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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.


      









 






I have seen the moment of my greatness flicker,


And I have seen the eternal Footman hold my coat, and snicker,


And in short, I was afraid.


–T. S. ELIOT, “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock”
















PART ONE



Kevin’s Fetch











The Flower Woman



WHEN GOD’S SKULL WENT INTO geosynchronous orbit above the Western hemisphere, reflecting the sun by day and rivaling the moon each night, Nora Burkhart tried not to take it personally. But in recent years she’d known so much bereavement—a father lost to throat cancer, a mother to Alzheimer’s, a husband to coronary thrombosis—that the omnipresent death’s-head seemed to be monitoring her life alone, beaming down a grin of dark mockery and sadistic glee.


Nora Shafron and Eric Burkhart had fallen in love under conditions simultaneously public and private. The event occurred before six hundred pairs of eyes, but only Nora and Eric knew what was happening. He’d brought his magic act to Cary Hall in Lexington (a low point in his career) and needed a volunteer from the audience. Nora raised her hand. She thought him Byronic. Seconds later she ran onto the stage, and by the time she’d plucked the outsized Jack of Spades from the pack, displaying it for everyone except Eric to see, the two of them had achieved mutual infatuation: so said their incandescent stares. When Nora knocked on his dressing-room door that night, Eric the Uncanny was already pouring the champagne.


Even by the standards of newlyweds, Nora and Eric were an unusually self-absorbed and hermetic couple. On their best days they functioned as each other’s closest friend, cleverest therapist, wisest mentor, and wildest obsession. On their worst days they argued bitterly, words coated with gall and saliva, but even these distressing exchanges boasted an energy that made Nora and Eric loath to waste their uncommitted hours on gossiping with neighbors or prattling at dinner parties. Better the ordeal of honesty, they felt, than the narcotic of chitchat.


Eric died on the job, two weeks after his thirty-eighth birthday and seven days before their fourth anniversary. Having just imprisoned his marginally clothed female assistant in a plywood sarcophagus, he was merrily skewering it with a scimitar when his heart suddenly ceased to function. With a guttural groan he clutched his chest, stumbled forward ten paces, and, as the audience’s murmurs filled the Cabot Theater in downtown Boston, fell into the orchestra pit. He was a corpse before he hit the floor, bequeathing to Nora but three sustaining circumstances: a $75-a-month pension from the North American Conjurers’ Guild, a steamer trunk full of magic props, and a male embryo developing in her womb.


Eric’s mother rose to the occasion, changing half of the first two hundred diapers and feeding the baby from bottles of expressed milk, but it was little Kevin himself who really rescued Nora, soothing her grief with his chirpy laugh and talent for buffoonery. Although her child could not claim Eric’s comeliness (he looked, in a word, goofy), he had clearly inherited his father’s theatricality. One hot August afternoon in 1998, when Kevin was nine, he rounded up the neighborhood kids and made them watch a vaudeville show featuring Kevin the Incredible telling jokes, juggling tennis balls, and performing magic tricks. He charged each child twenty-five cents; the take, $3.75, went into the family till. As an eleven-year-old Webelos Scout, Kevin routinely enthralled his peers around the campfire by spinning out versions of Edgar Allan Poe stories more lurid than the originals. For “The Pit and the Pendulum,” he astutely increased the number of tortures from two to five. For “The Tell-Tale Heart,” he exploited the possibilities in other organs, adding a tell-tale sneezing nose and a telltale farting colon.


With an amalgam of pride and wistfulness, acceptance and melancholy, Nora watched her son grow older, turn inward, move beyond her. Santa Claus had long since vacated Kevin’s pantheon. The boy hadn’t gone trick-or-treating since 2001. He still did magic, but his act had recently grown morbid, the standard disappearing goldfish and transmigrating rabbits supplanted by routines such as “The Gourmet Ghoul,” “The Giggling Mortician,” and “The Brainless Brain Surgeon”—not to mention “The Roman Oracle,” in which Kevin, posing as a soothsayer, would seemingly sacrifice a live cat on stage, open its abdomen, and pull from its innards a dozen plastic Easter eggs filled with predictions about upcoming Red Sox games and presidential elections.


What endured was his generosity. Some months he donated as much as twenty dollars to their communal cause, though usually more like ten. They needed it. On Kevin’s sixth birthday, the Lexington School Committee had informed Nora that her English-teaching position at Paul Revere Junior High School no longer existed—dwindling enrollments, atrophied ideals—and after that the only job she could get was clerking and driving for Ray Feldstein’s Tower of Flowers in Copley Square, her salary barely sufficient to buy the groceries, pay the phone bill, and appease the landlord of their East Cambridge apartment. Thanks to Kevin’s magic act, their life together included many small amenities, from pet turtles to cable television, compact discs to take-out pizza.


Working for Ray Feldstein had its perks—pleasant scents suffused Nora’s day, stray cuttings beautified her kitchen, and Ray let her use the delivery truck after hours—but she yearned to get back in the classroom. An English teacher was a person. An English teacher possessed a name. In the mouths of admiring ninth graders, “Mrs. Burkhart” had sounded almost like a military rank or a hereditary title: Mrs. Burkhart, English teacher, captivating Lexington’s adolescents with Greek myths and Norse legends. But now she was just the chick at the cash register, the lady behind the steering wheel, the girl with the gladiolas.


She resolved to make the best of it. The Tower of Flowers appealed to Nora’s philosophical side. A human life was measured out in bouquets, was it not? New mothers received them. So did graduating seniors, young lovers, blushing brides, and the dead. A flower woman was time’s avatar, colorizing the hours, perfuming fleeting instants. Aided by the shop’s battered copy of The Language of Flowers, Nora took satisfaction in pointing customers toward blossoms to which tradition had attached particular sentiments. Chinese chrysanthemums meant “cheerfulness under adversity.” Jonquils said, “I desire a return of affection.” Red carnations cried, “Alas for my poor heart.” Yellow tulips stood for coquetry, geraniums for anxiety, ferns for sincerity, dame violets for watchfulness.


Flowers, Nora noticed, were rarely given lightly, and never received so. The beneficiaries reacted with gratitude, amusement, happy surprise, a sentimental tear, a gasp of ecstasy—though sometimes the gift caused pain. In such cases the recipient often sought Nora’s advice, knowing intuitively that a sympathetic and intelligent listener stood on the doorstep.


“He loves me,” averred Wendy the Somerville waitress—purple eye, puffy lip, bruised brow—as she carried the dozen fresh-cut roses into her kitchen and hunted around for a vase.


“You think?” said Nora, following.


“He sent me these flowers,” Wendy argued.


“They aren’t about you. They’re about him.”


“You don’t understand. Mickey hates what he did.”


“And if you go gushing over these roses, he won’t hesitate to do it again.”


“We have a complicated relationship,” said Wendy.


“Tell me about it,” said Nora.


“Everything’s about him.”


“Exactly.”


For the next twenty minutes the waitress recited the assorted indignities, psychological and physical, to which Mickey Morgan had subjected her. Whatever decadent echelon the orbiting skull occupied, Mickey’s moral plane was evidently even lower. As Nora set off for home, she was gratified to see Wendy start the therapeutic process of ripping the petals off every last rose.


Nora’s metaphysical difficulties began on the first Friday in September. Kevin had just started seventh grade, an event that by all appearances had further strengthened his resolve to put childhood behind him. That particular morning, however, he forsook sophistication and smiled joyfully when he saw an unopened package of breakfast cereal on the kitchen table. A magic trick lay concealed in every box of Wizard of Oats. Collect all six, kids. To Nora’s delight, Kevin suggested that they upend the box then and there, dumping out the cereal until the treasure showed itself. His enthusiasm did not surprise her. The universe of illusion was so important to Kevin that even its most degraded emanations thrilled him.


As Nora pulled a stainless-steel mixing bowl off the shelf, her son scanned the back of the cereal box. “I hope I get the Chinese rings,” he said. “The rubber thumb would be good too.”


She set the mixing bowl on the table, reading the box over his shoulder. “I like the Indian rope trick.”


Kevin inverted the box. The auburn nuggets tumbled over each other as they avalanched into the bowl. Myths were embedded everywhere, Nora thought, even in the hyperindustrialized West. Cereal, from Ceres, Roman goddess of grain.


He said, “Maybe it’ll be the vanishing coin.”


Excavating cereal boxes had been for Kevin a singularly pleasurable activity ever since, six months earlier, he’d hit the jackpot. Attack Force Flakes was among the many products spun off from a popular TV cartoon series about a United Nations commando unit battling its way across the oil fields of an unnamed Middle Eastern country. Nora hated the cereal’s politics, but Kevin loved its taste. Each box came with a trading card portraying either an Attack Force hero or a member of the fanatical opposition, but every ten-thousandth box also concealed a coupon good for one Swiss Army knife. Despite the odds, Nora’s third purchase of Attack Force Flakes yielded this very bonanza, the precious paper fluttering out of the box like an origami bird and landing on the kitchen floor.


Within a month the amazing Swiss Army knife arrived. Nora and Kevin marveled at its versatility, prying up each tool and testing it (scissors, bottle opener, corkscrew, magnifier, insulation stripper, wood saw), and soon afterward they began mythologizing the great knife’s prowess. If they got a flat tire, Kevin would say, “We’ll have to use the lug wrench on my Swiss Army knife.” If he seemed to be running a fever, she would say, “Time to use the digital thermometer on your Swiss Army knife.” And so it went: time to use the snow shovel on the Swiss Army knife, the hedge clippers, the welding torch, the posthole digger, the chain saw, the jack hammer—a running gag that never ran out.


The Wizard of Oats box was nearly empty before something other than a nugget appeared atop the mound. Curiously, it wasn’t a magic trick but a simple magnifying glass, no larger than the lid of an olive jar, distinguished only by an odd inscription on the plastic handle:




LENS [image: image] LOBO [image: image] LIGHT OF GOD





“They made a mistake,” said Kevin, twisting the handle of the magnifying glass, hoping to unscrew it. The prize remained intact. “Lens, lobo, light of God … what does that mean?”


With a measuring cup Nora transferred some oats into his cereal bowl. “Beats me. Lobo is Spanish for ‘wolf.’”


Kevin slapped the magnifying glass onto the table. “I was hoping for the Chinese rings.”


“I’m sorry, honey.” Surreptitiously she surveyed his face: his ill-proportioned features had lately acquired a certain offbeat charm—stark china-blue eyes, thin mischievous lips, large upturned nose, sandy hair that curled every which way like wheat in a storm. “Maybe if I mail it to the company, they’ll send us a real trick.”


“You think so?”


“Not really, no.” She glanced at the clock. The school bus would be at the corner in nine minutes. “Shit, we’re running late.”


“Can we get another box next week?”


“Sure. Better eat.”


Her gaze drifted toward the kitchen window. Jehovah’s gigantic headbone—the Cranium Dei, as the classically inclined called it—flashed her a smile. What a strange and frightening phenomenon was upon them. God dead, His corpse decayed, His skull in orbit. Nobody in the present age, no theologian, philosopher, psychologist, poet, or English teacher, could discuss it coherently.


She closed her eyes and said, “Come on, Kevin. Eat.”


“Do you think it was meant just for us?” He stared through the magnifying glass while simultaneously inundating his Wizard of Oats with milk.


“No, I don’t. Eat, darling. Have you got your key? Is your homework in your backpack?”


“I think it was meant just for us.” He put a spoonful of cereal in his mouth and chewed. “Somebody’s trying to get our attention.”


“Could be.”


“He sure got mine.”


“Good. Eat.”


The enigmatic magnifying glass not only seized Kevin’s attention, it ultimately claimed Nora’s consciousness as well. Instead of sending the prize to General Mills and demanding a magic trick in its place, she kept it near her at all times, removing it from her handbag during free moments—coffee breaks, lunch hours, railroad crossings—and running a finger along the etched handle. Lens, lobo, light of God. The words sounded oracular, incantatory, like Dante’s forbidding “All hope abandon, ye who enter here,” or the prophet asking Ishmael and Queequeg, “Shipmates, have ye shipped in that ship?”


Nine weeks after the magnifying glass arrived, Nora was assigned to deliver a thousand orchids to Brookline’s Arborway Cemetery in advance of a 4:00 P.M. interment—her last stop of the day. Striding toward lot 49A, she watched as three grimy workers used cranes and winches to lower an intact 1999 Cadillac Catera into the hole. A battered backhoe rose from a nearby knoll like a mutant steam shovel. Having just scooped out the oversized grave, the backhoe operator, a rangy man with a gold tooth and a bad shave, was enjoying a cigarette.


She approached the Catera and looked through the windshield. Behind the wheel sat the embalmed remains of an elderly gentleman dressed in Bermuda shorts and a splashy Hawaiian shirt. His teeth were bared in a grin of astonished joy, as if he’d just won the car in a raffle. Nora wasn’t surprised. She’d expected some such burial since noticing that the crib sheet specified a scion of the fabulously wealthy and extravagantly nutty Gansevoort family. In April of 1993, Estella Gansevoort had roared into Heaven astride her beloved Harley Davidson. Two years later, Horace Gansevoort had gone to glory in his speedboat. The previous summer, Roger Gansevoort had piloted a Cessna through the Pearly Gates.


Climbing out of the backhoe cab, the operator volunteered to help Nora unload the panel truck. He looked her in the eye, flirtatiously. What her face had going for it, she felt, was not beauty but rather a certain drama: black irises, full lips, ambitious cheekbones—features that had proved particularly useful in staring down unruly students.


“Offer accepted,” she said. There were times, such as today, when she missed sex so much that doing it with a semiskilled laborer in the cab of a backhoe would seem, on balance, more earthy than degrading.


“First time I heard about these wackos and their crazy coffins, I thought it was pretty funny,” said the operator, wrapping his long arms around a cluster of orchids. “Now I think, what a waste.”


“It’s always a thin line between panache and decadence,” said Nora, wondering whether the man knew how blatantly he was staring at her breasts.


“Whatever. Personally, I don’t get why people bother with funerals anymore.” Approaching the hole, he set down the flowers and nodded toward the celestial skull. God shone brightly in the clear autumn sky. “If you want my opinion, Heaven’s been locked up tight for a long time now. These days, even a billionaire can’t get in.”


Later, leaving the scene of the impending funeral, Nora steered the panel truck along the labyrinthine roads of Arborway Cemetery. A colossal granite vault loomed before her, more lavish than any residence she was likely to occupy in either life or death. Whoever these aristocrats might be, their mausoleum could easily accommodate a dozen generations.


The Cranium Dei’s rays poured down, streaming through a stand of poplar trees and throwing patches of divine light on the tomb portal. Above the greenish black steel door, chiseled deep into the lintel, the name LOBO glinted amid the shifting shadows.


Pulse pounding, Nora pulled over. She grabbed her handbag, quit the truck, and rushed toward the mausoleum. Framed by leaf shadows, a brilliant spot of skullshine danced atop the first O in LOBO. Tiny printing, inaccessible to the unaided eye, filled the oval like an engraved motto on a gold watch.


She took out the magnifying glass and positioned it over the minuscule words, easing them into focus. Three distinct inscriptions hovered before her gaze. She blinked. The top quotation, deadly serious, was the most commendable sentiment she’d ever seen attributed to the central figure of the English Civil War.




I BESEECH YOU, IN THE BOWELS OF CHRIST,


THINK IT POSSIBLE YOU MAY BE MISTAKEN.


–OLIVER CROMWELL





The bottom quotation, more playful than its counterpart, was ascribed to a Manhattan sculptor whose work Nora had grown to admire over the years.




THE ABSENCE OF GOD IS GOD ENOUGH.


–SAINT CLAIR CEMIN





The central quotation seemed to Nora little more than a joke.




I AM INDEED IMPRISONED IN A CHINESE


FORTUNE-COOKIE FACTORY, BUT HAVE YOU


PONDERED THE SUBTLE COGNITIVE SNARES


IN WHICH YOU YOURSELF MAY BE TRAPPED?


–LING PO FAT





Driving home that evening, palms locked tightly around the steering wheel, Nora experienced a profound and relentless unease. Whatever fulfillment she’d felt in solving the magnifying-glass mystery, it was evaporating before her fear that she’d been appointed a kind of messenger. In the days ahead, she sensed, the Cranium Dei would be expecting her to function as a postmillennial Moses, revealing to the world the arcane connections among Cromwell’s skepticism, God’s absence, and the fate of Ling Po Fat.


She intended to turn the job down. The universe had kicked her around enough of late. She’d assumed her fair share of obligations. Having endured the death of a husband, the loss of a career, the ordeal of single motherhood, and the banalities of driving a delivery truck, Nora Burkhart was not about to become, under any circumstances, God’s little errand girl.


On Saturday afternoon she returned to Arborway Cemetery and, magnifying glass in hand, approached the Lobo mausoleum. Much to her relief, the three inscriptions still lay etched inside the first O. She hadn’t imagined them. She wasn’t losing her mind.


For half an hour she studied the arcane graffiti, seeking a common theme. According to her research, Oliver Cromwell had indeed once made a plea on behalf of self-doubt, Saint Clair Cemin’s remark was recorded accurately, and Ling Po Fat was probably fictitious. But what, exactly, were these specific quotations doing on this particular tomb? Did they tell a kind of story? A man named Ling Po Fat finds himself trapped in a fortune-cookie factory, but then he considers, in Christ’s bowels, the possibility that he isn’t, after which he decides that those bowels, though absent, might help him learn the truth of his situation?


Not likely.


She abandoned the tomb and drove across the cemetery.


Blanketed with orchids, Dexter Gansevoort’s mound disclosed no hint that an entire luxury sedan lay only ten feet down. The monument was surprisingly tasteful, an exquisite Pietà featuring a frail Jesus and a Korty Madonna. Nora had always liked Korty Madonnas. Here was an intercessor you could respect, as far from the insipid Blessed Virgins who graced working-class Catholic lawns as Malcolm X was from Uncle Remus. The Korty Madonna was at once loving and wise, sensual and virtuous: Jesus’ mentor, not his incubator.


With God dead, of course, both Christ and his mother had suffered severe blows to their prestige. Still, it was bracing to imagine that, somewhere beyond the damaged and skullridden planet called Earth, a better world obtained, a place where cereal boxes always delivered the right prizes, teachers got to keep their jobs, and every decent husband lived to see grandchildren.


As rain spattered out of the grimacing sky, supplementing the Korty Madonna’s tears, the flower woman climbed back into her truck, started the engine, and headed homeward.










A Crisis in the West



ON NIGHTS LIKE THIS, when gin and self-pity coursed through his veins in equal measure, Gerard Korty would walk out of the jungle and, crossing the beach, stagger barefoot along the foamy shore as he lifted his eyes toward the star-flecked Indonesian sky.


A full moon was the only incitement he required. Dropping to his knees, he would feverishly mold the moist silver sand, never knowing for sure what image might emerge. Sometimes a Gospel event took shape: Lazarus’s rude awakening, Judas’s fatal kiss. Often he would sculpt a scene from the Pentateuch: Noah supervising his lions, Moses wielding his laws. And occasionally, with a nod to his former benefactors in the Vatican, Gerard would fashion a nonbiblical moment: a martyr writhing in agony or a saint experiencing spasms of rapture.


He stood back to behold what he had wrought. A life-size, buxom woman, a kind of bas-relief centerfold. Eve herself, perhaps, poised for a postlapsarian debauch. A fine job, he decided as his eyes traced her gritty hips and grainy thighs. A triumph of his art, in fact, pornography fit for a chancel niche.


Eagerly he disrobed and embraced his creature, kneading her crumbling breasts as he pushed himself deeper and deeper into the mounded sand. She disintegrated beneath him. He continued his ancient dance, grinding her down, erasing all evidence of his sin, until at last he climaxed, consumingly, vigorously, as if he’d drilled through the island’s bedrock to tap some subterranean fountain of youth.


Rising, he strode into the waves and massaged away the sand. His testicles sought the warmth of his groin. Bobbing gently, he cast his gaze across the Andaman Sea and fixed on the impenetrable horizon.


A vital world lay beyond the tiny, deserted, geographically insignificant mass known as Viatikara Island. Three hundred kilometers to the west, Great Nicobar pointed toward the Bay of Bengal and the Indian subcontinent. One hundred kilometers to the southeast, the Strait of Malacca broke against the upper shores of Sumatra. But tonight, as on most nights, the isle on which Gerard Korty pursued his monkish existence seemed the loneliest place in the universe: a disowned planet, abandoned by its parent sun.


Technically, of course, Gerard was not a monk, for he and Fiona inhabited the same cottage and occasionally even the same bed. But in recent years his wife had gone native: beyond native, actually, straight to Viatikara’s wild core, turning herself into a kind of female John the Baptist, a connoisseur of salted ants and raw fish, someone who related only to Komodo dragons and God. The irony was not lost on Gerard. Fiona had joined him on the island under protest, and yet it was she who’d ultimately taken the place to heart, transforming her affection into an ever-expanding mass of autobiographical fiction about an art student who travels to Indonesia, befriends the local deities, and founds a new religion back home in Manhattan.


Gerard’s spare and spartan life on Viatikara had in fact given him the inspiration he’d required. His retreat had roused his dormant muse. After ten excruciatingly unproductive years, he’d started working again, and even though the resulting sculptures—his epic Paradiso marbles—had failed to find buyers, he nevertheless ranked them among his greatest achievements. But now the siren call of civilization beckoned. Gerard craved indoor plumbing. The artist required air-conditioning and Pop Tarts.


For twenty soothing minutes he lay on his back, rode the waves, and listened to the sea soughing against the beach.


“Don’t do it!” cried a familiar but wholly unexpected voice. “Don’t! No! Don’t!”


Gerard lifted his head and surveyed the gloomy beach.


“No!” screamed Victor Shamberg. “Don’t! No!”


“Don’t what?” called Gerard, crashing through the surf toward his apoplectic manager, his ambassador to reality.


“Don’t!”


Gerard waded onto the shore. A slight man by any criterion, Victor Shamberg looked especially tenuous in the moonlight: a phantom agent, specializing in posthumous careers.


They clasped hands. “No surprise visits, Victor,” said Gerard testily. “You’re breaking the rules.”


“So are you. ‘Thou shalt not kill thyself.’”


“The jungle was hot, that’s all—I needed to cool off.”


“Jesus, Gerard, you terrified me.”


As a man who styled himself a “practicing lapsed Catholic,” a man who no longer believed in God yet remained in awe of Holy Mother Church, Gerard had never considered suicide a serious personal option. Indeed, when he got around to sculpting the Inferno, he hoped to render with particular passion the Christian self-slaughterers, whom Dante had envisioned as transmuted into trees and tormented by Harpies.


“What brings you to Asia?” asked Gerard. “Scouting for new clients? There’s a spider monkey on Mount Camorta who does marvelous things with driftwood and bananas.”


“I believe I’ve landed you a commission,” said Victor.


“I won’t sign for less than fifty thousand.” Gerard climbed into his pants.


“You won’t believe what I’m about to say, but I brought along plenty of evidence—newspapers, magazines, even a videotape, though Fiona says you don’t have a VCR.” Victor extracted a crisp white handkerchief from his windbreaker and mopped his sweaty brow. “There’s a crisis in the West.”


“The rise of soulless technocracy. Ask Fiona about it.”


“No—something else, utterly dismaying.”


“Nuclear war? Ecological collapse?”


“You can’t imagine.”


“Agents are supposed to bring good news.”


“This is good news, after a fashion. Of all the world’s artists, you topped the Vatican’s list. Tullio Di Luca himself phoned me. ‘We must have Gerard Korty,’ he said. ‘Only Korty can design the ultimate reliquary.’”


Indulging in an immodesty that embarrassed him only slightly, the sculptor thought: They made the right choice. He was Gerard Korty, after all, the man who’d given Christendom a wholly new image of the Blessed Virgin, a Korty Madonna admired by feminists, adored by priests, and celebrated by art critics. “Ultimate reliquary? I don’t get it. What’re they putting in there, the bones of God?”


“The bones of God.”


“What?”


“God’s bones.”


“What?”


“He’s dead.”


“I know. Nietzsche told me.”


“This isn’t philosophy, Gerard. It’s life. God died. Only the bones remain.”


Gerard slid into his John Lennon T-shirt, the highlight of the most recent crate from Calcutta, then guided his agent across the beach and into the jungle beyond. “You flew halfway around the world to tell me a joke?”


“I’m not joking.”


“To begin with, God isn’t mortal.”


“Mortality has become an ambiguous concept of late. Our deepest thinkers are stumped. I realize this all sounds crazy.”


Ever alert for predators, Gerard stared at the moon-glazed path ahead. Tigers inhabited Viatikara—one tiger, at least, a solitary male who’d probably swum over from Great Nicobar in search of crippled macaques. Fiona sometimes spotted the animal during her daily ablutions in the Minangkabau Lagoon, prowling the shore, but it never took any interest in her.


“Oh, now I understand, early sixties death-of-God theology, of course,” said Gerard. “I hardly imagined Holy Mother Church embracing it—but, hey, if she wants a reliquary, I’ll give her one. You discussed a figure?”


“Two million dollars for a scale model plus supplementary watercolors.”


Owing to either his imminent wealth or the gin residues in his brain, a profound well-being spread through Gerard. “Now tell me whose bones the cardinals are planning to entomb.”


“God’s.”


“No, I mean really.”


“Ten years ago, a gigantic, male, comatose form, two miles long and humanoid, appeared off the coast of Africa. The Vatican hired a supertanker to haul God’s body north and preserve it in an iceberg. Six years went by, and then an earthquake knocked the body loose, and so the Pope was forced to go public, after which the American Baptist Confederation bought the Corpus Dei for eighty million dollars and made it the centerpiece of their Orlando theme park.”


“So how have the Yankees been doing lately?”


“Once it became clear that God wasn’t brain-dead, a Pennsylvania judge named Martin Candle convinced the World Court to impound the body and try it for crimes against humanity.”


“I don’t suppose you packed along any Hershey bars?”


“Candle lost his case, went berserk, and destroyed the body’s life-support system. So now God was completely dead, but the Baptists wanted Him back anyway—He would probably still draw crowds—which meant another towing operation, west across the North Sea, through the English Channel, and over the Atlantic.”


“Or maybe you brought some beer? The Calcutta packet won’t be here for a week.”


“The mission ended abruptly. No sooner had the flotilla passed through the Strait of Dover than something extraordinary occurred.”


Gerard cocked an ear toward the rain forest. The regular nightly concerto had begun: screeching apes, squawking cockatoos, fiddling cicadas. “Something extraordinary? You mean, as opposed to God getting buried by a supertanker crew and murdered by a judge?”


“Define extraordinary any way you wish. Nothing like it has ever happened before.”


Captain Anthony Van Horne took a hearty swallow of coffee, popped a constellation of migraine pills—two Zomigs, three Maxalts—and stepped onto the starboard bridge wing of the SS Exxon Galveston, flagship of the fleet charged with taking the Corpus Dei on its fifth and, God willing, final voyage. Straining under the weight of their cargo, the Galveston’s sister ships, the SS Arco Fairbanks and the SS Chevron Valdez, barely managed to maintain their positions along the Corpus Dei’s flanks. If they continued this sluggish and disreputable performance, Anthony decided, he would have to radio the engine room and order Bateson to drop the Galveston’s speed two full knots.


To his left the entire population of Brighton, England (or so it seemed), thronged the docks, observing the aquatic procession with sad eyes and long faces. Many onlookers wept. Several dozen knelt in prayer. Through his binoculars Anthony saw two little girls, sisters probably, giggling in private delight, their merriment merely intensifying the poignancy of the moment. In a decade or so, their parents would tell them, “You were there when the Corpse of Corpses steamed past our town,” but that would be a lie, for the girls occupied this occasion only in the literal, physical sense, just as God occupied it only in the literal, physical sense—or so Anthony hoped. Surely a dimension or two of his Creator had survived. The Pythagorean theorem, the Heisenberg relation, the Golden Rule—something.


Inhaling, he caught a nascent strangeness in the air. Expectancy hummed through his exhausted flesh. He raised the binoculars and pivoted aft, fixing on the towlines leading from the stern windlasses to the waterborne bier—an amazing construction, as ponderous and impressive as Noah’s ark. Gulls circled above the Corpus Dei, periodically landing atop the glass coffin and pecking on its panes.


At first the rumblings were low and rhythmic, like the passage of some Brobdingnagian subway train. Soon they grew louder and more random, thunderclaps announcing an imminent storm, then louder still. Anthony’s pulse quickened. His mouth grew dry. And then, in a single astounding instant, the coffin disintegrated, its steel girders toppling into the strait and sending up plumes of foam, its panes shattering like china plates encountering a psychotic ox.


Leland Appleblatt, Anthony’s first mate, rushed out of the wheelhouse shouting, “What the hell was that?”


“Did we hit something?” yelled Cherry Baldwin, the radio officer, following right behind.


“No,” Anthony replied evenly. “If I’m not mistaken, something hit our cargo.”


“What?” said Cherry.


“A barge?” said Leland.


“Mortality,” said Anthony.


Instinctively the captain focused the binoculars on God’s bosom. A bloodless fissure opened, then another, then a third, until His torso came to resemble the fractured face of a salt flat. The crevassed chest began to move, and soon a full-blown fleshquake had seized the pectoral muscles. With a stupefying roar the tissues parted, exposing the bones below.


“Christ Almighty!” cried Leland, his habitual flippancy deserting him as—crack, crack, crack—the ribs detached themselves from His sternum. “He’s coming apart!”


Never before, Anthony thought, had death throes been so violent or dramatic. God’s last gasps were characteristically off the scales and beyond the charts.


First the sacred heart appeared, pulsing and booming as it rose from the cavity, its moist, gluey nakedness suggesting the birth of some raging mythological beast. Reaching an elevation of two hundred feet, the heart suddenly shot away, arcing across the frightened sky like a comet. Within seconds of attaining the stratosphere the organ exploded, releasing fifty million gallons. The air thickened with the iron odor of blood. A shiny crimson rain fell on the bewildered Brighton mourners, who, ever prepared for nasty weather, instinctively opened their umbrellas.


“What the Red Cross could’ve done with that stuff,” moaned Leland.


Next the holy lungs emerged, flapping and fluttering as they climbed heavenward like a stupendous black butterfly. Anthony thought of his son’s favorite Japanese sci-fi movie, Mothra. The lungs passed smoothly over Brighton, hauling their shadow behind them, and then they too exploded, scattering their cells up and down the beach.


“They’re so dark,” observed Cherry.


“Every once in a while,” said Leland, “when nobody was looking, He would smoke a volcano.”


Word of the bizarre phenomenon spread quickly throughout the ship. The afterdeck swarmed with food handlers, engine wipers, and able-bodied seamen gesticulating wildly as they described for one another the divine dissolution.


Next to exit was the bladder, manifesting itself like an immense plum pudding created to feed every actor who’d ever played Bob Cratchit in A Christmas Carol. As the huge balloon burst, the Brightonians again took refuge beneath their umbrellas.


And now came the intestines’ moment of fame, all eleven and a half miles of them. Laden with blessed excrement, the vast and massive coils emerged from His broken abdomen, snaked across His legs, and slithered into the dark, oily waters of the Channel. Before sounding, the bowel beast swam for over a hundred meters toward the Isle of Wight, sinuating through the currents while gulls tore bits of tissue from its sides.


Thus it went, organ after organ, muscle upon muscle, sinew following sinew. Before vaporizing, the divine kidneys hovered briefly above the English coast, as tall and ominous as mushroom clouds. Prior to its deconstruction, the divine stomach darkened the morning sky like some preternatural dirigible. When the divine eyes finally surrendered to entropy, they were zooming toward London in an image suggesting two croquet balls launched by an elephantine Queen of Hearts.


For Anthony Van Horne, this lurid catastrophe was both depressing and gratifying. To all appearances the Supreme Being was truly dead this time—a sad situation, but never again would Anthony be assigned the enervating task of dragging His carcass across the sea. At last he could go home, kiss his wife, stroke his cat, and spend Saturday afternoons shooting hoops with his son.


“He blew up?” said Gerard, baffled by the fact that, while he did not believe his agent’s tale, he did not completely disbelieve it either.


God had died. Died and come apart. Jesus Christ.


“After all His organs and muscles vanished,” said Victor, nodding, “the remaining flesh disintegrated as well, and Van Horne’s fleet ended up towing nothing but a load of bones.”


“You’re not making this up, are you?”


Victor stopped walking long enough to light a Gauloise. “The next morning, the Baptists radioed Captain Van Horne that they’d arranged to sell God’s remains, damaged goods, back to Rome. They feared the bones alone wouldn’t lure many customers. Van Horne was to tow the bier through the Strait of Gibraltar and across the Mediterranean, then dock it at the mouth of the Tiber.”


Gerard couldn’t decide which event intrigued him more: his agent’s news flash, or the catastrophe’s failure to crush him. For the first time ever, he saw the loss of his faith as an asset, a protection against the desolation he might otherwise be feeling.


They continued through the jungle in silence, moving past velvet hibiscus and helical vines. A clearing appeared, the vast open-air studio where Gerard practiced his art. His magnum opus shone in the moonlight, Dante’s Paradiso, each epiphany accorded its own fifteen-foot sculpture. Considered collectively, these mammoth pieces transformed Viatikara from a little chip of Indonesia into the Christian equivalent of Rapa Nui: Easter Island with its huge, droop-eared, vaguely comical heads carved from volcanic ash.


Gerard had never faulted his agent for the Paradiso’s unsaleability. Victor had questioned the project from the start. But Gerard was on fire in those days. Saleability be damned. For six whole years he’d inhabited Dante’s rhapsodic vision of Heaven, translating epic poetry into carved marble. The College of Cardinals will love my Paradiso, he told himself each time he brought his hammer down, driving his chisel into the block. They’ll hock the Vatican jewels to acquire these pieces.


The College of Cardinals had hated Gerard’s Paradiso. Christendom’s greatest poem, they asserted, must remain on the printed page. It was blasphemous to convert The Divine Comedy into graven images. And besides, in Canto XXVII Dante had Adam calling the medieval popes “rapacious wolves in shepherd’s clothes” who’d turned their dominion into “a sewer of blood and filth,” and wasn’t that a bit much?


“I’m worried about Fiona,” said Victor.


“So am I,” said Gerard.


“I think she’s losing her grip.”


“That’s one way to put it. Last month she discovered how in a past life Viatikara was her home—her habitat, actually, since she was a tigress then, so it’s cosmically correct we ended up here. I need this job, Victor. I want Fiona and me back in America before we go insane.”


Four statues dominated the atelier, each representing a hundred days of toil. As with all his sculptural endeavors since the move to Viatikara, the raw stone had come from the quarries at Makrana in Rajputana—source, it was said, of the very marble that constituted the Taj Mahal. Straight ahead lay The Cross of Mars, complete with a dozen crusaders kneeling at Christ’s bleeding feet. Behind it towered Jacob’s Ladder, its twenty tiers swarming with the luminous elect. To Gerard’s left, The Eagle of Jupiter, his feathers formed of interwoven souls. To his right, The Mystic Rose, a maelstrom of the blessed dead.


Victor took a meditative drag on his Gauloise. The ember glowed red in the Indonesian night. “I’ll tell Di Luca you said yes.”


“You don’t sound enthusiastic.”


“Fiona says you haven’t touched a chisel in five years.”


“I’ve been working in sand lately.”


Victor rubbed the eagle’s claw and sighed. “She says you aren’t a believer anymore.”


“Nobody’s a believer anymore. God is dead, remember?”


“Have you really lost your faith?”


“I can fake it.”


“You must understand—in Rome’s view, He’s as spiritually alive as ever. This Corpus Dei business is simply number two in a theoretically endless series of incarnations. The Holy Father envisions the reliquary as a place of pilgrimage. It will breathe new life into the Church.”


“But won’t it also be a sad place? Gethsemane is sad. The Via Dolorosa is sad. Let me take my grief over losing my faith and transform it into—how can I say this?—into a marble lament for the physical death of the eternal Creator.”


“A marble lament—I like that,” said Victor. “And if you ever find your sadness fading, just return to the West, and it will be renewed. There’s a fact I haven’t told you yet. It’s about God’s skull.”


“His skull, Captain!” cried Cherry.


“Look at His goddamn skull!” screamed Leland.


Anthony faced the bier and once again focused his binoculars. While the majority of the bones lay still, spread across the raft like an elaborate collection of dinosaur fossils—ribs, femurs, vertebrae—the skull itself was disquiet. Slowly, inexorably, with the sound of a ten-ton gate pivoting on rusty hinges, the mandibles began to move. The divine mouth grew wider, then wider still, until with a roaring fit the jaw flew open and, in a scene Anthony instantly ranked as the most disturbing he’d ever beheld, the Creator of the universe vomited out His own brain.


A collective shout of dismay arose from the sailors gathered on the afterdeck. Throbbing with ideas, pulsing with perspicacity, the cerebral mound ascended more than a hundred meters and then paused, hovering, above the Channel.


“Oh, please, God, don’t let Your brain explode,” wailed Cherry. “Everything we need to know is in there!”


“A cure for cancer!” moaned Leland.


Jackknifing, the brain now flew southwest toward Cherbourg, gliding over the Galveston like a gargantuan sea sponge capable of soaking up Lake Champlain or wiping away the world’s worst oil spill. The organ did not prosper. Even this most central of God’s anatomical possessions could not survive His death throes. No sooner had the brain cleared the tanker’s bows than it decomposed into its constituent cells, each sailing a hundred yards into the air before falling toward France like a flaming meteorite.


“Damn, it almost hit us,” gasped Cherry.


“I thought we’d be chipping neurons off the fo’c’sle from now till Christmas,” said Leland.


The air behind Anthony vibrated with a short, sharp, cracking noise. He turned in time to behold God’s grinning, slack-jawed skull break free of His uppermost cervical vertebra. The great white mass ascended, expanding all the while like a gigantic Mylar balloon sucking on a million-liter bottle of helium.


“Any minute now, it’ll explode,” predicted Leland.


But the skull merely continued to rise and grow, smiling malevolently on Europe as it vanished behind a puff of cumulus cloud.


As Gerard and Victor drew within view of the cottage, dawn broke over Viatikara, silencing the tree frogs and cueing the cockatoos to begin their daily squabbles.


“The skull came back the moment the millennium turned—on the night of December 31, 2000,” said Victor. “In the interim it had grown as big as Delaware. The thing went into geosynchronous orbit directly above Times Square.”


“A New Year’s Eve to remember,” said Gerard.


“Its movement meshes with the Earth’s. Night or day, whatever the season, anybody in the Western world can walk out on his lawn and see it. The Vatican leases the forehead for laser ads.”


Fiona lay on the porch hammock, eyes closed, her lips curled in a dream-induced smile. She was absurdly thin; an unobservant intruder might have taken her for a corpse. Gerard tiptoed past his unconscious wife, his gaze locked on the front door. He disliked even looking at her these days, so troubling did he find her draconian diet … her draconian diet, her nonnegotiable primitivism, her gimcrack vision quests. Perhaps it was this passion for purity, perhaps she no longer found him attractive, perhaps something else: whatever the reason, their erotic life had dried up. Over three years had passed since she’d remarked on his resemblance to Yul Brynner—a comparison she always intended as flattering, though Gerard perceived himself as being neither quite that handsome nor quite that stolid.


How far they’d fallen since their days of bohemian bliss in SoHo. At first the relationship had been strictly professional: the famous sculptor, trying to become more famous, and his young model, working her way through NYU. She would pose in the nude for hours at a time, shifting her weight sensuously from foot to foot as he translated her oval face and supple contours into a clay study for a forthcoming bronze, Lilith Embracing the Tree of Life. One steamy August night she looked at him intently, smiled, and said, “There’s a much simpler way, you know. Sympathetic magic. Mold me directly, and—presto—your mound of clay over there will turn into Lilith.” After catching his breath, he confessed to a fondness for unorthodox techniques, and soon they were up in his loft, the nice Catholic boy and the nicer Catholic girl, experimenting with sympathetic magic. They were married within a month, so profoundly had they scandalized their consciences and jeopardized their souls.


Gerard guided Victor through the front door and into the kitchen, the cottage’s only substantial room.


“Want some breakfast?” asked Gerard.


“Just coffee,” said Victor, removing his backpack from the table.


“Help yourself.”


Victor lit the left burner of the propane stove, warmed the pot, and poured coffee into a blue-glazed ceramic mug, the latest artifact to issue from Gerard’s backyard kiln.


“So our planet now has a second sun?” said Gerard.


“Second sun, second moon.”


Rooting through the pantry, Gerard retrieved a box of generic corn flakes. He filled a bowl, added milk powder and a cup of water, and sat down to consume the insipid mixture.


“I brought you a book,” said Victor. From his backpack he obtained a fat, doorstop-caliber volume called Parables for a Post-Theistic Age. “The author was the Vatican’s liaison during the Corpus Dei’s first voyage. Thomas Ockham, a real Renaissance man—cosmologist, physicist, writer, priest. He might give you some useful ideas. He might even convince you that I haven’t been lying.”


“If you don’t want to read it, Gerry”—Fiona drifted ethereally into the kitchen—“pass it on to me.”


“Ah, the Maid of the Mangos awakens.” Gerard swallowed a spoonful of cereal. “I hope you slept peacefully, dear. Did you dream of your past life as a vestal virgin?”


Fiona tapped the cover of Parables for a Post-Theistic Age. “Every book contains a piece of the truth.”


“You can’t have a profound insight like that unless you travel all the way to Indonesia,” said Gerard to Victor.


“So—are we going to design God’s reliquary?” Fiona poured coffee into a Korty original: a ceramic ape head with an empty brainpan.


“We could use the money,” said Gerard.


“Take the job,” said Fiona. “Take it with my blessing. But be honest with yourself. Don’t pretend it’s for the money, and don’t pretend it’s for the creative satisfaction either.”


“So why am I taking it?”


She pressed the mug to her lips and sipped. “Because you’ve got an ego, dearest husband. You’ve got the disease of the West, and I believe your case is terminal.”


As the morning sun ascended, the sculptor stumbled out of the cottage, settled into the hammock, and began browsing through Parables for a Post-Theistic Age, fully expecting Ockham’s ruminations to convert his present prostration into deep sleep.


Five hours later, he read the last sentence and snapped the volume shut, forcefully, as if to crush a beetle between adjacent pages. He pressed the Parables to his heart.


God, what a book.


A terrible choice lay before Gerard Korty, as awesome and intimidating as Dante’s glimpses of the afterlife. He could create the reliquary the Vatican wanted, or he could create the reliquary God wanted. For if Thomas Wickliff Ockham, S.J., was even partly right, the same design could never serve both masters.










Memento Mori



THREE MONTHS AFTER Nora Burkhart discovered the triad of peculiar inscriptions adorning the Lobo mausoleum, her son awoke shivering, his lips and fingertips as blue as the oceans on his Rand McNally globe. Oddly, his temperature was normal—slightly below normal, in fact, 97.8° Fahrenheit. Was it possible to be battling an infection without running a fever? Nora didn’t know.


“I don’t like leaving you home alone,” she told him.


“If a robber breaks in,” said Kevin, “I’ll shoot him with the derringer on my Swiss Army knife.”


“It’s probably one of those twenty-four-hour viruses. If you’re feeling better, you can study for your algebra test.”


“Bad idea, Mother. Algebra causes relapses. This is a known fact.”


“Don’t spend the day watching MTV. Television causes brain cancer. This is a known fact.”


Descending to street level, she approached the delivery truck—Phaëthon, she called it, after the reckless young demigod who’d nearly incinerated the Earth while joyriding in the sun’s chariot—its panels emblazoned with the motto RAY FELDSTEIN’S TOWER OF FLOWERS: WHATEVER THE DAY, WE HAVE THE BOUQUET. She pulled out her Lucite scraper and shaved the frost off the windshield, then climbed behind the wheel and checked her smile in the side-view mirror. Although Eric had never appreciated street makeup (“Illusions belong on the stage”), she liked the artistic challenge—Nora the portraitist, painting her fleshly canvas—and this morning, as always, she took pleasure in her subtly underscored features.


She backed out of the Meadowbrook Manor parking lot and rattled through her scruffy East Cambridge neighborhood past stale heaps of February snow, each mound topped with oil and grime, a polluted sundae. Reaching the Longfellow Bridge, she piloted Phaëthon over the half-frozen Charles River. The Arlington Street traffic knot was less tangled than usual, and she attained the Newbury intersection five minutes ahead of schedule. She parked at a meter, inserted a quarter, and glanced skyward. Cirrus clouds rimmed God’s skull. He appeared to be wearing a white toupee. At least there weren’t any ads today. Why the Vatican permitted the multinationals to aim their lasers at His brow was a mystery she couldn’t fathom. Contemplating the Cranium Dei was depressing enough. You shouldn’t have to read COKE IS IT in the bargain.


Eight years in Ray Feldstein’s employ … and still Nora loved entering the Tower of Flowers on a winter’s day: that wondrous jump from biting wind to tropical warmth. She slammed the door behind her and paused, inhaling the layered fragrances. Her favorite coworker, Ruthie Dart, a moody Lesley College dropout who sprayed her hair so liberally that the results suggested a crash helmet, greeted her with an affectionate grunt.


On the counter lay Nora’s clipboard. She perused the crib sheet. Four deliveries by 11:00 A.M. Busy morning.


She loaded the bouquets into Phaëthon and sped off toward the first stop, a funeral home in South Boston. Swathed in black, Cynthia Beckwith took the basket of lilies in her arms. With deepest condolences, ran the greeting card. Yours truly, Louis Thorpe. “I’m so sorry,” said Nora. “To tell you the truth, Bill and I didn’t get along,” the widow replied. “I’m marrying Louis next month.” Nora’s second destination was the Fairview Nursing Home in Brighton: a pot of ivy for a birdlike Irishwoman with trembling hands. Kathleen O’Leary was celebrating her eighty-fourth birthday. The ivy was from her estranged sister in Belfast. “You don’t know what this means to me,” said Kathleen, squeezing Nora’s shoulder. Recipient number three was Nick Ambrose, a used-car dealer in Medford whose wife sought to make amends for the morning’s altercation. “Some guys are so insecure, they can’t stand getting flowers, but I think it’s terrific,” he said, taking the hyacinths from Nora. “You’re a credit to your gender,” she replied, tossing him a grin. Next came the Fresh Pond Leisure Club, site of an impending luncheon. As Nora entered the banquet hall, the organization’s president, a stout woman with excessively rouged cheeks, seized the vase of roses and set them on the speaker’s table. “A retired psychologist is addressing us today. ‘Celestial Skull Anxiety: Nine Surefire Coping Strategies.’ I can’t wait.”


At 11:15 A.M. Nora returned to Phaëthon and studied the crib sheet. The afternoon’s duties were light—a private home in Everett, a hospice in Chelsea, a church in Revere, period. She had plenty of time to call Kevin before grabbing a sandwich and reloading the truck.


A telephone booth stood on the corner of Western Avenue and Harvard Street. Kevin answered on the third ring.


“Hello?”


“It’s me,” she said. “How’re you feeling?”


“Mom, could you come home?”


Nora shuddered. He never called her Mom, only Mother. “What’s the matter?”


“I’m frightened.”


“Frightened?” She tightened her grip on the segmented cable. “Your cold’s worse?”


“A boy came to see me today. I’m scared.”


“I’ll be right there.”


When Nora reached the apartment, Kevin was in the bathroom, hunched over the toilet bowl, clutching the slick porcelain. He gasped and shivered. She knelt beside him and cupped her hand around his forehead. His brow was a block of ice. At last a foul blackness came up, shooting from his throat in a stringy mass. It was heavy and viscous, like liquid mercury, and redolent of turpentine.


She flushed the toilet. The vomitus became a thick, stinking whirlpool, spiraling clockwise as it descended beneath the streets of East Cambridge.


“Can you talk?”


Instead of answering, Kevin heaved once more, spewing a quart of black fluid into the bowl.


“There, there, darling. There, there.”


At last he spoke, wheezingly, raggedly, the words splitting along their syllabic joints. “A boy visited …”


“Visited you, yes.”


“Came into … my room … stood over … my bed.” He leaned back on his heels, wiping his lips. “Here’s the … weird part. The boy was … he was me.”


“You had a nightmare.”


“He wore my face … his skin was white … glossy … like this toilet.”


“We’ve got to stop these chills. I’ll call Dr. Furtado.”


“He kept on saying, ‘I’m going to climb inside you,’ and the fourth time he said it—”


“‘I’m going to climb inside you’?”


“—he dragged me out of bed, pushed hard against me … and then he … did it, he climbed inside me … and I’m scared he’ll never leave.”


“O! for a Muse of fire,” cried the Chorus in Henry V, but Gerard would have settled for any sort of muse that month. A muse of marble would do nicely—or bronze, or limestone, or even volcanic ash. Day in, day out, sacrificing sleep and food—no more Bombay gin, no more mistresses of sand—he sat at the kitchen table, drinking cold coffee as he chased after a premise worthy of his Creator’s bones. He scribbled down notions, tossed off sketches, realized raw ideas with bits of cardboard and balsa wood. Nothing. Zero. Drainpipe. For all his aesthetic huffing and puffing, a unified vision for the reliquary of reliquaries eluded his imagination.


“I’ve read Ockham’s book three times now,” he told Fiona, “and I still can’t get an angle on it.”


“Empty yourself of intent, and let the cosmos take over.”


“What’s that supposed to mean?”


“Shed the self. Drop the ego.”


“I just need to push a little harder.”


Though subtle in its allusions and poetic in its language, Parables for a Post-Theistic Age had a straightforward thesis. Despite the understandable protests of His angels and the justifiable fears of certain archbishops, God had wanted His corpse to be discovered. After fully apprehending His death, humankind would move beyond its traditional dependence on Him. Homo sapiens would achieve maturity.


“I shall not presume to imagine the exact words of His suicide note,” Ockham wrote in chapter two, “but I am confident of its gist. To wit: although His first experiment with embodiment failed (‘The Kingdom of God is within you,’ Jesus had insisted, but his audience went and founded a Church instead), eventually He decided to give it a second shot. Perhaps the world would take Him seriously this time.”


Before leaving on the Calcutta packet, Victor had carefully explained the parameters within which Gerard’s genius could operate. The Curia Romana had been explicit. The reliquary must cost no more than 530 billion lire, about 300 million dollars, and must take less than a year to complete. A longer schedule would smack of irreverence. For a building site the Vatican had selected an abandoned movie set, the great Antioch Circus constructed for the chariot race in the 1959 Ben-Hur, its eighteen acres hewn from a rock quarry bordering Cinecittà Studios on the outskirts of Rome. The Curia Romana had commissioned legions of stone cutters, mural painters, mosaic workers, bronze casters, carpenters, electricians, and gardeners, all prepared to commence their efforts the instant the blueprints arrived.


Gerard tried everything. Prayer, fasting, even self-flagellation with a jungle vine. Locked in solitude, he walked Viatikara’s deserted shores, screaming to the skies, demanding that the heavens provide him with a concept.


And then one sultry morning, the heavens obliged him. Staring upward, he saw looming over the island a bulbous cloud in the shape of a human brain. Each particular was in place: stem, cerebellum, pituitary gland, cortical hemispheres. It took but a minute for the cumulus brain to evoke a memorable passage from Parables for a Post-Theistic Age:




As the new millennium dawns, may we finally rid ourselves of those grand absolutes, those terrible transcendent truths, in whose name human beings have routinely menaced one another. If the coming era must have a religion, then let it be a religion of everyday miracles and quotidian epiphanies, of short eternities and little myths. In the post-theistic age, let Christianity become merely kindness, salvation transmute into art, truth defer to knowledge, and faith embrace a vibrant doubt.





Knowledge, not truth … knowledge, mere knowledge, a church streaming not from the sky but from the mind: a church of the human brain! Gerard saw a great plaza spreading across the Ben-Hur arena. Along each edge rose a building devoted to one of Ockham’s little myths: the Temple of Knowledge, featuring busts of Galileo, Newton, and their brethren … the Temple of Kindness, a gallery of history’s most conspicuous saints, from the Good Samaritan to Mother Teresa … the Temple of Creativity, a museum bursting not only with art treasures but also with exhibits commemorating the spiritual insights of which Homo sapiens was occasionally capable (a Sermon on the Mount diorama, an audio-animatronic Koran, a tableau depicting Siddhartha’s collision with infinity) … and, finally, the Temple of Doubt—doubt, “the miraculous faculty,” as Ockham put it, that constituted “the West’s great gift to the world”—hung with portraits of Hume, Voltaire, Ingersoll, and other master skeptics encircling a ten-foot-high statue of Desiderius Erasmus, the admirable Catholic humanist who, in Ockham’s words, “emerged as one of the few dissenting voices in an age when the keepers of both the Roman Church and the new Protestantism were out for blood.”


In the center of the plaza lay an immense bronze brain, thirty meters high, its hemispheres cast separately and welded together on the Cinecittà site. As the visiting pilgrim approached, he would subliminally perceive that the Ben-Hur quarry shielded this convoluted mass of metal the way a cranium protects an organic brain. Entering through a portal in the pituitary gland, the pilgrim would face a choice. He could proceed to the left hemisphere—the reliquary proper, filled with fifty representative bone fragments, each accorded its own glass-walled niche—or he could tour the right hemisphere, its rotating exhibits celebrating whatever scientific, artistic, or religious breakthroughs had recently enthralled the species.


As Gerard charged into the kitchen and snatched up his drawing pad, Fiona said, “You’ve solved it.”


“I’ve hooked Behemoth,” he replied, sketching furiously.


His muse possessed him, a goddess of boiling bronze and flying sparks, of molten steel and burning marble. He labored around the clock, succumbing (but never acquiescing) to sleep as he gradually brought forth five preliminary 24″ × 36″ watercolors plus a 1:43-scale model fashioned from hardened wax, fired clay, painted plaster, and carved wood. At noon on Tuesday a blood vessel burst in his right eye, but he kept on working; on Wednesday morning his hands cramped up, and he had to sit still for an hour, his fingers immersed in warm water; on Thursday evening he gulped down his eightieth successive cup of coffee and began experiencing accelerated heartbeats. And yet somehow by week’s end the paintings and the model existed. Gerard was especially pleased with the central brain, which he’d created by sculpting a sea sponge with garden shears and nail scissors.


“It’s all there,” he told Fiona, sweeping his hand across the diorama like a god conjuring a breeze. “Temple of Knowledge, Temple of Kindness”—he pointed to the hub—“and this is a human brain.”


“I can tell.”


“So … what do you think?”


Somewhat to his surprise, Fiona did not respond with oblique sarcasm, faint praise, or neopagan cant. She gave him a firm hug and a lingering kiss on the lips.


“Utterly marvelous.”


“Really?”


“Victor will be ecstatic.” Her face glowed with the same admiration she’d displayed when the first Korty Madonna materialized in Gerard’s studio. “Father Ockham will shout hallelujah. Emily, if she were still around, would be enchanted.”


“Emily?”


She smiled, cleared her throat, and recited:




The brain is wider than the sky,


For, put them side by side,


The one the other will contain


With ease, and you beside.





“I like that,” he said.


“There’s more. It’s no accident you made the brain from a sponge.”




The brain is deeper than the sea,


For, hold them blue to blue,


The one the other will absorb


As sponges, buckets do.





“I’m shipping the model to Rome on the next packet,” he said.


“I’ll help you crate it up,” she said.




The brain is just the weight of God,


For, heft them pound for pound,


And they will differ, if they do,


As syllable from sound.





“She got it exactly right,” he said, removing the roof from the Temple of Doubt. He reached inside, grasped Erasmus, and lifted the humanist into the light. “You really like my concept?”


“Dear, you’ve created a world.” She caressed the sponge as she might a lover’s thigh. “It will confuse the hell out of the cardinals, but it’s terrific.”


“I didn’t design it for them.”


“They’ll probably toss it in the Vatican Dumpster,” she said.


“Too prosaic,” he said. “They’ll crush it in the Vatican winepress.”


“Feed it to the Vatican alligator.”


“Hoist it by the Vatican petard.”


Fiona laughed and said, “Jeez, Gerry, what if they think it’s totally wonderful and send us the two million dollars?”


“We’ll cope;” he said, smiling.


“Except …”


“Except?”


“Except I don’t want two million dollars,” she said.


“Yes you do,” he said.


“I want jungle nights and Indonesian gods and the Minangkabau Lagoon.”


“The Bethesda Fountain is just as wet.”


“But it doesn’t have a tiger.”


Nothing worked. No matter what antinausea drugs Dr. Furtado prescribed—no matter how high the doses of vitamins or mood elevators—Kevin’s symptoms persisted. By day he shivered. Each evening he ejected the same black muck from his stomach. He continued to insist that he’d absorbed “a boy,” but whenever the pediatrician questioned him about it, Kevin grew hysterical, screaming, “He’s inside me! He’s inside me!”


His condition worsened. The mildest perturbation—an inaccurate weather forecast in the Boston Globe, the preemption of Galaxy Squad by a presidential press conference—made him weep. His skin grew pale, his weight fell. On hearing that the school principal had granted him sick leave, Kevin promptly retired to his room, crawled under the blankets, and stayed there.


“Got any new tricks to show me?” asked Uncle Douglas.


“He doesn’t like tricks,” Kevin replied.


Douglas Shafron was a maddeningly uncomplicated man who professed the sort of hardball Lutheranism whereby only a small percentage of humankind could expect salvation, every individual being earmarked for either Heaven or Hell at the moment of conception. His beliefs outraged Nora, whose atheism had intensified during the Corpus Dei’s trial (better a godless universe than one ruled by the inscrutable superthug the Job Society had unmasked in The Hague). Their father had been Jewish, their mother a lapsed Catholic, and for Nora her brother’s embrace of predestination theology was a postmortem insult to both parents.


“I hear you’re making a vampire bat pop back and forth between two birdcages,” Douglas persisted.


“Leave me alone,” rasped Kevin, muck seeping from the corner of his mouth.


“Tell you what,” said his uncle. “After you’re better, we’ll fly to California and visit the Magic Castle.”


“I’ve been there.”


“I’ll bet you’d like to go again.”


“He says I’m not allowed out of bed.”


Abandoning his initial diagnosis of viral pneumonia compounded by clinical depression, Dr. Furtado resorted to specialists—to hematologists, neurologists, and endocrinologists. They drew Kevin’s blood. They tapped his spine. They cultured his saliva, scanned his brain, biopsied his bone marrow, analyzed his urine. Lacking comprehensive health insurance, Nora charged the crisis on her Visa card. The hardest part was the waiting, those cruelly protracted periods between the infliction of some costly new diagnostic procedure and a nurse calling to say, “All results negative.” The first time Nora heard this phrase, relief surged through her. The seventh time, it made her furious. All results negative, and yet she was living with a thirteen-year-old invalid.


She hated abandoning him during the day, but she couldn’t afford caregivers, and her job was essential to whatever dismal future lay before them. While keeping up the minimum Visa payments was easy, one more expensive test would rupture her $6,500 credit limit, and she’d be forced to borrow from a relative—Douglas’s sister-in-law, most likely, who owned a chain of beauty salons.


Returning to her marooned son at day’s end, she usually found him sicker than when she’d left. He continued to leak, his every orifice now an outlet for the muck. Words deserted him. His speech descended to a prelinguistic plane. Two successive snorts signaled that he was going to throw up. A prolonged moan meant that his diaper needed changing. From his tongue the paralysis spread to other muscles. As the school year ended, his feet became as inert as stones, his hands as useless as flippers. His ball-and-socket joints stopped working, frozen by some physiological equivalent of rust.


For several weeks Nora resisted getting him a wheelchair, as if the presence of such a device would augur permanent quadriplegia. But then one stifling August afternoon, browsing through a Somerville thrift shop, she spotted a wheelchair for only twenty dollars. The first time he saw his new conveyance, Kevin smiled, though she couldn’t tell whether this reaction traced to the promise of greater mobility or to the memory of his routine called “Them Dry Bones,” in which a wheelchair manufacturer evaluated his product using a crash-test skeleton that magically reconstituted itself after every wreck.


The worst part of each day, worse even than the diapering and the muck removal, was the feeding. The procedure went quickly enough—so far, at least, Kevin retained the use of his jaw muscles—but each time she placed the spoon in his mouth, she couldn’t help looking at him. There was endless sadness in his eyes, and fear as well, a bone-deep fear of the sort that infected the cataleptics who populated his beloved Edgar Allan Poe movies (he’d collected every available Roger Corman video)—Monsieur Valdemar in Tales of Terror, Guy Carrell in The Premature Burial, Madelaine in House of Usher. At other times, Kevin seemed not so much a Poe protagonist as a shipwreck survivor, flung against a coral reef, trapped in the prison of his own broken bones, waiting for the sun to finish him off. But where was the reef? she wondered. What chart disclosed it?


Each night after dinner, Nora wrestled Kevin from his wheelchair, lugged him to his bed, and performed the prescribed physical therapy, scissoring his legs in a manner that mimicked walking, swinging his arms in the pattern of brachiation. Then she would tuck him in and sit beside him on the floor, holding his hand and telling him she loved him. Gradually his room, previously off-limits to Nora by virtue of a judicious mother-son treaty, became etched in her mind. He’d been in transition when the illness struck, the accoutrements of childhood—military models, Lego tableaux, Hollywood action figures—giving ground to CDs, rock-star posters, handheld computer games, and an alabaster diorama depicting Groucho, Harpo, Chico, and Zeppo. In recent weeks she’d embellished the place, filling it with potpourri jars and rejected cuttings from work. Unlike most boys, Kevin loved flowers. The nectars, as he put it, “took him to other planets,” and bouquets routinely figured in Kevin the Incredible’s magic act.


The night that Quincy Azrael first appeared began like any other. Nora put Kevin in bed, exercised his limbs, tucked him in, and lingered. His breathing soothed her. She kissed his cheek. She shuffled into the parlor, eased herself into the vinyl lounge chair, and, propping her feet on the ottoman, began reading Threading the Labyrinth, a novel that purported to retell the myth of the Minotaur in modern dress. Fixed in the cold November sky, the Cranium Dei shone through her lace curtains. It was the Chrysler Corporation’s turn to lease His brow. PLYMOUTH INVICTUS: YOUR CHARIOT TO THE STARS.


Kevin walked into the parlor, milk white and completely unclothed, balancing his plastic model of the aircraft carrier Enterprise on his palm.


“Darling!” Nora, gasping, clutched Threading the Labyrinth to her breast and rose. “Oh, Kevin, sweetheart …”


“I’m not Kevin,” said Kevin.


Legs working! Tongue healed! “Darling, you’re all better!”


“Kevin’s in his room.” He sat on the ottoman. His chalky skin lay taut across his chest, all twenty-four ribs lumping outward. “I’m Kevin’s fetch.”


“What?”


“His fetch. His leveler. His pale priest. His death.”


“You shouldn’t say things like that.”


“Mutual understanding will not come easily, Mrs. Burkhart, but you must grasp one truth at the outset. I cannot be bargained with.”


“Stop talking crazy, sweetheart. It isn’t healthy.”


The boy lifted the aircraft carrier to his lips and blew, launching the little bombers, fighters, and torpedo planes toward the ceiling. “A plague has begun, and Kevin is its first victim.” The planes fell to the floor, caught fire, and turned into kernels of charred plastic. “Your son is riddled with nihilism. He has contracted the abyss. He has caught death awareness, with attendant vulnerability to lethal malaise and malignant despair.” The stench of burning polystyrene filled the room. “How far will the pestilence spread? No one can say. Millions of us stand waiting in the wings, and we shall flourish as long as God’s skull hangs above. Call me Quincy Azrael.”


Nora closed her eyes. Threading the Labyrinth slipped from her grasp and thudded onto the carpet. For the first time since its advent, she doubted that the manifestation was Kevin. “I find this … very difficult.”


“We live in difficult times. Theism is fading from the West, and with it the lie of Heaven. Look out the window. Behold His hollow eyes, His gaping nostrils, His skinless grin. A bulwark has been thrown down, Mrs. Burkhart. Death can no longer be denied. My species is leaking into the world.”


Nora stared at the black lumps that had once been plastic airplanes. Who was this terrible boy, this Quincy Azrael who so obscenely resembled her son? Kevin’s fetch, his leveler, his … death. A wave of nausea rolled through her. She took a breath and pressed her sweating fingers against her stomach.
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