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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.














Philosophy has succeeded, not without struggle, in freeing itself from its obsession with the soul, only to find itself landed with something still more mysterious and captivating, the fact of man’s bodiliness.


—Friedrich Nietzsche













PART ONE



Signs and Wonders










CHAPTER 1



On the first day of September, 1974, a child was born to Murray Jacob Katz, a celibate Jewish recluse living across the bay from Atlantic City, New Jersey, an island metropolis then famous for its hotels, its boardwalk, its Miss America Pageant, and its seminal role in the invention of Monopoly.


The abandoned lighthouse on Brigantine Point that Murray had taken over, claiming it for his own as a hermit might claim a cave, was called Angel’s Eye. It was wholly obsolete, which he preferred; as a sexually inactive hermit living in the highly eroticized culture of late twentieth-century America, Murray felt somewhat obsolete himself. During its heyday, the kerosene-fueled lamp of Angel’s Eye had escorted over ten thousand vessels safely past Brigantine Shoals. But now Murray’s lighthouse was fired up only when he felt like it, while the business of preventing shipwreck passed to the United States Coast Guard’s new electric beacon on Absecon Island.


Murray knew all about Angel’s Eye, its glory and also its shame. He knew of the stormy July night in 1866 when the kerosene ran out, so that the British brig William Rose, bearing a cargo of tea and fireworks from China, had smashed to pieces on the rocks. He knew of the foggy March morning in 1897 when the main wick disintegrated, with dire consequences for Lucy II, a private pleasure yacht owned by the Philadelphia ball-bearing tycoon Alexander Strickland. On the anniversaries of these disasters, Murray always enacted a commemoration, climbing the tower stairs and, at the precise moment when William Rose or Lucy II had pulled within view of Angel’s Eye, lighting the lamp. He was a devout believer in the second chance. To the man who asked, “What’s the point of closing the barn door after the horse has been stolen?” Murray would answer, “The point is that the door is now closed.”


At the time of his child’s conception, Murray’s sex life revolved exclusively around a combination sperm bank and research center known as the Preservation Institute. Its scientists were doing a longitudinal study: how do a man’s reproductive cells change as he ages? Murray, broke, signed up without hesitation. Every month, he drove to this famous foundation, housed in three stories of weatherworn brick overlooking Great Egg Bay, where the receptionist, Mrs. Kriebel, would issue him a sterilized herring jar and escort him upstairs to a room papered with Playboy centerfolds and pornographic letters mailed to Penthouse by its own staff.


Not only did the Preservation Institute harvest and scrutinize the seed of ordinary citizens, it also froze that of Nobel Prize laureates, making their heritable traits available for home experiments in eugenics. As it happened, thousands of women had been waiting for this product to come on the market. Nobel sperm was cheap, reliable, and simple to use. After acquiring a turkey baster, you injected yourself with the rare fluid—the crème de la crème, as it were—and nine months later out burst a genius. The laureates received nothing for their donations beyond the satisfaction of upgrading the human gene pool. Murray Katz—retail clerk, involuntary celibate, Newark Community College dropout—received thirty dollars a shot.


And then one afternoon a message arrived—a telegram, for like most hermits, Murray had no phone.


YOUR LAST DONATION CONTAMINATED. STOP. COME IMMEDIATELY. STOP.


Contaminated. The word, so obviously a euphemism for diseased, made a cold puddle in his bowels. Cancer, no doubt. His semen was riddled with malignant cells. STOP: indeed. STOP: you’re dead. He got behind the wheel of his decrepit Saab and headed over Brigantine Bridge into Atlantic City.


When Murray Jacob Katz was ten years old, he’d begun wondering whether he was permitted to believe in heaven, as were his various Christian friends. Jews believed so many impressive and dramatic things, it seemed only logical to regard death as less permanent than one might conclude from, say, coming across a stone-stiff cat in a Newark sewer. “Pop, do we have heaven?” he’d asked on the day he discovered the cat. “You want to know a Jew’s idea of heaven?” his father had replied, looking up from his Maimonides. “It’s an endless succession of long winter nights on which we get paid a fair wage to sit in a warm room and read all the books ever written.” Phil Katz was an intense, shriveled man with a defective aorta; in a month his heart would seize up like an overburdened automobile engine. “Not just the famous ones, no, every book, the stuff nobody gets around to reading, forgotten plays, novels by people you never heard of. However, I profoundly doubt such a place exists.”


Decades later, after Pop was dead and Murray’s life had been relocated to Atlantic City, he began transforming his immediate environment, making it characteristic of heaven. The whole glorious span of Dewey’s decimal system soon filled the lighthouse, book after book spiraling up the tower walls like threads of DNA, delivering intellectual matter to Murray’s mammalian cortex and wondrous smells to the reptilian regions below—the gluey tang of a library discard, the crisp plebeian aroma of a yard-sale paperback, the pungent mustiness of a thrift-store encyclopedia. When the place became too crowded, Murray simply built an addition, a kind of circular cottage surrounding the lighthouse much as three hundred noisy, enraged, and well-dressed Christians were now surrounding the Preservation Institute.


Three hundred, no exaggeration, brandishing placards and chanting “It’s a sin!” Even the seaward side was covered; a flotilla of yachts lay at anchor just offshore, protest banners fluttering from their masts: PROCREATION IS SACRED … SATAN WAS A TEST-TUBE BABY … A GOOD PARENT IS A MARRIED PARENT. Murray crossed the sandy lawn using the cautious, inoffensive gait any prudent Jew might adopt under the circumstances. AND THE LORD STRUCK DOWN ONAN, declared the placard of a gaunt old gentleman with the tight, reverent carriage of a praying mantis. GOD LOVES LESBIANS, GOD HATES LESBIANISM, proclaimed a large-eared adolescent who could have starred in the life of Franz Kafka. Murray studied his goal, a ring of sawhorse-shaped barricades manned by a dozen security guards anxiously stroking their semiautomatic rifles. Protestors pawed Murray’s coat. “Please keep your sperm,” urged a pale, toothsome woman whose placard read, ARTIFICIAL INSEMINATION = ETERNAL DAMNATION.


As Murray passed the barricades, a hand emerged from the mob and trapped his shoulder. He turned. A leather patch masked the protester’s right eye. To fight God’s battles, God had equipped him with massive arms, a body like a Stonehenge megalith, and a riveting glint in his good eye. “So what will your spilled seed get you, brother? Thirty dollars? You’re being underpaid. Judas got silver. Resist. Resist.”


“As a matter of fact, my last donation wasn’t acceptable,” said Murray. “I think I’m out of a job.”


“Tell those people in there it’s wrong—a sin. Will you do that? We’re not here to condemn them. We’re all sinners. I’m a sinner.” With a sudden flourish the protester flipped back his eyepatch. “When a man takes out his own eye, that’s a sin.”


Murray shuddered. What had he expected, a glass orb, a fused lid? Certainly not this open pit, dark and jagged like the sickness he imagined gnawing at his gonads. “A sin.” He wrested free. “I’ll tell them.”


“God bless you, brother,” muttered the man with the hole in his head.


Shivering with apprehension, Murray entered the Institute and crossed the glossy marble floor, moving past a great clock-face with hands like harpoons, past spherical lamps poised on wrought-iron stands, at last reaching Mrs. Kriebel’s desk.


“I’ll tell Dr. Frostig you’re here,” she said curtly, arranging her collection jars in a tidy grid. She was a stylish woman, decorated with clothes and cosmetics whose names Murray didn’t know.


“Have they decided what’s wrong with me?”


“Wrong with you?”


“With my donation.”


“Not my department.” Mrs. Kriebel pointed across the lobby to a sharply angled woman with a vivid, hawkish face. “You can wait with Five Twenty-eight over there.”


The lobby suggested the parlor of a first-class bordello. Abloom with ferns, Greek vases anchored the four corners of a sumptuous Persian rug. On the upholstered walls, set within gold frames, oil portraits of deceased Nobel-winning donors glowered at the mere mortals who surveyed them. Well, well, thought Murray, perusing the faces, we’re going to have Keynesian economics in the next century whether we want it or not. And a new generation of astrophysicists writing bad science fiction.


Glancing away from a dead secretary of state, Five Twenty-eight offered Murray an ardent smile. Black turtleneck jersey, straight raven hair, scruffy brown bomber jacket, eye shadow the iridescent green of Absecon Inlet: she looked like a fifties beatnik, mysteriously transplanted to the age of sperm banks. “I don’t care whether I get a girl or a boy,” she said abruptly. “Makes no difference. Everybody thinks dykes hate boys. Not true.”


Murray surveyed the lesbian’s offbeat prettiness, her spidery frame. “Was it hard picking the father?”


“Don’t remind me.” Together they ambled to the next portrait, a Swedish brain surgeon. “For the longest time I was into the idea of either a painter or a flute player. The arts are my big love, you see, but with science you’ve got a more reliable income, so in the end I settled on a marine biologist—a black man, they tell me, one of their own staff. Mathematicians were in the picture for a while, but then they ran out. Actually, there was one. A Capricorn. No way. Let me guess—you look like a Jewish novelist, if you don’t mind my saying so. I considered having one of those, but then I started reading their stuff, and it seemed kind of dirty to me, and I decided I didn’t want that kind of karma in the house. You a novelist?”


“Matter of fact, I have been working on a book. Nonfiction, though.”


“What’s it called?”


“Hermeneutics of the Ordinary.” Upon turning forty, Murray had resolved not only to collect obscure and profound books, but to write one as well. Within six months he had three hundred pages of ragged manuscript and a great title.


“What of the ordinary?”


“Hermeneutics. Interpretation.” Through his employment at Atlantic City Photorama, where he collected exposed film and doled out prints and slides, Murray had discovered that snapshots afford unique access to the human psyche. A lawyer photographs his teenage daughter: why the provocative low angle? A stock broker photographs his house: why does he stand so far away, why this hunger for context? Snapshots were an undeciphered language, and Murray was determined to crack the code; his book would be the Rosetta stone of home photography, the Talmud of the Instamatic. “It’s about my experiences serving Photorama customers.”


“Oh, yeah—I’ve seen that place,” said the lesbian. “Tell me, is it true people are always shooting each other screwing?”


“A few of our clients do that, yes.”


“That confirms my suspicions.”


“It gets even stranger. We have this real estate agent who does nothing but animals who’ve been … well, squashed.”


“Gross.”


“Squirrels, skunks, groundhogs, cats. Roll after roll.”


“So you can really get into human nature by seeing what everyone brings to Photorama? I’d never thought of that. Heavy.”


Murray smiled. His book might have a readership after all. “I also run that lighthouse on Brigantine Point.”


“Lighthouse? You really run a lighthouse?”


“Uh-huh. We don’t light it much anymore.”


“Could I let the baby see it sometime? Sounds educational.”


“Sure. I’m Murray Katz.” He extended his hand.


“Georgina Sparks.” She gave him a jaunty handshake. “Tell me honestly, do I strike you as insane? It’s insane to try raising a kid alone, everybody says, especially if you’re a dyke. I was living with my lover and, matter of fact, we split up over the whole idea. I’m real big on babies. Laurie thinks they’re grotesque.”


“You’re not insane.” She was insane, he thought. “Isn’t ‘dyke’ an offensive word?”


“If you said it, Murray Katz”—Georgina grinned slyly—“I’d kick your teeth in.”


A rhythmic clacking intruded, Mrs. Kriebel’s heels striking marble. She held out an insulated test tube with the numerals 147 etched on its shaft.


“Oh, wow!” Georgina seized the tube, pressing it against her chest. “Know what this is, Mur? It’s my baby!”


“Neat.”


Mrs. Kriebel smiled. “Congratulations.”


“Maybe I should’ve held out for a mathematician.” Georgina eyed the tube with mock suspicion. “Little Pisces mathematician tooling around the apartment, chewing on her calculator? Cute, huh?”


The elevator door opened to reveal a pudgy man in a lab coat. He motioned Murray over with quick, urgent gestures, as if he’d just found a pair of desirable seats at the movies. “You made the right choice,” Murray told Georgina as he started away.


“You really think so?”


“Marine biology’s a fine career,” he called after the mother-to-be and stepped into the elevator.


“I’ll bring the baby around,” she called back.


The door thumped closed. The elevator ascended, gravity grabbing at the Big Mac in Murray’s stomach.


“What we’ve essentially got here,” said Gabriel Frostig, medical director of the Preservation Institute, “is an egg identification problem.”


“Chicken egg?” said Murray. A bell rang. Second floor.


“Human egg. Ovum.” Dr. Frostig guided Murray into a cramped and dingy lab packed with technological bric-a-brac. “We’re hoping you’ll tell us where it came from.”


Dominating the dissection table, chortling merrily like a machine for making some particularly loose and messy variety of candy, was the most peculiar contraption Murray had ever seen. At its heart lay a bell jar, the glass so pure and gleaming that tapping it would, Murray imagined, produce not a simple bong but a fugue. A battery-powered pump, a rubber bellows, and three glass bottles sat on a wooden platform, encircling the jar like gifts spread around some gentile’s Christmas tree. “What’s that?”


“Your most recent donation.”


One bottle was empty, the second contained what looked like blood, the third a fluid suggesting milk. “And you’re keeping it in a, er …?”


“An ectogenesis machine.”


Murray peered through the glass. A large wet slab of protoplasm—it looked like a flounder wearing a silk scarf—filled the jar. Clear plastic tubes flowed into the soft flesh from all directions. “A what?”


“Artificial uterus,” Frostig explained, “prototype stage. We weren’t planning to gestate any human embryos for at least five years. It’s been strictly a mouse and frog operation around here. But when Karnstein spotted your blastocyte, we said to ourselves, all right …” The doctor squinted and grimaced, as if examining an ominous biopsy drawn from his own body. “Besides, we thought maybe you expected us to let it die, so you could go running to the newspapers—am I right?—telling ’em how we like to butcher embryos.” He jabbed his index finger contemptuously toward the front lawn. “You one of those Revelationists, Mr. Katz?”


“No. Jewish.” Murray cocked an ear to the protesters’ chants, a sound like enraged surf. “And I’ve never run to a newspaper in my life.”


“Damn lunatics—they should go back to the Middle Ages where they belong.”


“Wait a minute, wait a minute, are you saying there’s a baby growing in that thing?”


Frostig nodded. “Inside that uterine tissue.”


Murray pressed closer. The glass widened his face, making his already considerable jaw look like a sugar bowl.


“No, don’t go looking,” said the doctor. “We’re talking about a cell cluster no bigger than a pinhead.”


“My cell cluster?”


“Yours and somebody else’s. You didn’t by any chance introduce an ovum into your sample?”


“How could I do that? I’m no biologist. I don’t even know very many women.”


“A dead end. We figured as much.” Frostig opened the top drawer of his filing cabinet, grabbing a stack of printed forms, carbon paper sandwiched between them like slices of black cheese. “In any event, we need your signature on this embryo release. We weren’t born yesterday—we know people form weird attachments in this world. Last weekend I spent about twenty hours convincing a surrogate mother to hand a newborn over to its parents.”


A baby, thought Murray as he took the embryo release. Someone had given him a baby. He’d feared it was cancer, and instead it was a baby. “If I sign, does that mean I—?”


“Forfeit all claims to the cluster. Not that you have any. Far as the law’s concerned, it’s just another sperm donation.” Frostig pulled a fountain pen from his coat as if unsheathing a dagger. “But that egg’s a real wild card—inverse parthenogenesis, we’re calling it at the moment. On the whole it never happens. So for the protection of all concerned …”


“Inverse partheno … what?” An unprecedented situation, Murray thought, and what accompanied it seemed equally unprecedented, a strange amalgam of confusion, fear, and the treacly warmth he reflexively felt around puppies.


“In conventional parthenogenesis, an ovum undergoes meiosis without fertilization. Aberrant, but well documented. Here we’re talking sperm development without an ovum.” Frostig ran his fingers along the tube connecting blood to womb, checking for kinks. “Frankly, it’s got us spooked.”


“Isn’t there some scientific explanation?”


“We’re certainly looking for one.”


Murray examined the embryo release, dense with meaningless print. Did he in fact want a baby? Wouldn’t a baby pull his books off the shelves? Where did you get their clothes?


He signed. Georgina Sparks’s lover had called it right. Babies were grotesque.


“What will happen to the cell cluster?”


“We usually carry frogs to the second trimester,” said Frostig, snatching up the embryo release and depositing it on his desk, “a bit longer with the mice. The really key data doesn’t come till we sacrifice them.”


“Sacrifice them?”


“Ectogenesis machines are still very crude. Next year we might, just might, bring a cat to term.” Frostig guided Murray toward the door, pausing to retrieve a sterilized herring jar from the clutter. “Do you mind? As long as you’re here, Karnstein would like another donation.”


“The cell cluster.” Murray accepted the herring jar. “What sex?”


“Huh?”


“Is it a boy or a girl?”


“I don’t remember. Female, I think.”


As Murray entered the donation room, a reverie enveloped him, a soft maelstrom of cribs, stuffed animals, and strange nonexistent children’s books by his favorite authors. What the hell kind of children’s book would Kafka have written? (“Gregor Samsa was having a really yucky morning …”) He stared at Miss October for 1968. Meiosis was obviously the last thing on her mind.


Sacrifice. They were going to kill his embryo. Kill? No, too harsh a word. At the Preservation Institute they did science, that was all.


He looked at his watch. Five-seventeen.


They were going to butcher his only baby girl with a scalpel. They were going to tear her cell from cell.


Dr. Frostig’s staff had probably left. The decision was actually quite simple: if the lab were locked, he’d go home. If not, he wouldn’t.


He crossed the hall, twisted the knob. The door swung open. What was he going to do with a baby? Twilight leaked through the lab’s high, solitary window. The liquid thumpings of the glass womb synchronized with Murray’s heartbeats. He flipped on the light, picked up the wooden platform and its contents, and staggered back into the hall. A baby. He was holding a damn baby in his arms.


Slipping into the donation room, he set the machine beneath the furry crotch of Miss June for 1972. Best to wait until the Revelationists were gone. If mere artificial insemination were sinful by their standards, inverse parthenogenesis would give them cat fits.


He checked the plastic tubes for kinks, just as Frostig had done. What made him think he could get away with this? Wasn’t he the first person they’d come looking for? A good thing his cell cluster was too young to see the dozens of naked women surrounding her. All those breasts, they’d put her in a tizzy.


The door squealed open. Murray shuddered and jumped. His heart seemed to rotate on its axis.


“Oh, I’m sorry,” said a tall black donor with a rakish mustache. Sauntering forward, he pulled a herring jar from his sports coat “Thought the place was empty.”


“That’s all right.” Feebly Murray attempted to cover his crime, sidling toward the stolen womb and standing before it in a posture he hoped was at once protective and nonchalant. “I’m finished.”


“With all those grants they keep getting”—the donor grinned slyly—“you’d think they could put some black chicks in here.” He pointed to the womb. “Are the fancy ones just for white folks? All I ever get is a herring jar.”


“It’s an ectogenesis …”


“One Forty-seven.”


“Huh?”


“I’m Donor One Forty-seven.” The black man clasped Murray’s hand and shook vigorously. “Actually I wear several hats around here. Up on the third floor I’m Marcus Bass.”


One Forty-seven. Murray had heard that name before. “You’re a marine biologist, aren’t you?”


“Western civilization’s top man in mollusks, I’m told.”


“I met one of your recipients today. She decided on you after—”


“No, buddy, no—don’t tell me anything about her.” Dr. Bass gestured as if shooing a fly. “A man can’t trust himself with that sort of knowledge. You start trying to find your kid—just to see what he looks like, right?—and you end up doing everybody harm.”


Murray sighed sharply, exhaling a mixture of disappointment and relief. So: his caper was over; he might have smuggled his embryo past an ordinary donor but not past a clam expert. It was all right, really. Fatherhood was nothing but work. “Then you know this is really an—?”


“Ectogenesis machine, prototype stage.” Dr. Bass offered an ambiguous wink. “Frostig would be awfully upset if it disappeared.”


“I just wanted to be with it for a while. This time they’ve got a human embryo inside. The egg’s a mystery, but the seed came from me. Inverse partheno … you know.”


“You’re Katz, aren’t you?” That wink again, mischievous, subversive, followed by a friendly squeeze on the shoulder. “Quite a dilemma, huh? Know what I’d do in your socks, Mr. Katz? I’d pick up this womb and walk out the front door.”


“You mean—take it home?”


“It’s not their inverse parthenogenesis, buddy. It’s yours.”


Murray shook his head dolefully. “They’d guess right away who stole it.”


“Stole it? Let’s work on our vocabulary, man. You’re borrowing it. For nine months, period. Don’t worry, nobody’ll take it away from you.” Marcus Bass gesticulated as if setting up his words on a movie marquee. “‘Sperm Bank Seizes Dad’s Embryo.’ Frostig would kill to avoid that kind of publicity. He’d kill.”


Heartburn seared Murray’s chest cavity. Sperm bank seizes dad’s embryo: he could actually get away with it.


Assuming he wanted to …


“Thing is, Dr. Bass, I’m not sure I—”


“Not sure you want to be a pop?”


Had Marcus Bass used a different word—father or dad—Murray would not have been moved. “With inverse parthenogenesis, there’s no mother,” said Murray. Till the day he died, Phil Katz was Pop. “I’d have to do everything myself.”


“I’ll tell you my personal experience. Before it actually happens, you never realize being a pop is what you always wanted.” Marcus Bass pulled out his wallet and unsnapped the fanfold photographs. Four small grinning faces tumbled into view. “A little boy is the greatest thing in the world. Alex, Henry, Ray, and Marcus Junior. They can all swim.”


“These ectogenesis machines, are they hard to operate?”


Dropping to his knees, Marcus Bass caressed the pump. “See this cardiovascular device here? Make sure it stays connected to the battery. Ordinary room air oxygenates the blood, so keep the entire unit in a warm, well-ventilated place, and don’t let anything block this intake valve.”


“Right. Lots of air.”


“Every thirty days these liquids should be replenished. This bottle takes regular infant formula, but for this one you need whole blood.”


“Blood? Where do I get that?”


“Where do you think?” Gently Marcus Bass punched Murray’s arm. “From the father, that’s where. Just hang around your local fire station—make friends with the paramedics, okay? When the time comes, slip ’em a twenty and they’ll gladly stick their transfusion needle in you.”


“Fire station. Right. Transfusion needle.”


“This third bottle receives waste products and should be flushed clean when full. Baby’s first dirty diaper, kind of …”


“Regular infant formula—that something I get from a hospital?”


“Hospital? No man, the supermarket. I prefer Similac.” Marcus Bass tickled the glass womb with a kitchy-koo finger. “You mix it with water.”


Murray joined Marcus Bass on the floor. “Similac … how much water?”


“Just read the can.”


“It comes in a can?” How convenient.


“Uh-huh. A girl, isn’t she?”


“So they tell me.”


“Congratulations. I imagine girls are the greatest thing in the world too.”


When Dr. Bass smiled, Murray had a sudden flash of a two-year-old sitting astride her pop, the horse.


The Reverend Billy Milk, chief pastor of the First Ocean City Church of Saint John’s Vision, reached inside his sheepskin coat and caressed his steel detonator. God’s wrath was sticky and cold, like an ice-cube tray just removed from the freezer.


Dusk washed across the Institute grounds, bleeding the colors from his flock’s protest signs, turning them from angry shouts into moans of discontent. A soft rain fell. Billy looked at his watch. Five o’clock: the demonstration permit had expired. He nodded to his acolyte, Wayne Ackerman the insurance wizard, who in turn signaled the others, and the righteous host disintegrated into a hundred separate suburbanites drifting through the December mist.


Ever since gouging out his right eye, Billy Milk had been burdened with the ocular equivalent of a phantom limb. Just as amputees endured pain and itch in their missing legs, so did Billy endure visions in his missing eye. For six months straight the phantom organ had been showing him God’s wishes concerning the Preservation Institute. The jagged flames and billowing smoke. The cracked rafters and broken bricks. The rivers of boiling semen rushing from the shattered foundation.


Ambling past their leader, Billy’s flock acknowledged him with discouraged nods and exhausted smiles. A lonely enterprise, this business of being against evil. To see the moral shape of things, to say this is right but that is wrong, was a habit long out of fashion in the United States of America, land of terminal relativism. But wait, brothers and sisters. Have patience. In the next morning’s Atlantic City Press, Billy’s congregation would finally be reading some good news.


Planting the bomb had been harrowing, but since when was God’s will an undertaking for the timid? Billy didn’t mind telling the receptionist he was a donor—sin happens in the soul, not the tongue—but then came that awful room papered with naked women and obscene letters. The bomb fit neatly under the middle pillow of the couch, right below Miss April for 1970. In what kind of society was it easier to find a full-color photograph of a woman’s private parts than a Bible? A diseased society, to be sure. Only the Parousia could cure it—Christ’s Second Coming, his thousand-year sojourn in the New Jerusalem.


Rain drumming against his eyepatch, Billy strode down the wharf and peered, Godlike, into his flock’s little worlds. Cabin cruisers were paradoxical, wholly private when at sea yet here with their sterns backed into port they baldly displayed a thousand intimacies—Oreo cookie package on the table, paperback Frank Sinatra biography on the bunk, Instamatic camera atop the refrigerator. Reaching Pentecost, her white hull shining like the ramparts of the New Jerusalem, Billy scrambled aboard, steadying himself on the three-hundred-dollar marlin rod he’d fixed to the transom. What did it mean to have great wealth? It meant you owned a yacht and a big house. It meant your church was the largest building in Ocean City. It meant … nothing.


The Lord tested Revelationists more severely than he did other believers. If a Revelationist’s pregnant wife died delivering a premature baby, the ordeal did not end there. No, for Billy’s infant son had been subsequently placed in an incubator, where the supplementary oxygen had, choked the undeveloped blood vessels in his eyes; his son had been scarred by air. When Billy first heard that one-day-old Timothy would never see, he had reeled with the incredulity and outrage of Job, puncturing the delivery room’s plasterboard wall with his bare fist, penetrating all the way to the nursery itself.


Billy Milk had a yacht, and a church, and a sightless son, and nothing.


No sooner had he entered the cabin when dear old Mrs. Foster sashayed over, waving a supermarket tabloid called Midnight Moon in his face. “The coming thing,” she exclaimed, pointing to an article about a British zoo that trained pets for visually impaired children. In the accompanying photograph, a harnessed chimpanzee led a blind girl across a playground. “By the time Timothy’s three, he’ll be ready for a seeing-eye ape,” she insisted. A smile spread across her flat face, its skin brown and crinkled like a used tea bag. “Orangutans are the cheapest, but the chimps are smarter and easier to care for.”


“I appreciate your concern,” said Billy impatiently, “but this isn’t for Christian children.” Mrs. Foster was a good nurse, a devout Revelationist, but she lacked discretion.


“I’m going to ask God about it. I’m going to pray.”


“Yes. Do that.” Billy stalked off, certain the Lord would forgive him his snappishness with Mrs. Foster. He hadn’t seen Timothy since lunch.


Creeping into the forward stateroom, he approached the little berth. Two-year-olds slept so cleanly, not like men with their snores and tossings, their foul dreams. Gently, he brushed Timothy’s blanket, his stuffed bunny, his diapered rump pushing up from the mattress like a cabbage. What a wonderfully squishy world the Lord had made. If only Barbara … but she was seeing it, she was.


Bending over the berth, Billy kissed his son’s nape. A mere seventy years or so, and Timothy’s tribulation would be over. There was no blindness in heaven. Eternity knew nothing of retrolental fibroplasia.


He went to the wheelhouse and took the broken binoculars from their place between his Bible and his nautical charts. During a temper tantrum, Timothy had shattered the lens in the left-hand barrel. Billy turned the binoculars upside down, aligning its functional eye with his own, and focused on the Institute, cloaked in drizzle and fog. A light burned in a second-floor window. A late worker, most likely. Billy shut his good eye and propped his forehead against the binoculars. So: there would be a boundary to cross after all, that terrible seam along which the laws of God and the ordinances of men parted like halves of the Red Sea. A Revelationist always knew which waves to ride, however turbulent and high.


He yanked the detonator from his sheepskin coat. On both sides of the wharf, his congregation’s yachts churned across the darkening bay.


Over a year had passed since Billy had tried making his deal with God. It had seemed so reasonable, so symmetrical. I’ll destroy one of my eyes, God, and then you’ll give Timothy back one of his. That’s all I ask, an eye for an eye.


Billy had violated himself with Timothy’s christening spoon. Infection followed, then surgery. Afterward, Billy had decided against a glass eye. He preferred the feeling of a hole inside himself, a gap reifying the incompleteness of his faith.


But God was not to be trifled with. God did not make deals. The heavenly father, offended, had given the earthly father a second, well-deserved cross to bear, a phantom eye spelling out the exact duties of a believer. Smite this sperm bank, Billy Milk, remove it from my creation, even if …


Even if there’s a lighted second-floor window?


Yes.


Billy pushed the plunger.


Like a seraph’s silent whisper the radio command leapt from the wheelhouse to the Institute. The explosion was thunderous and majestic, filling the night with blast-wave overpressures and, if Billy heard correctly, appreciative cheers from heaven. His phantom eye showed him the glorious fruits of it, the Playboy centerfolds and Penthouse letters bursting into flame, the tainted semen turning to steam. The building’s hot guts, its pipes, cables, ducts, and girders, rained down as nameless smoldering shapes.


Mission accomplished! Gomorrah erased! Sodom slain!


The thorns that grew on the path of righteousness did not cut a Revelationist’s feet only; no, sometimes they sliced his brow, and sometimes they slashed through his eyepatch and lodged in his brain. Billy determined to inspect the rubble not from guilt—a crusade was not a crime—but only because after you enacted God’s will, you were obliged to redeem whoever inhabited the aftermath.


The burning clinic pulsed hotly against his smooth-shaven cheeks as he marched down the wharf and jumped onto the sand. He removed his sheepskin coat, resting it on his shoulder like a soft cross. Ashes swarmed everywhere, a million airborne holes.


The black man was upright, encircled by charred fragments of wall rising from the beach like grave markers. His posture was most peculiar. Had he been pounded into the ground? Either that, or …


The apocryphal climax of Daniel blazed across Billy’s inner vision. The two lustful elders falsely accusing Susanna of lying with a young lover … their treachery unmasked … Daniel demanding they be cut in two.


A sharp section of wall had struck the black man’s abdomen, bisecting him and simultaneously pinching the wound shut, sealing his torso as if it were a piece of ravioli. “Are you a donor?” Billy asked. What terrible things God’s servants were called upon to behold. “For even now the angel hath received the sentence of God to cut thee in two,’” Billy quoted somberly. People were wrong about angels. Angels were not androgynous choirmasters with lutes and wings. Angels spread judgment and doom.


“Gahhh …” The man’s jaw flapped up and down like a grouper’s. A strained articulation, but it definitely sounded like yes.


“Were you contributing, brother?” The smoke sucked tears from Billy’s good eye. The fire bellowed like the Red Dragon of the Revelation.


“Urggg …” The sinner surveyed his divided self with a combination of horror and incredulity. He was losing only a little blood: a surprisingly neat mutilation. He nodded.


“A harsh lesson.”


“Never … happened … before …” Tears rolled down his dark cheeks.


“The Savior awaits your acceptance, brother.”


The donor was opening up now. Relief blossomed on his face as the heavy bleeding started. Sinful flesh on the outside, and now his sinful colon spilled forth, now his sinful liver. Had he found Jesus? It seemed so—Billy could feel it: the donor had lost his seed and gained his soul.


A foulness clawed the air as the saved man’s bowels gave up their contents, and suddenly he was dead.


Marcus Bass was right, Murray decided as he piloted his Saab down Ventnor Avenue—you didn’t know you wanted certain things until they became yours. His cell cluster slept beside him, her ectogenesis machine constrained by a seat belt. He whistled a Fiddler on the Roof medley. Matchmaker, matchmaker. If I were a rich man. He slapped his palm joyfully against the steering wheel. Inverse parthenogenesis did wonderful things for you; it hit you like music, like an idea, like a kiss from God.


Rain spritzed out of the sky. Murray turned on the wipers. The blades sketched ugly muddy streaks on the windshield. He didn’t care. The glorious day kept rushing at him, bright memories refracted through the bell jar of his newfound fatherhood. Regular infant formula, is that what Dr. Bass had said? Yes, yes, all it could eat, a hundred meals a day for a ravenous placenta.


As he entered Margate, an explosion shattered the dusk. He pulled over, stopping by a boarded-up drugstore. Had his cell cluster heard the blast? Was she frightened? He got out. A red glow filled the seaward sky like a misplaced sunset. Undoubtedly this disaster mattered to someone, to lots of people, but not to him, not to a man with an embryo.


Driving away, Murray patted the jar. The glass vibrated with the comforting thumps of the oxygenation process. Hush, little girl. Don’t be afraid. Pop’s here.


He maneuvered through the bleak urban battlefield called Atlantic City, then headed over the bridge. Across the inlet lay the northern arm of the famous Boardwalk, at one time a prestigious site for vacations, but then had come jet travel and cosmopolitanism, and the wealthy had begun summering on the Riviera. There was talk now of resurrecting the place through Las Vegas-style casinos. Legalized gambling, people said, would save Atlantic City.


Lured by the full moon, waves grabbed at the rocks along Brigantine Point, as if trying to gain purchase. Harsh winds wrapped around Murray’s lighthouse, peeling a shingle from the cottage roof, hurling it across the bay. Hunching over his embryo to shield her from the rain, he ran into the cottage and set the womb beside his propane-gas heater.


Fatherhood changes you for the better, Murray realized. In the old days, he’d always climbed the tower at a measured pace, but now he took the steps two at a time. And this too was his embryo’s doing: filling the tank to the brim, raising the clock-work lens, and igniting the four concentric wicks—Baruch atah Adonai elohanu melech ha-olam … “Blessed art Thou, O Lord our God, King of the Universe, who has taught us the way of holiness through the Mitzvot, and enjoined upon us the kindling of the Sabbath light.” Always the flame bedazzled him. How like a living creature it was, a high-strung pet sharing his habitat, barely tolerating his presence. He wound the lens motor and, as the cut-glass prisms threw twirling spiderwebs on the floor, looked south. A fire raged somewhere near the Preservation Institute.


Heart pounding, he descended to the cottage and got his embryo, bringing her up the helix of stairs and setting her before the beacon’s nourishing warmth. As the fifty-pound lead piston glided downward, forcing kerosene into the wick chamber, the glow filled the whole room and turned the jar into a golden ark. It would be tough having a baby around. How would he know when to start feeding her? When to stop? More wick. The beam shot from the tower. He tracked the light as it passed over the bay, skewering fog, melding with stars; look here, the light said to all the ships at sea, look at me, Murray the hermit and his beautiful embryo. See: inverse parthenogenesis has come to Atlantic City, and I thought you all should know.


Piloting his cabin cruiser away from the burning sperm bank, Billy Milk watched as God calmed the bay and sucked the storm clouds up into heaven. Pentecost retreated under a clear sky. The northern shore shimmered with the fall of the Preservation Institute. All across the peninsula, fire sirens screamed—machines in pain, technology judged and punished.


Somebody had turned on the old Brigantine Lighthouse. An empty gesture—the Coast Guard beacon on Absecon Island had ten times the intensity and range. Yet the Brigantine lamp burned brightly, a candle blazing upon an altar of rock.


The December stars were like the lights of a great city. Rome, Damascus, Antioch. But the greatest city of them all had been foretold in the Book of Revelation. The New Jerusalem, whose glow was like a jasper stone’s.


What did it mean to have great wealth? It meant you could obtain things. A yacht, a mansion, a church, perhaps even … a city? Yes. Quite so. A city. Between his publishing royalties and his seminar profits, his stocks and his real estate, Billy could actually build the New Jerusalem. Not as a bargaining chip—God did not make deals … but surely Jesus would be more inclined to return if proper accommodations awaited him, a metropolis shaped to biblical specifications. The thought stunned Billy. Might he actually trigger the Second Coming?


Slowly, ever so slowly, his phantom eye painted the New Jerusalem across the speckled sky, the seven bejeweled foundations, the twelve gates of pearl, the sparkling river in which Christ would baptize the entire world. Tonight Billy had merely saved a sinner and purged a clinic, but one day … one day he would raise up God’s city and lure down God’s son! Oh, yes, he could practically hear the Savior’s booming voice, feel his fiery breath, see his torn feet walking golden streets commissioned by Billy himself!


Phantom eyes cannot be closed, and cities cannot rise until their sites are cleared. What ground might prove holy enough? A once wicked place, a place whose raw festering sins had been cauterized by Jehovah’s hot sword?


Yes.


A battle was coming, then. Babylon besieged and sacked. Billy’s brain shook with it, the smoke of her burning, the cries of her slain citizens. Your typical denominational Protestant could never face it. Every Sunday millions of them sat in their pews staring at Bibles, refusing to confront the final book, but there it was, in every tepid little Episcopalian and Methodist church: the Revelation to Saint John, that compendium of apocalypse and slaughter, of blood-robed armies marching on Babylon, of sinners cast into the lake of fire and crushed in the winepress of the wrath of God. But Billy’s Revelationists could face it. Oh, yes, oh, yes …


Alas, alas that great city Babylon, that mighty city, for in one hour is thy judgment come!


The Brigantine beacon flared brighter than ever as Billy brought Pentecost about and headed for the open sea.










CHAPTER 2



Because the mere presence of his embryo brought Murray great joy, he decided to keep her in his bedroom, right on the dresser next to the Instamatic photo of Pop and him riding the now defunct merry-go-round on Steel Pier. Every evening, the minute he got home from Photorama, he would dash up to the glass womb with the eagerness of a twelve-year-old boy visiting his electric trains. Staring at his developing baby through her amniotic sac felt like an invasion of her privacy—but did not parenthood of any kind ultimately invade its object’s privacy? And so he watched, a voyeur of ontogeny.


From Stephen Lambert’s Evolution in Action, Murray had learned ontogeny did not really “recapitulate phylogeny,” that is, there was no appearance in utero of adult forms from other phyla. Nevertheless, his embryo had a sense of history about her. If only Pop could have been there. Look, Phil Katz would have said, just look at my little tsatske growing up. See, she’s a herring. Now a turtle. About now we should have … I was right, Murray, an anthropoid ape! Hey, she’s a disc jockey already. What’s the next stage? A Neanderthal, I should imagine. Yep, right on schedule. Look, a high-school dropout, we’ve got. A lawyer, Mur. She gets better all the time. And now—am I right?—yes, she’s finished. All done. A Jew.


Unfortunately, Angel’s Eye was a conspicuous and alluring installation, forever attracting bored teenagers from town and nosy adults from the Brigantine Yacht Club. Whenever he was away, serving Photorama customers or running to the Stop and Shop for a stack of Swanson frozen TV dinners, Murray was haunted by images of goonish intruders peering through his bedroom window, plotting to steal the strange machine on the dresser.


He decided she’d be safer in his laundry room, and so one frigid February morning he drove to Children’s Universe and purchased a hundred-and-fifty-dollar crib, the Malibu Natural Babybunk, complete with hardwood endboards, a mobile of plastic geese imported from Sweden, and the Consumer Product Safety Commission’s highest rating. After assembling the crib and the mobile, he set the machine on the mattress, then wedged the whole affair between the washer and the drying rack. He felt better. He’d done right. His baby would mature in a secluded and tropical world, its soapy air warmed by the sultry pulse of his electric heater as it dried his clothes and bedding.


As it happened, the day Murray relocated the machine was also the day Georgina Sparks came lumbering up the path to Angel’s Eye, laden with a U.S. Army backpack, dressed in a baggy yellow T-shirt asserting that MEN HAVE UTERUS ENVY, and pushing a rusted and spavined bicycle. At first he didn’t recognize her. Only after focusing on her pregnancy, which bulked before her like an ectogenesis machine, did he recall the friendly lesbian from the Preservation Institute.


“See?” she said, proudly extending her occupied womb. “I brought it off. Five months down, four to go, and then—pop!—my very own marine biologist.”


“You look great,” he said admiringly. She did: the second trimester, with its bright complexion and ripe contours.


“You weren’t kidding, you really run this thing.” Georgina spun toward the lighthouse tower, making her long raven hair swirl. “How very phallic. Can I watch you fire it up?”


“I use it only to commemorate wrecks.”


“Tonight we’ll commemorate the wreck of the Preservation Institute. You ask me, it was those Revelationist idiots who bombed the place. Hey, wow—you’ve got your own private ocean here.” Murray followed as Georgina wheeled her bike past the tower and headed for the point. “Weird, isn’t it?” she said. “If I’d tried picking up my semen a day later, it would’ve been blasted halfway across South Jersey, and I wouldn’t be having this particular baby. Which to my mind raises all sorts of cosmic questions, such as how did you end up being the person you are instead of, I don’t know, some turkey who got killed in the Franco-Prussian War?”


Murray grabbed the bike seat, jerking Georgina to a halt. “Somebody blew up the Institute?”


She removed her backpack and pulled out a tattered newspaper clipping. “I could tell you’re a person who doesn’t keep track of the outside world. Here …”


BABY BANK ABORTED, ran the headline. “Longport, New Jersey,” Murray read. “Police report that a homemade bomb has destroyed a sperm bank here, killing a forty-one-year-old marine biologist and leveling …”


A cloud of hot gas drifted up Murray’s esophagus.


Was his reaction at all reasonable? Had the bomb in fact been meant for his embryo?


He kept reading. The First Ocean City Church of Saint John’s Vision was cited as a possible suspect, but an indictment seemed unlikely, the case against the protesters being entirely circumstantial. Dr. Gabriel Frostig, interviewed, praised the University of Pennsylvania for offering the Institute a new home, then went on to lament that a valuable piece of technology, the world’s only prototype ectogenesis machine, had been vaporized by the explosion.


Vaporized. Good news, Murray realized. Five months ago he’d stolen a glass womb, now suddenly he was just another bookworm with a locked laundry room. Off the hook. Saved. Except he couldn’t enjoy it. BABY BANK ABORTED. Somebody was out to get his child …


No, a silly notion. Self-centered and paranoid.


He read on. Shock and outrage welled up in him. The murdered biologist of paragraph one was Marcus Bass. He checked and rechecked. Yes, Marcus Bass, whose four boys, sandwiched in his wallet, could all swim.


“Dinner,” he croaked. Would any good be served by telling Georgina her fetus’s father was dead?


“Huh?”


No. None at all. “You want to stay for dinner? I have spaghetti but no wine.”


“I don’t drink these days.” Georgina patted her biologist. “The pregnancy.”


That night he made them an entirely dreadful meal, the spaghetti so overcooked it broke under its own weight, the salad soggy and self-contradictory, part Greek, part tuna. Georgina liked it, or so she said, and subsequently there were other dinners, two or three every week. In Murray, she’d clearly found the ideal audience—for her pregnancy, for her crazy interventionist theories of child-rearing (every baby a latent genius), for her grandiose questions about human existence. She was a non-practicing Catholic and a dabbler in feminist paganism. She was a dreamer and a pragmatist, a hardheaded mystic who used numerology to find her perpetually misplaced keys and pyramidology to keep her Swiss Army knife sharp. She covered her bases. For Georgina Sparks, a brilliant child was at once something you calculated into existence through preschool stimulation and something you allowed to happen through cosmic openness. Don’t attempt parenthood before placing both cognitive psychology and the Spirit of Absolute Being in your camp.


After each dinner, Murray, Georgina, and Murray’s cat Spinoza would sit on the lighthouse walkway watching sailboats and Revelationist cabin cruisers glide across the bay.


“I have a present for you,” she said one evening as the fading sun marbled the sky with reds and purples. She opened her backpack and removed a set of novelty condoms from Smitty’s Smile Shop, the Boardwalk emporium she managed, their wrappers emblazoned with portraits of famous discredited clerics: William Ashley Sunday, Charles Edward Coughlin—collect all twenty-six. Murray was touched. Once, before he even knew Georgina, he’d bought a pornographic candle at Smitty’s, a birthday gift for Pop, who collected such things. Georgina’s life was measured out in paraffin penises, whoopie cushions, latex dog vomit, and windup chattering teeth. She spoke often of getting into real estate. The town was changing, she would note. The casinos were coming. “You got a girlfriend?”


“I’m not very successful with women,” Murray confessed.


“I know the feeling.” Georgina stood up, her pregnancy eclipsing the moon. She was in her seventh month, Murray in his eighth. “I was nuts about Laurie, I really was—but, Jesus, so noncosmic. I mean, get dinner on the table at six o’clock or the world will end.”


Murray contemplated an Aimee Semple McPherson condom. “In college I slept with quite a few dental hygiene majors. What I really want these days is a child.”


Georgina scowled. “A child? You want a child? You?”


“You think it would be wrong for me to adopt a baby, raising it all by myself and everything?”


“Wrong? Wrong? I think it would be wonderful.”


Murray started toward the tower stairs. Good old Georgina. “In my laundry room there’s something that’ll interest you.”


“I’ve seen plenty of dirty laundry in my time, Mur.”


“You haven’t seen this.”


They descended.


Surrounded by glass, tethered to bottles, sitting fast asleep in her crib, Murray’s fetus looked less like a baby-in-progress than like one of the toys she would play with once she arrived.


“What on earth is that?”


The glow of the naked light bulb bounced off the bell jar, speckling the fetus’s head with stars. Such a face, Murray thought, all flushed and puffy like an overripe plum. “What does it look like?”


“A goddamn fetus.”


“Correct.” Murray tapped the nearest bottle, abrim with his own blood. “My fetus.” He’d followed Marcus Bass’s instructions exactly, dropping by Brigantine Fire Station No. 2 several times a week and eventually earning sufficient trust among the three paramedics—Rodney Balthazar, Herb Melchior, Freddie Caspar—not only to avail himself of their transfusion rig but to be included in their poker game. “Female.”


“But where’d you get it?” Georgina asked.


“The Institute.”


“And it’s alive?”


“Alive and developing. I stole it the day we met.” The oxygen pump chugged soothingly. “The semen was mine—nobody knows where the ovum came from. Inverse parthenogenesis.”


“What the hell are you talking about?”


“One of my sperm began meiosis without an egg.”


“It did?”


“An egg of indeterminate origin, at least.”


Instantly Georgina’s dormant Catholicism awoke. Crossing herself, she whispered “Mother of God” and, quavering with awe, approached the crib. “Wow—I knew God had eggs, I just knew it.” She grasped the teething rail and took a deep Yogic breath. “You know what we’re looking at? We’re looking at one of those times when God herself comes barging into human history and gets things cracking.”


“God?” Murray spun the Swedish mobile. “You say God?”


“Not God God, I mean GOD God. The God beyond God.” Georgina splayed her fingers, ticking off her pantheon. “The Spirit of Absolute Being, the World Mother, the Wisdom Goddess, the Overmind, the Primal Hermaphrodite.”


Murray said, “I don’t even believe in God.”


“Listen, there’s no way to account for an event like this without bringing in God. This child has a mission. This girl has been sent!”


“No, there are other explanations, Georgina. A God hypothesis is going too far.”


“Growing a baby in your jism—in a bell jar—you think that’s not going far? You’ve already gone far, Mur.” Georgina wobbled pregnantly around the room, pounding piles of dirty laundry. “A virgin conception—sensational! Ever see The Greatest Story Ever Told? Jewish people probably didn’t catch it. John Wayne’s the centurion, right, and he gets up on the Mount of Skulls and he says, ‘Truly this man was the son of God.’ The son—and now the other shoe has dropped. Just sensational!”


“Some joker put an egg in my donation, that’s all.”


“We’ve got to tell the world about this! We’ve got to telegram the Pope! First the son, now the daughter! Get it?”


Now the daughter. God’s daughter. Murray cringed. He didn’t believe in God, but he didn’t believe some joker had put an egg in his donation either. “The Pope? The Pope? I don’t want to tell anybody, I’m sorry I even told you. Baby bank aborted—remember? Whatever’s going on, somebody almost killed her. Already she has enemies. Enemies, Georgina.”


His friend stopped pacing; she sat down in his laundry basket.


As she usually did about this time of day, the fetus woke up, yawned, and flailed her stubby arms.


“Hmm,” said Georgina at last, absently harvesting socks from the drying rack and pairing them up. “Mur, you’re absolutely right—the Mount of Skulls and all that. Jesus Christ’s very own sister would certainly have to watch her step, at least till she figured out her mission.”


Murray’s heartburn returned, a fire-breathing worm in his windpipe. “She’s not Jesus’ sister.”


“Half sister.” Georgina slammed her palm on the washer, startling the fetus. “Hey, friend, your little advent is safe with me. As far as I’m concerned, she’s just the kid down the street, she’s never even heard of God. Got a name picked out?”


“Name?”


On the morning of Murray’s fourth day at Newark Senior High she’d suddenly appeared on his bus, Julie Dearing, wealthy and spoiled—a Protestant princess, Pop would have called her—with a face so gorgeous it could have started a broken clock and a body that should not have been permitted. She had dropped her geography book in the aisle. Murray had picked it up. The relationship never got any deeper.


“Julie.” Murray pointed to his fetus’s opulent black hair. “Her name’s Julie.”


“Nice. You know, you’ve got a golden opportunity here, with Julie out in the open like this. You can begin her preschool education. Talk to her through the glass, Mur. Play music. Show her some flash cards.”


“Flash cards?”


“Yeah. Pictures of presidents. Alphabet letters. And fix up this place, will you? It looks like an outhouse. I want to see animals on these walls. Bright colors. This mobile’s a step in the right direction.”


“Sure,” said Murray. “Gotcha. Animals.” A smile appeared on Julie’s face—ethereal, there and not there, like a cat weaving through the dusk. What enormous potential for intermittent happiness the world offered, he thought. Aberrant or not, this was the child that was his, no other, this one, whether she came from a cabbage patch, the Overmind, or the brow of Zeus. His. “I’m scared, Georgina. Baby bank aborted. I want her to have a life.”


“The kid down the street. She’s just the kid down the street.”


“But you really think … God?”


“Sorry, Mur. She’s a deity. She’s here to shake things up.”


Bong, bong, bong, came the glassy cadence from the laundry room, like a crystalline clock tolling the hour. They were dining by candlelight, all the electricity between Brigantine and Margate having succumbed to a thunderstorm. Georgina looked up from her plate and smiled, a noose of spaghetti dangling from her mouth. “Something is on the wing,” she said. The storm was blowing out to sea; the world seemed scrubbed, the air squeaky clean. “Wing of angel.” Georgina the neo-Catholic. “Wing of phoenix.” Georgina the pagan priestess.


Tree branches ticked against the kitchen window. Murray retrieved the Coleman lantern from the pantry and ignited the two testicle-shaped mantles. Georgina’s swollen belly, so tense and electric beneath her artsy tie-dye smock, bumped against him as together they marched to the laundry room.


And there she was, caught in the Coleman’s roaring glow, an aborning baby, battering the glass with her tight little fist. Her sac had ripped, filling the jar to belly depth with amniotic fluid. Hard-edged shadows played across her resolute face. Condensed breath drifted through the machine, so that Julie’s efforts to enter the earth suggested the mute gyrations of a creature in a dream. A fissure appeared, then a fretwork of cracks.


“Julie, no!” Murray lurched forward. The jar exploded like a teapot under a hammer, glass fragments hailing against the washer, the amniotic fluid gushing onto the mattress. “Julie!”


On her forehead, blood.


He lifted his wet, squalling baby from the broken womb, and, sliding her over the teething rail, held her to his breast, her cut leaking onto his white wool sweater. The more blood he saw, the happier he felt. His child had a heart. A real heart, like any other baby’s, not a ghostly spark, not a supernatural vibration, but a pumping lump of flesh. She was a child, an incipient person, somebody you could take to an ice-cream parlor or a Nets game.


The umbilical cord, he saw, still joined her navel to the placenta. She was not entirely born. But now here came Georgina, Swiss Army knife in hand, cutting the funiculus and tying it off with the dexterity of a boatswain.


“We did it, Mur. A natural childbirth.” She yanked a pillow case from the drying rack and pressed a corner against Julie’s snake-shaped gash. “Nice Julie, sweet Julie.” The baby’s squalling subsided into a series of hiccuplike pouts. “It’s just a scratch, Julie, honey.”


Murray felt embarrassed to be crying this much, but there he was, awash in the arrival of his firstborn. Hefting the dense wriggling bundle, he realized mass was an art form, it could approach perfection: Julie’s every gram was correct.


“Hello,” he rasped, as if she’d just called him up on the telephone. His hugs should have fractured a bone or two, but love, he sensed, had a high tensile strength; the harder he squeezed, the calmer the creature became. “Hello, hello.”


“You’ll need a pediatrician,” said Georgina. “I’ll tell Dr. Spalos to expect your call.”


“A woman, no doubt.”


“Uh-huh. You should also send for a birth certificate.”


“Birth certificate?”


“So she can get a driver’s license and stuff. Don’t worry, I’ve been through all this with my midwife. In the absence of an attending physician, there’s a form you fill out. Mail it to Trenton, Office of Vital Records, along with the filing fee. Three bucks.”


He looked at Julie. Her wound had stopped flowing; the blood on her cheeks was dry. When he pressed his face toward hers, the air rushing from her lungs pushed her mouth into a facsimile of joy.


Three bucks? Was that all? Only three?


Georgina’s marine biologist arrived exactly thirty days after Murray’s alleged deity—a female marine biologist, her skin the color of espresso beans, a wiry and spirited little bastard who, Murray argued, looked exactly like Montgomery Clift. Together the new parents went to the registrar in the Great Egg Township Department of Health and obtained the necessary filing forms.


“I have to put her name down,” said Georgina. “Nothing sounds right.”


“How about Monty?” Murray suggested.


“We need something cosmic here.”


“Moondust?”


“What’s your opinion of Phoebe?”


“Sure.”


“You really like it? Phoebe was a Titaness.”


“Perfect. She’s entirely Phoebe.”


Phoebe, Georgina wrote.


That a Spirit of Absolute Being or a World Mother or a Primal Hermaphrodite may have influenced Julie’s conception did not stop Murray from worrying about his parenting abilities. Her runny nose, for example. Dr. Spalos kept saying she’d outgrow it. But when? Then there was the milk question. The two dozen parenting books Murray had exhumed at garage sales and flea markets were unanimous in censuring mothers who didn’t breastfeed. Every time Murray mixed up a new batch of Similac he read the label, wishing the ingredients sounded more like food and less like the formula for Tupperware.


On clear nights, he and Georgina always fed their infants on the lighthouse walkway.


“Up here, Julie’s closer to her mother,” Georgina noted.


“I’m her mother. Mother and father—both.”


“Not a chance of it, Mur.” Georgina transferred Phoebe from one nipple to the other. “Julie was sent. The age of cosmic harmony and synergistic convergence is just around the corner.”


“You’re guessing.” Murray started Julie on a second bottle. What an earnest little sucker she was. Her slurpy rhythms synchronized with the incoming tide. “Nobody knows where that egg came from.”


“I do. She break any natural laws yet?”


“No.”


“Only a matter of time.”


Whenever Georgina dreamed up some bizarre new project for fattening Phoebe’s brain cells—a carnival, a street fair, a Bicentennial parade—Murray and Julie went along. “They’re putting up a casino on Arkansas Avenue,” Georgina would say. “I think the girls should see what girders and jackhammers and all that shit look like, don’t you?” And so they were off to the Boardwalk, watching a great iron ball swoop through the sky like a BB from heaven and bash down the Marlborough-Blenheim Hotel in preparation for Caesar’s Palace. Or: “Trains, Mur! Noise, smells, movement, adventures starting—trains have it all!” And so they drove to Murray’s hometown of Newark and toured the terminal, letting their infants soak up the presumably enriching chaos.


The Primal Hermaphrodite—whoever—did not spare Murray the dark side of parenthood. Julie’s dirty diapers were no more appealing than any other baby’s, her ear infections no less frequent, her cries in the night no less piercing and unfair. Often he felt as if his life had been stolen from him. Hermeneutics of the Ordinary was a lost cause, not one sentence added since Julie’s birth. Day-care helped, saved Murray’s sanity in fact—Farmer Brown’s Garden, the best in the business, according to Georgina, who sent Phoebe there three afternoons a week—though the women who ran the place made him uneasy. They were all swooners and gushers, and of course the Katz child, so cute and precocious, gave them plenty to swoon and gush about.


Precocious. Murray couldn’t deny it. Only five days after her birth, Julie had rolled over in her crib. By Yom Kippur she was tooling around the cottage on hands and knees. She uttered her first word, Pop, at a mere twenty weeks. By eight months she could walk upright, spine straight, left arm swinging back as the right leg went forward, an achievement that proved particularly disturbing to Murray when in the middle of her second year he noticed that among the several media on which she walked—sand, eel grass, the cottage floor—was the Atlantic Ocean.


It was really happening. They’d come for their evening swim, and now, damn, there she was, skipping across Absecon Inlet.


“Julie, no!” He ran to the shore and waded into the shallows. A show-off he could handle, even a prodigy. “Don’t do that.” But not this crap.


She stopped. The water sparkled in the fading sunlight. Murray squinted across the bay. What a marvelous little package she was, standing there with the retreating tide lapping at her shins.


She asked, “What’s wrong?”


“We swim here, Julie, we don’t walk.”


“Why not?” she demanded in an indignant whine.


“It’s not nice! Swim, Julie! Swim!”


She dove off the bay’s surface and into its depths. Within seconds she reached the shallows, toddling toward him on the weedy bottom. A bit on the chunky side, he realized. Julie was a fast girl with a cookie.


Perhaps he’d imagined it all. Perhaps the aberration lay not in Julie but in the water—an extra infusion of salt, causing super-buoyancy. Still, considering the stakes, considering the baby bank aborters and the Mount of Skulls, even the suggestion of water-walking was intolerable.


“Don’t ever do that again!”


“I’m sorry,” she said, smiling softly. “I’ll be good, Pop,” his daughter promised.


At dinner that night he told Georgina about the episode.


“I believe there was a lot of salt in the bay this morning,” he hastened to add.


“Don’t kid yourself, Mur. We’re experiencing a major incarnation here. Water-walking? Really? Sensational!” Georgina sucked a pasta strand through the O of her lips. “Let’s do the Philly Zoo tomorrow.”
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