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      Enter the SF Gateway …


      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


      

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’


      


      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.


      




INTRODUCTION


Good Morrow To our waking souls
BY TERRY BISSON


Want to know the real skinny about Voodoo Economics? Curious as to what the dead read for fun? Interested in sex as performance art?


You’ve come to the right place.


James Morrow is best known for his science-fictional fantasies, in particular the audacious Godhead Trilogy, which clothes the existential dilemma of the modern age, the Death of God (or of belief), in quotidian rags by providing the dear departed Deity with a corpus delecti, complete with gigantic nose hairs, parasites, and BO, to be disposed of and mourned by bereaved humanity.


The title itself, Towing Jehovah, is a deliberate and audacious mix of high and low, as if the Mother Church had subcontracted its funeral services to AAA.


R.I.P.


Heady, hilarious, horrific, headlong stuff.


Typical Morrow.


Towing Jehovah (Godhead #1) won a number of laurels, among them a World Fantasy Award nomination. The novel gave rise to an interesting discussion among the jurors (this writer among them), some of whom argued that Morrow’s work, though clearly award-worthy, was just as clearly science fiction, not fantasy.


Huh? responded others. The central and (by a long shot) largest figure in the book was neither alien nor android but a Deity, the Deity, for Christ’s sake (so to speak). The very nemesis, the archenemy of science: God, the Father, Himself, or at least his prodigious and venerable corpse! Hello?


As religion is manifestly fantasy, this eminently sensible position won. As did Jim, as did Towing Jehovah (World Fantasy Award, 1995). But the jurors’ concerns were far from fanciful. For in fact the difference between SF and Fantasy, so often debated at dead dog parties as rockets vs. elves, more often comes down to a difference in style and tone rather than subject matter. Art direction, if you will. And Morrow’s furniture, and therefore his tone, is almost always that of SF. The real world of tankers and tow-ropes, cereal boxes and oil slicks is always front and center. Moonlight and magic are at a minimum. Jerkins and goblets are there none.


So it is with the stories in this collection.


Morrow’s short stories are as acclaimed as his novels, and show the same predilections and techniques, though in more compressed and often more vivid form. Short stories rely on voice rather than plot, and Morrow delights in assuming a professorial tone to describe the most outrageous events, thus becoming his own straight men. He astonishes the reader by refusing to be astonished, even when pint-sized aliens battle in Central Park, deserving infants are drowned in Holy Water, or newlyweds awaken to find their brains preserved in jars.


The tales in this volume are narrated for the most part with a repertory of Victorian flourishes and cadences. Morrow’s tone is authentically (if deceptively) high, even as his adventures partake mightily of the low. Who else can speak of the “despairing throng” and at the same time let us know that they piss, they eat bran flakes, they communicate with Mars via harpsichords and dry cell batteries.


Dry indeed.


The drollery is as Victorian as the sensibility is modern, even post-modern. Morrow is after the biggest of Big Game, and for all their seemingly casual hilarity (and for the most part, they are funny as hell) these tales deal with the eternal, unanswered questions. They will rock your world. Sometimes slyly, sometimes directly.


“The War of the Worldviews” is perhaps the wildest, most original take ever on the oldest trope of SF, alien invasion; while for those with darker tastes, there is “Auspicious Eggs,” set in the bleakest post-holocaust universe since Walter Miller’s.


For every laugh there is an inhalation of brimstone. So be warned.


Who else among modern SF writers (and Morrow, to his great credit, refuses to refuse the label) has worked so hard to sharpen the swords of satire? And had such fun doing it? His is a hard act to follow. Most of us are content with smaller targets than God and Man (not to mention Woman).


He is our Voltaire, casting a cold eye on both the follies of the day and the fashions of philosophy. He is our Swift, skewering his enemies with a smile.


He would be our Twain, except that we already have one. He is in fact our Morrow.




The War of the Worldviews


AUGUST 7


One thing I’ve learned from this catastrophe is to start giving Western science and Newtonian rationality their due. For six days running, professional astronomers in the United States and Europe warned us of puzzling biological and cybernetic activity on the surfaces of both Martian satellites. We, the public, weren’t interested. Next the stargazers announced that Phobos and Deimos had each sent a fleet of disc-shaped spaceships, heavily armed, hurtling toward planet Earth. We laughed in their faces. Then the astronomers reported that each saucer measured only one meter across, so that the invading armadas evoked “a vast recall of defective automobile tires.” The talk-show comedians had a field day.


The first operation the Martians undertook upon landing in Central Park was to suck away all the city’s electricity and seal it in a small spherical container suggesting an aluminum racquetball. I believe they wanted to make sure we wouldn’t bother them as they went about their incomprehensible agenda, but Valerie says they were just being quixotic. In either case, the Martians obviously don’t need all that power. They brought plenty with them.


I am writing by candlelight in our Delancey Street apartment, scribbling on a legal pad with a ballpoint pen. New York City is without functional lamps, subways, elevators, traffic signals, household appliances, or personal computers. Here and there, I suppose, life goes on as usual, thanks to storage batteries, solar cells, and diesel-fueled generators. The rest of us are living in the 18th century, and we don’t much like it.


I was taking Valerie’s kid to the Central Park Zoo when the Phobosians and the Deimosians started uprooting the city’s power cables. Bobby and I witnessed the whole thing. The Martians were obviously having a good time. Each alien is only six inches high, but I could still see the jollity coursing through their little frames. Capricious chipmunks. I hate them all. Bobby became terrified when the Martians started wrecking things. He cried and moaned. I did my best to comfort him. Bobby’s a good kid. Last week he called me Second Dad.


The city went black, neighborhood by neighborhood, and then the hostilities began. The Phobosian and the Deimosian infantries went at each other with weapons so advanced as to make Earth’s rifles and howitzers seem like peashooters. Heat rays, disintegrator beams, quark bombs, sonic grenades, laser cannons. The Deimosians look rather like the animated mushrooms from Fantasia. The Phobosians resemble pencil sharpeners fashioned from Naugahyde. All during the fight, both races communicated among themselves via chirping sounds reminiscent of dolphins enjoying sexual climax. Their ferocity knew no limits. In one hour I saw enough war crimes to fill an encyclopedia, though on the scale of an 0-gauge model railroad.


As far as I could tell, the Battle of Central Park ended in a stalemate. The real loser was New York, victim of a hundred ill-aimed volleys. At least half the buildings on Fifth Avenue are gone, including the Mount Sinai Medical Center. Fires rage everywhere, eastward as far as Third Avenue, westward to Columbus. Bobby and I were lucky to get back home alive.


Such an inferno is clearly beyond the capacity of our local fire departments. Normally we would seek help from Jersey and Connecticut, but the Martians have fashioned some sort of force-field dome, lowering it over the entire island as blithely as a chef placing a lid on a casserole dish. Nothing can get in, and nothing can get out. We are at the invaders’ mercy. If the Phobosians and the Deimosians continue trying to settle their differences through violence, the city will burn to the ground.


AUGUST 8


The Second Battle of Central Park was even worse than the first. We lost the National Academy of Design, the Guggenheim Museum, and the Carlyle Hotel. It ended with the Phobosians driving the Deimosians all the way down to Rockefeller Center. The Deimosians then rallied, stood their ground, and forced a Phobosian retreat to West 71st Street.


Valerie and I learned about this latest conflict only because a handful of resourceful radio announcers have improvised three ad hoc Citizens Band stations along what’s left of Lexington Avenue. We have a decent CB receiver, so we’ll be getting up-to-the-minute bulletins until our batteries die. Each time the newscaster named Clarence Morant attempts to describe the collateral damage from this morning’s hostilities, he breaks down and weeps.


Even when you allow for the shrimplike Martian physique, the two armies are not very far apart. By our scale, they are separated by three blocks–by theirs, perhaps ten kilometers. Clarence Morant predicts there’ll be another big battle tomorrow. Valerie chides me for not believing her when she had those premonitions last year of our apartment building on fire. I tell her she’s being a Monday morning Nostradamus.


How many private journals concerning the Martian invasion exist at the moment? As I put pen to paper, I suspect that hundreds, perhaps even thousands, of my fellow survivors are recording their impressions of the cataclysm. But I am not like these other diary-keepers. I am unique. I alone have the power to stop the Martians before they demolish Manhattan–or so I imagine.


AUGUST 9


All quiet on the West Side front–though nobody believes the cease-fire will last much longer. Clarence Morant says the city is living on borrowed time.


Phobos and Deimos. When the astronomers first started warning us of nefarious phenomena on the Martian satellites, I experienced a vague feeling of personal connection to those particular moons. Last night it all flooded back. Phobos and Deimos are indeed a part of my past: a past I’ve been trying to forget–those bad old days when I was the worst psychiatric intern ever to serve an apprenticeship at Bellevue. I’m much happier in my present position as a bohemian hippie bum, looking after Bobby and living off the respectable income Valerie makes running two SoHo art galleries.


His name was Rupert Klieg, and he was among the dozen or so patients who made me realize I’d never be good with insane people. I found Rupert’s rants alternately unnerving and boring. They sounded like something you’d read in a cheesy special-interest zine for psychotics. Paranoid Confessions. True Hallucinations. Rupert was especially obsessed with an organization called the Asaph Hall Society, named for the self-taught scientist who discovered Phobos and Deimos. All three members of the Asaph Hall Society were amateur astronomers and certifiable lunatics who’d dedicated themselves to monitoring the imminent invasion of planet Earth by the bellicose denizens of the Martian moons. Before Rupert told me his absurd fantasy, I didn’t even realize that Mars had moons, nor did I care. But now I do, God knows.


The last I heard, they’d put Rupert Klieg away in the Lionel Frye Psychiatric Institute, Ninth Avenue near 58th. Valerie says I’m wasting my time, but I believe in my bones; that the fate of Manhattan lies with that particular schizophrenic.


AUGUST 10


This morning a massive infantry assault by the Phobosians drove the Deimosians south to Times Square. When I heard that the Frye Institute was caught in the crossfire, I naturally feared the worst for Rupert. When I actually made the trek to Ninth and 58th, however, I discovered that the disintegrator beams, devastating in most regards, had missed the lower third of the building. I didn’t see any Martians, but the whole neighborhood resounded with their tweets and twitters.


The morning’s upheavals had left the Institute’s staff in a state of extreme distraction. I had no difficulty sneaking into the lobby, stealing a dry-cell lantern, and conducting a room-by-room hunt.


Rupert was in the basement ward, Room 16. The door stood ajar. I entered. He lay abed, grasping a toy plastic telescope about ten centimeters long. I couldn’t decide whether his keepers had been kind or cruel to allow him this trinket. It was nice that the poor demented astronomer had a telescope, but what good did it do him in a room with no windows?


His face had become thinner, his body more gaunt, but otherwise he was the fundamentally beatific madman I remembered. “Thank you for the lantern, Dr. Onslo,” he said as I approached. He swatted at a naked lightbulb hanging from the ceiling like a miniature punching bag. “It’s been pretty gloomy around here.”


“Call me Steve. I never finished my internship.”


“I’m not surprised, Dr. Onslo. You were a lousy therapist.”


“Let me tell you why I’ve come.”


“I know why you’ve come, and as Chairperson of the Databank Committee of the Asaph Hall Society, I can tell you everything you want to know about Phobos and Deimos.”


“I’m especially interested in learning how your organization knew an invasion was imminent.”


The corners of Rupert’s mouth lifted in a grotesque smile. He opened the drawer in his nightstand, removed a crinkled sheet of paper, and deposited it in my hands. “Mass: 1.08e16 kilograms,” he said as I studied the fact sheet, which had a cherry cough drop stuck to one corner. “Diameter: 22.2 kilometers. Mean density: 2.0 grams per cubic centimeter. Mean distance from Mars: 9,380 kilometers. Rotational period: 0.31910 days. Mean orbital velocity: 2.14 kilometers per second. Orbital eccentricity: 0.01. Orbital inclination: 1.0 degrees. Escape velocity: 0.0103 kilometers per second. Visual geometric albedo: 0.06. In short, ladies and gentlemen, I give you Phobos–”


“Fascinating,” I said evenly.


“As opposed to Deimos. Mass: 1.8e15 kilograms. Diameter: 12.6 kilometers. Mean density: 1.7 grams per cubic centimeter. Mean distance from Mars: 23,460 kilometers. Rotational period: 1.26244 days. Mean orbital velocity: 1.36 kilometers per second. Orbital eccentricity: 0.00. Orbital inclination: 0.9 to 2.7 degrees. Escape velocity: 0.0057 kilometers per second. Visual geometric albedo: 0.07. Both moons look like baked potatoes.”


“By some astonishing intuition, you knew that these two satellites intended to invade the Earth.”


“Intuition, my Aunt Fanny. We deduced it through empirical observation.” Rupert brought the telescope to his eye and focused on the dormant lightbulb. “Consider this. A scant eighty million years ago, there were no Phobes or Deems. I’m not kidding. They were all one species, living beneath the desiccated surface of Mars. Over the centuries, a deep rift in philosophic sensibility opened up within their civilization. Eventually they decided to abandon the native planet, never an especially congenial place, and emigrate to the local moons. Those favoring Sensibility A moved to Phobos. Those favoring Sensibility B settled on Deimos.”


“Why would the Martians find Phobos and Deimos more congenial?” I jammed the fact sheet in my pocket. “I mean, aren’t they just … big rocks?”


“Don’t bring your petty little human perspective to the matter, Dr. Onslo. To a vulture, carrion tastes like chocolate cake. Once they were on their respective worlds, the Phobes and the Deems followed separate evolutionary paths–hence, the anatomical dimorphism we observe today.”


“What was the nature of the sensibility rift?”


Rupert used his telescope to study a section of the wall where the plaster had crumbled away, exposing the latticework beneath. “I have no idea.”


“None whatsoever?”


“The Asaph Hall Society dissolved before we could address that issue. All I know is that the Phobes and the Deems decided to settle the question once and for all through armed combat on neutral ground.”


“So they came here?”


“Mars would’ve seemed like a step backwards. Venus has rotten weather.”


“Are you saying that whichever side wins the war will claim victory in what is essentially a philosophical controversy?”


“Correct.”


“They believe that truth claims can be corroborated through violence?”


“More or less.”


“That doesn’t make any sense to me.”


“If you were a fly, horse manure would smell like candy. We’d better go see Melvin.”


“Who?”


“Melvin Haskin, Chairperson of our Epistemology Committee. If anybody’s figured out the Phobos-Deimos rift, it’s Melvin. The last I heard, they’d put him in a rubber room at Werner Krauss Memorial. What’s today?”


“Tuesday.”


“Too bad.”


“Oh?”


“On Tuesday Melvin always wills himself into a catatonic stupor. He’ll be incommunicado until tomorrow morning.”


I had no trouble sneaking Rupert out of the Frye Institute. Everybody on the staff was preoccupied with gossip and triage. The lunatic brought along his telescope and a bottle of green pills that he called “the thin verdant line that separates me from my madness.”


Although still skeptical of my belief that Rupert held the key to Manhattan’s salvation, Valerie welcomed him warmly into our apartment–she’s a better therapist than I ever was–and offered him the full measure of her hospitality. Because we have a gas range, we were able to prepare a splendid meal of spinach lasagna and toasted garlic bread. Rupert ate all the leftovers. Bobby asked him what it was like to be insane. “There is nothing that being insane is like,” Rupert replied.


After dinner, at Rupert’s request, we all played Scrabble by candlelight, followed by a round of Clue. Rupert won both games. At ten o’clock he took a green pill and stretched his spindly body along the length of our couch, which he said was much more comfortable than his bed at the Frye Institute. Five minutes later he was asleep.


As I write this entry, Clarence Morant is offering his latest dispatches from the war zone. Evidently the Deimosians are still dug in throughout Times Square. Tomorrow the Phobosians will attempt to dislodge them. Valerie and I both hear a catch in Morant’s voice as he tells how his aunt took him to see Cats when he was nine years old. He inhales deeply and says, “The Winter Garden Theater is surely doomed.”


AUGUST 11


Before we left the apartment this morning, Rupert remembered that Melvin Haskin is inordinately fond of bananas. Luckily, Valerie had purchased two bunches at the corner bodega right before the Martians landed. I tossed them into my rucksack, along with some cheese sandwiches and Rupert’s telescope, and then we headed uptown.


Reaching 40th Street, we saw that the Werner Krauss Memorial Clinic had become a seething mass of orange flames and billowing gray smoke, doubtless an ancillary catastrophe accruing to the Battle of Times Square. Ashes and sparks speckled the air. Our eyes teared up from the carbon. The sidewalks teemed with a despairing throng of doctors, administrators, guards, and inmates. Presumably the Broadway theaters and hotels were also on fire, but I didn’t want to think about it.


Rupert instantly alighted on Melvin Haskin, though I probably could’ve identified him unassisted. Even in a milling mass of psychotics, Melvin stood out. He’d strapped a dish-shaped antenna onto his head, the concavity pointed skyward–an inverted yarmulke. A pair of headphones covered his ears, jacked into an antique vacuum-tube amplifier that he cradled in his arms like a baby. Two coiled wires, one red, one black, connected the antenna to the amplifier, its functionless power cord bumping against Melvin’s left leg, the naked prongs glinting in the AUGUST sun. He wore a yellow terrycloth bathrobe and matching Big Bird slippers. His frame was massive, his skin pale, his stomach protuberant, his mouth bereft of teeth.


Rupert made the introductions. Once again he insisted on calling me Dr. Onslo. I pointed to Melvin’s antenna and asked him whether he was receiving transmissions from the Martians.


“What?” He pulled off the headphones and allowed them to settle around his neck like a yoke.


“Your antenna, the headphones–looks like you’re communicating with the Martians.”


“Are you crazy?” Scowling darkly, Melvin turned toward Rupert and jerked an accusing thumb in my direction. “Dr. Onslo thinks my amplifier still works even though half the tubes are burned out.”


“He’s a psychiatrist,” Rupert explained. “He knows nothing about engineering. How was your catatonic stupor?”


“Restful. You’ll have to come along some time.”


“I haven’t got the courage,” said Rupert.


Melvin was enchanted by the gift of the bananas, and even more enchanted to be reunited with his fellow paranoid. As the two middle-aged madmen headed east, swapping jokes and stories like old school chums, I could barely keep up with their frenetic pace. After passing Sixth Avenue they turned abruptly into Bryant Park, where they found an abandoned soccer ball on the grass. For twenty minutes they kicked it back and forth, then grew weary of the sport. They sat down on a bench. I joined them. Survivors streamed by holding handkerchiefs over their faces.


“The city’s dying,” I told Melvin. “We need your help.”


“Rupert, have you still got the touch?” Melvin asked his friend.


“I believe I do,” said Rupert.


“Rupert can fix burned-out vacuum tubes merely by laying his hands on them,” Melvin informed me. “I call him the Cathode Christ.”


Even before Melvin finished his sentence, Rupert had begun fondling the amplifier. He rubbed each tube as if the warmth of his hand might bring it to life.


“You’ve done it again!” cried Melvin, putting on his headphones. “I’m pulling in a signal from Ceres! I think it might be just the place for us to retire, Rupert! No capital gains tax!” He removed the phones and looked me in the eye. “Do you solicit me as head of the Epistemology Committee, or in my capacity as a paranoid schizophrenic?”


“The former,” I said. “I’m hoping you’ve managed to define the Phobos-Deimos rift.”


“You came to the right place.” Melvin ate a banana, depositing the peel in the dish antenna atop his head. “It’s the most basic of Weltanschauung dichotomies. Here on Earth many philosophers would trace the problem back to all that bad blood between the Platonists and the Aristotelians–you know, idealism versus realism–but it’s actually the sort of controversy you can have only after a full-blown curiosity about nature has come on the scene.”


“Do you speak of the classic schism between scientific materialists and those who champion presumed numinous realities?” I asked.


“Exactly,” said Melvin.


“There–what did I tell you?” said Rupert merrily. “I knew old Melvin would set us straight.”


“On the one hand, Deimos, moon of the logical positivists,” said Melvin. “On the other hand, Phobos, bastion of revealed religion.”


“Melvin, you’re a genius,” said Rupert, retrieving his telescope from my rucksack.


“Should we infer that the Phobosians are loath to evoke Darwinian mechanisms in explaining why they look so different from the Deimosians?” I asked.


“Quite so.” Melvin unstrapped the dish antenna, scratched his head, and nodded. “The Phobes believe that God created them in his own image.”


“They think God looks like a pencil sharpener?”


“That is one consequence of their religion, yes.” Melvin donned his antenna and retrieved a bottle of red capsules from his bathrobe pocket. He fished one out and ate it. “Want to hear the really nutty part? The Phobes and the Deems are genetically wired to abandon any given philosophical position the moment it encounters an honest and coherent refutation. The Martians won’t accept no for an answer, and they won’t accept yes for an answer either–instead they want rational arguments.”


“Rational arguments?” I said. “Then why the hell are they killing each other and bringing down New York with them?”


“If you were a dog, a dead possum would look like the Mona Lisa,” said Rupert.


Melvin explained, “No one has ever presented them with a persuasive discourse favoring either the Phobosian or the Deimosian worldview.”


“You mean we could end this nightmare by supplying the Martians with some crackerjack reasons why theistic revelation is the case?” I said.


“Either that, or some crackerjack reasons why scientific materialism is the case,” said Melvin. “I realize it’s fashionable these days to speak of an emergent compatibility between the two idioms, but you don’t have to be a rocket scientist to realize that the concept of materialistic supernaturalism is oxymoronic if not plainly moronic, and nobody knows this better than the Martians.” He pulled the headphones over his ears. “Ha! Just as I suspected. The civilization on Ceres divides neatly into those who have exact change and those who don’t.”


“The problem, as I see it, is twofold,” said Rupert, pointing his telescope south toward the Empire State Building. “We must construct the rational arguments in question, and we must communicate them to the Martians.”


“They don’t speak English, do they?” I said.


“Of course they don’t speak English,” said Rupert, exasperated. “They’re Martians. They don’t even have language as we commonly understand the term.” He poked Melvin on the shoulder. “This is clearly a job for Annie.”


“What?” said Melvin, removing the headphones.


“It’s a job for Annie,” said Rupert.


“Agreed,” said Melvin.


“Who?” I said.


“Annie Porlock,” said Rupert. “She built her own harpsichord.”


“Soul of an artist,” said Melvin.


“Heart of an angel,” said Rupert.


“Crazy as a bedbug,” and Melvin.


“For our immediate purpose, the most relevant fact about Annie is that she chairs our Interplanetary Communications Committee, in which capacity she cracked the Martian tweets and twitters, or so she claimed right before the medics took her away.”


“How do we find her?” I asked.


“For many years she was locked up in some wretched Long Island laughing academy, but then the family lawyer got into the act,” said Melvin. “I’m pretty sure they transferred her to a more humane facility here in New York.”


“What facility?” I said. “Where?”


“I can’t remember,” said Melvin.


“You’ve got to remember.”


“Sorry.”


“Try.”


Melvin picked up the soccer ball and set it in his lap. “Fresh from the guillotine, the head of Maximillien Francois Marie Isidore de Robespierre,” he said, as if perhaps I’d forgotten he was a paranoid schizophrenic. “Oh, Robespierre, Robespierre, was the triumph of inadvertence over intention ever so total?”


I brought both lunatics home with me. Valerie greeted us with the sad news that the Winter Garden, the Walter Kerr, the Eugene O’Neill, and a half-dozen other White Way theaters had been lost in the Battle of Times Square. I told her there was hope for the Big Apple yet.


“It all depends on our ability to devise a set of robust arguments favoring either scientific materialism or theistic revelation and then communicating the salient points to the Martians in their nonlinguistic language, which was apparently deciphered several years ago by a paranoid schizophrenic named Annie Porlock,” I told Valerie.


“That’s not a sentence you hear every day,” she replied.


It turns out that Melvin is even more devoted to board games than Rupert, so the evening went well. We played Scrabble, Clue, and Monopoly, after which Melvin introduced us to an amusement of his own invention, a variation on Trivial Pursuit called Teleological Ambition. Whereas the average Trivial Pursuit conundrum is frivolous, the challenges underlying Teleological Ambition are profound. Melvin remembered at least half of the original questions, writing them out on three-by-five cards. If God is infinite and self-sufficient, why would he care whether his creatures worshiped him or not? Which thought is the more overwhelming: the possibility that the Milky Way is teeming with sentient life, or the possibility that Earthlings and Martians occupy an otherwise empty galaxy? That sort of thing. Bobby hated every minute, and I can’t say I blame him.


AUGUST 12


Shortly after breakfast this morning, while he was consuming what may have been the last fresh egg in SoHo, Melvin announced that he knew how to track down Annie Porlock.


“I was thinking of how she’s a walking Rosetta Stone, our key to deciphering the Martian tongue,” he explained, strapping on his dish antenna. “Rosetta made me think of Roosevelt, and then I remembered that she’s living in a houseboat moored by Roosevelt Island in the middle of the East River.”


I went to the pantry and filled my rucksack with a loaf of stale bread, a jar of instant coffee, a Kellogg’s Variety Pack, and six cans of Campbell’s soup. The can opener was nowhere to be found, so I tossed in my Swiss army knife. I guided my lunatics out the door.


There were probably only a handful of taxis still functioning in New York–most of them had run out of gas, and their owners couldn’t refuel because the pumps worked on electricity–but somehow we managed to nab one at the corner of Houston and Forsyth. The driver, a Russian émigré named Vladimir, was not surprised to learn we had no cash, all the ATM’s being dormant, and he agreed to claim his fare in groceries. He piloted us north along First Avenue, running straight through fifty-seven defunct traffic signals, and left us off at the Queensboro Bridge. I gave him two cans of chicken noodle soup and a single-serving box of Frosted Flakes.


The Martian force-field dome had divided Roosevelt Island right down the middle, but luckily Annie Porlock had moored her houseboat on the Manhattan side. “Houseboat” isn’t the right word, for the thing was neither a house nor a boat but a decrepit two-room shack sitting atop a half-submerged barge called the Folly to Be Wise. Evidently the hull was leaking. If Annie’s residence sunk any lower, I thought as we entered the shack, the East River would soon be lapping at her ankles.


A ruddy, zaftig, silver-haired woman in her mid-fifties lay dozing in a wicker chair, her lap occupied by a book about Buddhism and a large calico cat. Her harpsichord rose against the far wall, beside a lamp table holding a large bottle of orange capsules the size of jellybeans. Our footfalls woke her. Recognizing Rupert, Annie let loose a whoop of delight. The cat bailed out. She stood up.


“Melvin Haskin?” said Annie, sashaying across the room. “Is that really you? They let you out?”


Annie extended her right hand. Melvin kissed it.


“Taa-daa!” shouted Rupert, stepping out from behind Melvin’s bulky frame. His pressed his mouth against Annie’s cheek.


“Rupert Klieg–they sprang you too!” said Annie. “If I knew you were coming, I’d have baked a fruitcake.”


“The First Annual Reunion of the Asaph Hall Society will now come to order,” said Melvin, chuckling.


“Have you heard about the Martians?” said Rupert.


Annie’s eyes widened grotesquely, offering a brief intimation of the derangement that lay behind. “They’ve landed? Really? You can’t be serious!”


“Cross my heart,” said Rupert. “Even as we speak, the Phobes and the Deems are thrashing out their differences in Times Square.”


“Just as we predicted,” said Annie. Turning from Rupert, she fixed her frowning gaze on me. “I guess that’ll show you doubting Thomases …”


Rupert introduced me as “Dr. Onslo, the first in a long line of distinguished psychiatrists who tried to help me before hyperlithium came on the market,” and I didn’t bother to contradict him. Instead I explained the situation to Annie, emphasizing Melvin’s recent deductions concerning Martian dialectics. She was astonished to learn that the Deimosians and the Phobosians were occupying Manhattan in direct consequence of the old materialism-supernaturalism dispute, and equally astonished to learn that, in contrast to most human minds, the Martian psyche was hardwired to favor rational discourse over pleasurable opinion.


“That must be the strangest evolutionary adaptation ever,” said Annie.


“Certainly the strangest we know about,” said Melvin.


“Can you help us?” I asked.


Approaching her harpsichord, Annie sat on her swiveling stool and rested her hands on the keyboard. “This looks like a harpsichord, but it’s really an interplanetary communication device. I’ve spent the last three years recalibrating the jacks, upgrading the plectrums, and adjusting the strings.”


Her fingers glided across the keys. A jumble of notes leaped forth, so weird and discordant they made Schönberg sound melodic.


“There,” said Annie proudly, pivoting toward her audience. “In the Martian language I just said, ‘Before enlightenment, chop wood, carry water. After enlightenment, chop wood, carry water.”


“Wow,” said Klieg.


“Terrific,” said Melvin.


Annie turned back to the keyboard and called forth another unruly refrain.


“That meant, ‘There are two kinds of naïveté, the naïveté of optimism and the naïveté of pessimism,’” she explained.


“Who would’ve guessed there could be so much meaning in cacophony?” I said.


“To a polar bear, the Arctic Ocean feels like a Jacuzzi,” said Rupert.


Annie called forth a third strain–another grotesque non-melody.


“And the translation?” asked Rupert.


“It’s an idiomatic expression,” she replied.


“Can you give us a rough paraphrase?”


“‘Hi there, baby. You have great tits. Would you like to fuck?’”


Melvin said, “The problem, of course, is that the Martians are likely to kill each other–along with the remaining population of New York–before we can decide conclusively which worldview enjoys the imprimatur of rationality.”


“All is not lost,” said Rupert.


“What do you mean?” I asked.


“We might, just might, have enough time to formulate strong arguments supporting a side of the controversy chosen … arbitrarily,” said Rupert.


“Arbitrarily?” echoed Annie, voice cracking.


“Arbitrarily,” repeated Rupert. “It’s the only way.”


The four of us traded glances of reluctant consensus. I removed a quarter from my pants pocket.


“Heads: revelation, God, the Phobes,” said Melvin.


“Tails: materialism, science, the Deems,” said Rupert.


I flipped the quarter. It landed under Annie’s piano stool, frightening the cat.


Tails.


And so we went at it, a melee of discourse and disputation that lasted through the long, hot afternoon and well into evening. We napped on the floor. We pissed in the river. We ate cold soup and dry Raisin Bran.


By eight o’clock we’d put the Deimosian worldview on solid ground–or so we believed. The gist of our argument was that sentient species emerged in consequence of certain discoverable properties embedded in nature. Whether Earthling or Martian, aquatic or terrestrial, feathered or furred, scaled or smooth, all lifeforms were inextricably woven into a material biosphere, and it was this astonishing and demonstrable connection, not the agenda of some hypothetical supernatural agency, that made us one with the cosmos and the bearers of its meaning.


“And now, dear Annie, you must set it all to music,” I told the Communications Chairperson, giving her a hug.


Rupert and Melvin decided to spend the night aboard the Folly to Be Wise, providing Annie with moral support and instant coffee while she labored over her translation. I knew that Valerie and Bobby would be worried about me, so I said my farewells and headed for home. So great was my exhilaration that I ran the whole three miles to Delancey Street without stopping–not bad for a weekend jogger.


I’m writing this entry in our bedroom. Bobby’s asleep. Valerie wants to hear about my day, so I’d better sign off. The news from Clarence Morant is distressing. Defeated in the Battle of Times Square, the Deimosians have retreated to the New York Public Library and taken up positions on the steps between the stone lions. The Phobosians are encamped outside Grand Central Station, barely a block away.


There are over two million volumes in the New York Public Library, Morant tells us, including hundreds of irreplaceable first editions. When the fighting starts, the Martians will be firing their heat rays amidst a paper cache of incalculable value.


AUGUST 13


Phobos and Deimos. When Asaph Hall went to name his discoveries, he logically evoked the two sons and companions of Ares, the Greek god of war. Phobos, avatar of fear. Deimos, purveyor of panic.


Fear and panic. Is there a difference? I believe so. Beyond the obvious semantic distinction–fear the chronic condition, panic the acute–it seems to me that the Phobosians and the Deimosians, whether through meaningless coincidence or Jungian synchronicity, picked the right moons. Phobos, fear. Is fear not a principal engine behind the supernaturalist world view? (The universe is manifestly full of terrifying forces controlled by powerful gods. If we worship them, maybe they won’t destroy us.) Deimos, panic. At first blush, the scientific worldview has nothing to do with panic. But consider the etymology here. Panic from Pan, Greek god of forests, pastures, flocks, and shepherds. Pan affirms the physical world. Pan says yes to material reality. Pan might panic on occasion, but he does not live in fear.


When I returned to the Folly to Be Wise this morning, the lunatics were asleep, Rupert lying in the far corner, Annie curled up in her tiny bedroom, Melvin snoring beside her. He still wore his dish antenna. The pro-Deimosian argument lay on the harpsichord, twelve pages of sheet music. Annie had titled it “Materialist Prelude and Fugue in C-Sharp Minor.”


I awoke my friends and told them about the imminent clash of arms at the New York Public Library. We agreed there was no time to hear the fugue right now–the world premiere would have to occur on the battlefield–but Annie could not resist pointing out some of its more compelling passages. “Look here,” she said, indicating a staff in the middle of page three. “A celebration of the self-correcting ethos at the heart of the scientific enterprise.” She turned to page seven and ran her finger on the topmost measures. “A brief history of postmodern academia’s failure to relativize scientific knowledge.” She drew my attention to a coda on page eleven. “Depending on the definitions you employ, the materialist worldview precludes neither a creator-god nor the possibility of transcendence through art, religion, or love.”
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