Covid thing will keep getting worse. If that’s what you believe, you can’t sulk in your tent like Achilles.”

“So now that you’re back from Toronto, and you’ve become the R & D Director, you’re already lobbying me on behalf of Jill and the rest of the Administration? You’ve forgiven them for the whole Magnusson mess? You’re too forgiving, Josh. You don’t stick with your principles. I like you, even respect you, but you’re a man of twists and turns. 

“I can have a brief chat with Jill, but any attempt to have me withdraw my resignation is off limits. I’ll hang up if she focuses on that topic.

“My best to Erik.” 

I return to my letter.


3. Publish an open letter in multiple media to all parents with infertility problems in Ontario and Quebec, apologizing for putting them at risk of covert insemination by one of your members ...



And so on. 

That afternoon, after I’ve sent off the email to Dr. Poldre, Jill Mallard calls. I’m sitting in my living room, basking in the honey-coloured light pouring into the apartment, listening to Glenn Gould playing Brandenburg Concerto Number Five. I’m reading a history of the Thirty Years’ War in English to deepen my understanding of the Wallenstein plays. I’ve got to the part where the inhabitants of the Rhineland are so hungry they’ve started eating each other, as French, Swedish, and Austrian Habsburg troops rampage across the countryside, killing, raping and looting. Whatever people think, 2020 AD is not the worst of times. I’m in a good mood until I hear Jill’s voice. 

Dr. Jillian Mallard, MD, is a mediocre researcher but a decent person. Like many mediocre scientists, she’s ended up as an administrator. She’s second-in-command of the Ottawa Genomics Research Institute (OGRI), my former employer, under deBlair Halloran. She likes to be called “JM” by her colleagues. When I say she’s a decent person, I mean this in the Canadian sense. If JM is a bystander when the authorities are marching you off to the Gulag through the snow, and you’re wearing nothing but a T-shirt, boxer shorts, and sneakers, she’ll ask the guards to stop for a moment while she gives you her overcoat and maybe her winter boots. Then she’ll watch, looking sad, as they drag you off to your doom. It’s beyond her scope to ask them or anyone else what you’ve done to deserve this: it wouldn’t occur to her to challenge authority. 

My kids talk about how people they know, including themselves, are supposedly not neurotypical. Jill is best described as “bureautypical.” She is quintessentially Canadian. 

“Hello, JM,” I say into my phone.

“How are you, Charles? We haven’t seen each other for months.” 

“Since the disciplinary hearing last November. I’m catching up on my cultural heritage by reading German classics. Enjoying being alone. I’m as happy as a pedophile teacher at a boarding school.”

“That’s inappropriate. The reason I’m calling –”

“Trying to get me to leave my tent?” 

“Sorry?”

“This morning, Josh Felsenstein compared me to Achilles. You’re calling to persuade me to withdraw my resignation. Not a chance. What about you—how is life treating you?”

“Things are crazy here at work. It isn’t just the virus. There have been organizational developments. Some of them may please you.”

“I don’t want to hear about OGRI. I admit I’m interested in the progress of the virus. Did you see they’ve spotted the first US case?” 

“Listen, Clive McMillan has come temporarily out of retirement. He’s heading a new task force on Covid. He’s been working his old federal connections to get funding for research on it. He wants to get you back on board. He thinks he can get you a five-year grant at DAMU, enough to fund four PhD students and two postdocs. I can have him call you.”

“Like deBlair wouldn’t sabotage that? He hates my guts. And vice versa. I’m hanging up, unless you find another topic of conversation.”

“You wouldn’t have to work with deBlair. He’s on medical leave. You’ve heard that Josh Felsenstein is back as R & D Director? The two of you have always got along. Technically, he’d be your supervisor. Josh being willing to take on that role was tremendous news. We’ve had setbacks lately.”

“What you mean is that my lawyer made all of you in the Administration look like fools and crooks. She forced you into abject surrender. I wish she’d told me how she did it. 

“I bet the article in the student paper that followed ruffled your feathers yet again, JM. My, how often they’ve been ruffled recently. Belinda Burnham has a bright future in journalism. Did you like the bit in her Coywolf article where she compared the show trial you people put me through to what the Church did to Galileo? Her summary of interviews with people I’ve supervised was great too. They seem to have praised me to the skies—Daiyu Lin, Miranda Karp-Kupferschmidt, Lucie Brisebois, Cleo Chang, even Brisbane McKenzie—all women, with Bakary N’Dri, a black African male, thrown in to give me even more points. I had no idea the DAMU student population would ever come to think of me as a woke, feminist icon. Deeply caring, compassionate. Virtually a saint.”

“Student journalists often get things wrong.”

“Ms. Burnham got a lot right. She was careful in her remarks about Magnusson, but she seems to have figured out that his lab was hell for the people he supervised. It makes sense that I looked good compared to him. I just wish she’d figured out who framed me. I’m convinced it was deBlair.”

“You know perfectly well, Charles, that neither you nor I can discuss the unfortunate events that occurred last year. Both sides agreed that those events would be considered dead and buried. That was a condition for the generous settlement you received. As Dr. Rutherford promised at the time, the relevant people in the IT department have been appropriately punished. There was never a shred of evidence that deBlair Halloran had any involvement. You need to move on, Charles, not dwell on the past.”

“You and deBlair are birds of a feather. That’s why you’re covering up for him now.”

“Charles, please. It’s all hands on deck. We need you. Millions of people may die from this thing.”

“For years, I pleaded for funding for my coronavirus research. You and the rest of the Administration were urging me to travel around the country to study pig shit. After that, and the show trial, I’m never coming back to work for your lame-duck version of the Halloran regime.”

“Enough with the duck jokes! They stopped being funny a long time ago.”

“Blame your ancestors. How did they end up with the surname ‘Mallard’? Anas platyrhynchos is a respectable bird, so you shouldn’t mind. It’s the ducks who should be upset. No mallard ever helped frame another duck, as far as I know.”

“I was always on your side, Charles. I’d been misled about important facts.”

“Yes, the accusations against me turned out to be a canard—oops! There I go again. You’ve been playing a classic female role: the sidekick of powerful bad men, a woman who benefits from their misdeeds, but who escapes criticism when those misdeeds are exposed. Like Pat Nixon, like Melania Trump, like Eva Braun, you are an unindicted co-conspirator, complicit in everything that was done to me. Your protestations of innocence don’t convince me. 

“Spring is coming. Time for you to leave town. You and your husband have a cottage up near Maniwaki, I believe. Quack, quack, Dr. Mallard. Fly away north. And don’t call me again.”

“Can’t you put your grievances aside for the good of humanity? This pandemic calls for all of us to work together.”

“If your nestmate deBlair gets in touch, pass on a message to him. He aspires to cultivation, so he’ll be flattered that it’s a quotation from Goethe. From his play Götz von Berlichingen. I’ll say it in German, but feel free to say it to deBlair in English. Don’t try it in French, JM. Has anyone ever told you that your spoken French is terrible, even worse than the French most Ottawa anglophones speak?

“Here’s my message to deBlair. Er kann mich am Arsch lecken.” 

“Sorry ... what?” 

“Listen carefully. Er ... kann ... mich ... am ... Arsch ... lecken. Most of the words have English cognates. He can lick me in the arse.

“Goodbye, JM.”
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Chapter 2: Geboren Karl Brandenberg
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I HAD ALMOST THE SAME dream last night as the night before. But this morning, as I sat on my balcony drinking coffee, I remembered most of it.

In the dream, I’m swimming. The membrane of a cell is stretched out below me in the murky light, extending far into the distance in all directions, rippling slightly. The membrane is green, studded with protrusions in various colours and shapes. Glycoproteins wave fuzzy strands of purple and blue sugar aloft into the extracellular fluid, like streamers made of cotton candy. At intervals, big grey pillars of cholesterol are embedded deep in the membrane, rigid as concrete. I spot one or two hostile aliens, too—much bigger than me, spherical, studded with spikes. The alien closest to me on the right is squatting on the membrane, getting ready to open a hole in it so he can inject his poisonous misinformation into the cell. This virus makes me think of a giant dog shitting in a meadow. I and my buddies will stop you, you bastards! 

I need to get through the membrane. It’s in two layers, two thick, greasy curtains separating the backstage from the place where the drama is being acted out. I take a deep breath and push into the first oily layer. It’s populated by long, slippery, yellow-brown strands that I must squeeze between. I take a short break in the thin, watery gap between the first and second oily layers—I’m more comfortable in water than in oil. No slacking, man! You’re needed all the way in. 

I push through the second oily layer and past inward-facing proteins embedded in it, into the cytoplasm. It’s watery and bubbling with activity, most of it beneficial; molecules jiggling around, bumping into each other, and sometimes sticking together to make something useful. This cell can still be saved. I swim around, looking for my target. I pass a couple of my buddies on the same mission. We nod at each other but don’t stop; every millisecond is precious. I’m searching for a lumpy object that looks like a wad of discarded chewing gum, though some experts compare it to a cupped right hand. They call it an RdRp. 

I see a big brown sac near the centre of the cell. That’s the nucleus. Fortunately, I don’t have to penetrate the nucleus as I did the cell itself. Some viruses do their mischief inside the nucleus, but not the kind I’ve been designed to sabotage. 

I spot a giant wad of chewing gum in the distance. There’s my target! I swim towards it. Close up, it does look more like a hand. It’s hard at work. A coiled ribbon of RNA from one of the invading viruses hangs off one end of the hand; the hand is spooling out a copy of that ribbon, clenching and unclenching each time it grabs material from the surrounding fluid and adds it to the end of the new ribbon. The RdRp doesn’t look like a printing press, but that’s what it is: a printing press that will spew out thousands of treasonous but convincing propaganda messages unless I can stop it. 

I drift closer, noting the coiled chains of amino acids that make up the RdRp. In my dream, the 20 amino acids found in humans have a variety of colours. For instance, leucine, valine, and isoleucine are dark green, aspartic acid and glutamic acid bright red. There’s a whiff of rotten egg as I swim by two yellow cysteines, which have sulfur atoms. I get a tingling, a static shock, as I swim near a polar amino acid, one with electrically charged ends. It’s bright orange, so it’s serine or threonine. The colours are from my first biochemistry textbook; they’re not what you’d see under a microscope. 

Okay, the hand is about to unclench briefly. This is my chance. As it opens up, I dive towards the palm, towards the robin’s egg blue and cooked-asparagus smell of two asparagine amino acids. I bite hard into a slight protrusion nearby. There’s a grinding noise as the whole hand clenches tightly around me. It won’t be able to unclench again; I’ve jammed the mechanism. Success! If enough of my fellow soldiers do the same, to all the RdRps in this cell and in billions of other cells in this human being, we’ll have arrived in time to defeat the alien invasion. 

I had woken up with a feeling of triumph. Now, sitting on the balcony drinking coffee, the feeling fades. Every chemistry student knows the story of August Kekulé, who had been puzzling over the properties of benzene for years. Dozing in front of the fire, he had a vision of a snake biting its own tail. Awake, he realized that everything he knew about benzene could be explained if the central part of the benzene molecule was made up of six carbon atoms joined in a ring. Alas, though Kekulé’s dream transformed chemistry, my dream was useless. While imagining myself as an anti-viral molecule, why had I not looked at and memorized my own structure? Or memorized the exact location in the palm of the cupped-hand RdRp that I’d attacked? 

For five years, I’ve been fantasizing about creating a drug that would block the activity of single-strand RNA viruses by preventing them from replicating. Ideally, the drug would knock out most of the viruses in class IV of the Baltimore taxonomy. That class includes the recently trendy SARS-CoV-2, which has most of the people in the world hiding from each other at the time of writing. It also includes this virus’s incompetent older brother SARS-CoV-1, and their first cousin MERS. SARS-CoV-1 kickstarted my career. MERS, also called camel flu, was kind to me later on, during lean years between 2006 and 2013; it put me in touch with the Prince. The Baltimore IV class also includes foot-and-mouth disease, hepatitis A, hepatitis C, polio, Zika virus, and even rhinoviruses that carry the common cold. These all hijack the machinery of the cells they’ve invaded to produce RdRps—RNA-dependent RNA polymerases—that are roughly hand-shaped. The RdRps churn out copies of the single strand of RNA that encodes the genome of the virus. The part of RdRps that varies least across different class IV viruses is the palm of the hand. 

The conventional way of dealing with viruses that infect people is to mobilize the human immune system by developing a vaccine. That’s a pain, and expensive. Every time a virus mutates sufficiently to fool the immune system, which happens often—especially with RNA viruses—a new vaccine is required. And that applies to minor mutations of a single type of virus. Immunologists, a conservative bunch, would try to have one of their colleagues who proposed a vaccine that covered several different viruses locked up in a mental institution. 

Vaccines are not the way to go if you want a treatment that will be resistant to mutations and will work for many different viruses. Vaccines train immune systems to recognize the proteins that viruses are packaged in—the spike proteins on the surface of the SARS sphere, for instance. Sooner or later, those proteins mutate so the immune system doesn’t recognize them anymore. It makes much more sense to target components of the virus’s infection strategy that, unlike the spike proteins, have barely changed over millions of years of evolution. For instance, the RdRp molecule created by the viral RNA after it enters the cell. A molecule that jammed the RdRp would prevent copies of the invasive RNA from being made, stopping the infection. If the molecule targeted a site in the RdRp that is almost the same across several different virus families—for instance, a site in the palm of the RdRp—it would target all of them. 

You’re not sure if your kid has Covid-19, or just a bad cold? Imagine a drug that stops both of those class IV infections in their tracks. That imaginary drug will work just as well ten years later, because neither Covid-19 nor any of the several varieties of rhinovirus can alter the structure of their RdRps to neutralize the drug without also rendering the RdRp incapable of printing out RNA copies. 

Josh Felsenstein’s jibe about a universal virus killer moonshot is unfair. I’m not aiming at a cure for all viral infections. I’ll be happy if I come up with a molecule that knocks out most class IV viruses. Baltimore classes I through III and V through VII would be left for others to work on. What’s wrong with setting yourself tough goals? 

I’d have to figure out the structure of the molecule that will block the action of the RdRp. The dream summarized my pharmacological fantasy without moving me a nanometer closer to making it a reality. Moreover, after what my former bosses did to me, I’ve vowed not to think about viruses or drug molecules for at least a year. For that period of time at least, screw science. Maybe I’ll abandon research forever. 

Out on the balcony, I start thinking about where I’ll live once the pandemic is over. I’ve had it with Ottawa. What about Munich? I could turn the research institute there down, if I give up science permanently, but still move there. That city would be even better than Berlin. Gentler climate, with ski resorts in the Alps, Austria, Italy and France a train ride away. I’m a wealthy man. I could get a deluxe apartment in the Schwabing district and hang out with the Schickeria, the chic Munich yuppies. Perhaps some elegant young woman, a designer or an artist, who yearns for the Schwabing lifestyle but lacks the Geld, would be interested in a distinguished older man with a large bank account who speaks good German with a slight Anglo-Canadian accent. When not spending time with the svelte, sexy Münchenerin, I could take courses in art—I’d dabbled in painting years before—and German literature. 

My German grandfather, my Opa, used to reminisce about going into a café in Schwabing with buddies while visiting Munich. This was in 1940, after the successful invasion of France, a year before Opa was sent to the Russian front. He and his friends were on vacation from their jobs in an armaments factory in northeast Germany. 

After sitting down, they spotted a beautiful, arrogant-looking, blonde at a nearby table, drinking cocktails with other chic people. One of Opa’s friends—he was to die during the battle of Stalingrad in 1943—recognized her from newsreels and magazine photos. “Das ist Hitler’s Gletscherspalte,” he said, not too loudly. In a whisper, the waiter confirmed that he was right: the blonde woman was Hitler’s “glacier crevasse,” his favourite cineaste, Leni Riefenstahl. 

The army buddies did not interact with her. After finishing their beers and paying, they went to another café with a less intimidating clientele. But Opa never forgot this glimpse of a lifestyle well above his paygrade. He would have liked to have a grandson living in Schwabing. 

I suppose I should introduce some chronological order into this narrative, and restart it by describing my rather Germanic childhood. At birth I was named Karl Brandenberg, though my name is different now. 

My Opa, Kurt Brandenberg, was born in Prussia. Prussia doesn’t exist anymore. It was swallowed up by Russia and Poland in 1945. That may be a good thing; Prussia was the cultural core of German militarism. My Oma, Opa’s wife, originally Franziska Held, was born in the Sudetenland, another place that no longer exists in its original form, though she grew up mostly in British Columbia and Toronto. 

My earliest memory is of Oma singing me to sleep with the Lorelei song: “Ich weiss nicht, was soll es bedeuten / Dass ich so traurig bin / Ein Märchen aus alten Zeiten ...” “I don’t know what it means / That I feel so melancholy / A fairy tale from old times ...”

The song has always been beloved in Germany. It was too popular to be banned by the Nazis even though the words were written by a Jew, the poet Heinrich Heine. They dealt with this uncomfortable fact by claiming Heine stole the lyrics from an Aryan.

My sister Helen, formerly Helga, who is two years older than me, says that unlike me, she remembers when we were still living with our parents. She says they shouted at each other a lot and made us try weird foods. On the plus side, we could eat as much candy as we wanted. 

They left us with Opa and Oma when I was five. My memories start at six. Those early memories are of Opa and Oma’s three-bedroom apartment, part of a fourplex on a pleasant cul-de-sac on the northern fringe of downtown Toronto. It smelled of Opa’s cigars and Oma’s cooking. Oma cooked Canadian-style, but there were always packages of Dr. Oetker’s cake and pudding mixes around. Opa had those packages ordered directly from West Germany: he didn’t believe the employees at Dr. Oetker’s branch plant in Ontario knew what they were doing. I enjoyed Oma’s cakes and puddings, made from Dr. Oetker’s mixes, but she baked those only on Saturdays. She did not believe in giving us candy. 

There are photos of me in a Toronto park, a little blond boy in Lederhosen, from this period. I’m next to a smiling Oma and a grumpy-looking Helga. Helga—now “Helen”—says I was annoyingly adorable in those days. Oma and Opa called me “unser kleines Radieschen,”“our little radish,” and sometimes ruffled my hair. Oma must have got a friendly stranger to take the photo; Opa never came with us on park expeditions. Lederhosen look uncomfortable, but are more practical in one way than regular trousers: they’re better for peeing out of. In front, instead of a narrow slit, they have a rectangular flap. When opened, this exposes a wide area to the outside, giving the relevant organ room to breathe. Male readers will grasp the advantages of this flap-based design. 

As Christmas—Weihnachten—approached, there’d be an Advent calendar with tiny cardboard doors to be opened each day, revealing an image of a Christmas tree or a red sled or a gold trumpet or, eventually, the Christ child in his manger with Mary and Joseph and admiring animals looking on. There’d be Stollen, too, a fruit and nut loaf sprinkled with icing sugar and ordered from Dresden in the DDR—East Germany to you. On Christmas Eve, there’d be a living Christmas pine tree on a red metal stand in the living room, illegally adorned with real candles burning with real flames for a few minutes, with presents underneath, and a bucket of water standing by. Miraculously, the tree never caught fire; the contents of the bucket never had to be thrown over it. We’d open the presents after the candles had been extinguished that night, not on Christmas Day; Christmas Eve is more important to Germans.

Opa was not an easy man, but he was kind to me. Helen says he spoiled me. In the evenings, he’d read Grimm’s fairy tales to me, or teach me how to draw, or tell me stories about animals, while Oma helped Helga with her homework in the living room. Opa’s excuse for not paying attention to Helga’s schoolwork was that his English wasn’t good enough. A few years later, he tried to help her with math homework, but that usually ended in shouting and tears.

Opa loved telling me about my dad’s younger days. Franz, the couple’s only child, had been a golden boy during high school, winning medals for his athletic and academic accomplishments. Top track and field athlete—he held the Ontario record in his age category for the high jump for a couple of months—president of the student council, ace debater. Two glass shelves in Oma and Opa’s living room held his trophies. 

Opa relished stories about a side of Franz he managed to hide from his teachers—his fondness for scherzen, pranks. When he was in Grade 10, for instance, nobody guessed who had smeared Vaseline on scores of door handles at the school overnight. Coins glued to the floor, audiovisual equipment found on the roof of the school, the chicken incident—all my dad’s work, and he never got caught. Opa would refer mysteriously to Franz’s greatest triumph, the recording that supposedly exposed the hypocrisy of the teachers and school administrators, but I didn’t learn the details until much later. “My Franz was so clever at concealing that he was behind the pranks! Those two-faced teachers never guessed that their star student was also the school’s Till Eulenspiegel.”

Who is Till Eulenspiegel, you ask? He’s a trickster, the German cousin of Hermes, Anansi, Brer Rabbit, Coyote, with a touch of Loki. He may have been based on a real person who lived in the Middle Ages. There’s nobody like that in the English tradition. Robin Hood occasionally cracks jokes but is basically a social justice warrior. He’s worthy, but not funny.

Eulenspiegel—“Till Owlenglass” or “Till Owlyglass” in English—exposes hypocrisy and pretension. Whether persuading hundreds of inhabitants of a town to mix up their shoes or fooling eminent doctors into thinking he’s an even more eminent member of their profession with pretentious pseudo-medical bullshit, he aims at malicious fun. If he can cheat suckers into paying him in advance for a promised miracle, that makes mischief even more enjoyable to him, though he’s not motivated by money. 

I’d been slow to learn how to read, both in German and in English. I liked the picture books Oma read to me, especially the one about Max and Moritz, two naughty boys who play pranks on older people, until a miller they’ve tormented grinds them into a batch of flour that’s used to make pretzels. But though Oma tried to use that book to teach me to read, it didn’t work. Later, she told me she and Opa had been worried I might have an intellectual deficiency. They discussed the possibility with my teachers in the public school I attended Monday to Friday and with Frau Schmidt at Saturday-morning German school. 

On my seventh birthday, Opa gave me the best birthday present I’ve ever received: a book of stories about Eulenspiegel, with German text by Erich Kästner and illustrations by Walter Trier. He and Oma refused to read it to me; they said I’d have to learn how to read it myself. I was motivated—it helped that it was verboten for us two grandchildren to watch TV. Opa thought it was full of low-class American crap that would turn me and Helga into morons devoid of Kultur. He only watched occasional CBC documentaries.

I finally learned how to read and devoured that book. After I’d gone through it seven or eight times, I branched out to “Emil and the Detectives” in German, also a Kästner/Trier collaboration, and then other books in German and English. 

My relatives on my mother’s side, my Sinclair uncle and grandparents, whom I’d met only a handful of times, always gave me handsome hardcover books for Christmas. These presents were recognizable under the Christmas tree because of the red-and-green tartan wrapping and a card with a tartan pattern: “Much love to Karl from Uncle RB, Grandfather WK, and Granny Sinclair.” Among presents from the Sinclairs were a book of Norse legends and a book based on the Iliad, both for kids. I spent a lot of time looking at the colourful illustrations in those books. In the Norse book, there was a picture of the sacred tree Yggdrasil looming over the world, with serpents slithering over its roots and creatures of various kinds rustling in its green branches, high up in the sky. It didn’t mention that Odin hanged himself in the tree to gain wisdom. The verdant illustration of Yggdrasil contrasted with the desolate snowscape in an illustration further on in the book, showing a horned, blue-skinned Frost Giant striding between glaciers during Fimbulwinter, the three years of perpetual winter preceding the end of the world. I also liked the armoured Greek and Trojan warriors shown in the Iliad book. 

I gave Karl May a try—he was a favourite of Opa’s—but didn’t find his pseudo-Western tales of Winnetou and Old Shatterhand believable. Subsequently, I learned that May, whose books still sell millions of copies in the German-speaking world, had never set foot in North America when he wrote most of them. 

I mildly enjoyed children’s books by Michael Ende. One of Ende’s books introduced me to a key concept for understanding—much later—academic life: the Scheinriese, a “Seeming-Giant.” From far away, a Scheinriese looks gigantic, intimidating, seven stories high. The closer one gets to him, the smaller he appears to be, until when one is standing in front of him, one sees that he is of ordinary size. The Scheinriese in Ende’s book is a pleasant chap. The one who is likely to dominate much of this memoir is anything but. 

Something about Opa was off-kilter. I’d overhear him yelling at Oma about the other immigrants in the factory where he worked, “die verdammte Italiener” or “die schmutzige Serben” (damned Italians, dirty Serbs). He was angry that an Italian was promoted over him as foreman. He thought he deserved the position because of his seniority and his reputation as a hard worker, but even at the age of seven, I grasped that someone who disliked all his fellow workers would have been a bad fit. 

He got on better with some of the Germans who attended our church, but not consistently. There were friendships that were suddenly broken off. That was difficult for Oma, who was active in the church. She and Opa settled on a compromise: he’d go to the early service with her every Sunday, but return to the apartment immediately afterwards, skipping the post-service Kaffeeklatsch. He skipped other social events too, like the summer picnics organized by the church ladies, or the get-togethers involving Oma’s colleagues from the department store. That must have suited Oma; she could socialize with other families without fearing an unexpected outburst. I remember her basking in praise from the church ladies for her potato salad.

Opa had an odd showering practice. Once a month, he’d take a fresh bundle of steel wool into the bathroom and, after soaping himself in the shower, would rub the skin all over his body with it—gently, he assured me, avoiding the drawing of blood. On these occasions, Oma was recruited to abrade his back and shoulders, which he couldn’t reach. His explanation of this practice: “Es kratzt die abgestorbenen Hautzellen ab und hält die Poren offen (It scrapes off the dead skin cells and keeps the pores open.)” Germans are obsessed with personal hygiene, but even for a German, this was extreme. Fortunately, Oma had convinced him that though a monthly steel-wooling was good for the skin of an adult male, it could damage the more delicate epidermis of a child, so he agreed I didn’t need to start doing this—yet. 

Dr. Baumann, our pastor, told me that I shouldn’t judge Opa. “You vould need to valk a mile in his shoes. A yunk person cannot grasp ze impact of his bad experiences und his medical condition.” Baumann always spoke English to me. That was an embarrassing conversation. Baumann mentioned the Lord God several times and seemed to be trying to get into my head. The smell of his aftershave sickened me; I couldn’t get away from his study fast enough. I knew about the shrapnel lodged in Opa’s brain. When talking to her English-speaking friends, Oma referred to it as “roof damage.” My sister told me that the shrapnel caused the headaches which sometimes kept Opa from sleeping. On his worst nights, he’d start shouting, mainly in German but with snatches of another language that I later learned was Russian. On those nights Oma slept in my sister’s room, and my sister slept on a mattress in the living room. 

Oma was a sweet, loving woman. But she was pious, and I was allergic to religion. The living room was dominated by a giant poster of Albrecht Dürer’s “Praying Hands.” On Sundays, after dinner, she’d read passages to us from Luther’s translation of the Bible, often passages that Dr. Baumann had quoted in that morning’s sermon. Then she’d ask Helga and me questions about the moral lessons in what she’d just read. Opa was well-behaved at these sessions. He’d sip schnapps and draw animals and imaginary machines on a notepad with a pencil, without commenting on religious matters. 

“Don’t mention the war,” is the repeated punchline in the Fawlty Towers sketch “The Germans.” That was the rule in the German-Canadian community back then. History started in 1945, which my grandparents and their circle called das Jahr Null, the year zero. The rule was helpful in our household, because Oma and Opa had been on different sides. Oma’s parents were among the handful of ethnic Germans living in the Sudetenland, the German-speaking part of Czechoslovakia, who opposed Germany’s annexation of the territory in 1938. They were persecuted by the new authorities and by their fellow German-speakers after the annexation. High-up people in London put pressure on Canada to accept this raggle-taggle bunch of anti-Nazi Germans as refugees. The federal government dumped them in remote locations in British Columbia and in northeastern Saskatchewan, and told them to turn themselves into farmers, though most had been craftsmen or factory workers. 

At age 11, Franziska Held, my Oma, found herself plunked down in the Tupper Creek region of British Columbia. Her parents weren’t cut out for farming life. When my great-grandfather Held heard from a distant cousin that he could get him a job in a Toronto armaments factory, they moved east. Oma completed high school in Toronto during the war. She’d been working part-time and in the summers at a big department store downtown. Then she became a full-time employee at the store. 

It was in 1947, at a dance for recent German immigrants organized by the Lutheran church, that she met Kurt Brandenberg. Opa had been born in Pillau, a small port city in East Prussia, in 1920. He’d trained as a machinist, and by 1941, like his future father-in-law on the other side of the Atlantic, he was working in an armaments factory. Though classified as an essential worker, he obtained permission that spring to serve in the army. He had the privilege of being among the soldiers who participated in the first wave of Operation Barbarossa, the invasion of Russia. 

I know little about Opa’s experiences in Russia. I do know that during the battle of Kursk in the summer of 1943, he had a stroke of luck: metal shards from a Russian shell embedded themselves in his skull, rendering him blind and almost speechless. He was sent back to Germany, to a hospital outside Frankfurt. There he slowly recovered his vision and his ability to speak. By late 1944, his recovery was complete, except for periodic, agonizing headaches. He cultivated the hospital authorities by helping take care of disabled patients: moving them from bed to bed, emptying bed pans, and so on. The hospital repaid him by exaggerating his disabilities so that he wouldn’t have to return to the army. By this point, it was clear to all but fanatics that Germany had lost the war.

By autumn 1945, the hospital wards were taken up by convalescing Allied officers. Opa, who’d been hired by the hospital as a medical orderly, had been studying English on his own since shortly before the German surrender in May. He made friends with one of the new patients, a Canadian called Major Roy McGregor, whose leg had been amputated and whose recovery was slow. Opa could be charming when he wanted to be. 

In 1947, Canada started admitting Volksdeutsche—ethnic Germans from eastern Europe who’d been expelled from their homes by the Red Army. Opa qualified to be part of that wave of immigrants to Canada. The letter of support from his buddy Major McGregor, now hobbling around in Hamilton, Ontario, helped. 

Opa’s home town of Pillau was now Baltiysk, a town in Kalingrad Oblast in the USSR, soon to be the location of a major Soviet naval base. Nobody knew what had happened to Opa’s parents and his sister after the Red Army invaded East Prussia. They might have died in the four-day Battle of Königsberg, along with 300,000 other civilians. Or maybe they drowned in the Baltic when Soviet subs torpedoed three ships evacuating refugees. 

I feel no pity for any of those dead Germans, including my relatives, except for children and the tiny minority who had resisted Hitler. If you follow a cruel maniac or even tolerate him, you deserve everything that happens to you. The universe is unkind to fools.

Were there moments of awkwardness at those German get-togethers in Toronto in the late 1940s and early 1950s, like the dance where my grandparents met? There would have been a glaring gap between the newly arrived Germans and the ones who’d spent the war in Canada. Some of those Volksdeutsche immigrants were the other kind of Sudeten Germans, the ones in the majority who, unlike Oma’s parents, had placed their bets on Hitler, lorded it over their Czech neighbours during the Nazi occupation of the area, and were deported after Czechoslovakia was freed by the Red Army. But the Year Zero rule would have taken uncomfortable topics off the table. 

Opa hit it off immediately not only with Oma Franziska, but with her parents. Kurt Brandenberg and the Helds came from different parts of the German-speaking world, but all three were Lutherans from the artisan class. The handsome young ex-soldier with the head wound and the shy young woman who’d grown up mostly in Canada were married only a few months after they met, in May 1948. My father Franz/Frank Brandenberg/Brandon was born a year later.  

Why were my sister and I living with our paternal grandparents? The original plan had been for our parents to try living in a commune in British Columbia for six months. They’d move their two kids to BC if the experiment worked out, or themselves move back to Ontario if it didn’t. They drove out to BC in a camper van in 1976. My father had already changed his first name to Frank, but his last name was still Brandenberg; my mother still called herself Lily Sinclair. They never returned from BC, and they never took us—their two children—back. 

My sister Helen now lives in BC, in a rich community called Bowen Island that’s part of Metro Vancouver. You get there by ferry. She sees our mother from time to time. Helen has learned that Frank and Lily didn’t split up immediately after leaving us with Oma and Opa. Three years ago, Helen ran into an old guy, an architect and developer on the Island, who knew some of the details. He’d been a member of the free-love commune our parents had joined. Helen has the impression the old guy hooked up with Lily briefly, though he was cagy about that. He told Helen that Frank was popular with the women, though less so with the men. Frank put himself forward as an expert on Hermann Hesse because he could read Siddhartha and The Glass Bead Game in German; he also claimed to be able to read the Upanishads in the original Sanskrit, which would have been a lie. The commune collapsed within a couple of years, due to quarrels about chores, economics, and sexual jealousy. My parents’ marriage collapsed, too. 

One of the points of contention in the commune was our mother’s refusal to sign over the weekly cheques from her trust fund to the collective. Lily was willing to contribute $500 a month to common expenses, but that was all. She told the others she didn’t want to create “an unhealthy power dynamic” by giving more. “We should all be equals.” Frank, who’d taken charge of the commune’s finances and was still technically her husband, if not her regular bedmate, tried to get her to change her mind, but that was of no use. My mother’s head is full of mystical crap, but deep in her brainstem resides a hard-headed Scottish merchant who won’t let her do foolish things with money. She’s one of the Toronto Sinclairs, after all. 

Our parents visited Toronto from time to time, separately, often with new, temporary partners. I never cared much for my mother on her brief visits. She’s a third-rate version of Joni Mitchell, minus the musical talent and the brains. The West Coast is the perfect place for her. I didn’t like her perfume, I didn’t like the pretentious way she talked, I didn’t like the bearded guys she showed up with, and I especially didn’t like the condescending way she talked to Oma and Opa. She’d stopped talking to her own parents long before; she considered them “bourgeois snobs.” In theory, she approved of Frank’s working-class, immigrant parents; in practice, she talked to them as if they were mentally defective and barely knew English. 

I got to know my Sinclair grandparents later on, and their hippy daughter is more of a snob than they ever were. Note that Lily’s disapproval of her parents didn’t extend to rejecting money from the trust fund they’d set up for her.

In 1981, on the advice of a numerologist, she changed her name to “Larkspur.” “Everything in the universe vibrates at a certain frequency. The name ‘Lily’, combined with my birthdate, generates bad vibrations that were putting me out of tune with the cosmos. Also, did you know that lilies are poisonous? That’s why I had so much bad luck in my life up to then. ‘Larkspur’ is a spiritually appropriate flower name for me.” Nobody has told her that larkspur is far more poisonous than lilies. 

I worshipped my father, initially. Unlike my mother, he appeared to be interested in me. On his visits to his parents’ apartment, he never talked to me about the zodiac or Eastern spirituality. He’d leave whichever girlfriend he’d brought with him to chat uncomfortably with Oma and Opa in the living room and come into my room. He’d bring a present for me: a Meccano set, a Tintin book, once a Kwakiutl mask that he’d picked up in northern Vancouver. I hung it with pride on the wall of my room. 

He’d pull up a chair and chat. “Tell me what’s new with you. School getting you down? My old man says you got in trouble for fighting in the schoolyard. Don’t tell him I said this, but good for you! It’s a dog-eat-dog world. If you get a reputation for being quick with your fists, the sons of bitches out there will leave you alone. Now, let’s assemble that excavator.” 

From him, I learned the details of the last high school prank he played. Franz hid two microphones in the teacher’s staffroom, recorded their conversations over two weeks, then put together a five-minute-long “best of” tape. The next Monday morning, the principal found that the key to his office no longer worked. At 9 am, at the time he normally broadcast announcements from the office, the tape began playing over the school’s PA system. It opened with snarky comments by two teachers about the principal’s alleged drinking problem, moved on to three male Phys Ed teachers arguing about which girl in the graduating year had the biggest breasts (presumably they’d been alone in the staff room during this discussion), and concluded with a brief exchange between one of the science teachers, a married man, and a newly hired English teacher in which they arranged to rendezvous in her apartment after school. 

“It caused chaos, man. Some teachers got fired, and the principal retired early. What a bunch of fricking hypocrites, telling us poor kids how to behave when they were snakes themselves! That was my most important attack on the Establishment when I was a kid. I never got caught. Those teachers thought the sun shone out of my asshole, if you’ll pardon your dad’s salty language.” 

He’d talk vaguely about buying me and Helga airline tickets to visit him in BC, but that trip never materialized. “Once I get my business going, I’ll get you first-class tickets. We’ll have a whale of a time.” By the late 1970s, he was transitioning from the spiritual, druggy 1970s to the materialistic 1980s. I’m guessing he was involved in a pyramid scheme, though that’s an extrapolation from his later activities. The beard he’d sported earlier was gone, and he wore cashmere sweaters and corduroy pants instead of the tie-dyed shirts and jeans he’d sported earlier. He still wore tinted John Lennon glasses and a necklace of amber beads. 

To Oma and Opa, their son remained full of promise. They talked about how he got in with a bad crowd in university but would soon straighten out. One night, when my grandparents thought I was asleep, I overhead Oma explaining to Opa why she had fallen out with her best friend at church, Frau Hönecke. Oma had learned from another woman that Frau Hönecke had referred to Franz as a Schuft, a scoundrel, and told the other woman that he’d never repaid $50 he’d borrowed from her on one of his visits. “I gave Hönecke the $50 and told her I’d never speak to her again. I’m sure Franz meant to pay it back eventually.” Oma added, “I blame that Lily. To her $50 is a triviality. She thinks money grows on trees. I wish she hadn’t turned Franz’s head. A spoiled rich girl with a crazy mother is the last thing he needed in his life.”

​​
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Chapter 3: Banished 
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OUR FOUR-PERSON FAMILY hit a rough patch in the summer of 1980. Opa was fired from his job as a machinist. He’d insulted some of the newer immigrants at the factory, his foreman didn’t like him, and the company was in trouble: his firing was overdetermined. For the first time while I was living with him, Oma, and my sister, he was drinking during the day to kill the pain; his head was acting up worse than ever. There were nights when Oma had to sleep in Helga’s room because of the shouting. “Scheisse—scheisse—Gott, warum quälst du mich? (Shit – shit – God, why are you torturing me?)”

He taught me an old soldiers’ song one evening. Oma was out seeing a movie with a friend; Helga was in her room. Opa was sitting in the living room with me, drinking schnapps from a shot glass and watching a documentary about the Vietnam war on TV. I was reading for the Nth time the Norse story of how the spiteful god Loki entered a banqueting hall where the other gods were drinking, and provoked them into quarreling with each other. 

Opa turned off the TV and asked me to come with him to the kitchen. He brought the bottle of schnapps and the shot glass with him and set them down on the wooden table. He pulled out chairs for both of us and got a second shot glass down from the shelf. 

“Der Fernseher machte mich traurig (the TV was making me sad),” he said. “It reminded me of people I’d forgotten. Here, have some schnapps.” He poured a couple of thimblefuls from the bottle into the second shot glass. “This much won’t hurt you. Drink a toast with me. To lost comrades!” I clinked glasses with him and gulped down the nasty liquid. 

“You will be a man soon. I do not have your clever head, but I have one thing to teach you. War is a terrible thing. Don’t let fools tell you it’s worth it. You will make your Opa happy if you will sing a song with him. I will teach you the verses.”

That evening I learned the words and melody to “Ich hatt’ einen Kameraden”:

Ich hatt’ einen Kameraden,

Einen bessern findst du nit ...

(“I had a comrade / You couldn’t find a better one ...”)

When Oma returned, I was in bed, and Opa was snoring with his head on the table with an empty bottle of schnapps and two shot glasses beside him. The next evening, at my insistence, we tried calling my parents in BC—they had two separate numbers by this point—and left messages on their answering machines. They never called back. 

Opa wasn’t the only one acting out. On the night of Halloween, I slipped lit firecrackers under the doors of our neighbours in the fourplex, and under the doors of several other houses on our street. Till Eulenspiegel and my father were to blame; I loved the idea of pranking people. Oma had to plead with the landlord to let us stay, but the other tenants in the fourplex wanted us out. I now know that this was at a time when she and Opa were always three or four months behind with the rent. Her department store salary was barely enough to cover expenses for the four of us. She made me swear not to play any more pranks in the neighbourhood. Apart from using food colouring to dye blue two white cats from a house one street north the following spring, I kept my promise.

However, I was fighting at school more and more often. I liked fighting. I have a high pain threshold, and didn’t mind scratches, bruises, or the sight of my own blood, if my enemies came off worse. It wasn’t unusual for me to be sent home with a note from the vice-principal for a day or two. In fall 1980, I was suspended for two weeks. I was indignant: hadn’t the other kids started it? 

That was at my regular, Monday-to-Friday public school. I hated German school on Saturday mornings even more than I hated public school. What was the point of learning grammar that was of no use in the real world? I spoke Deutsch reasonably well and had no trouble with some of the things that give second-language learners of the language trouble, such as its ridiculous three genders—I’d absorbed them unconsciously. But the interminable lessons at the Schiller Club on syntax, on weak versus strong verbs and the rules governing the case endings of nouns, brought me to a place beyond boredom. I didn’t care enough about the Heinzes, Utes, Juttas, Jürgens and Günthers in my class to fight them—I only had to tolerate breathing the same air as those losers four hours a week. It was the school itself I wanted to fight. 

For the first few years, I’d daydreamed and doodled in my notebook during those classes, while ignoring what my Saturday teachers wrote on the board. I still got reasonably good marks, because we spoke German at home and I periodically reread my German kids’ books. It was tacitly accepted that I was a Träumer, a dreamer, possibly one with artistic talent—different from my reputation at public school, where the administration had me down as a troublemaker. 

Things improved slightly in December. Opa got a job—a crappy job cleaning office buildings, but still a job—and he and Oma were able to pay off the back rent they owed. Opa was grumpy that Christmas; he was grumpy during the whole period he was a cleaner. He’d talk about moving back to Germany, and Oma would tell him they were too old. “Und Helga und Karl sind doch Kanadier. Wie würden sie in das Leben in der Bundesrepublik passen?(Furthermore, Helga and Karl are Canadian. How would they fit into life in West Germany?)”

I started skipping Saturday German class in May 1981. Opa always dropped me off at the building containing the Schiller Club, on Sherbourne St. between Wellesley and Carlton, just before 9 am. That fit in with his schedule. On Saturday mornings, he cleaned with a crew of two or three others in a building in the financial district, a few blocks away. I’d lurk in the outer part of the Schiller Club building until his car was out of sight, then head for somewhere to sit and read comic books: Allan Gardens if the weather was pleasant, a coffee shop otherwise, until he picked me up at 1 pm, when I’d be waiting for him at a street corner near the Schiller Club. 

After three Saturdays, there was a phone call from Frau Schmidt, my teacher and the principal of the school. “Was ist los mit Karl? Ist er krank? (What’s wrong with Karl? Is he sick?)” Opa was embarrassed. He had an exaggerated respect for people with university degrees, such as Frau Schmidt, a well-meaning but stupid person. He had a long, serious talk with me. I pledged sincerely to reform and stuck it out in class for the next two Saturdays. The Saturday morning after that, I found myself in Allan Gardens again. Having exhausted my stock of Superman, Flash, and Green Lantern comics, I was immersed in a collection of Sherlock Holmes stories. Oma had picked them up for me at a church book sale. They had black-and-white illustrations from the magazine they’d originally appeared in. Frau Schmidt called Opa when I didn’t show up. 

It was then, in June 1981, that Opa took the strap to me for the first and last time. He bent me over a chair and lashed my backside, through my pants, with his belt ten times. He told me it was his duty: meine Pflicht. I’m sure that he took no pleasure in what he thought he had to do. Oma was crying in the background. Helga had been ordered to stay in her room so she wouldn’t witness my humiliation. 

During the next week, I bought matches and a container of lighter fluid at a supermarket and hid them in my room. On Saturday morning, I got up at 6:30 and took the subway to Sherbourne Station. I walked to the Schiller Club building and tried the doors. They were locked. I hung around until the janitor opened the doors at 7:30. I snuck in while he was busy cleaning the first floor, which housed offices unrelated to the German community. The Schiller Club was on the second and third floors, with classes for kids on the second floor and the big ballroom, where community dances were held, on the third floor. 

I headed for my classroom. Ripping pages from a German textbook I found at the back of the room, I stuck them under Frau Schmidt’s wooden desk at the front and lit them. The paper burned for a minute, then the fire went out. I tried again with more ripped-out pages, this time dribbling lighter fluid on the desk before lighting a match. Both the pages and part of the desk caught fire, but I had the impression the fire wouldn’t spread. I might not get the conflagration I hoped for. Should I move the desks for the kids together and try to light several of them at once, to create a real bonfire? 

Then I had a better idea. The Venetian blinds covering the classroom windows were pulled down. Would they catch fire? I held a lit match to one of the plastic slats; it burned, emitting acrid smoke.

Now I knew what to do. I placed several more textbooks, opened so their pages faced the ceiling, in a row under the blinds. Moving along the window ledge, I sprinkled lighter fluid on the books and on the lower slats of the blinds before striking another match. This time, the result was satisfying. When I left the classroom, a wall of flame was mounting the windows and licking the ceiling.

Having devised an effective procedure, I applied it to two more classrooms along the corridor. I was leaving the third classroom, happy with the fires I’d set so far, but regretting that I’d almost run out of lighter fluid, when the janitor grabbed me and pulled me out of the building. Shortly afterwards, a fire truck arrived, a few minutes before the police took me to the station for questioning. 

My uncle Robert Bruce Sinclair now became a presence in my life. I’d only seen my Sinclair relations on rare occasions. I sensed, rather than knew consciously, that they and the Brandenbergs were on bad terms. Yet at this moment of crisis, Opa and my uncle “RB” formed an effective team. I heard the story later from RB, over drinks at the Royal Canadian Yacht Club when I was in my early twenties.

“I’d only seen your grandfather Brandenberg when he was being difficult. He knew we couldn’t stand his precious son, your father, no matter how much Frank—he always called himself Frank around us—had tried to ingratiate himself with us when he first became involved with your mother. When Frank found out we’d hired a detective to investigate his activities, he turned against us. He must’ve told his parents lies about us. He resented what we’d learned about him, the drug-dealing and petty crime. We had enough to put him away, but Father didn’t want his grandchildren to have a father in jail. Herr Brandenberg showed up at our house once when he was drunk and yelled at us about being unfair to his son. 

“I saw a different side of Kurt Brandenberg in that police station. He was charming with the police officers, not confrontational at all. He explained that you’d been abandoned by your parents, and that he and your grandmother had been taking care of you, but that you were still in distress. He made it sound as though they’d left for BC only a few months earlier, not six years previously. If I hadn’t known the truth, I’d have believed him myself. Luckily, one of the sergeants in the station– not the one in charge of your case—was originally from Austria. Your grandfather took him aside and spoke to him in German. He must have been persuasive, because by the time of my second visit to the station a week later, that was the sergeant I spoke to. 

“While your grandfather did his thing in German, I was speaking to the sergeant who’d arrested you, and to the janitor from the school. The janitor was still hanging around, though they’d already taken his statement. I spoke another language to those two, one that I’ve found effective all over the world.” 

“You’re a cynic, RB. How much money did you bribe them with?” 

“I’m not a cynic, you are. Never use the word ‘bribe,’ Charles. Most people are insulted with a straight offer of cash, and there can be legal consequences for making such an offer. In these situations, think how to make things better for everyone. A scholarship at University of Toronto for the children of police officers that the daughter of that police officer turned out to be eligible for, and that other police officers’ children have benefited from since ... a donation to the Schiller Club to hire another janitor, and give a raise to the one already working there, on top of a donation to cover the cost of repairing the damage from the fires ... I’m not sure that nice Frau Schmidt ever told the insurance company that the damage had been covered from another source. So you see, the school ultimately benefited from your experiment with arson. While I wasn’t happy that my nephew had inherited his father’s criminal propensities, most of the expenses I incurred to keep you out of a reformatory were tax-deductible.”

“Where was I while these discussions at the police station were going on?” 

“In an office to the left of the front door, with the door locked on the outside. It took a while for the child psychiatrist I’d called to show up. Do you remember her?”

“Vaguely. I disliked her. She asked me creepy questions about my feelings about my parents. You and Opa made me see her all through the summer.” 

“I still have her reports. She cost a lot, but she did what I paid her for—she wrote documents full of psychiatric jargon that convinced the court you wouldn’t do it again. Based on your high IQ, which she’d had measured, she stressed your potential to help society once you straightened out. Privately, she told me she wasn’t sure you wouldn’t reoffend. She said you kept saying that your only regret was that the fire engine showed up too soon, that you would have liked the school to burn down. Maybe she told me that so I’d pay her more in exchange for not repeating it to the judge. Professionals charge more for misleading the courts than for telling the truth.” 

“No, I remember saying that. I’ve always hated not finishing projects I’ve started.”

Along with the weekly visits to the psychiatrist over the summer, the other part of the deal with the court system was my enrolment at Voltare Academy, a boarding school on the shore of Lake Voltare, three hours’ drive north of Toronto. I felt that Oma and Opa had betrayed me. That summer, I insisted on talking to them only in English, never in German. Oma sometimes replied in English; Opa, never. I spent most of my time in my room, thinking about Loki, Achilles, and Professor Moriarty. I’d stopped reading books in German. Instead, I was reading over and over again my English-language books about Norse mythology, the Trojan War, and Sherlock Holmes. 
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Chapter 4: Virile Agitur 
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NOWADAYS, VOLTARE ACADEMY is co-ed and has high academic standards. There’s talk of changing the school motto fromVirile agitur, “the manly thing is being done.” In 1981, it was boys-only, and its selling points were that it “built character” and that it admitted students no other Ontario boarding school would tolerate. A more accurate motto would have been “juvie for rich kids.” If you were a wealthy Toronto parent, you hoped that the rugged landscape, the team sports, and the macho teachers would turn your spoiled little shit into a real man. At a minimum, boarding at VA ensured he’d be away from your house most of the year. If you’re an upper-middle-class Torontonian my age or older, you may be aware that there were three or four incidents of arson at the school in the 1970s and 1980s, all of them in winter and committed by students. Nothing to do with me—there were no fires during the year I was there. Uncle RB always denied he’d picked VA for me because he thought it was a suitable school for a young firebug.  

The Sinclairs paid the school fees. Opa had been too proud to accept money from them before my legal troubles. 

“Your German grandfather never knew that your grandmother and I had been in contact since your parents left Toronto,” Uncle RB told me later. “I’d been sending her small amounts of money each month. I increased the amount when your grandfather lost his job. I wanted to give her more, but she wouldn’t accept it. I imagine some portion of the money went to your father in BC, which I wasn’t happy about, but I couldn’t stand by and have two working-class people in their late fifties supporting my sister’s two kids without any financial help.

“It must have been hard for your grandfather Brandenberg to ask for my help when he called me from the police station, but once he realized you were too hot for him to handle, he didn’t look back. We had several discussions that summer about what to do with you. And with your sister—but she was never a problem. 

“I found your grandfather to be entirely reasonable. The biggest surprise was when he brought up changing your names. Your father and your grandmother had convinced him you’d be happier as Charles and Helen Brandon.” 

“Not happier—more successful,” I replied. “My father called me from BC just before Opa drove me up to Lake Voltare that September. I hadn’t spoken to him for months. He came close to thanking me for setting fire to the Schiller Club. It meant his kids were finally tapping into the Sinclair fortune. ‘This is a fresh start for us. We’ll all change our names—the old ones were holding us back. Nobody likes Germans.’ He went on and on about how I had to show gratitude to you and grandfather Sinclair, how I had to get to know the kids from influential Toronto families at my new school. He suggested that I try to get invited to their homes for Christmas. He didn’t grasp that the Voltare Academy was a school for losers. Admittedly, losers from rich families.” 

“He called me around the same time,” RB said. “Thanked me for getting you into Voltare Academy. ‘I’ve decided to let bygones be bygones.’ He asked me how I’d feel if he, you, and your sister changed your surnames to Sinclair. I told him that was unacceptable. He knew it was him carrying my surname that was the stumbling block. My ex-brother-in-law the conman calling himself a Sinclair – a revolting idea. However, I had no objection to him renaming the three of you ‘Brandon’ or changing your first names. None of my business. I also had a brief long-distance conversation with your mother about the name changes, and she had no objection. She was changing her own first name to ‘Larkspur’, after all.

“I enrolled you in Voltare Academy as ‘Charles Brandon’, not ‘Karl Brandenberg’, and you were fine with that. 

“Frank asked me for a favour during his call. It turned out not to be a request for money, for once. He asked me for a reference to people we do business with in BC. He was hoping to become a broker on the Vancouver Stock Exchange. I don’t know why he bothered—the VSE was and still is the scam capital of Canada. He must have had criminal friends who were better-connected there than us Sinclairs. I turned him down.”

The plan for me and Helga, now Helen, worked. Helen moved in with Uncle RB and our rich grandfather, old William Knox (“WK”) Sinclair. Their mansion in Forest Hill, Toronto, was walking distance from Lady Aberdeen Hall, the private girls’ school where Helga was enrolled from September 1981 onwards. By this point, the doctors treating my Granny Sinclair had worked out a combination of medications that tamped down the more extreme symptoms of her schizophrenia. Helen says living with her wasn’t too disturbing—Granny spent much of her time smiling and staring vaguely into space. Every now and then, when her hallucinations became vivid and frightening and she began to act out, Uncle and Grandfather packed her off to the mental hospital for a few days. 

My ability to visualize abstract phenomena, which has served me well as a scientist, may be a genetic echo of Granny’s condition. Those genes have been a mixed blessing. 

On weekends, Helen often stayed with Oma and Opa. She and Oma became closer than ever. Opa’s mood had improved. He’d found a new job with the Toronto Transit Commission as a mechanic. He may have been relieved that he and Oma no longer had responsibility for bringing up two children.

I hated Voltare Academy. It’s given me a lifelong aversion to cottage country, an aversion which is unheard of in my social class. I know two couples who have summer cottages on Lake Voltare, near what they describe as the pleasant little village of Voltare at the north end of the lake. I don’t burst their bubbles by recounting my memories of the place. I take my own vacations in California or the Caribbean or Europe, never in the Canadian countryside. Hundreds of miles of rocks, trees, and water, turning into tundra as you get further north, aren’t my thing. The landscape of northern Ontario and Quebec is bleak. 

Those two couples never spent a winter on Lake Voltare co-habiting with adolescent brutes. During the day, grey skies, bad food, and classes during which mostly second-rate teachers elicited bored snickers from their pupils. At night in the dorm, the sound of winds from the north howling around the corners of the drafty building competed in the first hour or so after lights-out with dirty jokes from my fellow inmates. The village, ten minutes’ walk away—up a hill from VA—was okay. It didn’t have much to offer except the General Store, a post office, and a gas station that sold comic books and black licorice pipes (I loved those pipes). The places the older kids tried to get to on weekends were nearby towns with bars that might pretend not to know their IDs were forged, if given sufficient monetary incentives: Parry Sound, Huntsville, or Bracebridge. 

I associate VA with stomach pains. I could not bear defecating during the day, enduring the grunts, plops, and smells of three or four others crouched a few feet from me. I trained myself to do my business only at night, at the cost of occasional severe bowel cramps. Peristalsis became an obsession. For a blissful week or two, I sneaked into our housemaster’s impeccably clean private bathroom if I was caught short during the day and he was out, until a junior teacher spotted me and told me I’d be caned if I ever went in there again. 

I was not alone in my fecal preoccupations, though I was undoubtedly at the extreme end of the spectrum. Once a respected older boy called Rick Jones led a bunch of us first-years to a toilet that had failed to flush. An enormous turd protruded from it. 

“My young friends, witness this awe-inspiring sight. It was produced by Lost Cause Lovekin, who was in my year when I arrived at this prestigious institution. Having been held back twice, he is now two years behind me. He is not the most academically gifted of our fellow inmates, but his digestive tract is without a peer in North America. Marvel at that thing. Good God—one says to oneself—it’s the size of a small child! It will take a convention of expert plumbers to unclog that toilet ...” and more in that vein. At least I’d missed the night-time farting contest of the year before, which had been won by the boy henceforth known as Gasser Gainsborough. 

These conversations must happen everywhere many males living in cramped quarters share sanitary facilities. Probably Catholic and Tibetan Buddhist monks talk about this sort of thing, too. I promise I won’t mention fecal matters again. 

Ironically, VA was the making of me, just as Opa and Uncle RB had hoped. Within the first few days, in between reading and rereading the books I’d brought with me from Toronto, I summed up my options. I could run away. But I’d be tracked down and sent to an even worse place. Throw myself on the mercy of my relatives, and plead for another chance in Toronto, where I’d attend public school again and live with my Brandenberg or even my Sinclair relatives? That wouldn’t work. Oma might be open to the idea, but Opa and Uncle RB had made it clear that I had to be at VA. 

Setting fire to the place was an attractive option; I felt I’d only begun to develop my talents as an arsonist. That was a recurring fantasy of mine during the months to come—bettering my minor exploit at the Schiller Club by burning all of VA to the ground. The fantasy usually featured the bullies in the upper classes—I was in Grade 6, and you’ll meet two bullies in Grade 10 and Grade 11 shortly—screaming in pain as the flames flicker around them, and they turn into human candles. Professor Moriarty would have done that without getting caught. But if I was detected, another arson attempt would get me into reform school. 

I didn’t contemplate suicide. My biochemistry isn’t tuned that way. I’ve fantasized about murder thousands of times, but almost never about self-murder. 

That left one option: excelling. If I made a success of my time in this vile place, I might be able to persuade Uncle RB and Opa to let me leave at the end of the year. I’d be able to get high grades, if I did a reasonable amount of work. The competition was weak. Most of the kids in my classes were dumb, and the ones who weren’t hated doing schoolwork. One guy, Rod Pringle, might have been moderately intelligent—his dirty wisecracks were sometimes witty—but he devoted much of class time to surreptitiously scratching his balls.

There was a problem with my goal. If my marks rose to the superlative levels I envisaged, I’d go from being an inconspicuous new kid who’d be targeted for bullying only occasionally, to an object of white-hot hatred. There were solutions to that problem too, but it took me a couple of months to discover them.

Not all the teachers were second-rate, and not all the kids were dumb and unpleasant. The Grade 6 teacher for math and science, Mr. Eugenides, was excellent. I’ve often wondered what he was doing at VA. As I heard much later, it was to cost him his marriage—his pretty blonde wife, who helped out in the school office, ultimately moved back to Montreal rather than stay in Muskoka. Who could blame her? A village of three hundred people or so, plus snobbish cottagers who in any case are only there in the summer, isn’t much of an attraction for an intelligent, sociable person. 

I’d never paid much attention to either math or science at my public school in Toronto, but now I applied myself. After the first week of classes, I borrowed some Grade 4 and 5 textbooks from Eugenides so I could catch up. The material I didn’t understand, I asked him about after class. By the end of September, I was able to grasp the Grade 6 material we were assigned. By the end of October, I was doing so well that Eugenides had started lending me textbooks from higher grades.

I can’t remember exactly what material was on the Grade 6 mathematics syllabus. By the end of that year, I’d mastered basic algebra and Euclidean geometry, with help from Mr. Eugenides, but I’m unclear about how far that surpassed Ontario’s expectations at the time. The current Ontario Ministry of Education site is of no help to me. These days the top priority for Grade 6 mathematics students is expressing their feelings about numbers. 

This is entirely backwards. The glory of mathematics is that numbers, equations, and graphs don’t give a fuck about your feelings. They are an escape from them. That was what I needed: abstractions that took me away from the clamour of the noisy signals coming from the wetware evolution had burdened me with. This wetware burdens all of us, but it’s best if we’re not aware of it every minute of every day. 

It may seem paradoxical that I ended up with a career in a branch of biology, which studies the wetware. This, I owe to Eugenides. I was acing his math course, and I wanted to do well in his science course too. The physics component attracted me immediately. I liked the idea of a few simple laws that explain everything. Newton’s laws are cool, and so are the four laws of thermodynamics. Biology isn’t like that. There are general principles, but the details are contingent. Like computer software, every living being is the result of tens of thousands of design decisions, and the designer—evolution—has often screwed up. There are lots of bugs. Take the inefficient way the circulatory system of most reptiles oxygenates blood: the design is scandalously bad, enough to get a junior engineer fired. The design got fixed later, in crocodilians, birds and mammals, when the three-chambered reptilian heart was replaced by a four-chambered one, but only an idiot would have come up with the three-chamber arrangement in the first place. The messiness of human emotions is another outcome of appallingly bad design. 

Eugenides had a talk with me after I got 61 percent in the first test on the biology component of the science course. “I don’t get it, Chuck,” he said. “You’re a bright kid. Counting bonus questions on assignments—you’re the only one in the class who’s been doing those questions—your average in science until now has been 110 percent. What happened?”

I replied: “Biology is all about memorizing details. I studied hard for the test, but I just couldn’t keep all that stuff about kingdoms, phyla, genera, and so on in my head. The same with cells. Membrane components, nucleus, mitochondria, endoplasmic reticulum—honestly, sir, I can’t make myself care. It’s like trying to remember the furniture in a house you’ll never live in.” It crossed my mind to add, “And the furniture in a cell is all made of gross, sloppy goo,” but I didn’t say it. 

Sitting behind his desk, Eugenides sipped his coffee. We were in his empty classroom at around 5 pm, on a dull day in early November; I’d pulled up a chair to face him. He seemed to change the subject. 

“I hear you’re good at chess. You’ve beat everybody you played here, except Mr. Johnson, and you held him to a draw in one of your three games. Do you enjoy competition?”

“Yes, I guess. Sir.”  

“I’ll let you in on a secret. The science curriculum the province of Ontario makes me teach is dead science, not living science. Living science isn’t the stuff in textbooks—it’s the stuff that isn’t in the textbooks, that scientists are still arguing about, or that isn’t even suspected yet. Science is the process of building knowledge, not the knowledge that’s already been established. It can be intensely competitive.” 

Seeing I was about to speak, he held up a hand. “Don’t get me wrong. The material in the textbooks is good to know—we’re trying to create citizens who are scientifically literate—and some of your classmates will eventually find it useful, those who go on to become doctors and engineers.”

“Excuse me, sir. I haven’t been here long, but my classmates won’t become doctors or engineers. You have to work hard to go into those professions. They’re lazy. And even if they weren’t, most don’t have the brains to make the grade.”  

“I’ll pretend I didn’t hear that, Chuck. What I was going to say was that living science is much more exciting than textbook science. It’s about brilliant minds competing to see who can discover new truths first. There are plenty of stumbles and misleading clues. Right now, the most exciting scientific field is biology. I’m no expert, but that’s the impression I get from reading popular science. There’s a book I’ll lend you.” 

The book was “The Double Helix.” I now know that the author, Jim Watson, one of the people who worked out the structure of DNA, is a racist, sexist asshole. His Cambridge University colleague, Francis Crick, may have been a slightly better person. The two of them lifted key insights from a female scientist, Rosamund Franklin, whom Watson writes about in a bitchy, unfair way. 

None of that changes how the book affected me. “The Double Helix” is a gripping account of the most important biological discovery of the 20th century—the third most important biological discovery of all time, after Darwin’s theory of evolution and Mendel’s discovery of genes. It’s a fun read precisely because the author is an egotistical glory hound. A scientist with a pleasant personality, an Einstein, Darwin, or Mendel, would have cluttered up the text with acknowledgements of his colleagues’ work and modest disclaimers of originality. Watson goes for the jugular. He’s after fame for himself and Crick, and he doesn’t care who knows it. They’re both determined to beat Linus Pauling, who’s already famous for his discovery of the alpha-helix structure in many proteins. 

They succeed. In February 1953, Francis Crick walks into the Eagle pub in Cambridge and proclaims that he and Jim Watson have “found the secret of life.” They’d found one of the key secrets of life, anyway. 

That book transformed my life. After reading it, I had a new vision of my future self: a famous scientist with the deductive skills of Sherlock Holmes and the drive of Dr. Watson—that is, Dr. Jim Watson. 

I became known as a “browner,” a kid who got high marks and tried to be on good terms with the teachers. The reigning bully in our dorm, a hulking, acne-scarred brute called Steven Lovekin started picking on me. Lovekin was the fellow with the digestive tract whose exceptional properties Rick Jones had called attention to. Lovekin liked to be called “Big Steve,” but that’s not what he was called behind his back. Two years earlier, when Mr. Johnson was teaching Lovekin’s class the history of the US Civil War, he’d been so frustrated by Lovekin’s illiterate attempts at essay-writing and his lamentable performance on class quizzes—school lore claimed he’d scored an average of 13 percent over four of them—that he’d inadvertently given him a nickname. Johnson told him in class: “Maybe the Confederacy would have won if the Union hadn’t had Lincoln and Ulysses S. Grant, but driving anything into your thick skull is truly a lost cause, Lovekin.” From then on, he was “Lost Cause Lovekin.” Mr. Johnson apologized to him at the start of their next class and discouraged use of the nickname, but the damage was done. 

Lost Cause was in Grade 10, but as he’d been held back twice, he was at least 17, maybe 18. As often happens with apex predators, he had a sidekick, a jackal to his dull-witted lion: George “Gasser” Gainsborough, who was in Grade 11. Unlike Lost Cause, Gasser was intelligent and verbose, free with imaginative and obscene insults. Lost Cause Lovekin’s face was round, white, and studded with pimples, like a rice pudding decorated with raspberries, and Gasser Gainsborough’s was narrow and fox-like, ideally constructed for sneering.

There’s a cliché that bullies back down when you resist them. It’s a cliché because it’s often true. Lost Cause gave me the perfect opportunity. It’s during a half-hour break after lunch; I’m sitting on my bed rereading a Sherlock Holmes story. Lost Cause looms up and grabs the book out of my hand. “Hey, browner! Studying again? I’ll show you what you can do with your fucking books.” He tears out a page and begins to tear another.

I look around. No Gasser Gainsborough in the vicinity to enter the fight on his side, no teacher to intervene. There are three or four kids hanging out nearby who will be witnesses. I stand up and drive my fist very hard into Lost Cause’s stomach. He staggers, then hits me in the face. I hit him in the stomach again and partly dodge another punch—he gets me on the side of the face. Then he grabs my left ear and twists it hard. It hurts like hell, but I hit him in the stomach for the third time. One of the kids on the side shouts “Beauty!” That was the all-purpose word of appreciation at VA. 

Lost Cause twists my ear some more, then lets go of it, groaning. “Fuck!” He bends forward. Suddenly, a mass of semi-digested macaroni and cheese spews onto the floor. I leave him there, staring at his own vomit. Greedy pig—he shouldn’t have stuffed himself at lunch. I slip downstairs to the washroom and examine the damage. My nose is bleeding, and there’s a small tear in the skin under my left ear lobe. But after I’ve washed off the blood, stuck a thumb-sized piece of clean, damp toilet paper onto the tear next to my ear, and stuffed two other bits of toilet paper into each nostril, I feel fine. Time for class! Mr. Johnson, the chess-playing history teacher, eyes me but says nothing.

Lost Cause and Gasser left me alone after that, except for a muttered “Cocksucker!” or “Browner!” if they crossed my path. This was my induction as a foot soldier into the civil war between the Stupids and the Smarts that has dominated human history. Being born stupid is the worst thing that can happen to a person if they live to be over 25. Before that age, other attributes—physical attractiveness, wealth, just being white in some places—can compensate for stupidity; afterwards, nothing does. And though they may deny it to themselves, all stupid people are aware of their stupidity. They sense the contempt of intelligent people and hate us for it. Wouldn’t you? They gang up against us, too. Their shared resentment of us glues them together. We Smarts are usually too busy arguing with each other—it’s more fun than arguing with idiots!—to stop the confederacy of Stupids from taking over major institutions. 

To complicate matters, there are renegade Smarts who join the Stupids, because it’s easier for them to make their mark among morons. Look at some of the people who suck up to Trump. Gainsborough was one of these renegades; he never struck me as dumb. I’ll write down later what he’s doing now. Lost Cause Lovekin? Last I heard, he was propping up bars in Atlanta and moaning about socialism and high taxes in Canada, and about judges in the US who give large alimony awards to vindictive ex-wives. Maybe if he hadn’t bullied me at the start of Grade 6, I’d have gone Gasser Gainsborough’s route and become a Smart member of the Stupid confederacy. With my love of fighting and arson, I would have fit right in with its violent fringe. Lost Cause pushed me into the other camp. Maybe I owe my career as a scientist as much to him as to Mr. Eugenides and “The Double Helix.” 

I owe something else to Mr. Eugenides. He encouraged me to try out for the junior squash team. He must have thought taking up a sport would make me more popular among my peers, especially if I turned out to be good at it. VA was proud of its junior and senior squash teams—it was too small to support decent hockey teams. They’d invested in squash instead. This paid off: three years before, the senior team had narrowly succeeded in beating a team from Colborne College, a private school whose academic reputation was at the opposite end of VA’s, at a tournament in Toronto. Never mind that squash was a minority sport at Colborne: we were never allowed to forget this victory over Ontario’s most elite school. Everybody at VA yearned for it to be repeated. 

The try-out, in the third week of November, was run by the headmaster of the school, a cheerful, glad-handing moron with a handlebar mustache called Mr. Trefusis who doubled as a teacher of Phys Ed. I’d never played a racquet sport before, but I did well enough in the try-out to be tentatively placed on the team, and started attending practices on Wednesday afternoons and Saturday mornings. These took place at a rented squash court in Parry Sound, half an hour’s drive away. 

​​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]



Chapter 5: Ich hatt’ einen Kameraden 
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I MADE FRIENDS WITH another Grade 6 kid. His name was Derek Cunningham, and he was in all my classes except for French. I hadn’t liked him initially. He was doing better than I was in History and English, and I resented that. He knew a lot of words and facts I and the rest of the Grade 6s didn’t. His French was so good—he’d had summer courses in the Gaspé and in Provence—that he was taking it with the Grade 11s. Despite all that, and despite being a small, skinny brown-eyed guy who would have lost in a fight even with another Grade 6, he had a mysterious exemption from bullying. 

Trefusis, his dorm master, cut him slack nobody else seemed to get. There were three dorms at VA: Macdonald House, Laurier House, and Muskoka House (named respectively after a Conservative Prime Minister of Canada, a Liberal Prime Minister, and the region of Ontario the school was in—the parents wouldn’t have tolerated a dorm named after a leader of Canada’s socialist party). I was in Laurier House. Derek Cunningham was in Macdonald House, and he’d been assigned a bed that was in a corner, with more space around it than the other kids got. The extra space was occupied by Derek’s stereo and stacks of vinyl records. Boom boxes that played cassette tapes were becoming popular with our generation, so Derek was behind the times (or three decades ahead). Derek would pull up four or five chairs in this space and play records to other kids, most of them in higher grades. Trefusis tolerated these mini-concerts, if they weren’t noisy, and if they occurred within specified times (after class, from 5 pm to 6:30 pm, or after dinner, from 7:15 pm to 8:30 pm). 

Derek was even sometimes invited to dine privately with the Trefusis couple. Mrs. Trefusis, a blowsy, busty blonde, was the school nurse. Why did this animated kid with the bright brown eyes, who always seemed to be on the move or chattering away—he reminded me of a sparrow—get these privileges? 

Derek’s father was General Cunningham, commander of the military base in Petawawa (a drive of three and a half hours from Voltare). General Cunningham had served with Canadian peace-keeping forces in Cyprus. In 1974, he was wounded when Turkey invaded the island after a military coup whose aim was making the island part of Greece; he’d been decorated for bravery under fire. Trefusis had been delighted when the Cunninghams had enrolled Derek at his school at the start of Grade 5, the year before I arrived, and had cultivated the relationship. He’d persuaded General Cunningham to give a speech to the graduating class at the end of that school year, on the topic of “Manhood and Responsibility in the Canadian Military.” Naturally, Trefusis was protective of Derek. I’m guessing he’d had a talk with the rougher elements in the school—Lovekin and Gainsborough, but not only them—and warned them to leave Derek alone. 

My first conversation with Derek outside class occurred at lunchtime in our communal dining hall, when he asked what I was reading. I showed him the book: The Adventures of Sherlock Holmes. 

“That’s probably the best set of Sherlock Holmes stories,” he said judiciously. “Though there are fine stories in the other collections—‘The Adventure of Silver Blaze’, for instance, in ‘The Memoirs of Sherlock Holmes,’ or ‘The Adventure of the Priory School’ in ‘The Return of Sherlock Holmes.’ Which of the novels is your favourite?” 
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