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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.







In the underworld the shades writhe in fear, the waters and all that live in them are struck with terror. Sheol is laid bare, and Abaddon uncovered before God.


 


—The Book of Job, 26:5-6


The conservative has but little to fear from the man whose reason is the servant of his passions, but let him beware of him in whom reason has become the greatest and most terrible of the passions. These are the wreckers of outworn empires, disintegrators, deicides.


 


—J. B. S. Haldane


Daedalus




BOOK ONE


Necessary Evils




Chapter 1


OF ALL THE NEWSWORTHY OBJECTS torn loose from the ice by the great Arctic earthquake of 1998, among them an intact Viking ship and the frozen carcass of a woolly mammoth, the most controversial by far was the two-mile-long body of God. The debate, oddly enough, centered not on the Corpus Dei’s identity—the body was accompanied, as we shall see, by an impeccable pedigree—but rather on its metaphysical status. Was God dead, as the nihilists and the New York Times believed? Only in a coma, as the Vatican and Orthodox Judaism dearly hoped? Or—the Protestant consensus—was the Almighty as spiritually alive as ever, having merely shed His fleshly form as a molting mayfly sheds its husk?


Prior to the peculiar events that constitute my tale, it looked as if the mystery might never be solved. The Corpus Dei’s proprietors, devout Southern Baptists all, were ill inclined to sanction platoons of scientists tramping around inside His brain, leaving muddy footprints on His dendrites as they attempted to ascertain His degree of life or death. Moreover, as upholders of the theologically comforting Mayfly Theory, God’s keepers rightly feared that such an expedition might yield signs of neural activity, thereby reinforcing the far more troublesome Coma Theory.


As for me, I wholeheartedly agreed with the ban on journeys into His cerebrum. Being the Devil, I have strong opinions about how human beings ought to conduct themselves. Unlike the Baptists’ views, however, my own are shaped more by prudence than by piety. It is always wise, I feel, to leave well enough alone. It is best to let sleeping gods lie.


The sign on the courtroom door read JUSTICE OF THE PEACE, though neither justice nor peace figured reliably in Martin Candle’s occupation, which was largely a matter of enforcing leash laws, reprimanding jaywalkers, trying petty criminals, collecting overdue parking fines, and performing civil wedding ceremonies.


Martin pursued his calling in Abaddon Township, Pennsylvania, a staunchly Republican enclave spread across a wide valley twenty miles north of Philadelphia. Abaddon was a quiet and prosperous world, a place of lush parks, rolling farmlands, and bedroom communities with names like Fox Run and Glendale. The township’s best feature, everyone agreed, was Waupelani Creek, a luminous stream winding gently through the valley from north to south, threading its settlements together like the string connecting the beads on a rosary. Minnows thrived in the Waupelani. Garter snakes slithered along its banks. Water striders walked Jesus-like on its surface. A rare and beautiful species of fish lived in these waters as well, a yellow-scaled carp whose collective comings and goings on brilliant summer days transformed their habitat from a conventional brook into a river of molten gold. Bisecting the backyard of Martin’s childhood home in Fox Run, the Waupelani afforded him many happy hours of ice-skating, catching crayfish, and sailing the battleships he’d nailed together from stray scraps of lumber found in the basement. Only after he’d grown up, moved to Glendale, obtained a degree from Perkinsville Community College, and won his first election did it occur to him that Waupelani Creek had actually functioned in his boyhood as a toy—the best toy a child could wish for, better than a tree fort or a Lionel electric train set.


Abaddon Township’s odd appellation traced to a warm summer evening in 1692, when a Quaker schoolmaster named Prester Harkins spied the Devil himself sitting in the boggy marsh that drained the valley’s brooks and streams. The Evil One was taking a bath. Harkins saw his iron-bristled scrub brush. Although the schoolmaster was in fact suffering from a nascent case of paranoid schizophrenia, his neighbors all gave credence to his hallucination, and before long the marsh and its environs had acquired one of Hell’s more evocative epithets, Abaddon being the Hebrew name both of a demonic angel and of the Bottomless Pit from which he hailed. By the time the twentieth century arrived, however, the township’s citizens had forgotten the meaning of Abaddon. To them, it was merely an adequate name for an adequate suburb, a word outsiders were forever mispronouncing by accenting the first syllable. “Rhymes with Aladdin,” the natives routinely informed visitors. “Emphasize the bad,” they added—a strangely Augustinian motto for a citizenry whose sense of original sin could hardly be called acute. While occasionally one of Martin’s neighbors would experience the sort of dark depression that commonly overtook less fortunate Americans, the average Abaddonian gave no thought to the fact that he was living in Hell.


Like many individuals who remain in their home communities while their friends venture into the wider world, Martin battled a fear that he was, and always would be, a failure. Under such circumstances a man will typically take an extreme view of his vocation, either regarding it as a kind of penance (somewhere between emptying bedpans in a paupers’ hospital and working an oar on a slave galley) or elevating it beyond the bounds of reason. Martin opted for apotheosis. Upon winning the electorate’s approval with his dignified bearing, athletic figure, and dark-eyed, sandy-haired good looks, he retained its loyalty through diligence and probity, considering each case as if the fate of nations hung on the outcome. Eventually even Democrats were voting for him. Although he held no advanced degrees—a person could ascend to the office of JP in those days with nothing but a college diploma and a working knowledge of local ordinances—he was as devoted to the ideal of justice as anyone on the faculty of Harvard Law School. His rulings were inspiringly fair, his methods upliftingly thorough. Judge Candle would never stop at suspending an alcoholic’s license following a drunk-driving conviction; no, he would also try maneuvering the offender into rehabilitation. When an adolescent shoplifter came his way, he was never satisfied to convict, fine, and rebuke the thief; he would next attempt to uncover the root of the felony, visiting the young person’s parents and urging everyone toward family counseling.


Even the weddings gave Martin an opportunity to find glory in his judgeship. When two people choose to be married before a justice of the peace, it’s a good bet that something interesting has gone wrong in their lives, and the typical ceremony found Martin functioning more as a priest or therapist than as a magistrate. In about ten percent of these cases, one member of the couple was terminally ill. In twenty-five percent, the bride was pregnant. In forty percent, the proposed match—Jew to Christian, Protestant to Catholic, white to black—had proven unpalatable to one of the affected families. On three occasions, Martin had wed a man to a man; twice, a woman to a woman. Although these same-sex unions scandalized many of his fellow Republicans, he performed them with equanimity, believing that the principle of laissez-faire should apply no less to the bedroom than to the marketplace.


Commonly, the couple in question could not afford to rent a suitably dignified locale in which to exchange their vows, and they were understandably loath to use their own accommodations: a run-down trailer park or your parents’ living room is an inauspicious platform from which to launch a new, connubial life. Learning of the couple’s plight, Martin would immediately offer them the back parlor of his bachelor’s apartment. The rug was clean, the furniture tasteful, and the light sufficiently dim to make the Masonite paneling look like oak. In their nervousness many couples would forget an essential prop or two, and so he kept his parlor stocked with marriage paraphernalia. The bride and groom were invariably amazed when, just as panic was about to possess them, Martin would coolly open a plywood cabinet and remove an imitation-gold wedding ring, a pair of scented candles, a bouquet of silk flowers, a box of latex condoms, or a bottle of Cook’s champagne.


The most imaginative nuptials occurred not in Martin’s parlor but in the world at large. He always brought his wedding props along, securing them carefully inside his briefcase before climbing into his white Dodge Aries and setting off to stamp the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania’s imprimatur on the venerable urgings of the flesh. Once he wed two scuba enthusiasts at the bottom of the Schuylkill River, everyone dressed in wet suits and breathing bottled air. Another time he joined two skydiving aficionados as they floated above the Chestnut Grove Country Club, the bride’s veil trailing behind her like a superheroine’s cape. He would never forget uniting a pair of Perkinsville bohemians as they copulated vigorously on their waterbed, so that they might enjoy the unique experience of beginning the act as fornicators and completing it as a legal entity.


It was through his vocation that, at age forty-nine, Martin met the beguiling and eccentric Corinne Rosewood. One agreeable April afternoon the township’s blustery constable, Hugh Steadman, hauled Corinne into Martin’s little courtroom, having arrested her on a charge of disturbing the peace. According to Steadman, for the past three years Corinne had given the backyard of her Chestnut Grove bungalow over to the cultivation of Nepeta cataria: catnip. Each evening, right after sunset, the addicts would arrive—tabbies, calicoes, tortoiseshells, Siamese—mewing and hissing as they pressed their spines to the ground and rolled around on the leaves. Not only were Corinne’s neighbors forced to endure the din of this nightly bacchanal, the cat owners among them were commonly subjected to pets so stoned that, prancing home at four A.M., they totally forgot what a litter box was, blithely relieving themselves on the floor.


There she stood, a zaftig woman with hair the color of buttered toast, dressed in a checked flannel shirt, faded jeans, and red vinyl cowboy boots, rocking back and forth on her heels and grinning unrepentantly as Constable Steadman charged her with corrupting the township’s cats. Her face was round and dimpled, barred from true beauty only by a nose resembling a baby turnip. Martin was smitten. Throughout the arraignment his heart pounded like a moonstruck adolescent’s. Corinne’s majestic form and unorthodox features appealed to his aesthetic sense, her crime to his fondness for audacity. The central image enchanted him: hundreds of ecstatic cats hallucinating in the moonlight, singing to the stars, gamboling through Corinne’s garden of feline delights.


At her hearing ten days later she pleaded innocent. Martin weighed the evidence, found her guilty, and fined her two hundred and fifty dollars.


“I think I’m in love with you,” he said, whipping off his bifocals and staring directly at the defendant. “Will you marry me?”


Assuming the judge was being facetious, Corinne replied that of course she would marry him, provided he dropped the fine.


“I won’t drop the fine, but I’ll reduce it to two hundred.”


“One hundred fifty?”


“Two hundred.”


“All right.”


“Does a June wedding sound okay to you?”


Constable Steadman blinked incredulously. The bailiff issued an astonished cough.


“Are you crazy?” said Corinne, absently fingering the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania flag beside Martin’s bench, opposite the Stars and Stripes. “I don’t even know you.”


“How about dinner instead? Dinner and a show.”


“That’s a possibility.”


“Tonight?”


“Tonight I’m holding up a gas station in Glendale. Friday night would work.”


“It’s a deal.”


On Friday night Martin and Corinne attended a revival of Agatha Christie’s Witness for the Prosecution at Philadelphia’s Theater of the Living Arts, and six months later they were indeed married, in a civil ceremony conducted by Kevin Mc-Kendrick, the JP of Cheltenham Township, the jurisdiction immediately to the east.


A most peculiar pair, these two. Martin: the lifelong Protestant monotheist and centrist Republican, the only son of Siobhan O’Leary, a receptionist in a travel bureau, and Walter Candle, a teetotal bartender who sought to counter the intrinsic secularity of his career by teaching Presbyterian Sunday school. Corinne: the free-spirited pagan and former Peace Corps volunteer, progeny of the first woman ever to run for governor of Maryland on the Socialist ticket and a failed Marxist playwright turned successful sporting-goods salesman. And yet they were happy … not only happy but obstreperously happy—happy to a degree that would have been insufferable in a couple less blameless and upright.


Four months after their wedding they secured a mortgage on a ramshackle farmhouse and adjoining barn at 22 Flour Mill Road in Chestnut Grove. Located three miles north of Abaddon Marsh, the couple’s estate comprised over six acres, more than enough for furtively growing Nepeta cataria. That April they sowed the seeds together, pausing periodically to make love in the apple orchard, and by June the crop was in bloom, introducing dozens of local felines to a level of self-indulgence that seemed excessive even by the standards of a cat.


Corinne’s love for animals went far beyond catnip farming. She was a devout vegetarian whose Ford Ranger sported bumper stickers proclaiming MEAT IS MURDER and I’D RATHER GO NAKED THAN WEAR FUR. For her livelihood she managed All Creatures Great and Small, a Perkinsville establishment specializing in gourmet food for dogs, cats, and—most profitably—the horses owned by the adolescent girls of Abaddon Township’s wealthiest settlement, the posh and sylvan community of Deer Haven. Corinne’s own taste in pets ran decidedly toward the outré. The creatures with whom Martin was forced to compete for his wife’s affections included not only an iguana named Sedgewick but also a tarantula named Hairy Truman and an armadillo called Shirley—a misanthropic beast whose entire behavioral repertoire consisted of eating, sleeping, and, every day at two P.M., creeping from one corner of the basement to the other, depositing a pile of ordure as she passed.


On the evening of their first anniversary, Corinne looked Martin squarely in the eye, raised her second glass of Cook’s champagne to her lips, and said, softly, “It was the lobsters.”


“The lobsters?”


“From Super Fresh.”


The case to which Corinne was evidently alluding had appeared on Martin’s docket early in their courtship. Shortly after eleven P.M. on September 19, 1996, a young woman named Nancy Strossen had broken into a Super Fresh grocery store in Fox Run and transferred all the live lobsters from their display case to a holding tank. Later that night Strossen drove the tank across New Jersey, parked on a deserted Cape May beach, and released each and every lobster into the North Atlantic. Presented with the facts of Strossen’s escapade, Martin had sentenced her to two days in jail, but he declined to make her pay any damages. Instead, he told the Super Fresh management their lobster trade was manifestly inhumane, and they would do well to abandon this business of torturing crustaceans.


“It was the lobsters that won me over,” Corinne continued. “You let the defendant off with a slap on the wrist, and I said to myself, ‘Look no further, dear.’ ”


“Lovely lobsters,” said Martin woozily, finishing his third glass of champagne. “Lovely, lovely lobsters.”


Eighteen months into the marriage Corinne got the idea of setting up the canine equivalent of the celebrated Make-A-Wish Foundation. She solicited contributions through Dog Fancy magazine, rented a one-room office in downtown Kingsley, and hired her dim-witted but saintly cousin Franny as chief administrator. Within half a year the Kennel of Joy had become a going concern, sustained through a mixture of charitable donations and Corinne’s take-home pay. Thanks to the Kennel of Joy, a dying Manhattan dachshund finally got to chase a Wisconsin rabbit into its warren; a diabetic bloodhound from Newark joined three other dogs in finding a child lost in the Great Smokies; and a leukemic golden retriever born and bred in the parched Texas town of Tahoka spent the last weeks of her life swimming in the Rio Grande.


Had Martin not been crazy about Corinne, he would have regarded the Kennel of Joy as a dreadful waste of money, and the organization would probably have occasioned screaming matches of the sort that had characterized the terminal phases of his previous relationships. But love does strange things to a man’s sense of proportion, which is why—contrary to rumor—it is by no means the Devil’s least favorite emotion.


Me again. Yours truly. Let’s get something straight right now. This is not Old Nick here. This is not Mr. Scratch, Beelzebub, Gentleman Jack, or any other cozy and domesticated edition of myself. This is the Devil. This is hardball.


This is a two-month-old Bulgarian baby tossed into the air and caught on a Turkish bayonet in front of its hysterical mother. This is an Ustashe commandant splitting open a Serb’s ass with an ax, so that the Serb begs the commandant, begs him, to shoot him in the head, and the commandant simply laughs. A thirty-year-old melanoma victim slipping his head into a plastic bag and cinching it with the string of his son’s Batman kite. The Yangtze River overflowing its banks in 1931, flooding every acre from Nanking to Hankow and drowning 3.5 million peasants. The great Iranian earthquake of 1990, rippling through the country’s northern provinces, flattening a hundred towns, and leaving fifty thousand dead.


Please understand, I never asked for this job. It wasn’t my idea to be the Prince of Darkness, the Principle of Evil, the Principal of Hate, or anything of the kind. I never requested that God reach into Hell’s highest dung heap, grab a glob of primal slime, and mold me as He would later mold Adam from clay. While I am willing to confess my sins before any priest with time enough to listen, the ultimate responsibility for Martin Candle’s fate—for all the world’s pain—does not lie with me. Yes, I invented the typhoon; true, my hobby is breeding tuberculosis; nolo contendere, I am gravity’s mechanic and, by extension, an accessory before the fact of every fatal fall. But just because our Creator subcontracts evil out to me, we mustn’t neglect to notice the blood on His hands.


“God dwells in the details,” wrote the architect Ludwig Mies van der Rohe … and so do I. My name is Jonathan Sarkos, I am six foot four, and I weigh two hundred and eighty-five pounds. Like a chameleon’s, my complexion varies as a function of my environment, though inversely. On asphalt, I am white. On snow, black. You must cast all clichéd accessories from your mind: scepter, forked beard, scholar’s cap. I gave up cloven hoofs in the Middle Ages. I haven’t worn horns since the Renaissance.


Of all my portrayers, it was a twentieth-century painter named Jerome Witkin who came closest to the truth. Witkin’s masterpiece is a 72 × 65–inch oil-on-canvas called The Devil as a Tailor. This artist saw it all. My cramped and penumbral shop with its Elias Howe sewing machine and its racks of newly made garments awaiting pickup. My massive frame, balding pate, large, turtlelike head. The one thing he got wrong was my age. While poets commonly produce their best work in their thirties, and mathematicians typically burn out in their twenties, miscreants tend to be late bloomers. Hitler didn’t get around to invading Poland until he was fifty. Ceausescu got the hang of atrocity only after turning sixty-four. I am an eternal seventy-two.


My sewing needle boasts an honorable lineage, having been fashioned from the very spike the Roman soldiers drove through Jesus Christ’s left wrist. Flash, it goes in the light of my whale-oil lamp, stitching together shirts, trousers, coats, blouses, and gowns. Flash. Flash. The demand for my goods is great. Authentic evil is rarely committed by the naked; even rapists keep their pants on. Hour after hour, I sit here inside God’s decaying brain, hypnotized by my needle’s glitter, glancing up occasionally to watch the great cranial artery called the River Hiddekel flow past my private dock on its journey to the pineal gland. I rest only on Sundays. Military uniforms are a specialty. Copes and cassocks, of course. Flags, naturally. White hoods and matching sheets. Business suits. During one of my boom periods, from 1937 through 1945, I produced 4,328,713 yellow stars inscribed with the word Jude.


I am the Father of Lies. Over the years, my children have done me proud. I shouldn’t play favorites, but I am especially pleased with “The meek shall inherit the earth.” Likewise, I shall always retain a soft spot in my heart for “Every cloud has a silver lining.” As for “Time heals all wounds” and “Whenever God closes a door, He opens a window”—they, too, make me gloat unconscionably.


But enough about me. Whatever my shortcomings, vanity is not among them. You came to learn about the awful events that befell the upright magistrate of Abaddon. For the nonce I shall hold my tongue.


Given Corinne’s worldview, Martin reacted with astonishment when, during a visit to the Chestnut Grove Flea Market, she insisted on buying a moldering pantherskin rug. She was acquiring it, she explained, in homage to an idol of hers, the Italian ballerina Marie Taglioni. According to Corinne, on a moonlit winter’s night in 1835 Taglioni’s carriage was halted by a Russian highwayman who then commanded her to dance for him, an audience of one, on a panther’s pelt spread across the snowy ground. In the years that followed, it became Taglioni’s custom to place chunks of ice in her jewel box and watch them melt amid the sparkling gems. Thus did she preserve her memory of that magical encounter: the highwayman, the black pelt, the star-speckled sky glittering above the frozen forest.


At first Martin maintained that forty-five dollars was far too much to have spent on a scruffy hunk of fur. But then one frigid January evening he awoke to realize Corinne no longer lay beside him. Acting on instinct, he went downstairs, donned a ski jacket over his pajamas, and hurried toward the catnip patch. Shimmering in the moonlight, a steady stream of snowflakes floated down, slowly, softly, the sort of generous crystals that, during childhood, he’d loved catching on his tongue. As he opened his mouth that night, he remembered his mother telling him no two snowflakes were alike. To the ten-year-old Martin there seemed something momentous in this fact—an entrée into the mind of God—but he’d never managed to fathom it.


An extravagantly beautiful voice reached his ears, one of Corinne’s favorite performances: Loreena McKennitt singing her original musical setting for Tennyson’s “The Lady of Shalott.”




For ere she reach’d upon the tide


The first house by the water-side,


Singing in her song she died,


The Lady of Shalott.





And then he saw her: Corinne, improvising a sinuous ballet atop her panther pelt, her white Lycra bodysuit giving her buxom form the appearance of a snow sculpture by Praxiteles. The sight transfixed him. He forgot to breathe.




Out upon the wharfs they came,


Knight and burgher, lord and dame,


And round the prow they read her name,


The Lady of Shalott.





The song ascended, pouring from her battery-powered tape recorder. As the snow collected on his face, Corinne danced toward him and pressed her lips against his cheeks and brow, kissing each crystal into oblivion.


The animal lover who danced on an animal’s hide—the contradiction charmed him. Inevitably he thought of a remark made by a character in The Brothers Karamazov, a novel he’d read in Mr. Gianassio’s twelfth-grade honors English class: “If everything on Earth were rational, nothing would happen.” Thus did one of Martin’s most intense experiences with cosmic benevolence reach its climax, with Corinne’s lips and Dostoyevsky’s epigram.


Two days later he had the first in a series of intense experiences with cosmic evil.


It happened while he was on the job, marrying Demetrius Mitsakos and Gina Fontecchio, high-school dropouts who could barely afford the low end of his sliding scale. Standing in his living room, surrounded by wedding guests, Martin was seized by an overwhelming urge to urinate. He barely got through the ceremony. Rushing into the bathroom, he began emptying his bladder without bothering to lift the toilet seat. A razoring pain hit him, as if a strand of barbed wire were traveling through his urethra. He screamed. His knees buckled. He fell to the floor, eyes fixed on a stain compounded of fungus, rust, and desiccated toothpaste.


Slowly, the agony slackened. He exhaled, thanking God for the relief. His bladder was still complaining, but he dared not pee. Stumbling out of the bathroom, he limped up to Demetrius and Gina, smiled bravely, and wished them all the happiness in the world.


Later that afternoon everyone reconvened at the local Wendy’s—the first time this particular restaurant or, Martin suspected, any restaurant in the entire Wendy’s chain had hosted a wedding reception. For Demetrius and Gina, the place was redolent of sentiment. They’d met three months earlier at the salad bar.


Had his bladder not been torturing him, Martin might have enjoyed the party. Splendid in his yard-sale tuxedo, Demetrius swaggered to and fro amid the Formica tables, assuring his guests the food would cost them nothing. “Eat up, everybody!” he said expansively. “Gina and I are payin’ for everything. Have another Frosty for chrissakes, Sid. More fries, Trixie?” Never before in his life, Martin guessed, had Demetrius been anyone’s benefactor, nor was he ever likely to play that part again.


The urge became intolerable. Martin retreated to the men’s room and, steeling himself, peed a pint of what felt like sulfuric acid. A foul-smelling yellowish discharge followed.


Pale and shaken, he hobbled back into the dining room, bade the newlyweds farewell, and fled the festivities in a panic.


Twenty-four hours later his primary-care physician, an ethereal young man named Harrison Daltrey, subjected Martin’s rectum to a digital examination and offered a diagnosis: acute prostatitis. Dr. Daltrey wrote him a prescription for an antibiotic called NegGram, then explained that Martin would require periodic prostatic massages to expel the urethral secretions. The magistrate felt better even before swallowing the first pill.


And then he felt worse. The NegGram diminished the burning only slightly, and the yellowish discharges continued unabated, staining his underclothes so thoroughly that he took to washing these garments separately, when Corinne wasn’t around. Daltrey switched him from NegGram to Furadantin. No improvement.


Then came the fateful prostatic massage of May 4, 1999.


“Something new today,” said Daltrey, withdrawing his gloved index finger. “I’m picking up a small hardening along the lateral border of the left lobe. I want to make sure a specialist can feel it too. Matt Hummel’s the best urologist around. You’ll be in good hands.”


Dr. Hummel’s good hands also detected a hardening in Martin’s prostate.


“Until we have a look, I can’t tell you whether it’s fibrous or neoplastic,” said the urologist, a dour, moon-faced man who’d never shed his boyhood freckles. “If I had to make a wager, I’d bet my last nickel it’s benign.”


“You’re sure? Your last nickel?”


“You’re only fifty-one,” Hummel explained, reaching for the phone. “Let’s put you in the hospital this afternoon, okay? We’ll do a lab workup, and tomorrow I’ll biopsy the area.”


When the anesthesia wore off, the first thing Martin realized was that a Foley catheter projected from his urethra, angling downward like a retrofitted science-fiction penis. Antiseptic fragrances suffused the recovery room. The aggressive chill of central air-conditioning blew across his skin. The nurse on duty, a rotund woman who might have just stepped out of an opera about Visigoths, seemed edgy and distant, as if she feared he might engage her in conversation. Where the hell was Hummel?


“We’re keeping you another night,” said the nurse, sidling toward the door.


“Why?”


“Doctor’s orders.”


“I hate this catheter.”


“I can imagine.”


And suddenly she was gone, leaving him alone with his fear.


As the clock on the recovery room wall crept toward three P.M., Hummel finally appeared.


“How’re we doin’?” he asked.


“You didn’t tell me there’d be a catheter.”


“We’ll take it out before you go to sleep.”


“It’s driving me crazy. Did you win your bet?”


“What bet?”


“Your last nickel.”


“Lab report was vague. I told ’em to look at the tissue again.”


“Good-vague or bad-vague?”


“Vague-vague. Let me worry about it, okay?” Hummel started out of the room. “If you’re a cooperative patient, we’ll let you watch the Phillies tonight.”


Martin sat up, intent on chasing Hummel down the hall and asking what “vague-vague” meant, but the catheter made him reconsider. He lay back, closed his eyes, and brooded.


Twenty minutes later the Visigoth nurse and her ham-fisted male assistant removed the catheter, a procedure that would have caused him only slightly more pain if the device had been a lag screw. They transferred him to a regular room, one boasting not only a color TV and a civilized temperature but also a private phone. Grabbing the receiver, he punched up the number of All Creatures Great and Small.


“They’re not letting me out till tomorrow,” he told Corinne.


“What about the biopsy?”


“They won’t tell me anything.”


“Within a week, this’ll all seem like a bad dream.” Her tone was warm, kindly, reassuring. No wonder armadillos fell in love with her. “You’ll be standing on home plate, marrying a couple of baseball fans, and you won’t even be thinking about your prostate.”


At nine o’clock the next morning Corinne appeared at his bedside bearing the happy news that Hummel had signed him out. His back throbbed. His bladder spasmed. His urethra burned fiercely, as if it had been colonized by fire ants. He wondered whether his augered penis would ever be able to perform its various duties again.


Slowly he eased himself out of bed, collected his watch and wallet from the nightstand, and put on his street clothes. As he and Corinne shuffled past the nurses’ station, the pasty-faced woman behind the desk spoke up.


“Dr. Hummel said to get in touch before you leave. Here’s the number. There’s a pay phone by the Coke machine.”


Hummel’s receptionist was expecting Martin’s call. “The doctor wants to see you down here at six o’clock. Would that be convenient?”


“Okay,” he said, palms growing damp.


“Can your wife come along?”


“I think so.”


“Please bring her.”


The receptionist hung up.


“He wants to see us at six,” said Martin, staring at his shoes. “Both of us. That’s ominous, don’t you think?”


“Not necessarily.” Corinne clasped his forearm. “When I was seventeen, a surgeon cut a benign cyst out of my breast. He wanted my mother there afterward to hear exactly what he’d done and why. Here’s the plan: once we’re finished with Hummel, we’re going to Chi-Chi’s for dinner.”


And so it happened that, on May 12, 1999, at 6:23 P.M., Martin and Corinne stood together in his urologist’s badly lit office, hearing a verdict more punishing than anything the JP had ever handed down in his courtroom. Hummel summarized the results of the biopsy, then showed them the report from the pathology lab. The final line read, “Diagnosis: adenocarcinoma of prostate.” In other words, at the age of fifty-one, this devout Presbyterian and devoted public servant, this innocent lover of justice, had developed cancer.


Lucky you: I’m back. At this juncture in our hero’s plunging fortunes, it would be appropriate to chronicle the origin of the great shrine toward which his cancer will eventually propel him. Initially, of course, no one believed that the eighty-million-ton carcass embodied God Himself. Candle, for example, favored the theory that it was a hoax: a foam-rubber statue carved by a wealthy sculptor with a demented sense of humor, perhaps, or an inflatable dummy constructed by prankster existentialists. Other people were convinced it had fallen from a passing UFO. Still others dismissed the body as a movie prop that had drifted away from the set of an aquatic religious epic, much as the mechanical whale from the Hollywood adaptation of Moby-Dick had escaped during shooting.


But then Pope Innocent XIV—staggering beneath the burden of his conscience, a weight that lay upon him like his Savior’s cross—came clean. On December 30, 1998, the pontiff stood before a dozen radio microphones, a score of TV cameras, and a phalanx of journalists from every corner of the globe and told an astonishing story. How six years earlier the Vatican had been visited by an archangel claiming that God’s inert body lay adrift in the Gulf of Guinea. How Gabriel and his fellow angels had hollowed out an iceberg pinned against the island of Kvitoya. How Captain Anthony Van Horne of the United States Merchant Marine, acting on orders from Rome, had piloted the supertanker Carpco Valparaíso to the body’s splashdown point off the coast of Gabon, strung two parallel chains from her afterdeck, secured them inside the divine ears, and—after a series of harrowing adventures—towed this strange cargo to the Arctic and deposited it inside the great crypt.


While the fact that its Creator was quite possibly dead proved, on the whole, depressing for the human race, the situation nevertheless boasted a bright side. To the tabloid press the Corpus Dei was a godsend. General Dynamics was delivered from bankruptcy when the Vatican commissioned it to build the cooling chamber that, if He was indeed defunct, would presumably spare His body an unsightly dissolution. Lockheed Corporation was likewise saved when it submitted the low bid on the Series 7000 heart-lung machine that, if He in fact harbored a spark of life, might possibly stabilize Him. And, of course, there were those thousands of O-positive donors who, upon contributing their blood to this unprecedented project, experienced a variety of spiritual satisfaction no human beings had known before.


Grief became a growth industry. Sympathy cards flowed back and forth among the world’s bereaved believers (even I sent one, to myself)—a phenomenon that not only quadrupled the worth of Hallmark, Incorporated, but forced the U.S. Postal Service to double its normal number of carriers. The major airlines fell over themselves offering discount rates to pilgrims wishing to pay their last respects. Arriving at the port of Naples, where the Corpus Dei was now moored (another tow by the tireless Van Horne), the mourners purchased bouquets from dockside vendors and tossed them into the waters, watching through tear-stained eyes as the currents bore the flowers across the bay and deposited them alongside His cooling chamber. For the first time in history, orchids had become a bonanza crop, eclipsing both tobacco and cotton, bowing only to opium.


From New Year’s Day until well past Easter, Rome’s startling revelation commanded the front page of every major newspaper in the Western hemisphere. Dead or alive? Corpse or coma victim? Above all loomed the question of causality. Assuming that the object was in fact a corpse, by what means and for what purpose did God die, and why now? Had He been murdered by a force even greater than Himself? Taken a good, hard look at His favorite species and forthwith succumbed to despair?


But then, inevitably, other matters caught the public’s attention—the famine in Mozambique, the unexpected success of the Boston Red Sox—and the Corpus Dei was relegated to the op-ed pages and the occasional political cartoon. Even the Weekly World News saw the handwriting on the wall, and by the end of the year headlines such as COMA DEITY COMMUNICATES BY BLINKING and ALIENS USE GOD’S BODY AS LANDING FIELD had been supplanted by ELVIS SIGHTED AT LOURDES and DEAD SEA SCROLLS YIELD ARTHRITIS CURE. If people talked about the Naples cadaver at all, it was merely to repeat one of the tasteless jokes—offensive even to me—then in circulation. (“So one day God’s doctors are poking Him with these huge electrodes, and He starts coughing. Suddenly He spits out the corpse of Charles de Gaulle. The first doctor turns to the second and says, ‘No wonder He couldn’t breathe. He had a Frog in His throat.’ ”) Finally, even the jokes stopped.


The tragedy returned briefly to the fore when the Vatican, seeking to expand its missionary program and recover from various ill-considered real estate ventures in eastern Europe, agreed to sell the Corpus Dei to the American Baptist Confederation—on condition that the new owners keep Him inside the cooling chamber and connected to the Lockheed 7000. The negotiations stretched over months. Five law firms on two continents got into the act. Eventually the Baptists paid 1.3 billion dollars for God. To many observers (myself included) the price seemed exorbitant—until it became clear that the Corpus Dei’s new owners fully intended to recoup their investment, their plan being to found a theme park called Celestial City USA and make Him its centerpiece.


But it wasn’t the body of God per se that brought people in droves to the Celestial City. It wasn’t the rides, the gardens, the shops, or the concerts, and it certainly wasn’t the muggy Orlando air. It was the fact that, of the innumerable emphysema victims, arteriosclerosis sufferers, manic-depressives, alcoholics, diabetics, hemophiliacs, and cancer patients who visited the City and beheld the Corpse of Corpses, one out of five returned home cured—or so the brochures claimed.


“Our best course of action would be an immediate and total prostatectomy,” said Dr. Hummel. “You’d be rendered impotent, I’m afraid, but it’s our only hope for a remission.”


A feeling of suffocation overcame Martin, a sense of being swallowed by something cold and miasmal, as if he were sinking to the bottom of Abaddon Marsh. His hands smacked together in prayer. Although he hadn’t attended church in years, preferring to engage his Creator the way a person might retain a private tutor (as opposed to the collegiate model of organized religion), his faith had remained steadfast. One thing he’d never understood was how any sane person could neglect to cultivate a relationship with God. When the doctor said “prostatectomy,” what was there to keep an atheist from going mad?


Of course, Martin had to admit that faith was something he’d come by easily. Before succumbing to heart disease at age seventy-eight, his father had been the most popular Sunday school teacher in the history of Perkinsville First Presbyterian. A flair for the dramatic and a talent for the mawkish were chief among Walter Candle’s gifts as an apostle to the young. Several times a year Walter would herd his students into an ancient, preindustrial section of Hillcrest Cemetery and instruct them to make rubbings of the deteriorating limestone markers. (“Before the turn of the century, all these names and dates will be gone, erased by wind and rain. It’s up to us to save them. The dead deserve no less.”) In an equally effective lesson, Walter would bring in an artificial Christmas tree decorated with miniature chocolate doughnuts and, seeking to help his students empathize with Eve’s ordeal of temptation, forbid them to eat.


“I’d like a second opinion,” Martin told Hummel.


“In your shoes, so would I.”


By canceling the speeding ticket that Ralph Avelthorpe, son of a prominent Deer Haven neurosurgeon, had acquired in Abaddon Township, Martin was able to wrangle an early appointment with Benjamin Blumenberg, chief of urology at New York City’s Memorial Sloan-Kettering Cancer Center. He hated to abuse his office so blatantly, but he was desperate.


Whether Dr. Blumenberg turned out to be old or young, Martin was determined to find him impressive. If old, he would be thankful so much experience was being marshaled against his illness. If young, he would decide he was in the hands of a prodigy, the Bobby Fischer of urology. But Dr. Blumenberg, when Martin finally got to see him, did not appear to be any particular age—somewhere in his late forties, perhaps his early fifties—nor was there anything striking about his appearance: doughy face, thinning hair, tortoiseshell glasses. His only remarkable feature was his voice, which had the raspy, beleaguered quality of Montgomery Clift in Judgment at Nuremberg.


This great doctor, this urologist’s urologist, studied the pathology report, palpated Martin’s gland, and said, “I’m glad you didn’t opt for the prostatectomy.”


Relief flooded through him. “You mean—it’s not so bad?”


“Far as I can tell, the hard area on your left lobe is close to the prostatic capsule. Truth is, I suspect it’s gone outside the capsule to involve the seminal vesicle.”


Martin gulped audibly. His bowels turned to water. “It’s … spreading?”


The specialist nodded. “A radical prostatectomy is justified only when there’s a solitary nodule the surgeon has a chance of removing in toto. Don’t despair, sir. Alternatives exist. We could try synthetic estrogen—you know, female hormones. Menaval, maybe, or Feminone.”


“Estrogen?” groaned Martin.


Blumenberg offered a grimace of commiseration. “The side effects are crummy. Erosion of the sex drive. Gynecomastia.”


“Gyneco—?”


“You’ll grow breasts. And the hormones alone won’t be enough. I’d have to do an orchidectomy.”


“My orchids?” said Martin with a nervous little laugh.


“Your orchids.”


“Please.” He squirmed. “I’m only fifty-two.”


“Happily, there’s another route, equally promising: radiation. We can shield your testicles, shlong, the whole package. With any luck, your sexual functioning will remain intact. Step one is a lymphangiogram to determine whether the tumor has migrated beyond the vesicle. Can you go into the hospital on Thursday?”


Lymphangiogram: lovely word—wouldn’t you say?—so layered and mellifluous, its syllables rising and falling like the soft, gentle slopes of a woodland meadow. Lym-phan-gi-o-gram. Someday I shall embroider LYMPHANGIOGRAM on the back of my red velvet smoking jacket.


Did I ever tell you how I sold our Creator on cancer? I walked into the pitch meeting and said, “Got a new pathology for You.”


“Shoot.”


“Solipsistic cannibalism. Your body starts eating itself alive.”


“Like it.”


“Thought You would. I call it glutch.”


“Glutch? Glutch? Come on, Sarkos, what the hell kind of name for a dread disease is glutch? You can think of something more euphonious than that.”


Thus did my masterpiece acquire its association with a half dozen of the world’s most soothing and musical sounds. Cancer. Metastasis. Carcinoma. Tumor. Oncology. Lymphangiogram.


Martin’s lymphangiogram disclosed three abnormal lymph nodes in the vicinity of his prostate.


“Abnormal?” he wailed. “You mean malignant?”


“We won’t know till we biopsy them,” said Blumenberg. “If I had to make a guess, though … yes, Martin, malignant.”


“Can we beat it, Doc? Is this cancer gonna kill me?”


“These days, with God out of commission, it’s hard to know anything for sure.”


“I don’t believe He’s out of commission.”


“You favor the Mayfly Theory?”


“Don’t you?”


Blumenberg shrugged. “When it comes to God, I have very few opinions. It’s all I can do to keep up with urology. But to answer your first question: yes, I think we can beat it.”


On May 25 Martin returned to the hospital, and twenty-two hours later Blumenberg cut into his abdomen. The specialist biopsied the three suspicious nodes, and each proved rife with cancer cells. Blumenberg excised these nasty little time bombs, then biopsied their neighbors, subsequently taking his knife to the ones infiltrated by carcinoma: the majority, predictably. With Martin already out cold on the table, Blumenberg decided to start therapy immediately, sowing the diseased gland with several dozen radioactive 1-125 microcapsules, each no bigger than a grain of sand.


Surfacing into consciousness, Martin grew instantly aware of the violence wrought by Blumenberg’s scalpel. From pole to pole, his belly throbbed and spasmed. He felt as if some demonic child had opened up his abdomen with a beach shovel, reached inside, and attempted to fashion a toy castle from his viscera.


A nurse stood by his bedside, wielding a syringe filled with Demerol. She jabbed the needle into his thigh, flashed a professional smile, and pushed the plunger.


Corinne squeezed his hand.


“The nodes,” he rasped.


“It’s what we thought,” said Corinne.


“Positive?”


“Blumenberg cut ’em out, every last one.” She lifted his fingers to her lips and kissed them. “Listen, honey, he also stuck forty-six radiation microcapsules in your prostate. It’s a cure, Martin. In two days the side effects will hit, nausea, weakness, that sort of thing, but meanwhile the seeds will be hard at work, shrinking the tumor, and then the prostatitis will vanish too.”


Martin was no fool. He knew that a man whose lymph nodes have been invaded by cancer cannot count on living for much more than a year.


“It’s time we took a … vacation,” he told his wife, the Demerol fuzzing his enunciation. “It’s time we went to … went to … went …”


“Went to …?”


“Orlando.”




Chapter 2


NOTHING DELIGHTS ME SO MUCH as spoiling a surprise. Stapleton masterminded the Hound of the Baskervilles. Rosebud was Charlie Kane’s sled. Jim Young pawned his watch to buy Della a set of combs even as Della was selling her hair to buy Jim a watch chain. God willed Himself into a death trance because He thought He’d do His creatures more good that way.


As the Jesuit cosmologist Father Thomas Ockham put it in his best-selling Parables for a Post-theistic Age, “It was essentially a strategy for forcing our species to grow up. By preventing us from taking Him for granted, He is making us fall back on our own resources.”


So now you know. Mystery solved. Case closed. Unfortunately for His grand scheme, however, our Creator failed to reckon on Celestial City USA. As usual, He underestimated the human potential for self-deception.


Among the drawbacks of developing a terminal illness while still relatively young is the large number of people you must notify. Most of your loved ones are still alive. On the day before Martin and Corinne’s scheduled departure for Orlando, he telephoned everyone who mattered to him.


He began with his liberal Democrat sister, Jenny Candle, knowing that her talent for transmuting life’s conventional horrors into black comedy would give him a needed lift.


“Oh, God—I’m so sorry.”


“Say something funny, Jenny.”


“Funny? How can prostate cancer be funny?”


“It’s not as funny as lung cancer, but it’s still pretty funny.”


“You tell Mom yet?”


“Haven’t worked up the courage.”


“This’ll be good for her. All those years of wasting her anxiety skills on trivia. ‘What if I run out of candy on Halloween?’ ‘What’ll happen when the boy who cuts my grass goes to college?’ Now she’s got something she can sink her teeth into.”


“Cancer is worthy of her.”


“We’re gonna whup this thing, Brother Man,” Jenny insisted, shifting into her impersonation of Elizabeth Taylor as Maggie the Cat. “We’re gonna whup this thing till Hell won’t have it again.”


The next people to learn of his diagnosis were his two ex-fiancées. Robin McLaughlin, a dental technician with whom he’d lived while they both attended Perkinsville Community College, began weeping hysterically. Filtered through the telephone receiver, her sobs sounded like the death rattle of a Kennel of Joy client. At first he declined to call Brittany Rabson, who claimed to despise him these days but who was nevertheless continually arranging for their lives to intersect in pointless ways. (“Marty, do you have those snapshots of us feeding the ducks in Fairmount Park?”) After thinking it over, he decided he’d better contact her: if the news arrived indirectly, he would never hear the end of it. Upon learning of Martin’s tumor, Brittany reacted with characteristic narcissism, insisting that when he was in his final throes, withering away on a morphine drip, she’d be the one he could count on, she’d be the one who’d appear at his bedside, assuming he had the foresight to summon her.


Then came Mom, a Montclair, New Jersey, rose fancier and neurasthenic who habitually came on like Olga Prozorova yearning for Moscow, though in Siobhan’s case the locus of her fantasies was her ancestral Belfast. After absorbing the blow, she predictably went to pieces, calming down only after Martin explained that he intended to visit the Celestial City.


“Your father would like that.”


He saved his campaign manager for last: Vaughn Poffley, a scrappy extrovert who, when he wasn’t making sure the office of JP remained in Republican hands, earned his living teaching driver’s ed (“dread,” the students called it) at Abaddon Senior High.


Martin and Vaughn had first met at a school board meeting. It was June 15, 1991, and Martin had come to protest the proposed elimination of driver’s ed from the senior high curriculum, a budget reduction scheme he’d read about that morning in the Abaddon Sentinel. Recognized by the chairman, he stood up and explained that his conscience had compelled him to attend. As their local magistrate, he’d seen firsthand the damage that lack of driver’s education caused. Martin told about broken bodies and bashed brains, dashed hopes and ruined lives. Were these loving parents truly willing to send their children onto the open road untutored in the art of defensive driving?


All in all, a brilliant performance, and by evening’s end not only did Vaughn still have a job but Driving 101 had become a graduation requirement.


As the meeting broke up, Vaughn marched over and introduced himself—a short, balding, effusive man with a mild lisp. “Any time you need a favor,” he said, clasping Martin’s hand, “all you gotta do is ask.”


Normally Martin would have dismissed Vaughn’s offer as the rhetorical pleasantry it was, but he’d been feeling overwhelmed of late, ever since Brittany had moved out on him. While the woman’s intractable vanity and affection for Sturm und Drang had made the relationship qua relationship impossible, she’d been a splendid campaign manager. “Now that you mention it, I could use some help with my reelection effort. Leafletting, door-to-door canvassing …”


“I’m your man,” said Vaughn. “Who’s our opposition?”


“Some goat-cheese-eating liberal lawyer from Oregon.”


“What angle do we play up? Candle the family man?”


“I haven’t got a family. I don’t particularly like children.”


“Honesty, that’s our gimmick. Honesty and experience.”


Despite the impromptu circumstances of his hiring, Vaughn Poffley proved as effective in the job as Brittany, inventing a memorable campaign slogan—CARTWRIGHT IS ALL RIGHT, BUT HE CAN’T HOLD A CANDLE TO CANDLE—and plastering it on hundreds of telephone poles and billboards throughout Abaddon Township. Without slinging mud or descending into sleaze, he handed Martin a winning margin of 2,418 votes.


Upon hearing that his friend had cancer, Vaughn steered the conversation in a pragmatic direction, asking Martin whether he still intended to enter the upcoming election. When Martin answered yes, Vaughn urged him to keep his illness secret.


“I’m not saying we should be deceitful, but November will be here before we know it. You’d be surprised how skittish voters get about cancer. They don’t like it one little bit.”


That evening, Martin and Corinne made love. Although Blumenberg claimed that the implanted 1-125 microcapsules would not contaminate his semen, Martin insisted on using condoms. Safe radioactive sex. In Corinne’s view, the encounter owed its energy to its illicitness: she was abducting her lover, she felt—stealing him from the embrace of his disease. For Martin, too, the night proved unprecedented in its intensity; their bed, it seemed, had transported them to a place of unbearable urgency—to a battlefield, or a burning forest, or a South Seas beach at the height of a typhoon.


USAir Flight 3051 from Philadelphia to Orlando arrived nine minutes early, touching down at 6:56 P.M. Upon entering the terminal—the first time he’d ever set foot in Florida—Martin encountered two gigantic posters, one of Mickey Mouse exhorting his fans to visit Disney World, the other of Jesus Christ bidding his followers to patronize Celestial City USA, neither image doing much to alleviate Martin’s depression. Shortly after retrieving their luggage, he and Corinne found themselves in a limousine zooming down Route 528, bound for the Buena Vista Hilton. Ranks of swaying palm trees zoomed past, fronds rippling in the wind like piano keys yielding to invisible fingers.


To this day, some people argue that the Celestial City would have been a roaring success no matter where its founders had situated it. The original plan called for God and His accessories to be towed via supertanker from the Mediterranean to the Gulf of Mexico, then beached along the sparsely populated eastern shore of Tampa Bay, there to lie beneath the Florida sun while the great theme park emerged at His feet. But the stockholders of Eternity Enterprises would hear none of this: the carcass, they insisted, must be located in Orlando or nowhere at all—without the spillover crowds from Disney World, Epcot Center, Universal Studios, Sea World, and the headquarters of Tupperware International, the proposed attraction might fail to turn a profit. And so began the greatest engineering project since the Suez Canal. Thirty-eight steel gantries, each as tall as the World Trade Center, were built especially for the task. They performed splendidly, lifting the Lockheed 7000 cooling chamber from the waters off Cocoa Beach and slinging it landward. Next the chamber was placed atop a matrix of ninety-four railroad flatcars, transported for fifty miles along eight steel tracks laid parallel to Route 528, and deposited north of Big Sand Lake. The haul required the collective energy of seventy-two GP diesel locomotives, five of which exploded en route and never saw service again.


Although the park would be open until midnight, the couple decided to remain in their hotel, Martin being nauseated, Corinne exhausted. The next morning they climbed aboard the shuttle bus, where a sobering spectacle awaited them. Martin wasn’t the only one who’d come to Orlando out of desperation. Seated behind the driver was a withered old woman whose neck sported a goiter the size of a coconut. Beside her rested a bald young man with an oxygen mask strapped across his face. Nearly a third of the riders, in fact, exhibited various dire medical conditions, making the bus seem like nothing so much as an ambulance evacuating the survivors of some strange and far-reaching catastrophe.


Within a half hour the City loomed up, its spires and parapets cutting into the sky like guided missiles poised for takeoff. Cameras dangling from their necks, the passengers headed for the main gate, a ponderous post-and-lintel affair plated with gold, encrusted with cultured pearls, and surmounted by the park’s logo: a many-towered, rainbow-roofed palace sitting atop a foundation of clouds. The breezes reeked of orange blossoms. A flock of pure white radio-controlled doves soared overhead, singing “Follow the Gleam” a cappella.


The pilgrims lined up at the ticket booth. Upon shelling out fifty-five dollars, each visitor received a packet containing a folding map, a laminated eight-inch Key to the Kingdom good for all the major rides, and a spiral-bound Visitor’s Guide to Celestial City USA. A few yards away a band of demonstrators milled around, their T-shirts identifying them as the National Science Foundation’s strident splinter group, the Committee for Complete Disclosure of the Corpus Dei. LET US INTO THE BRAIN NOW, a protest sign demanded in capital letters. SCIENTIFIC CURIOSITY: A GIFT FROM GOD, a twenty-foot banner declared. As Martin wove through the mob, he inadvertently looked a demonstrator in the eye—a stocky, bearded man whose placard read ETERNITY ENTERPRISES: ENEMY OF TRUTH.


“Don’t give them your business,” the scientist pleaded, brushing the sleeve of Martin’s Hawaiian shirt.


“I’m sick,” he explained, breaking away and joining the other tourists. “I’m dying!” he cried, passing through the gate.


“They don’t deserve it!”


As he entered the City, Martin was immediately struck by its aggressive cleanliness. Everywhere he turned, he saw rolling hills so expertly manicured they might have been transplanted from William Randolph Hearst’s private golf course. White marble fountains dotted the landscape, huge cherub-encrusted structures spewing what looked like luminous milk.


The final paragraph of the Visitor’s Guide to Celestial City USA was titled “Hope for the Afflicted.” Hope. The word enthralled Martin. He and Corinne read the passage three times, standing in the shade of an olive tree.




Although the City’s healing energies emanate primarily from our Main Attraction, the entire park possesses therapeutic powers, and the stricken visitor is advised to sample a full spectrum of Holyspots. In one famous case, Orville Hazelton, a New Orleans taxi driver, received relief from his duodenal ulcer symptoms after winning a cuckoo clock at the Hammer of Jael nail-driving contest (located on the Millennial Midway, right across from the Stoning of Stephen rock toss), though the process became complete only after Mr. Hazelton beheld the Godform. In a second such instance, the rehabilitation of Wilma Alcott, a Kansas chicken farmer suffering from a rare liver ailment, began after she consumed a lobster dinner at the Last Supper café (on Straight and Narrow Lane, adjacent to the Manna from Heaven bistro), though naturally it took the Godform to finish her cure.





“Do you believe this crap?” asked Martin. “This business about patronizing every attraction—do you believe it’s true?”


“As long as we’ve come all the way to Orlando,” said Corinne, cleaning her sunglasses with the edge of her muslin blouse, “we should probably play by the rules.”


Thus began a long, tedious morning of standing in lines. The wait was twenty-three minutes for the Chariots of Ezekiel Ferris wheel, thirty-one for the Whore of Babylon funhouse, twenty-eight for the Stations of the Cross steam train, and seventeen for the Garden of Eden petting zoo. Of these concessions only the last gave the couple any pleasure, Corinne achieving instant rapport with the sheep and goats, Martin taking lascivious delight in the ceramic Eve, her breasts scarcely concealed by her long flaxen hair. Oddly enough, there was no line at the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse carousel. Passing through the gate, Corinne selected one of the seven Famine stallions, all bones and sagging skin, while Martin picked a War mount, its flanks arrayed in spiked armor. They consciously declined to ride the animals intended for Death (not a horse but a horse’s skeleton, carved from cherrywood and painted white) and Pestilence (a roan mare speckled with buboes). As the carousel reached top speed, the steam calliope screeched out “Onward Christian Soldiers.”


More waiting—a full half hour for the Heaven to Hell roller coaster, an admittedly thrilling experience that lifted you past airborne choirs of android angels, then dropped you into fiery chasms where screaming adulterers writhed in pools of molten sulfur and spitted gluttons roasted over slow fires. The hiatus required for a berth on Noah’s Ark, thirty-six minutes, was also worth it. There you sat, looking through your private porthole at mobs of drowning audio-animatronic sinners while the rain poured down and the restless seas pitched you to and fro.


At 1:45 P.M. the couple dropped into the Loaves and Fishes café. Martin decided to try the specialty of the house, haddock on sourdough. His wife ordered a Caesar salad. The food arrived promptly. To Martin it looked grotesque. These days most things looked grotesque. The intractable fact of his illness had become a kind of theatrical scrim, imparting a pall to whatever met his gaze. His eyes drifted across the table, moving from the twisted salt cellar to the sinister napkin dispenser to the menacing fillet on his plate.


“What would your father have made of the Celestial City?” asked Corinne.


Martin stared at his malformed mug of coffee. “I think he would’ve hated it. Sure, Dad could be pretty corny at times, having his students make gravestone rubbings and everything, but he was never vulgar. This place is vulgar. What are we doing here?”


Corinne raised her sunglasses, pushing them into her auburn hair. A wave of romantic longing washed through him, so pure and fierce he imagined it joining forces with the 1-125 seeds to cleanse his prostate of cancer. How wise he’d been to delay marriage until the right woman came along; how astute of him to have passed up Robin’s endearing sense of humor and Brittany’s mastery of Chinese cooking and fellatio.


“We’re here to make you well.”


“Fat chance.”


She bit into a carrot stick. Memories rushed past his mind’s eye like snatches of scenery glimpsed by a man riding the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse carousel. The two of them walking hand-in-hand across a railroad trestle in the Poconos. Reading to each other from the Kama Sutra. Playing chess in the nude.




But Lancelot mused a little space;


He said, “She has a lovely face;


God in His mercy lend her grace,


The Lady of Shalott.”





“You have a lovely face.”


“Thank you.”


“I’m scared.”


“I love you, Martin. Terribly and forever.”


“I’m scared to death.”


“Of course.”


“I don’t feel lovable.”


She lifted her glass of tomato juice, took a sip, and swallowed. “Judge Candle, you’re my knight in shining armor.”


Visiting the midway later that afternoon, Martin blew five dollars on the Stoning of Stephen rock toss. He continually failed to connect with the mannequin, while all around him corn-fed adolescents were drawing ersatz blood and receiving plush lambs and stuffed cherubs. He did much better at the Head of Holofernes, winning an Archangel Michael helium balloon by decapitating the dummy within twenty seconds, and he was positively brilliant at the David and Goliath slingshot tournament, beating out six other contestants in a race to slay the Philistine. His prize was a music box programmed to provide “a soothing aural environment for private readings of the Psalms.”


The tours of the Main Attraction departed every hour on the hour, and Martin went crimson with rage upon learning that his Key to the Kingdom would not admit him. He calmed down only after voicing his dismay to two security guards, a T-shirt vendor, and an itinerant guitarist who sang evangelical Christian folk songs. To get the full Celestial City experience, Martin and Corinne had to ride a mechanized walkway south for a mile, then queue up at a ticket booth resembling a ziggurat. In the misty distance God’s cooling chamber loomed, a vague mass on the horizon, its facets shimmering in the afternoon sun like Solomon’s shields of beaten gold. Examining their tickets—thirty-five dollars each—the couple saw they’d been assigned to Group C, scheduled to leave at four P.M. When the designated hour arrived, a guide appeared and escorted her twelve charges inside a glass-and-steel kiosk housing a ruby-studded escalator plunging perpetually into the central Florida earth.


“On behalf of the American Baptist Confederation, I want to welcome y’all to the Main Attraction at Celestial City USA,” the guide began in a honeyed and melodious voice. She was a tall, toothy blonde, no more than twenty-five, dressed in the lemon rayon shirt and white polyester slacks that constituted the City’s official uniform. “My name’s Kimberly, and I’ll be happy to answer your questions, but first I gotta lay down one great big rule,” she continued with manufactured cheer. “We’re here today to enjoy a profound spiritual experience—we’re not here to have ourselves a debate. Understand? Some of you’ve probably heard that the object we’re about to see is God’s comatose body. The American Baptist Confederation believes otherwise. Our Main Attraction is God’s discarded form—a suit of clothes, you might say, that He tossed aside on the way to becoming pure spirit.” She cranked her smile up a notch. “The heavenly Father is alive as ever, friends, the Son still reigns supreme”—she drove her clenched fist forward, as if shattering a pane of glass—“and the Holy Ghost dwells within us yet!”


As they started their descent, Martin realized the escalator had been designed especially for the City, each riser built wide enough to carry not only the individual pilgrim but whatever equipment he or she required. Three Group C members occupied wheelchairs: a pudgy young woman, a pimply teenage boy, a swarthy septuagenarian. Two other pilgrims, a svelte Chinese woman and a sinewy black man, made the journey downward attached to portable dialysis machines, chattering to each other all the while, the shoptalk of terminal illness.


At the bottom of the escalator an arched tunnel stretched as far as the eye could see, its ceiling supporting a monorail from which a streamlined, bullet-shaped tram hung like a caterpillar negotiating a twig. After all the passengers were aboard, Kimberly plucked a megaphone from its cradle behind the engineer’s booth. The tram lurched forward, gliding into a tunnel speckled with twinkling lights, a kind of cylindrical planetarium.


“Each of these constellations is mentioned in the Bible,” Kimberly announced into her megaphone. “Job 38:31, for example. ‘Can you bind the cluster of the Pleiades or loose Orion’s belt?’ ”


A mile down the monorail, the tunnel opened into a room suggesting an immense Antarctic cavern. Patches of frost covered the tiled walls. Icicles hung from the ceiling like stalactites.


“Station one: Preservation Central,” Kimberly lectured as the tram slowed to a crawl. “I could tell the engineer to stop and let y’all explore, but, believe me, you don’t want to. This room connects directly to our cooling chamber, and the temperature out there averages”—she mimed a shudder—“brrr, fourteen degrees! See that humongous silver tank? It contains nearly eighty thousand gallons of high-pressure Freon-114. After leaving the tank, the Freon spills into that huge green basketball thing, which allows it to reach a much lower pressure, then it slithers into that big snaky tube over yonder, where, pffff, it boils away, absorbing lots of heat in the bargain and thereby keeping our Main Attraction as cold as a penguin’s kiss. Meanwhile, that big motor in the corner sucks up the Freon vapor and squeezes it so tight it starts wanting to change back into a liquid. The Freon gets its wish the minute it reaches that other big snaky tube. See how we’ve got lots of water pouring down like Jehovah sending the Flood? That’s our trick for speeding up the condensation. Once the Freon’s become a liquid again, it returns to the silver tank, and the whole process starts over. Anybody got a question?”
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