Big Bang Daisy

There is a region on the Atlantic coast of France where salt water daily sweeps in and back out again with the tidal pull. A small castle sits atop the hazy hill in the distance. There are two or three other hills on the horizon, but they are occupied by nothing more than grass and sheep. Everything in between these hills is sand. If the tide is low we may continue on the secret path of solid earth, which is invisible among the wasteland of quicksand that waits still and silent like a spider’s web. We follow the path carefully, but quickly, for the tide will soon return and the tall hill before us will become an island. We walk up rocky slopes on a narrow path that winds us around to the back side of the hill to the ancient fortress that is called D’Ahania, which was built before the dark ages of France.                      

It is no longer a fortress of warfare. It is a scientific laboratory and scriptorium for the once famous, now forgotten, Casey Dooley. The entrance to the exterior courtyard is modest, no drawbridge or heavy doors, but a single iron gate that has no lock. 

The courtyard is a lush, Babylonian garden. In all directions sprawling green things explode their various colors. A bent and grey old man sits on a tree stump in a thick patch of blossoming sunflowers, stargazer lilies, moonflowers, passionflowers, and many of them come up to his chin. His bony face registers no emotion but his body language suggests that he is relaxed: hands flat on his knees, head bowed as if in prayer. This is Casey Dooley. His story is long and wrought with heartache, but we don’t wish to know his heartache just yet. We are interested in what Casey is doing now: he is intent upon the effect of the breeze on an oddly shaped flower.

Today is his one hundred and first birthday. It is his ritual every Saturday to come into the garden and trim down the flowers in order to arrange them into bouquets to place in parlor of the chateau. He knew each flower by its scent, and he knew the ideal firmness of the blossoms that were the ripest for pruning. These were necessary skills because Casey, in his old age, had grown almost completely blind. 

The flowers have not been clipped today. For the first time in a decade, he sees, not with his mind’s eye, or with his hands, or his nose. He sees with his eyes. This morning, he mistook the flower for a yellow dandelion, but upon further inspection he saw that there was a red-brown-ish center to the flower—at which point he assumed it was some sort of daisy. There are long, translucent, thread-like things that stretch out in every direction and curl in a smooth arcs that extend to form a watermelon-shaped sphere around the starburst. It has a peculiar smell, a must and pinewood odor that is salty and sweet and altogether unfamiliar.

“What are you looking for?” 

“Detail,” says Casey. Then he looks up, turns his head. Everything is the same shade of darkness. “Who said that?”

“Don’t be afraid,” whispers the vibrant, orange flower.
•••

Casey noticed that in America, everything moved faster. In the German settlement of Herzburg, frenzy was the natural state of things. Sour-smelling, toothless people loped from street corner to street corner pushing through each other so that everybody was a salmon swimming up their stream. Carriages careened down the noisy streets, driven by dark, hairy riders with whips of reed that whistled and smacked on horse flesh. Wheelbarrows of vegetables, wool, old timepieces were sped by emaciated immigrants to canvas-awning shops, the cracking cobblestone was forever assaulted by the clacking of foot and wheel. 

Her letters usually came once a week, but for the past month he had received nothing in the mail. He enjoyed having his own mailbox. It was wooden breadbox on a pole, but it served its purpose. In the tenement building where he’d lived for two months there was no mail service and he had to walk to the post office to receive his letters from Rebecca. 

Today, on the doorstep of his one-room house, there was a brown package tied with thick twine. Casey gently pushed aside the small mechanical parts that peppered his workshop desktop and set the package down next to his oil lamp. In bold, block letters was written, “DOOLEY.” The return address was Rebecca’s but the handwriting wasn’t hers.

He cut the twine with a razor blade and tore the paper apart. The box contained three objects: a note addressed to Casey, a slick brass kaleidoscope covered with fingerprints, and a thick brown envelope. The latter contained several dozen letters to Rebecca in his own handwriting.
•••
“Show me then,” says Casey. The strange flower with the spiral galaxy petals nods and the thousand and one little threads are tousled like hair in the wind. He does not have to count the hairs, he knows. Chunks of what looks like dew, or sap, hang on the thin strands. The flower tells him that they represent actual stars.

“Of which galaxy?” he asks. 

“I am not a map of the galaxy,” says the flower. “I am a map of all galaxies.”

“You mean the universe?”

“Yes.”

“The universe is infinite,” says Casey.

“That’s not true,” says the flower.

“How do you know?”

“I used to be a star.” 

“All matter was first forged in the sun, everyone knows that. I used to be a star. What makes you so special?” says Casey. 

“I remember being a star.” 

Around the flower everything is black. The hairs are so fine they may disappear. The beads of dew take shape and begin to resemble galaxies that Casey had seen through observatory telescopes when he was younger.

“How far back do you remember?” he asks.

“All the way back.”
•••
“I’ll take your name,” said Casey. “At least until the war’s over.” Casey’s stint of working for the German-owned research facility in Prague had ended badly and necessitated his moving to Ireland. Casey had made outstanding advances in the field of electrical power research even thought he worked mostly with formulas and blueprints, seldom needing to test his theories to see if they would work. But the German’s had officially requested Casey’s services in building a bomb, and Casey said no. “No” was not an acceptable answer, and they threatened to imprison Casey if he didn’t work with them. He complied for a period of time, and he constructed a bomb for them. By the time the plans were in the hands of the top brass in the Czechoslovakian German army, Casey was AWOL. The German’s wouldn’t chase him right away because they’d gotten what they wanted from him. But it would only be a matter of time until they realized that the experiments had been falsified and the bomb plans were fake.

“Casey Dooley,” said Rebecca. “That’s as Irish a name as you could want.”

“Names aren’t important.’

“Rebecca Zeman. How does that sound to you?”

“It’s not terrible.”

“I kind of like it.”

“Well, it’ll have to be Dooley for a bit longer.”

After a long pause, Rebecca said, “How soon can we move to America?”

“What am I supposed see?” asks Casey.
•••
“Everything. All things,” says the flower.

“Do you know that I’m blind?”

“I know that you were blind. But you aren’t now, are you?”

“How do I know you’re not a figment?”

“You don’t. If you want to see, you’ll have to concentrate.” 

Casey blinks rapidly and then holds his eyes open. The blood-orange flower represents the big bang, the origin of the universe. And by staring into the blooming representation of the center of time and energy, Casey is told that he will be able to see all things in the universe at once. At first the orange petals begin to spiral clockwise. Then the web of the antennae begin to pulse. The globe around the flower shrinks slightly, then expands, then shrinks even more, then expands even more. Casey slips into a serene, meditative state of mind. The pupils of his eyes widen to the size of dimes, and from their black depths a warm light emerges.

He sees a nebula shaped like a human hand; an ancient roman coin impressed with the face of Caesar; a star nursery where gasses congealed into bulbous lumps of matter and fire; the two pillows on his bed, one well worn, the other unused; a single cell in a far away galaxy that is splitting in two; a reader in a quiet room, reading the story of his life; a spider’s web.
•••
He wasn’t born blind. Casey Zeman was raised by a Czechoslovakian mother who so adored the Irish that she gave him an Irish name. What she knew of the Irish people came from books alone. She knew they were fair complexioned, and that they fought and drank a lot. Nothing about Casey looked Irish. He was a thin, sickly boy yet his skin was a deep olive and his deep-set eyes were coal-black. He had wiry hair that resisted combing and so was permanently tousled. By the time Casey was a teenager he had already shown outstanding promise in math and physics. He was recruited to the University of Prague at the age of sixteen. By the age of twenty-five he was working on bombs for a privately owned research facility in Prague that worked with the German government. That was 1937.

Casey’s dropped the last name of Zeman so that the Germans couldn’t follow him when he escaped to Ireland. He had big ideas of how Ireland would look, and the grey, sodden people of the port town of S____ did not fit with this idea. Bedraggled and starving, he made his way from one unfriendly town to the next in search of the “Ireland” of emerald tint and endless laughter that his mother had indelibly branded into his imagination. 

After a month he was reduced to rags and bare flesh that seemed as dark as an African’s compared to the red skin of the natives. He was like a dark raccoon, wheedling with thin fingers through garbage heaps of the livestock and farmer’s markets by the light of the moon if it was out. 

It was a grey day with cold sunshine when a woman found Casey in the family barn.  He was asleep on a hump of loose hay. Rebecca’s eyes, we are told, were so vibrantly blue that they almost appeared violet. When she saw Casey’s dark, mysterious eyes she knew that the foreigner had been placed before her for a reason. She left Casey there, frightened in the hay, without a word. She gathered some things from the kitchen, a few leaves of lettuce, a carrot, and a cube of fresh cheese, and wrapped them in a napkin to smuggle to the stranger in the barn. When she arrived Casey was no longer there. She set down the food on the hay where he had been and called him saying, “Stranger?” There was no doubt that he was hiding in the shadows behind the tall hay bails. She could hear the whistle in his heavy breath.

Rebecca found him the next day in the high, smoky branches of a juniper tree. He was asleep, she thought. Or dead. There was something next to him, a white thing hanging on the branch. She waved her father from the tractor and told him that there was a strange man sleeping in their trees. 

Standing at the base of the tree, looking up, Old man Dooley said, “I can’t climb it.” It became clear to Rebecca that her father would not risk injury to himself in order to retrieve the stranger. It was only after she pointed out that the man could be dead, and that he may attract vultures that the old man consented to hoist Rebecca up the tree, with a rope tied around her middle and the other side flung over the high branch and tied around the study waist of her father. She scaled the tree, pulling at the knots and branches in order to gain elevation. One of her shoes fell when she lost her footing on a twisted branch and her heart jumped out of her body as she dangled several dozen of feet above the ground. Luckily the rope was tied around her body tight and not threaded through the belt loops of her jeans like her father had suggested. Now that she was filled with adrenaline, Rebecca scaled the rest of the tree without hesitation.

The man was dark skinned and rags hung off his body. But he was breathing. The thing hanging next to the man was a white sheet. She undid the loose knot and the whole mass plummeted. “Hey,” she said, poking the man in the leg. After she said this it occurred to her that he could startle awake and roll off the branch. She looked at her father, he had the rope firmly in his hand and next to him the extra rope coiled. They had measured it out, double the distance from ground to branch, to make sure she would have a way down. The stranger wasn’t heavy at all. His skin was paper thin and he seemed to have the hollow bones of a bird. Rebecca’s arms hooked around his shoulders from the back while her father slowly lowered the two of them to the ground.

His head rolled to the side when they laid him on the bed. The old man’s arms crossed, “S’pose he’s been robbing us?” Rebecca wiped a wet rag over the man’s dark brow, saying, “If he did, he probably needed it more than we did.”

On a table next to the bed was the white sheet that had been hanging in the tree. It was spread open and contained a small book, a notebook, and a broken pencil. On the sheet was black smudge where a rotten potato had burst upon impact with the ground.
•••
Before the sun is all the way up, one of the monks that lives at D’Ahania finds Casey dead in the garden. The next day, a small group of monks gather at the base of the tidal island and commit Casey’s body to the quicksand. In the process of going through the man’s effects, several boxes full of manuscripts were found. Several more boxes of blueprints were found. What they were blueprints for nobody could say. Under Casey’s bed is a small, dusty box with the word, “DOOLEY” in bold across the top. Inside are three objects.
•••
Casey sliced the letter open with a knife and read the note:

Mr. Casey Dooley, 
I regret to inform you that due to complications during childbirth, Rebecca and the child have passed away. Please accept our sincerest apologies in this distressful time. All fees to the midwife have been compensated from the selling of your house, furniture, and minor possessions. At the behest of Rebecca, we are sending the enclosed. Her final request to us was that we make known to you the extraordinary satisfaction she gained from the brass kaleidoscope. Indeed, it never left her hand. She loved you dearly, Casey. 
Godspeed,
Mrs. Bibbs – midwife
Mr. Bibbs – scribe
The kaleidoscope had once been polished and reflective, but now it was dull with use. There were places where the brass was lighter, almost white from contact with a hand. It had been a gift to Rebecca, just before he left her for America. “Hold it up to your eye,” he had said, “And you will see everything.” She was amazed at the multiplicity and the infinite progression of the colors and the shapes.

He looked through the eyepiece. There wasn’t much light in his little room, but he pointed it toward a small, high window. As he turned the cylinder around with both hands, the shapes seemed to come to life. Through the tears in his eyes, the images began to take vivid shape and he saw one circle that split into two; the fire of faraway stars; a ghostly, vaporous shape of a human hand.
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