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C/mpter 1

THIS BEGINS WITH A BUTTERFLY. The insect in question,
a monarch, was flitting along a strand of morning glories threaded
through the chain-link fence outside my first-floor apartment, sys-
tematically dipping its proboscis into the powder-blue cones. It was
a warm, fecund morning in August, and I was twenty-seven years
old. Contemplating the Danaus plexippus through a gash in my screen
door, I was utterly mesmerized, transfixed by the creature’s ethereal
antennae and magnificent orange wings limned with black stripes as
bold and stark as the leading in a stained-glass window. How numi-
nous it must have appeared to a lesser insect: a cricket’s epiphany.

Inevitably Lao-tzu’s famous riddle crossed my mind—“Am I
a man dreaming he is a butterfly, or a butterfly dreaming he is a
man?”—and I performed a thought experiment, mentally trading
places with the monarch. I don’t know whether the butterfly en-
joyed being an impoverished philosophy student with a particular
interest in ethics, but my lepidopterous condition delighted me. The
sun warmed my wings, the nectar sated my hunger, and the perfume
gratified my olfactory organs, located in, of all places, my feet.

The telephone rang: a representative from my bank, recom-



James Morrow

mending that I go further into debt. I slammed down the receiv-
er and attempted to reenter my Taoist reverie, but it had evaporat-
ed. No matter. The butterfly had served its purpose. Thanks to that
fragile creature, I'd finally acquired the hook on which to hang my
doctoral dissertation. Mason Ambrose, embryonic ethicist, would
write about the imperatives entailed in humankind’s connection to
Danaus plexippus, and to insects in general, and to everything else
in the world boasting wings, legs, tentacles, talons, tusks, claws,
scales, feathers, fins, fur, or flesh. With a rush of joy, I realized that
this Darwinist stance would appeal neither to secular Marxists, for
whom moral lessons lay exclusively within history’s brute curricu-
lum, nor to evangelical Christians, for whom a naturalist ethics was
a contradiction in terms, nor to middle-class mystics, who detested
any argument smacking of biological determinism. A philosophical
position that could simultaneously antagonize the collectivist left,
the God-besotted right, and the Aquarian fringe must, I decided,
have a lot going for it.

“I've even thought of a title,” I told my long-suffering adviser,
Tracy Blasko, as we shared a pitcher of sangria in the Pettifog Café
that afternoon.

“That’s halfthe battle,” Tracy said. In recent months she’d begun
to despair that I would ever find what she called, not unfairly, “a
topic sufficiently pretentious to hold your interest during the writ-
ing phase.”

“I'want to call it Toward a Materialist Deontology,” 1 said.

“Sounds like a goddamn doctoral dissertation,” Tracy said,
unsheathing her wickedest grin. She had a round, melodic face
whose softness belied her gristly intellect. When the renowned de-
constructionist Benoit Tourneur had visited our campus earlier that
year, Tracy alone had summoned the gumption to dismantle, pub-
licly and definitively, his ingenious apologia for Heidegger’s Nazi
affiliations. “But whatever you call it,” she added, looking me in the

eye, “the topic is eminently worth wrestling to the ground.”
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“Will the committee agree?” I'said, all aglow.

She nodded. “I'll call in a few favors. Congratulations, Mason.
You’ve cracked the first nut—the fruitcake can’t be far behind. Shall
we order another pitcher?”

“Love to, but I'm late for a class.” I rose abruptly, kissed her
on each cheek, and explained that in prelude to my Darwinian ex-
plorations I was auditing Ben Glockman’s legendary Biology 412:
Monkey Business: Sexuoeconomic Transactions in African Primate
Communities.

“One more thing,” Tracy said as I started out of the café. “You
should call it Ethics from the Earth.”

FOR THE NEXT TWO YEARS, I taught English at Watertown
High School by day and wrote Ethics from the Earth by night, la-
boring to convert my status at Hawthorne University from ABD—
which at most schools stood for “all but dissertation,” though Tracy
preferred “Aristotle be damned”—to genuine doctor of philosophy,
and so it was that, raisin by raisin, currant by currant, the fruitcake
took form, until 382 manuscript pages lay in my hard drive. And
then disaster struck.

Tracy Blasko, dear Tracy who was half in love with me and I
with her, poor Tracy went to pieces, checking herselfinto the Boston
Psychiatric Center for clinical depression and alcoholism. The task
of shepherding me through the final revisions fell to the innocuous
Carol Eberling, a glum Hegelian who boasted none of Tracy’s acid
humor or affection for audacity. But for me the real catastrophe—
and I'm afraid this is how graduate students construct these mat-
ters—was that the person selected to round out my committee was
certain to cause me trouble. The nemesis in question was the cel-
ebrated postrationalist theologian Felix Pielmeister, newly arrived
from Notre Dame.

There are certain coordinates on this planet, spatial and tempo-

ral, where one is well advised to avoid antagonizing the locals. The
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Lower East Side of Manhattan at three o’clock in the morning, for
example, or Fenway Park during the bottom of the ninth with the
Sox trailing the Yankees by seven runs, or the philosophy depart-
ment of a major university any day of the week. I never found out
how Felix Pielmeister came to visit my Web site. This scholar who’d
delivered the Gifford Lectures, published eighteen books, and rou-
tinely communed with St. Augustine’s shade—why would such a
man waste his time picking through the dregs and dross of cyber-
space? I suppose he went slumming one day, ordering his search
engine to display all notices of his newest book, an anti-Darwinist
screed called The dlgorithms of Immortality, and suddenly, voila: the
blistering review I'd composed to amuse myself during the gestation
of Ethics from the Earth.

It was Dr. Eberling who alerted me to Pielmeister’s displeasure.
“He’s livid, you know,” she said. “Really, Mason, you ought to send
him an apology.”

“I'will not eat crow,” I replied. “Nor any other bird Pielmeister
would put on my platter.”

What most infuriated the Augustinian, I suspected, was not my
essay’s sarcastic tone, savage rhetoric, or unkind cuts. My sin was
that I'd caught him in a logical error. Pielmeister’s argument re-
duced to an assertion that the acknowledged incompleteness of the
evolutionary model (paradigm A) meant that divine creationism
(paradigm B) must be the case. In other words, he was telling his
readers that 7ot 4 equals B, a lapse in rationality of a sort normally
granted only to incoming freshmen and aging department heads.

It’s a particularly bad idea to make academic enemies when
the school in question is Hawthorne. At the turn of the millen-
nium, our eccentric president, Gaylord Boynton, since retired, in-
augurated a forum that endures to this day: dissertation defenses
staged in a large auditorium and open to the general campus com-
munity. Boynton believed that such a practice would increase both

the quality of the dissertations and the intellectual vigilance of the
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sponsoring faculty. Did this in fact occur? Hard to say. I know only
that the innovation makes the average Hawthorne Ph.D. candidate
feel less like he’s explicating a thesis in early-twenty-first-century
Boston than answeringa charge of necromancy in late-seventeenth-
century Salem.

So there I was, striding through the foyer of Schneider Audi-
torium in prelude to mounting the stage and holding forth on my
Ethics while several dozen students and professors stared and sali-
vated. Perhaps a heated argument would break out, complete with
red faces and projectile epithets. Maybe Dr. Pielmeister would ask a
question so devastating that the candidate would faint dead away.
Conceivably the event would turn physical, the professors assailing
each other with half-eaten doughnuts. You never knew.

My abdomen spasmed. My bowels went slack. I gritted my teeth,
decorated my face with a grin, and entered the arena.

MY PASSION FOR PHILOSOPHY traces to an unlikely source.
When I was ten years old, a subversive baby-sitter allowed me to
stay up till midnight watching The Egyptian on American Movie
Classics. This 1954 Cinemascope spectacle stars stolid Edmund
Purdom as Sinuhe, an abandoned infant who rises to become the
most famous healer of his generation, physician to the pharach
Akhenaton. It’s not a very good movie, being overlong, ponderous,
and badly acted. Ilove it to this day.

Early in The Egyptian, Sinuhe’s adoptive father, a master of the
trepanner’s art, opens up a patient’s skull. “Look, this tiny splinter
of bone pressing on the brain,” the old man tells his son. “When I
remove it, he will speak again, and walk, and live.”

Young Sinuhe asks, “Why, Father? Why?”

“No one knows.”

Cut to our hero, still a boy, walking beside the ancient world’s
most philosophical river, meditating on the mystery of it all. “From

the beginning I kept to myself,” Sinuhe tells us in voice-over. “I
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used to wander alone on the banks of the Nile, until the day came
when I was ready to enter the School of Life.”

Cut to civilization’s would-be elite prostrating themselves before
a basalt idol, among them Sinuhe, now a handsome adolescent.

“In the School of Life were trained the chosen young men of
Egypt, her future scientists and philosophers, statesmen and gener-
als,” Sinuhe continues. “All the learning of Egypt lay in the keeping
of the gods. For ten years I served them in the school, that I might
earn the right to call myself a physician. I learned to bend my body
to them, but that was all. My mind still asked a question: Why?”

From the moment I saw Edmund Purdom impersonating piety
in that Egyptian academy, I was hooked. The inquiring and defiant
mind thriving within a begrudgingly reverent posture—it all made
sense. Bow before Isis and Horus and Thoth, perhaps even believe in
them, but give them no sovereignty over your thoughts—that was
the way to be in the world. Sign me up. Call me Sinuhe.

At Villanova, I took every undergraduate philosophy course I
could squeeze into my schedule, and soon I'd set my sights on the
doctoral program at Hawthorne. Late in my senior year, I went
through a crisis of doubt when my provisional girlfriend, a wil-
lowy physics major named Morgan Piziks, informed me at the end
of our fourth date that anybody seriously interested in the question
“Why?” should look not to philosophy but to the physical sciences—
to cosmology, quantum mechanics, molecular biology, and the peri-
odic table of the elements.

My mind went blank. Try as I might, I could contrive no riposte.
I felt instinctively that Morgan’s claim enjoyed the nontrivial virtue
of being true. What could I say? What counterblast was possible? By
what conceivable stratagem might I send her worldview tumbling
down when I couldn’t even get her to sleep with me?

A few weeks later, I chanced upon a quote from Wittgenstein
that renewed my faith in philosophy: “At the basis of our contempo-
rary picture of the universe lies the illusion that the so-called laws

8
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of nature are the explanations of natural phenomena.” Today that
assertion strikes me as glib at best, but at the time it saved my sanity.
Science could merely describe a phenomenon; it could never tell us
the purpose of that phenomenon. The seminal question “Why?” still
sat squarely within philosophy’s domain. So I continued to think
of myself as the post-Aristotelian Sinuhe, exploring the banks of
the Nile, wandering and wondering and idly tossing stones into the

water.

A LONG TABLE, draped in white, and five folding chairs occu-
pied the center of the Schneider Auditorium stage, as if the audience
were about to endure an avant-garde play in which the characters
spent two hours sitting down and standing up and doing other min-
imalist things. Clutching a fresh printout of Ethics from the Earth to
my breast, I trod across the boards, assumed my place at the table,
and locked my anxious gaze on a plate of frosted doughnuts and a
dewy carafe of ice water.

My committee entered from the wings, each member carrying a
copy of my dissertation. One by one they shook my hand, beginning
with Dr. Eberling, wearing the pessimistic countenance of a deer
who knows about prions and hunting season. Then came Desmond
Girard, last of the medieval scholastics, stocky, grim, reportedly in
possession of a steel-trap mind, though these days he baited it not
for bear but merely for the occasional logical positivist who found
his way to Hawthorne. Next to greet me was Joseph Schwendeman,
our Nietzschean department chair, radiating his usual air of exul-
tant nihilism. And finally I stood face-to-face with Pielmeister, a
hulking, densely bearded figure who looked prepared to defend his
views via whatever forum might present itself, from philosophical
colloquium to pie-eating contest.

A palpable hush settled over the auditorium as the committee,
seated now, passed the carafe around and filled their tumblers. Dr.

Girard asked if I, too, would like some water. I accepted his offer,
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lest T appear diffident on a day I was expected to exhibit tough-
mindedness.

Dr. Eberling said, “Mr. Ambrose, please begin by telling us what
you feel you've accomplished in Ethics from the Earth.”

“Be happy to,” I'said, cringing to hear such a dumb, folksy locu-
tion escape my lips, then launched into my well-rehearsed precis.
The fact that humankind now finds itself in a post-Darwinian epis-
temological condition, I explained, need not trouble us from an eth-
ical perspective. Indeed, by problematizing our tendency to view
ourselves as creatures apart—God’s Chosen Species, discontinuous
with the rest of nature—the evolutionary paradigm obliges us to
address the assorted evils, from overpopulation to climate disrup-
tion to habitat destruction, that we have visited upon this, our only
planet. Through a Darwinian deontology, we might at last come to
know the true character of our sins, a catalog of transgressions not
against heaven but against the earth and its life-forms.

Throughout the auditorium there arose mutterings of approval
mingled with bursts of applause, a smattering of jeers, and several
sustained moans.

“Mr. Ambrose, are you saying that your naturalist ethics sup-
plants the other moral systems surveyed in these pages?” Dr. Girard
removed his glasses and rubbed his aquiline nose. “Are you telling
us to forget about Platonism, Aristotelianism, Stoicism, Epicurean-
ism, Thomism, Kantianism, and Utilitarianism?”

Although I was prepared in principle for Girard’s question,
a nugget of dread congealed in my stomach. I took a slow breath,
swallowed a mouthful of now-tepid water, and assumed a swagger-
ing smile that immediately degenerated into a grimace. For the next
ten minutes, I spouted convoluted and uniformly incoherent sen-
tences, many turning to vapor before their subjects could enjoy in-
timacy with their verbs. Phrase by awkward phrase, I endeavored
to explain why the admitted materialism underlying my disserta-
tion was perfectly in step with the parade of ethical discourse that

10
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had tramped through human history from the ancient Greeks to
the early Christians to the twentieth-century Rawlsians.

The audience grew restless. They’d come for blood, not dialectic.
Only in my concluding remarks did I manage to articulate a rea-
sonably feisty thought.

“Rather than eclipsing Kantianism or Utilitarianism,” I said,
“Darwinian deontology adds yet another pigment to the palette of
moral philosophy.”

At this juncture Felix Pielmeister slammed his copy of my Ethics
on the table—violently, righteously, as if to crush a cockroach. From
his throat came a sound suggesting a wild boar simultaneously en-
joying a good joke and an important orgasm.

“As I’m sure you're aware, Mr. Ambrose,” Pielmeister said,
“postrationalist thought is not ipso facto at odds with the argu-
ments of Charles Darwin. And yet I find that these fulminations
of yours carry the reader far beyond the theory of natural selec-
tion, depositing him in a place devoid of all hope, meaning, and
teleology. Is that in fact your position? Is transcendence an illu-
sion? Is God dead?”

Excited murmurings wafted through the hall. This was why
our audience had gotten up at nine o’clock on a Saturday morn-
ing—to watch state-of-the-art Augustinian theology stomp Mason
Ambrose into the dirt.

“It depends on what you mean by transcendence,” I said.

“I believe you know what I mean by transcendence,” Pielmeis-
ter replied.

“Honestly, sir, I can’t unpack your question.”

“Stop temporizing, Mason,” Dr. Schwendeman said.

I fixed on the uneaten doughnuts. A solitary fly hovered above
the pile, wondering what it had done to merit such sugary grace. My
dilemma was elegant in its simplicity. I needed merely to assert that
evolutionary biology, like the other physical sciences, had nothing
to say about God, and I was home free. I had only to insist that T had

11
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no fundamental quarrel with either Jesus Christ or Felix Pielmeis-
ter, and I could pick up my union card.

With an impertinent flourish, I seized the carafe and filled my
tumbler to the brim. I sipped. The fluid that entered my mouth,
however, was not Hawthorne tap water but some metaphysical bev-
erage drawn from the Nile by Sinuhe himself. It tasted sweet. I sa-
vored the sensation, then took another swallow. Why did I want to
be a doctor of philosophy anyway? Would I jump through any con-
ceivable hoop to join that dubious fellowship whose attention I had
momentarily claimed? What quantity of self-respect was I willing to
lose in acquiring this most conventional of prizes?

“Ibelieve I can best answer Dr. Pielmeister’s question with a few
questions of my own,” I said at last. “They all begin with Sinuhe’s
favorite word, ‘why.’”

“Sinuhe?” Dr. Girard said. “You mean from The Egyptian?”

“Correct,” I said.

“That’s not a very good movie,” Dr. Girard said.

“The book was better,” Dr. Schwendeman said.

“Why,” I said, “do our postrationalist theologians, Dr. Pielmeis-
ter among them, expect us to prostrate ourselves before a deity who,
by the Darwinian insight he claims to endorse, stands exposed as a
kind of cosmic dilettante—"

“That is not the language of philosophy,” interrupted Pielmeis-
ter, wagging his finger.

“—a kind of cosmic dilettante, idly tinkering plants and animals
into existence only to have them go extinct from the very environ-
mental conditions he provided for them?”

Delicate but palpable vibrations filled the stufty air of Schneider
Auditorium. The attendees shifted in their seats, delighted that the
gladiator had mysteriously elected to insert his head into the lion’s
mouth. My committee was likewise astir, wondering what demon
had possessed this outwardly rational candidate.

“Why,” I continued, “was Dr. Pielmeister’s presumably compe-

12
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tent God unable to produce the contemporary biosphere through
any process other than the systematic creation and equally system-
atic obliteration of countless species?”

Nervous laughter emerged here and there throughout the audi-
ence.

“Why,” I persisted, “would this same divine serial killer have
begun his career spending thirteen billion years fashioning qua-
drillions of needless galaxies before finally starting on his pet proj-
ect: singling out a minor planet in an obscure precinct of the Milky
Way and seeding it with vain bipedal vertebrates condemned to wait
indefinitely for the deity in question to disclose himself?”

“Mason, this isn’t going anywhere,” Carol Eberling asserted.

“Right you are,” I'said. “The show is over. Time to close the con-
cession stand and sweep up the peanut shells. I would rather teach
front-end alignment at an auto-mechanics school in Framingham
than continue to cast my lot with higher education. And so, with all
humility and a deep appreciation for the effort you’ve expended in
reading my dissertation, I withdraw my candidacy.”

“Mason, no,” Dr. Eberling said through gritted teeth.

“That’s a terrible idea,” said Dr. Girard.

“Most Nietzschean,” said Dr. Schwendeman.

“Withdrawal accepted,” said Dr. Pielmeister.

“Go back to your offices, good professors,” I concluded. “Pick up
your paychecks. See who’s reviewed your latest book in the Journal
of Astonishingly Articulate Academic Discourse. But from this moment
on, Sinuhe is his own man.”

I rose and, stepping toward the footlights, dipped my head in
a theatrical bow. The audience members variously clapped, booed,
hissed, and cheered. As I rushed down the aisle and into the foyer, a
young man drew abreast of me and asked if I wanted to star in his
student film about Sigmund Freud’s first sexual encounter. I gave

him my e-mail address, then hurried into the street.
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EVERY COLLEGE CAMPUS has its beer hall, its rathskeller, its
underground den of inconsequential iniquity—someplace where
the philosophy majors can huddle in the corners hashing over eros
and mortality while the athletes sit at the bar discussing fucking
and sudden-death overtime. At Hawthorne, this favored hangout
was the Shepherd’s Pie, a convivial Commonwealth Avenue grotto
where, according to rumor, H. P. Lovecraft had composed what is
probably his worst piece of fiction, “Herbert West—Reanimator,”
but the theory is dubious at best, as that hidebound recluse rarely
left Providence.

Iskipped dinner and headed straight for the Pie, where I ordered
a pitcher of Guinness, then sidled toward my favorite alcove, the
very niche in which I'd once gotten my fellow Ph.D. candidate Mat-
thew Forstchen, a card-carrying pragmatist, to admit the logical
tlaw in William James’s assertion that refusing to believe something
is itself a kind of faith. (Do I have faith that the moon is not made of
green cheese? Must I experience a divine revelation before rejecting
Ouija boards?) Although my intention was to celebrate my escape
from academe, I could not summon the requisite jollity. My posi-
tion at Watertown High was about to evaporate, and since I wasn’t
remotely qualified to teach front-end alignment in Framingham or
anywhere else, I would soon be staring privation in the face. Return-
ing to my parents in Philadelphia wasn’t an option, as the law of self-
preservation required me to distance myself from the slow-motion
train wreck that was their marriage, nor could I imagine moving in
with my sister Delia, who was barely surviving through a combina-
tion of waitressing and off-Broadway acting gigs and didn’t need a
grumpy unemployed little brother in her life.

I was also enduring the emotional aftermath of my meltdown
in Schneider. Holding forth on the stage, I'd imagined I was par-
ticipating in a venerable heroic tradition—the individual versus the
system—but now I simply felt like a screwup. I vowed to send apolo-
getic e-mails to Eberling, Schwendeman, Girard, and perhaps even

14
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Pielmeister. Tracy Blasko also deserved a letter, a real one, the kind
that reposes on paper and arrives in an envelope. I would thank her
for tolerating my idiosyncracies during the past five years, then at-
tempt to explain why I'd jumped ship.

“Mind if T join you?” a sonorous voice inquired.

I looked up. My visitor was an owlish black man in his late
forties, with a salt-and-pepper beard and eyes as dark and soft as
plums.

“I’'m not in a very good mood,” I told him. “Have a seat.”

We shook hands.

“Dawson Wilcox, paleontology department,” he said. “Your no-
toriety precedes you. Mason Ambrose, late of the philosophy depart-
ment, author of a quirky dissertation called Ethics from the Earth.”
On the nearest empty chair, he deposited a leather satchel, brown
and scuffed and also bulging, as if perhaps it contained a fossil man-
dible. “May I buy you a beer?”

I gestured toward my pitcher of stout. “I'm fixed for the eve-
ning. Here’s a question for you, Dr. Wilcox. Does this pitcher truly
hold four beers, or merely four potential beers, each awaiting the
reification that will occur upon being poured?”

Wilcox gave me a blank look. “No wonder philosophers can’t get
funded.”

I filled my glass with stout. An ivory wave of foam frothed over
the rim and cascaded onto the table. “Will you help me get to the
bottom of this? The pitcher, I mean, not the ontological mystery.”

Wilcox fetched a second glass from the bar, along with a bowl of
miniature pretzels. I poured him a beer, grabbed a pretzel, and took
a gulp of Guinness.

“I followed you here from Schneider,” my drinking companion
said. “Let me congratulate you on what was perhaps the liveliest
dissertation defense in Hawthorne history.”

“Seppuka makes a great spectator sport,” I said, munching,

“I’'m here to offer you a job.”
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“Inever even played with plastic dinosaurs.”

“Oh, no, not in my department, though I appreciate the kind
words you put in for Mr. Darwin this afternoon.”

“Let me guess. You decided to become a paleontologist when you
tell madly in love with Tyrannosaurus rex in fourth grade.”

Wilcox issued a cryptic laugh and downed some Guinness, em-
broidering his upper lip with a second mustache. “Ever hear of Isla
de Sangre?”

“Blood Island?”

“Ringed by a rare species of red coral,” he replied, nodding.
“The coccyx of the Florida Keys, so far south it nudges the Tropic
of Cancer. The owner’s a former colleague of mine, Edwina Sabac-
thani, a molecular geneticist. Eccentric, capricious, smart as God—
the sort of person who'll show up on the last day of an academic
conference, sniff out whoever’s been a particularly pompous boor
all week, and start hinting that she noticed a major methodological
tlaw in his latest published results.”

I drained my glass. The Guinness started doing what it was de-
signed to do. “Three cheers for academic conferences,” I said. The
one time I'd delivered a paper at a conference, “The Geist in the Ma-
chine,” a preécis of my master’s thesis on Schelling, I didn’t meet
any minds of Edwina Sabacthani’s caliber, but I was memorably
seduced by a tenured Utilitarian from Princeton named Frédérique
Wintrebert, who said she’d become aroused by my use of the word
“praxis.”

“Here’s the deal,” Wilcox said. “Edwina wants me to find a tutor
for her teenage daughter. I think you’re our man.”

“I’'m a neo-Darwinian atheist, Dawson. The average American
mother would rather fill the position with Humbert Humbert.”

“It’s not your Darwinism that caught my attention,” Wilcox
said. “What impressed me was your rambling but nonetheless astute
overview of Western ethics. I've never met the young woman in

question, but evidently she has a handicap. In Edwina’s words,
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Londa Sabacthani ‘lacks a moral center.” You're supposed to give
her one.”

I poured myself a second glass. “Maybe I should print up a busi-
ness card: ‘Mason Ambrose. Failed Philosopher. Superegos Installed
While You Wait.””

“This is a sad and serious case,” Wilcox said in a mildly reproving
tone.

I gulped some stout and picked up a pretzel, orienting it so the
parabolas suggested laudable breasts viewed from above. “There’s
a whole science to pretzels,” I said as still more Guinness washed
through my brain’s aching capillaries. “Mathematicians can plot
the twists and curves. Wittgenstein would not be impressed. Actu-
ally, I don’t think anything impressed Wittgenstein, with the pos-
sible exception of Wittgenstein.”

“The position pays one hundred thousand dollars for the first
year. After that, you and Edwina can negotiate.”

I sucked on the pretzel, enjoying the sensation of the salt crys-
tals copulating with my taste buds. One hundred thousand dollars?
Pielmeister probably made more than a hundred thousand a year,
but certainly not per student.

“You have to realize, this is an extremely difficult decision
for me. I’'m broke. I’'m about to lose my job. I just threw away my
future. And yet, sir—and yet you have the audacity to imagine I
would accept a small fortune for taking an undemanding sinecure
in a tropical paradise.”

Wilcox patted his battered satchel. “I’ve got the paperwork
with me.”

“I think I should meet the girl before I sign anything.”

“A sensible precaution, but Edwina and sensible precautions
haven’t been on speaking terms in years.” Wilcox unzipped his
satchel, rooted around, and pulled out a file folder labeled SaBac-
THANI “I'm afraid you must either accept the job right now or send

me off in search of another ethicist.”
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“One hundred thousand dollars? No fine print?”

“None required—the bold print is outrageous enough. Edwina
expects you to drop everything, fly to Key West on Friday, and be
prepared to give Londa her first lesson starting at ten o’clock Monday
morning. On my way over here, I made your plane reservations,
and my graduate assistant will sublet your apartment and forward
your mail. Don’t worry about your worldly possessions. We’ll crate
everything up and ship it to you.”

“No moral center,” I'said. “What could that possibly mean?”

Wilcox shrugged, then set the contract on the table, taking care
to avoid the liquid rings stamped by our glasses. “Your liaison in Key
West will be Edwina’s colleague, Vincent Charnock, another geneti-
cist. Maybe he can answer your questions.”

I retrieved a ballpoint pen from my jacket and clicked the car-
tridge into place. “One hundred thousand?”

“Plus room, board, and travel expenses.” Wilcox ate a pretzel.
“By the way, it was third grade, and it was the ankylosaur, so here I

am at Hawthorne, working it all out.”
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IN A CHARACTERISTIC DISPLAY of procrastination, I put off
packing till the last minute. As dawn’s embryonic light suffused
my apartment, I jammed the normal necessities into my suitcase—
toothbrush, electric razor, underwear, yellowed Penguin paper-
backs—then topped off the jumble with a bound copy of my disser-
tation. I pulled on my Kierkegaard T-shirt, hurried out the door,
and, by the grace of Isis, Thoth, and public transportation, caught
my 8:20 a.m. flight, wafting from staid and predictable Boston to the
exotic metropolis of Miami.

I found my way to the airport’s ghetto district and boarded a
shuttle plane, its seats designed to accommodate hobbits comfort-
ably but not a six-foot-one beanpole like myself. Forty minutes later
I touched down in the city of Key West on the island of the same
name. As arranged, Edwina Sabacthani’s fellow geneticist, Vincent
Charnock, was waiting at the terminal, clutching a white cardboard
rectangle on which he’d carefully misspelled my name with a red
felt-tip marker: MAsoN AMBROWSE. A rotund man shaped rather
like an Erlenmeyer flask, with thinning hair and eyes set so far back

I wondered if he might be legally blind, Dr. Charnock displayed a
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sardonic smirk that evidently never left his face, while the rest of his
countenance, a blobby affair, suggested a waxen Charles Laughton
following a breakdown in the air-conditioning system at Madame
Tussaud’s.

So long had I lived in the hermetically sealed world of gradu-
ate students, where the daily demands of subsistence teaching and
posturing for professors make extroverts of us all, that T was not
prepared for Dr. Charnock’s aloof demeanor. As we followed the
usual protocols—locating the luggage carousel, retrieving my suit-
case, hiring a taxi—my companion remained as taciturn as a tor-
toise, answering my questions in clipped phrases and uninformative
grunts. Did he know my prospective pupil? Yes, he did. Had he ever
observed her behave in an antisocial fashion? Yes, he had. Would he
like to tell me about those episodes? No, he wouldn’t. Was he glad I'd
accepted the position as Londa’s tutor? He wasn’t sure.

Our destination proved to be the Oceanside Marina on Peninsula
Avenue, where a silver-mustached Cuban expatriate waited to facil-
itate the next leg of our journey. The plan called for Captain Lopez
to ferry us to the island in his thirty-foot cabin cruiser, which he
normally chartered, himself at the helm, to weekend fishing parties
of paunchy CEOs in search of their inner Hemingways. We weighed
anchor at one o’clock. The weather was wretched, the sort of chilly,
fine-grained precipitation that quickly seeps from skin to ligament
to core of bone, and so Charnock and I retreated belowdecks to quar-
ters stinking of kelp and bluefish.

Our passage to the Tropic of Cancer took nearly four hours,
during which interval the rain stopped, so that the thickly forest-
ed hills of Isla de Sangre presented themselves clearly to my gaze,
dipping and rising like the spine of a sea serpent. We navigated the
Bahia de Flores and landed at a ramshackle wooden dock, tying up
between a derelict trawler and a battered sailboat. As we disem-
barked, Charnock deigned to initiate a conversation, explaining that

the geography of Blood Island was in a class by itself, “part Florida
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swamp, part Mexican rain forest,” and how in recent months he
and Edwina had “succeeded in making the local flora and fauna
more congruent with our personal tastes.”

“I've heard of fixer-upper houses,” I said, “but never a fixer-
upper ecosystem.”

Charnock frowned and informed me that he’d arranged for Ed-
wina’s staff to prepare a meal and leave it for our consumption. He
hoped I liked seafood.

“I have learned to like it,” I said. “Up Boston way, disparaging
scrod is considered hate speech.”

“No scrod on the menu,” Charnock said, “but I think you’ll
enjoy our spiny lobsters.”

All during our long, wordless walk through the jungle, I pon-
dered the psychic dislocations inherent in the advent of jetliners.
Ten hours earlier I'd been packing my suitcase while overhearing
the chatter of Back Bay children clambering onto their school bus,
and now here I was in the tropics, swatting mosquitoes, sweating
profusely, and contemplating hundreds of spotted green lizards as
they skittered along the tree trunks. I felt not so much like a trav-
eler as a man on whom an operation called travel had been per-
formed. What would modernity bring next? Might a day arrive
when I would go to bed as Mason Ambrose and, courtesy of some
brave new technology, wake up as someone else?

A half-hour’s hike brought us within sight of Charnock’s house,
a weathered A-frame adjacent to the complex of Quonset huts where
he conducted his biology experiments. “Five years ago I was just an-
other molecular geneticist, collaborating with fools and groveling
for funds,” he told me. “Whatever impression Dr. Sabacthani makes
on you tomorrow, remember that she’s a person of vision. She’s not
afraid to ask the big questions, or to have me try to answer them. Why
only four bases in a DNA molecule? Why only twenty amino acids
in our proteins? What might the world look like if nature had used a
bigger set of building blocks? Ever wonder about that, Ambrose?”

21



James Morrow

“Guess I'm not a person of vision.”

Although its isosceles fagade suggested a cramped interior, the A-
frame proved spacious, complete with a screened back porch bisected
by a hammock—the guest room, Charnock explained. The windows
held not glass but mosquito netting, and as the gauzy fabric filtered
the setting sun, I briefly fancied myself'a moth trapped inside a Chi-
nese lantern. As promised, dinner was waiting for us. The servants
were nowhere to be seen, which made me feel a bit like Goldilocks
about to partake of her illicit porridge. By the time I'd drunk my
first cold Dos Equis, however, my unease had vanished, and I no
longer imagined that the bears were about to arrive and chase us
into the forest.

Resting on a bed of saffron rice and surrounded by slices of
fried mango, the two indigenous spiny lobsters looked delectable,
but their anatomy disturbed me. This species had never evolved the
tighting claws that characterized its northern cousin, and yet our
entrées boasted pincers as large as tin snips. Noting my perplexity,
Charnock said, “After nine hundred trials, I managed to endow a
Caribbean spiny lobster with a Maine lobster’s claws.”

“Impressive,” I said.

“Thank you.”

I'smiled and said, “Of course, I'd be more impressed if you'd taken
an ordinary Caribbean starfish and turned it into a Jewish one.”

“Jewish?”

“With six points.”

“Biology is not a joke, Mr. Ambrose.”

We finished our dinner in silence, leaving behind two vacant lob-
ster shells and seven empty beer bottles. Outside the house a thou-
sand insects sang and sawed in wondrous harmony, as if a popula-
tion of Buddhist homunculi now occupied the banana plants and the
mangroves, ringing their little bells.

Wrapped in the beer’s muzzy embrace, I shuffled to the porch
and climbed into the hammock. For the next hour, I read my paper-
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back of Walker Percy’s The Message in the Bottle, wondering whether
Londa Sabacthani might be suffering from what Percy called “the
loss of the creature,” the alienation that modern man has inflicted
on himself by ceding the world’s most valuable things—its natural
wonders, artistic marvels, erotic energies, and common sense—to
dubious cults of expertise. I extinguished the Coleman lantern and
closed my eyes. Half awake and half asleep, half in bed and half
in Xanadu, I entertained many strange fancies, eventually imag-
ining that Charnock had experimented on me. In this reverie my
hands had become leopard paws, my nose was a boar’s snout, and
my gums had sprouted two-inch fangs. When I went to the bath-
room later that night to void the residual beer, I made a point of

looking in the mirror.

BEYOND HIS WIZARDRY WITH DNA, Charnock was appar-
ently a competent cook, for I awoke to find him preparing two com-
plex omelets stuffed with cheese, peppers, onions, and morsels of
shrimp. The meal passed without conversation. It was not yet eight
o’clock, and already I was sweating. I drank two glasses of ice water.
Fragrances drifted in from the jungle—sweet gardenias, dulcet hi-
biscus, silken magnolias. The previous night’s insect musicians had
returned to their burrows, and the island now belonged to the birds,
filling the air with territorial caws and proprietary arpeggios.
Shortly after breakfast, a Jeep pulled up outside Charnock’s A-
frame, driven by a raffish, safari-jacketed Latino with a drooping
black mustache and olive skin, a by-God Ramar of the Jungle pith
helmet shadowing his face. He introduced himself as Javier Cotri-
no, Dr. Sabacthani’s personal assistant, dispatched to chauffeur me
to her mansion. For the next twenty minutes, Javier and I lurched
and bounced along an unpaved road, descending into a verdant
valley flush with hibiscus and bougainvillea, until at last we came
to a high chain-link fence surmounted by spirals of barbed wire.

We drove beneath a raised crossing gate, angled like a satyr’s intrac-
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table erection, then continued past acacia groves and cypress stands
toward the rising sun.

The mansion in question—Faustino, Javier called it—was straight
out of the antebellum American South, complete with square col-
umns and great tufts of Spanish moss drooping from the roof like a
gallery of beards in a costume shop. As we climbed the steps to the
veranda, Javier warned me that Dr. Sabacthani had slept badly the
previous night, and I must not take her exhaustion for haughtiness.
We passed through the front door, its central panel carved with a
bas-relief Aztec deity who’d evidently actualized himself for the sole
purpose of being unappeasable, then proceeded to a geodesic dome
whose hundred hurricane-proof glass triangles served to shield a
private jungle from the ravages of Gulf storms. Ferns, vines, and
orchids flourished everywhere. Fumes compounded of humus and
nectar filled my nostrils. The air felt like hot glue. At the center of all
this Darwinian commotion, an immense mangrove tree emerged
from a saltwater pond, its naked roots entwined like acrobatic py-
thons, its coiling limbs bearing small green fruit suggesting organic
Ping-Pong balls. Beneath the tree, dressed in a white lace gown and
reading an issue of the dmerican Journal of Human Genetics, a woman
of perhaps forty sat in a wicker chair, its fan-shaped back spreading
behind her like Botticelli’s scallop shell giving birth to Venus.

“Every Saturday morning,” Javier told me, “you’ll find two el-
egant and fascinating creatures in our conservatory—my friend Dr.
Sabacthani, and this queen of the trees, Proserpine.”

“The mangrove has a name?” I asked.

“A Christian name only,” the woman replied in a sandpaper voice.
Her face was a disconcerting conjunction of high-cheeked beauty and
humorless ambition, as if Katharine Hepburn had been cast in her
prime as Catherine de Medici. “The experiment was not sufficiently
successful for me to admit Proserpine to the Sabacthani family.” She
tlipped a pair of gold-framed polarized lenses into place over her eye-

glasses, then set her book atop a wheeled cart holding a coffee urn,
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its shiny convex surface elongating Proserpine’s reflection into an EI
Greco figure. “Forgive me for not rising to greet you, Mason, but I've
not been well lately, and etiquette would only aggravate my condi-
tion. Call me Edwina. May I offer you some coffee?”

“The food of philosophers,” Isaid, though a better case could be
made for beer.

Javier gestured me into a second fan-back chair and, approach-
ing the urn, released an ebony stream into a mug bearing the
Odradek Pharmaceuticals logo. He passed me my coffee, filled a
second Odradek mug for Edwina, and exited the dome, walking
backward with the dexterity of a Hawthorne tour guide showing
prospective students around the campus.

“Tell me, Mason, is sin something that Anglo-American phi-
losophers worry about these days”—Edwina rested a bony hand on
the mangrove’s nearest root—“or do you leave all that to your Con-
tinental colleagues?”

“Sin?”

“No sooner had Dr. Charnock and I given Proserpine a rudi-
mentary brain than it became clear that we had sinned.”

“A brain?”

“It’s gone now, most of it. Her first words—"

“Words?”

“We also gave her a tongue, a larynx, primitive lungs, and a
crude circulatory system. Her first words were, ‘Put me out of my
misery.’ Not what we expected to hear. What do you suppose she
meant?”

“Are you testing me?”

Edwina smiled.

“Perhaps you'd created a kind of basket case.” I sipped my bev-
erage. It had a heady chocolate flavor, as if Charnock had induced a
coffee bush to have sex with a cacao plant. “A being with an inher-
ent desire to move its body through space but lacking any means to
do so.”
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“Good,” Edwina said, acclaiming my answer with a clap of her
hands. “Dawson did not overestimate you. I told Dr. Charnock we
had no choice but to amputate Proserpine’s consciousness. Mercy
demanded it. He said such an operation would amount to physician-
assisted suicide, a practice he has always found repellent. So I took
up a scalpel and performed the procedure myself. There’s a lesson
in all this, a parable for the neural-network community as they go
about imposing self-awareness on their computers. Beware, ladies
and gentlemen. To pour a free-floating intellect into a machine is to
risk making an infinitely frustrated soul.”

“A tormented Dr. Johnson,” I mused, “eternally eager to kick a
stone and thus give Berkeley’s idealism the boot. But he can find no
stone in his universe, nor a leg with which to kick it.”

“Well said.”

Just then a mild tremor passed through the mangrove’s limbs
and roots. Edwina and I exchanged freighted glances.

“You didn’t imagine that,” she said. “I couldn’t excise the entire
nervous system without causing death. Every so often, Proserpine
shudders.”

Curious, I rose and picked my way across the saltwater pond, one
stepping-stone at a time, then leaned toward the mangrove’s trunk.
I froze. A chuffing reached my ears, low and coarse, like the sound
of a passing steamboat as apprehended by an eel. Counterpointing
Proserpine’s breaths was a second cadence: the thump of the sap
pulsing through her xylem.

“She’s breathing,” I said. “Her heart is beating.”

“Vestigial reflexes,” Edwina said. “She’s no longer sentient, I
promise you.”

For a moment I considered reneging on my contract and going
back to Boston. Yes, I needed the money, but did I really want to
spend a year among people who routinely fashioned mutant lobsters
and breathing trees and God knew what other sorts of biological

surrealism?
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“‘No growth of moor or coppice,’” Edwina quoted as I returned
to my seat, “‘No heather-flower or vine, but bloomless buds of pop-
pies, green grapes of Proserpine.’” She extended her arm and har-
vested one of the mangrove’s fruits. “The world has never met with
my approval.”

“Yow’re an idealist,” I said.

“Or a cynic.”

“The same thing.”

It was a glib answer, and we both knew it. Although her polar-
ized lenses mitigated Edwina’s scowl, I still felt its impact.

“In any event,” she said, “from the moment of my daughter’s
birth, I contrived to give her a sheltered existence, educating her
entirely at home. Her father would not have assented, but he died
before she was born, pancreatic cancer, a banal end for a remark-
able man.” She took my hand and pressed the strange fruit into my
palm. “Javier calls them ‘rococonuts.” Charnock prefers the term
‘mummy kumquats’—‘mumquats’—for they can make the consum-
er imagine he’s immortal. Be careful where you eat your mumgquat,
Mason. Avoid precipices and quicksand bogs.”

“Thanks for the warning,” I said, nesting the fruit in my shirt
pocket.

Edwina raised her hand in a halfhearted attempt to conceal a
yawn. “By age six Londa was an expert swimmer. On the morn-
ing of her seventeenth birthday, she dove into a lagoon and struck
her head on a rock. Javier fished her out before she could drown.
Londa’s first trip to the mainland occurred in a medevac chopper.
The blow left no scar, but the resultant memory loss remains one of
the severest in the annals of amnesia.” She swallowed some coffee.
“Gradually it became clear that Londa’s childhood recollections
weren’t the only casualty—she’d also lost her ability to distinguish
right from wrong. Depravity is not a diagnosis one makes lightly,
but the evidence seems unequivocal.”

For the next fifteen minutes, Edwina expounded upon the sorry
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condition of Londa’s conscience. The feral adolescent had recently
set fire to the rug in the east parlor, stolen cash from Javier’s wallet,
smashed the dinnerware on the kitchen floor, thrown rocks through
the windows of Dr. Charnock’s laboratory, eaten mumquats against
her mother’s orders—the list went on and on.

“In undertaking Londa’s cure, you will have one great asset,”
Edwina said. “She has retained her ability to pick up any book and
absorb its contents at an astonishing speed, a genetic endowment
from her maternal grandfather. By devouring most of the Faustino
library, she has succeeded in reorienting herself to Western civiliza-
tion and its cultural norms. As for reality per se, she prefers to ac-
count for it in reference to the capricious Yahweh of prerabbinical
Judaism. Not the deity I would have picked for her, but probably
better than no deity at all, given her present stage of development.”

A disturbing image flitted through my imagination. I was in
Sinuhe’s surgical theater, Londa lying before me on an operating
table. I had scrolled her scalp away from her skullcap, sawed off her
cranium, and exposed her brain to daylight. Now all that remained
was for me to take up my knife and inscribe the Ten Command-
ments onto her cerebral cortex.

“T’ll be honest, Edwina. I'm hesitant to intervene so radically in
another person’s psyche.”

“Oh, but Londa wants you to intervene.”

Just then Proserpine, for no apparent reason, began to quaver, her
exposed roots vibrating like the plucked strings of an immense lyre.

“You’re certain the tree has no awareness?” I asked, brushing the
nearest branch.

“A complete void,” Edwina said. “No qualia whatsoever. If I
thought she was still suffering, I would immediately uproot her,
much as I would miss her sweet fruit and cool shade and unfailing
companionship. My daughter wants you to intervene, Mason, more
than you can possibly imagine. She wants it with the desperation of
the damned.”
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DRESSED NOW IN A BLUE SILK KIMONO, Javier reappeared
and, taking Edwina’s hand, guided her free of the chair. For an
instant the two of them seemed to be dancing, and it occurred to
me that Javier’s duties might include appeasing Edwina’s libido. I
doubted that he relished these carnal obligations, not if she was as
quixotic in bed as in conversation.

The three of us followed the labyrinth of shrubs and bushes to
a frosted-glass door that Javier slid back to reveal a courtyard tiled
with ceramic hexagons and girded by great ropy masses of jungle.
A fishpond lay at the center of the patio, complete with a school of
golden carp flashing through the shallow water like pennies spar-
klingin a fountain. Edwina led me to a round table swathed in white
linen and arrayed with porcelain bowls from which rose fragrant
twists of steam. Sliding into the nearest chair, I saw that we’d be
dining on calamari stew, and I wondered whether before turning
them over to the kitchen staff Charnock had given the little squids
fins or wings or some other capricious enhancement.

“The chardonnay or the merlot?” Javier asked Edwina as she as-
sumed her chair.

“Our guest will decide,” she replied, presenting me with a blank
stare. “Though personally I believe it’s barbaric to consume red
wine with seafood.”

“The chardonnay is fine,” I said, inhaling the perfume of the
hibiscus.

“Londa will have the usual,” Edwina informed her assistant.

As Javier passed through the patio doorway, a ginger cat with a
flat, churlish face escaped from the conservatory, scurried across
the tiles, and leaped into Edwina’s lap.

“In making your diagnosis,” she said, gesturing toward a dirt
path emerging from the forest, “you must not hesitate to risk Lon-
da’s annoyance. If we spare her feelings, she’ll never get well.”

Branches rustled, vines swayed, a macaw took flight, and the
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jungle brought forth a young woman of commanding height and
abundant auburn hair, flipping through a volume of the Encyclopae-
dia Britannica as if hunting up a favorite recipe in a cookbook. Was
she in fact reading the thing so quickly? Comprehending it? She did
not so much enter the patio as alight upon it—such was the fluidity
of her tread, the delicacy of her carriage. Bronzed by the tropical
sun, her arms extended from a white cotton blouse, her legs from
khaki shorts. Her cheek and jaw muscles seemed atrophied, giving
her a vacuous, uninhabited expression, but her eyes were as large
and green as mumgquats, and her lips had matured into an appeal-
ing pout. To cure this adolescent’s malaise, I realized, would be to
awaken a face of great beauty.

Edwina grasped her daughter’s free hand, pressing it between
her palms. “Darling, meet Mason Ambrose. He flew over a thou-
sand miles to help us with our difficulties.”

“Hello, Londa,” I said.

She set her book on the table and, extending her arm, gave me a
surprisingly vital handshake. “I am pleased to meet you, Mr. Am-
brose,” she said. Her voice had a hollow, ethereal timbre, as if she
were speaking from the bottom of a well.

The instant Londa slid into her chair, Javier reappeared pushing
a tea trolley on which rested the chardonnay and a carafe contain-
ing a mysterious ochre fluid. He filled Edwina’s goblet and my own
with wine. Londa received the unknown offering,

“Iced tea?” T asked.

“Coca-Cola,” Londa said. “At one time its promoters favored the
slogan ‘Coke is it, an assertion I find totally incoherent. Will there
be pecan pie for dessert, Mother?”

“Naturally.” Edwina brushed Londa’s forearm. “Some people
would say that by indulging my daughter I inflate her ego, but here
at Faustino we have little use for received wisdom.”

We proceeded to eat our stew, the silence growing increasingly
conspicuous. I doubt that Edwina consumed more than a mouthful
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or two, although the wine occasioned no such prudence, and she ea-
gerly drank three full glasses.

“The Kama Sutra catalogs seventy arts of graciousness,” Londa
said abruptly, staring at her half—empty bowl. “In 1859 the French
daredevil Charles Blondin crossed Niagara Falls on a tightrope.
The phylum Schizophyta comprises two thousand species of bacte-
ria. Cyrus the Great, Persia’s brilliant warrior and statesman, con-
quered Babylon in 500 B.c.”

“That’s very interesting,” I said.

“According to Sumerian mythology, the universe was fashioned
out of the primeval sea and divided into heaven and earth by Enlil,
god of air and storms. All igneous rocks begin as magma. In 1972
the American swimmer Mark Spitz won seven gold medals at the
Summer Olympics in Munich. The carrion-eating caracara bird
has sharp hooks on its beak for tearing open animal hide.”

I decided to begin my evaluation with the closest thing West-
ern philosophy has to a sacred text, Plato’s Republic. In Book One,
Cephalus defines “justice” as speaking the truth and paying one’s
debts. Socrates refutes this notion by suggesting it would be wrong
to repay certain debts—for example, to return a borrowed ax to its
mentally imbalanced owner.

I lifted a morsel of calamari to my mouth, chewed the rubbery
tissue, and said, “Londa, may I ask you a question? I would like you
to imagine that a woman named Alice has borrowed an ax from her
friend Jerome so she can chop a dead limb off her beech tree. When
Jerome comes to reclaim his ax, he’s obviously very agitated—”

“You mean he’s like me?”

“Like you?”

“Insane.”

“We’re not insane,” Edwina said.

“Alice becomes afraid that Jerome may use the ax to kill some-
one,” Isaid. “So here’s my question. Should Alice give it back?”

Londa closed her eyes. “In 1088 the Patzinak Turks settled be-
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tween the Danube and the Balkans. The talking drum of Nigeria’s
Yoruba people has strings that, when squeezed, can produce notes
ranging over an octave or more.”

“Please try to cooperate, dear,” Edwina said.

“The question has no answer,” Londa snapped.

“Many philosophers would argue that the question has a very
good answer,” I said.

“It doesn’t,” Londa insisted. “‘Dilemma, noun, a situation in
which a person must choose between two undesirable alterna-
tives.””

I glanced toward the nearest hibiscus. A swarm of butterflies
moved among the blossoms with rapid stitching motions, as if fash-
ioning a transparent gown with needle and thread. I fixed on Londa
and said, “May I ask you a second question?”

“Another fucking dilemma?”

Edwina winced. “Londa, darling, we do not say ‘fucking’ at
lunch.”

Having failed to get anywhere with Socrates’ ax, I decided to try
Lawrence Kohlberg’s variation on Jean Valjean stealing the loaf of
bread.

“Once upon a time in Europe,” I said, “a man was near death
from bone cancer. The doctors thought a particular drug might save
him, a radium extract that Fritz, the local pharmacist, had recently
discovered. Although Fritz paid only one hundred deutsche marks
for each specimen of raw radium—enough to prepare one ampoule
for hypodermic injection—he priced the dose at a thousand marks.
The sick man’s wife, Helga, went to everyone she knew to borrow the
money, but in the end she could scrape together only four hundred
marks. Desperate now, Helga begged Fritz to either lower his price
or let her pay the remaining six hundred marks in installments. But
the pharmacist said, ‘No, I discovered the extract, and I'm going to
profit from it That very night Helga broke into Fritz’s store and
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stole an ampoule of the drug. Now, Londa, here’s the problem. Did
Helga do the right thing?”

Her eyes narrowed to a livid squint. “Why would you ask me a
question like that?”

“It’s just a game,” I said.

“It’s a stupid game! You're trying to trick me! You're trying to
make me even crazier than I am!”

Edwina said, “Sweetheart, we’re not being fair to our teacher.”

A howl erupted from deep within Londa’s coltish frame, and the
next thing I knew she’d tilted her bowl ninety degrees, sending the
remainder of her stew slopping across the table. She bolted from
her chair and, kneeling beside the fishpond, dipped the empty bowl
into the water like a ladle. In a matter of seconds, she’d made a help-
less carp her prisoner.

“Londa, no!” Edwina screamed, startling her misanthropic cat,
who bailed out and disappeared down the jungle path. “The fish did
nothing to deserve that!”

“Titanium is the ninth-most-abundant element!” Londa wailed.
“In 1962, Francis Crick, Maurice Wilkins, and James Watson re-
ceived the Nobel Prize in Physiology!”

Still on her knees, she upended the bowl, dumping both the cap-
tive fish and its liquid habitat onto the patio. Somehow the creature
flipped from its left side to its abdomen, dorsal fin up. Inspired by
its success, the carp next attempted to navigate the tiles in a pathetic
mockery of swimming, It got nowhere, mired by friction and the
malign indifference of the carp gods.

“The rules of the ancient Chinese game of liu-po have been lost
to history! The bubonic plague of the 1340s killed nearly one-third
of Europe’s population!”

“Put the fish back!” Edwina shouted.

I leaped from my chair, seized the valiant carp, and heaved it
into the pond.
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“In 1900 the cakewalk became the most fashionable dance in the
United States!”

Crouching beside Londa, I set my fingertips beneath her chin
and lifted her head until our gazes met. Her nostrils quivered. Her
lips grew taut. Her eyes looked desiccated, as hard and dry as ball
bearings. Never had I seen such anguish in another human face, and
so it was that as the warblers sang merrily and the tanagers trilled
with unreflective joy, I vowed to Isis and Horus and most especially
to myself that somehow, some way, I would teach my sad and sorry

pupil how to weep.

AFTER LONDA TOOK LEAVE OF Us, loping into the jungle
with the fretful gait of a gazelle who’d lingered too long at the lions’
watering hole, Edwina rose and approached the pond. She stared
into its depths, counting the local population.

“Apparently this was her first carp attack,” she said. “Give me
your verdict, Mason. As a professional ethicist, would you say Londa
is a full-blown sociopath?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “I’'m not a professional ethicist. In my
opinion, nobody is.”

“Cruelty to animals is a strong predictor of future criminali-
ty,” Edwina said. “Most serial killers got started by torturing their
pets.”

We drank a final glass of wine, then talked about my con-
tract. Once it was clear that T understood the terms—beginning on
Monday, Iwould tutor Londa every weekday morning over the next
ten months, two hours per session—the conversation turned to my
living accommodations. Although Dr. Charnock would be happy to
offer me his hospitality, Edwina explained, I would instead occupy
a cottage on the very lagoon where Londa had fractured her skull.
I was about to contradict this assessment, noting that Charnock
did not seem like a person who cherished guests—I doubted he felt
comfortable hosting himself, much less intruders from the main-
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land—when Javier returned waving a cashier’s check for twenty-
five thousand dollars and explained that I could expect an identical
payment every three months. I decided that I would order myself a
laptop and also start sending regular grants from the Ambrose Arts
Foundation to my sister Delia in New York, so she could spend more
time attending auditions and less time waiting tables.

As dusk came to Isla de Sangre, Javier dropped me off at Char-
nock’s A-frame. The biologist was nowhere to be seen. Perhaps he
was in his laboratory, concocting our Jewish starfish. Beguiled by
the sound of the surf, I pulled off my shoes and socks and walked
down to the beach. The tide was going out. Again and again the sea
threw itself upon the shore and glided away, losing ground with
each cycle, a liquid Sisyphus.

““vhere no leaf

“‘Pale beds of blowing rushes,” I muttered,
blooms or blushes, save this whereout she crushes for dead men
deadly wine.””

I took the mumgquat from my shirt pocket, then knelt beside a
tide pool and washed the skin clean. Rising, I popped the fruit into
my mouth. The flesh fell away from the pit and melted into a thick,
sweet syrup that rolled across my tongue and, trickling downward,
caressed my gullet with a viscous warmth. I wrapped my tongue
around the stippled stone and spit it out.

Barefoot, I waded into the surf, and as the mumquat took charge
of my mind, I looked up and saw that Orion and Canis Major had
left their dark niches and were now romping together across the
sky. Even as the hunter and his dog gamboled through the celes-
tial meadow, my monarch butterfly fluttered into view, and behind
this regal creature flew ten thousand more, their wings beating
so vigorously I could feel the wind against my cheeks. Soon every
heavenly body above Isla de Sangre had transmuted into a radiant
insect, flitting and floating and pollinating the night with countless
new stars, and for the moment I was master of them all, an immor-

tal being, a god who answered only to himself.
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Chapter 3

PLATO HAD HIS REPUBLIC, Francis Bacon his New Atlantis,
Candide his El Dorado, and I my private cottage in the jungle, an
easy walk to Edwina’s estate. Among the amenities of this pocket
utopia, two delighted me in particular: a sturdy wooden deck over-
looking the algae-coated expanse of Laguna Zafira, and a home en-
tertainment center complete with a CD collection featuring the sorts
of orchestral music that would incline even the most stringent in-
terstellar cultural commission to rank Earth a civilized planet. On
the night before I was scheduled to give my pupil her first lesson, I
settled into the chaise longue, uncapped a beer, and made ready to
let Ralph Vaughan Williams liberate me from the prison of my skin.

Although “Sinfonia Antarctica” sounded as sublime as ever, its
pleasures were insufficient to keep me from brooding. Who was this
lost young woman whose broken moral compass I was expected to
repair? Would I need to teach Londa Sabacthani every ethical prin-
ciple since “Don’t eat of the tree,” or merely help her recover certain
previously assimilated rules that the amnesia had obscured? How
might I follow in the footsteps of Sinuhe’s father, finding and ex-

tracting the secret splinter that had paralyzed her conscience?
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“Sinfonia Antarctica” yielded to the “The Lark Ascending,” a
composition through which Williams, during my worst bout of
junior-year depression at Villanova, had single-handedly persuad-
ed me that the world was not in fact a festering cesspool of such pri-
mordial meaninglessness that even suicide would seem like a ges-
ture of assent. I drank one beer per movement, falling asleep in my
chair.

Shortly before dawn I awoke to find my bladder distended and,
less predictably, my mind ablaze with a bright idea. What Londa
needed, I decided, was to participate directly and viscerally in the
sorts of ethical dilemmas devised by Plato and Kohlberg. Instead
of simply pondering morality with her intellect, she must perform
morality with her hands and feet and organs of speech. To wit, I
would turn the Riddle of the Borrowed Ax and the Fable of the
Stolen Radium into drama improvisations, placing my student at
the center of both crises.

Somewhere in the void, the spirit of John Dewey, America’s
greatest philosopher and a tireless champion of learning by doing,
looked down on Laguna Zafira and smiled.

LATER THAT MORNING I jogged to the manor, flying past a
dozen languid iguanas sunning themselves along the forest trail.
AsImounted the steps to the veranda, Edwina came gliding toward
me, her chronically disaffected ginger cat curled around her neck
like a yoke. The beast hissed at me. I hissed back. Edwina explained
that her daughter’s rehabilitation would occur amid the estate’s
vast book collection, then guided me down the hall, through a set
of French doors, and into the library. Scanning my new classroom,
I felt a surge of optimism: the ranks of handsome hardcovers, the
globe as big as a wrecking ball, the pair of corpulent armchairs by
the hearth—it all seemed conducive to moral discourse of the high-
est order.

The one anomalous feature was a department-store mannequin,
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its tawny plastic flesh dressed in the incised breastplate, morion
helmet, and leather hip boots of a Spanish conquistador. Armed
with sword and musket, this vigilant agent of the Inquisition stood
guard beside the philosophy section, as if charged with making sure
nobody checked out a work by David Hume, Baruch Spinoza, Ber-
trand Russell, or any other heretic.

“We call him Alonso,” Edwina said. “He came with the mansion.
Javier likes to make up stories about him. Evidently it was Alonso
who convinced Ponce de Leon to quit the governorship of Puerto
Rico and go seek the fabled island of Bimini and its legendary Foun-
tain of Youth. In 1514, Ponce and Alonso stumbled upon a great land-
mass, which they called Pascua Florida, flowery Easter, because it
was Easter Sunday.”

Before Edwina could continue Alonso’s biography, Londa floated
into the room wearing white shorts and a red polo shirt. Her mother
and I wished her good morning,. Ignoring us, she approached the
hearth and flopped into an armchair. She stared into space, saying
nothing.

“Ponce and Alonso then embarked on a series of exploits,”
Edwina said. “Conquering the Florida Indians, quelling Taino re-
bellions back in Puerto Rico, and making pathetic attempts to cir-
cumnavigate their newly discovered island, not realizing it was a
peninsula.” She drew me to her side and continued in a whisper. “I
would say you've succeeded with Londa when she can see the irony
in a gang of adventurers seeking eternal youth while leaving corpses
wherever they went.”

Edwina slipped out of the room, closing the French doors behind
her. I settled into the vacant armchair and faced the dormant fire-
place—a peculiar installation here in the tropics, as incongruous as a
pinball machine in a funeral parlor.

“Mother doesn’t know jack shit about Ponce de Leén,” Londa
said abruptly. “He discovered Florida in 1513, not 1514.”
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“I'm sure you're right,” I said.

“It’s in the fucking Encyclopaedia Britannica. And he never mas-
sacred the Indians. They kicked his Castilian ass.”

“I’'m sure they did. Ready for your lesson?”

“No.”

“This morning we’re going to try something called a theater
game. You and I will play roles, like the actors and actresses you see
on television.”

“Mother doesn’t like me to watch television, but I do it anyway.
The comedians make me laugh. So do the soap operas and the tor-
nados and the children who’ve fallen down mine shafts.”

“Do you remember the story of Alice and Jerome and the bor-
rowed ax?”

Londa tugged absently at her auburn hair. “How could I forget?”
Issuing as they did from her infinitely absorbent brain, her words
had a double meaning: the story was memorable, and she couldn’t
have forgotten it if she’d wanted to.

“T’ll take the part of Jerome,” I told her, “and youw’ll be Alice.”

“Alice Walker is best known for The Color Purple, published in
1982. Mother tells me you’re from Boston.”

“Correct. Shall we start the game?”

“Boston is the capital of Massachusetts.” From her skirt pocket
she retrieved a matchbook and a blue pack of Dunhill cigarettes.
“During the Boston Tea Party, the colonists dumped three hundred
and forty-two crates of cargo into the harbor.”

“Londa, are you listening?”

“Our planet has a solid inner core, a molten outer core, a warm
rocky mantle, and a thin cool crust. On December seventeenth, 1903, the
Wright Brothers made four flights in their propeller-driven glider.”

“Londa, I need your attention.”

With a flick of her wrist she prompted a single cigarette to emerge
from the pack. “The filter tip goes in my mouth.” She wrapped her
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lips around the cigarette and slid it free. “The other end receives the
match. ’m seventeen years old, and I have many skills. I can bake a
cake, drive a nail, unclog a drain, and build a castle out of sand.”

“Does your mother let you smoke?”

“Yeah, but she’s not too fucking wild about it.” She struck a
match, lit her Dunhill, and launched into a deft impersonation of
Edwina. “‘Sweetheart, we know that tobacco is bad for our health.””
She removed the cigarette and coughed. “I’'m afraid Mother’s opin-
ions don’t carry a whole lot of weight in my book. Neither do yours,
as a matter of fact.”

I stared at a fire poker, standing in its rack like an arrow in a
quiver. During a postwar meeting of the Moral Science Club at
King’s College, Wittgenstein had reportedly brandished such an
implement in Karl Popper’s face when the latter refused to admit
there were no genuine philosophical problems, only linguistic
puzzles. My urge to similarly threaten Londa just then was not
negligible.

“You're suffering from a serious dysfunction,” I told her. “It be-
hooves you to cooperate.”

“I'm well aware of my serious dysfunction. Know something
else, Socrates? I'm just as fucking moral as you. Rule one: thou shalt
have no other fucking gods before me. Rule seven: thou shalt not
commit fucking adultery. I can recite all ten. Can you?”

“Your mother tells me you set fire to a rug. You’ve thrown rocks
through Dr. Charnock’s windows. That doesn’t sound like moral
behavior to me.”

“Me neither.”

“On Saturday you almost killed a fish for no reason.”

“If youw're worried I might break your windows, I promise I
won’t.” She parked the cigarette in her mouth and stretched out her
bare arm, poking the flesh with her thumb. “It’s so strange being
wrapped up in this stuff.” The cigarette bobbed up and down as she
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spoke. “Epidermis, dermis, fascia. ’'m always leaking. Blood, sweat,
saliva, mucus.”

“But never tears.”

Our eyes met. Her irises were two different shades of green. She
seemed about to waft out yet another datum but instead offered a
faltering smile and a snort of begrudging assent.

I climbed free of the armchair and, taking Londa’s hand, led her
to a mahogany reading table, where I seized a convenient duster, a
bouquet of white feathers sprouting from the handle. “Let’s imagine
this is the ax.” I waved the duster in Londa’s face. “Good morning,
Alice,” I began in a smarmy voice. “How lovely to see you today.”

Five seconds elapsed. Ten. Fifteen. Londa took a long drag on
her cigarette, then flicked the ember into an inverted crab shell that
evidently now functioned as an ashtray.

“Say something, Londa.”

“The age of once-living matter can be determined by measuring
its radioactive carbon-14.”

“Say something Alice would say. You’re Alice, remember?”

“In 1959, Los Angeles defeated Chicago to win the World
Series.”

“Londa, say the following: ‘Good morning, Jerome. Thank you
for bringing me your ax.””

“You're not Jerome,” she noted, blowing smoke through her
nostrils. “You’re Mason Ambrose. A mason jar has a wide mouth
and an airtight screw top.”

“‘Good morning, Jerome.’ Say it, Londa.”

“The Freemasons are known for their charitable work and
secret rites.”

“Say it.”

“Why the fuck should 1?”

“Because I'm the teacher and you’re the pupil. ‘Good morning,

Jerome.””
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Londa closed her eyes. She grunted and gritted her teeth. “Good
morning, Jerome.” She sounded like a microchip. “Thank you for
bringing me your ax. This is bullshit, Mason.”

“Happy to oblige, Alice. Isharpened the blade this morning—but
I forget why you want to borrow it.”

“I forget, too.”

“Perhaps you intend to remove a dead limb from a beech tree?”

“A beech tree, sure, whatever you say, except this is the fucking
tropics, and there aren’t any fucking beech trees around here.”

“How sad. There are plenty of beech trees back in Boston.”

“Boston cream pie has chocolate icing on top and a custard fill-
ing between the layers.”

“True enough, but you’re wrong about the Boston Tea Party.
Three hundred and forty-one crates went into the water, not three
hundred and forty-two.”

“No, three hundred forty-two.”

“Sorry. Not true.”

Londa cringed and sucked in a deep breath. “The Encyclopaedia
Britannica says s0.”

“An ancestor of mine was there, Londa. He counted the crates.
The encyclopedia is in error.”

Her body contracted as if she were a passenger on a plummeting
elevator. “You're lying!”

“Books are often in error.”

“Like holy fuck they are!”

“Three hundred forty-one,” I insisted.

“Forty-two!”

“Forty-one!”

Londa drifted toward Alonso and, tugging on his boot cuff,
dropped her cigarette butt into the cavity. She headed for the an-
cient-history section. I dogged her steps, the duster tucked under
my arm. She sprawled across a russet leather couch, rolled onto her
back, and pulled her hair over her face like a veil.
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“Was this a favorite beech tree of yours?” I asked, joining her on
the couch. Her sandals brushed my thigh.

For an entire minute, she made no sound, then at last she swept
the hair from her eyes and muttered, “You want me to pretend I’'m
Alice, is that it?”

“Uh-huh.”

“Would you like to hear my poem? ‘The French say merde. We
say turd.””

I stroked the back of her hand. “You know, Alice, I'd bet money
we're talking about one of your favorite beech trees.”

A pensive frown furrowed her brow, and she assumed a sitting
position, scratching her bare ankle with the opposite toenail. “When
I'was a little girl in Vermont,” she said slowly, precisely, “my father
suspended . . .anold tire. .. from the lowest branch. I spent many a
goddamn joyful hour swinging back and forth.”

“Then you must do everything you can to save the tree’s life.” I
set the feather duster in her palm and wrapped her fingers around
the handle. “However, I expect you to return my ax when I need it
again. Can you promise me that?”

“Sure thing,” she grumbled.

“The instant I ask for my ax back, you'll give it to me.”

“I fucking heard you the first time. I'll guard your fucking ax
with my fucking life.”

Not a breakthrough, exactly. No sea change in my nihilistic
nereid. And yet my spirits rose: I could see the photon at the end of
the tunnel. “Londa, you'’re doing great. I would even venture to say
you're having fun.”

“Fun? Right, Socrates. Fun on a bun.” She waved the feather
duster about like a pom-pom, then condescended to add, “This is
slightly less barfomatic than I was expecting.”

“You've got a real talent for improvisation.”

“Let’s just get it the fuck over with.”

“Scene two,” I said quickly. “One week later. Jerome has come
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back for his ax.” Seeking to make the game as engagingly lurid as
possible, I bared my teeth and presented Londa with the fierce,
burning gaze of Edward Hyde transfixing a barmaid. “I need my
ax, Alice,” Isnarled, “and I need it now!”

My savagery seemed to gratify her. “Thundering fuck, Jerome,
you look #pset!” she yelled, flourishing the duster in my face.

“My wife and I had a dreadful argument last night. With any
luck I’ll catch her by surprise.”

“Holy shit, are you saying you intend to ki// your wife? In Exodus,
chapter twenty, God says it’s wrong to kill!”

“It’s also wrong to break a promise. You said you’d return the ax
when I needed it. Now keep your half of the bargain.”

Reveling in the crude melodrama of it all, Londa marched to the
nearest window, threw open the shutters, and hurled the duster into
the jungle.

“Straight to the bottom of the sea!”

“Our friendship is over, Alice!”

She pivoted toward me, her grin as wide and moist as a slice of
melon. Hunching her shoulders, she released a high whistled C-note
and hugged herself with palpable delight.

“Curtain,” I said, dipping my head in a gesture of admiration.
“Congratulations, Londa. You just saved a human life.”

“Fun on a bun,” she said again, in a tone that, if not exactly
amicable, was nevertheless a full octave of sarcasm lower than last
time.

“I’'m going to reward you by ending the lesson right now. Class
dismissed. See you tomorrow morning.”

“Will we be doing another fucking theater game?”

“That was my plan, yes.”

“Will it be more interesting than this Alice-and-Jerome shit?”

“I think you'll like it.”

“I'was planning to play hooky,” she said, lighting a second ciga-
rette, “but maybe I'll fucking show up after all.”
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ALTHOUGH IT WAS Edmund Purdom’s wooden portrayal of The
Egyptian that inspired me to study philosophy, the sensibility that
underlay Ethics from the Earth was shaped no less by my father’s un-
married and peculiar sister Clara, who lived with us until, shortly
after my twelfth birthday, an ambulance took her besieged body to a
Germantown hospice from whose benevolent chemical embrace she
would never return. Aunt Clara was certainly no devotee of evolu-
tionary theory—she believed wholeheartedly in the affable Creator-
God of middle-class Methodist revelation—and yet for me her awed
appreciation of the world’s unglamorous species, its humble finches
and homely toads and mundane chipmunks, was in the very best
Darwinian tradition. Were I to paint the woman’s portrait, I would
depict her standing in our backyard, offering a squirrel peanuts with
one hand while holding a bird feeder aloft with the other.

Her passing was an event on which Ineedn’t dwell. Ishall merely
report that as Londa and I pursued our second lesson, an improvi-
sation based on Kohlberg’s Fable of the Stolen Radium, wrenching
memories of Aunt Clara’s ill-advised radiation treatments inevita-
bly rushed back. Yet I persisted, imagining that this eccentric rein-
carnation of St. Francis was looking down from on high and bless-
ing my attempt to give my pupil a robust naturalist ethics. Londa
took the part of Helga Eschbach, the woman whose husband was
dying of bone cancer. I cast myself as Jirgen Hammerschmidt, the
police inspector who apprehends her after she breaks into Fritz’s
pharmacy and steals the radium extract. An empty Perrier bottle
served for an ampoule of the vital drug,

“What’s going on here?” I demanded.

Londa puffed on her cigarette and clutched the green bottle to
her chest. “My name is Helga Eschbach, and my husband has a ma-
lignant tumor. Radium therapy might cure him.”

“Well, Frau Eschbach, it appears I’ve caught a thief.”

“Put me in jail—I don’t mind.” She hunched protectively over
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the bottle. “But first let me take this ampoule to my husband and
give him a hypodermic injection.”

“My duty is to uphold the law, not to facilitate the transporta-
tion of stolen goods.” I snatched the Perrier bottle away and, grab-
bing Londa’s arm, escorted her across the library toward the local
prison.

“The pharmacist pays only one hundred deutsche marks for each
specimen of raw radium!” she protested. “He charges a thousand for
the extract!”

Halting beside the conquistador, I absently took his sword by the
hilt and pulled it several inches clear of the scabbard. “A thousand
marks?” I'said. “A tenfold profit?”

“A thousand fucking marks,” she said, twisting free of my grip.

“How terribly unfair.”

“I pawned my wedding ring, sold our furniture, begged money
from friends. It wasn’t enough.”

“I must say, Frau Eschbach, I admire your effort.”

“Ilove my husband,” Londa said.

I let the blade slide back into place. “Even if the pharmacist
charged only five hundred marks, he would still be engaged in an
immoral activity.”

“But not an illegal activity?”

“Alas, no,” I said. “Whereas you are engaged in an illegal ac-
tivity—"

“But not an immoral one.” Londa took a drag and flashed a tri-
umphant smile.

“On the contrary, Frau Eschbach. What you’re doing is—”

“It’s pretty goddamn moral, isn’t it?”

I returned the Perrier bottle to Londa’s grasp. “Here. Give your
husband the treatment. I never saw you tonight, and you never saw
me—understood?”

“Understood.”

“Herr Eschbach is fortunate to have such a wife.”
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She stubbed out her cigarette on the conquistador’s breastplate,
then dropped the butt down the barrel of his musket. “Tell me your
name.”

“Hammerschmidt,” I said.

“I'shall not forget your charity, Inspector Hammerschmidt.”

“In certain contexts, Frau Eschbach, the sacredness of love
counts for more than the sanctity of law.”

“Why, Inspector—you’re a fucking philosopher.”

Much to Londa’s satisfaction, I laughed spontaneously, and then,
stepping completely out of character, gave her a tentative, avuncu-
lar hug. “Take your curtain call, dear. Soak up the applause. Catch
the bouquets. Great job.”

In a gesture that managed to be at once the soul of innocence
and the quintessence of suggestiveness, Londa took my hand, led
me into the biography alcove, and stamped my cheek with a moist
kiss.

“T’ll never forget Herr Huammerschmidt’s charity, and I'll never
forget your charity either,” she told me, pursing her lips. “I hope
yow'll always be my teacher, Mason, even after I get my conscience

back.”

A BORROWED AX, a beech tree, an ampoule of radium extract.
Three physical objects that had figured crucially in my efforts to
rehabilitate Londa, each with a unique essence, its axness, tree-
ness, ampoularity. But as Jean-Paul Sartre reminds us, in the case
of human beings this metaphysic is reversed: a person’s existence
precedes his essence—he is a subject among objects. The danger, says
Sartre, following Heidegger, is that he will “fall” into the world
of objects, becoming ever after the prisoner of arbitrary strictures
masquerading as universal principles. And so it was that I resolved
to give Londa a taste of Sartrean existential freedom, confronting
her with a dilemma beyond the competence of any canon.

The conundrum was one that Sartre himself had devised, con-
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cerning a student whose elder brother has died in the German of-
fensive of 1940. The student resolves to join the Free French and help
defeat the Nazi beasts who killed his brother, but his invalid mother
wants him to stay home. He is her only consolation, and she can’t
adequately care for herself.

To minimize the strain on Londa’s imagination, I decided
that the embittered student should be female. I cast Edwina as the
mother. Though preoccupied with packing—in twenty-four hours
she would join Charnock for a weeklong artificial-intelligence con-
ference in Chicago, where they would implore the neural-network
community not to make basket cases of their computers—Edwina
gladly took the part, and in a matter of minutes, the two actors had
fully immersed themselves in the bedeviling scenario.

“§’il te plait, Madeleine—reconsider,” Edwina gasped. “We’ve al-
ready lost your brother. I couldn’t bear to lose you as well.”

“Claude would want me to avenge his death,” Londa said.

“Claude would want you to look after me,” Edwina insisted.

“If I stay here, I'll spend every waking minute thinking of the
Resistance.” Londa grimaced and winced, as impressive an imper-
sonation of psychic torment as I'd ever seen. “On the other hand,
if T join the Resistance, I'll spend every waking minute thinking of
you.”’

“Exactly my point,” Edwina said. “Stay with me.”

“But, oh, Maman, consider the implications of driving the Ger-
mans out of France! Thousands of mothers—not just you, thou-
sands will get to spend their dotages with sons and daughters who
might’ve otherwise fallen into the Nazis’ clutches!”

Edwina cupped her palms around Londa’s shoulders, draw-
ing the child so close that their noses practically touched. “Dearest
Madeleine, how can you sacrifice my happiness to this futile busi-
ness of sniping at Nazis? How can you make a bargain like that?”

“I can make such a bargain because . . .”

“Yes?”
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“Because . ..”

“I'm listening.”

A tremulous moan broke from Londa’s throat. She lurched
away, rushing toward the conquistador. “Shit, Mason, you’re doing
it again! Youw're trying to drive me crazy!”

“Londa, that assertion gained nothing from the word ‘shit,’”
Edwina said.

“My head’s spinning,” Londa said. “Ineed...”

“A rule?” T suggested. “A binding principle? An eleventh com-
mandment?”

Gasping like the carp she’d almost murdered, Londa slumped
against Alonso. “The antimalarial drug quinine comes from the
cinchona tree! In Riemann geometry a curved line is the shortest
path between two points!”

“There are no rules for dealing with a dilemma like this,” T
said.

“An adult human skeleton contains two hundred and six bones!
Galaxies can be categorized as elliptical or spiral! Joyce Kilmer
wrote ‘Trees’!”

“Instead of applying a rule, you need to engage all your powers
of moral reasoning.”

“I hate this fucking lesson!”

Edwina cringed. “Londa, darling, we do not say ‘fucking’ in
school.”

Approaching my pupil, I took her right hand and massaged the
palm as if to heal a Christly stigma. She heaved a sigh, then re-
laxed.

“Let’s call it quits for today, okay?” I said.

“Good idea.” Londa inhaled audibly, filtering the stufty air
through her clenched teeth. “Best fucking idea I’ve heard all
morning.”

I retrieved my backpack from the reading table and pulled out
Ethics from the Earth. “For your homework tonight, please read
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chapter four and write a thousand-word essay giving your personal
reaction to the Stoics’ worldview.”

She assumed a facial expression combining forced exasperation
with genuine annoyance. “Well, that certainly doesn’t sound like
much fun.”

“It’s not supposed to be fun.”

“Haven’t you read the goddamn U.S. Constitution, Mason? Cruel
and unusual punishments are forbidden.”

Edwina said, “Londa, sweetheart, we do not stoop to sarcasm
during our lessons.”

Snatching the book away, Londa announced that she intended
to prepare herself “a morally degenerate lunch full of saturated fats
and refined sugar,” then exited the room with the punctuated jumps
of a nine-year-old playing hopscotch.

Edwina and I locked gazes, and I saw that Londa’s mismatched
green irises were a legacy from her mother. She laid her delicate
tingers against my cheek like a psychic healer performing a root
canal.

“She’s doing awfully well, wouldn’t you say?” Edwina ven-
tured.

“I see progress,” I replied, trying not to sound too satisfied with
myself. How many real philosophers, the kind with Ph.D.s, could
have brought Londa so far so fast?

“She knew why Madeleine felt compelled to fight the Nazis, but
she understood the mother’s feelings, too. Before you came here,
Londa couldn’t empathize with anybody except herself. ‘Progress’

is an understatement. I'd say she’s practically cured.”

THE LONGER I STAYED ON ISLA DE SANGRE, this tropical
Eden with its squawking birds, squalling monkeys, and murmur-
ing surf, the more certain I became that my years in academia had
wrought a serious imbalance in my mental ecosystem. Thanks to
Hawthorne University, a kind of Aristotelian kudzu had taken root

50



The Philosopher’s Apprentice

in my skull, choking out the more dynamic blooms and covering
the whole terrain with a creeping carpet of rationality. It was high
time for me to reclaim my natural right to entertain whimsical no-
tions and formulate indefensible ideas.

I resolved to spend Wednesday afternoon trekking around the
island, admitting to my consciousness every species of thought, no
matter how grandiose. If so moved by Lady Philosophy, I would
prove once and for all that humans possess a priori knowledge, devise
an airtight case against « priori knowledge, and pronounce so pomp-
ously on the mystery of Being that every Heideggerian within ear-
shot would reach for his gun. This strange vision quest, with its aim
not of spiritual enlightenment but of intellectual decadence, began
immediately after lunch. I donned my hiking clothes—the crate con-
taining my earthly possessions had arrived from Boston the previ-
ous evening—stuffed my backpack with three bottles of Evian and a
half dozenPowerBars, and set off for the beach, humming my favor-
ite melodic idea from “The Lark Ascending,” that passage through
which Vaughan Williams arranges for the listener’s soul and the
Hegelian World Spirit to fall madly and eternally in love.

According to Charnock, the island had the general shape of a
human kidney, and my intention was to circumnavigate the cortex
before the stars came out. At first my journey proved congenial,
and I continued humming “The Lark Ascending” while negotiat-
ing the range of dunes that separated the verdant rain forest and
the placid Bahia de Flores. The sky was the deep blue of unoxygen-
ated blood. The air was redolent of orchids and heliotrope. Shells
of every variety covered the sand—conch, clam, oyster, scallop,
mussel, snail—Darwinian artifacts that my imagination trans-
formed into cobblestones, and I soon fancied that I was strolling
the streets of eighteenth-century Konigsberg, following in Kant’s
footsteps as he explained why the physico-theological argument for
God’s existence did not yield a transcendent Creator but merely a

cosmic Architect at the mercy of available materials.
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By the time I'd traveled perhaps three miles, I was no longer a
happy hiker. Rivulets of sweat trickled down my scalp, making my
brow itch and my eyes sting. Mosquitoes whined in my ears like
defective hearing aids. Worst of all, an impediment now present-
ed itself, a sheer sandstone bluff bulking out of the rain forest and
jutting into the bay at the point where, if the island were indeed a
kidney, the duct would emerge. For an instant I considered making
an about-face and returning to my cottage with its mosquito netting
and cold beer, but instead some dormant sense of adventure awoke
within me, and I strode south into the jungle, the sound of the surf
falling away by degrees, from boom to growl to grainy whisper.

Several miles inland, I was astonished to behold the bluff merge
with a soaring concrete wall, not quite massive enough to confine
a gigantic prehistoric gorilla, but of sufficient height to discour-
age human traffic, its moss-cloaked bulk continuing south into the
jungle before dissolving in mist and shadow. Equally surprising was
the taut string rising from behind the wall to join a silken kite—a
golden phoenix with a flaming red tail—now lodged in a kapok tree.
I stopped in my tracks. Sobs filled the air. A child was crying, Of all
the explanations now flitting through my brain, I quickly discarded
my initial, admittedly far-fetched hypothesis—the child was a pris-
oner and had launched the kite to signal for help—and settled on the
obvious: distress over a lost toy.

Although athletically incompetent as a youngster, doltish at ev-
erything from softball to pitching pennies, a circumstance that pro-
vided my schoolmates with much unmerited amusement, I was
always a serious tree climber. Confidently I shed my pack and,
on the third attempt, leaped high enough to grab a limb. I hoisted
myself into the kapok and mounted the branches until one golden
wing was within my grasp. I unhooked the phoenix kite, untangled
the string, and, descending several branches, inched forward until
my feet dangled above the forbidden domain.

A slender little girl stared up at me, her heart-shaped face lumi-
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nous with gratitude. She wore a pink pinafore fitted over a blue dress
daubed with tomboy blotches of mud and moss, and she clutched a
wooden spindle around which was coiled the surplus kite string,

“I believe you lost this,” I told my beaming admirer, lowering
the toy into her outstretched arms.

“Thank you so much!”

She held the kite against her body like a shield, the vertical axis
extending all the way to her forehead. I moved to the bottommost
branch and, after hanging briefly like a sloth, uncurled my legs,
relaxed my grip, and dropped to the ground. No sooner had I re-
covered my balance than a large and lithe Doberman pinscher ap-
peared from out of nowhere, his amber eyes glowing through his
black-on-brown bandit’s mask as he patiently awaited the child’s
command to pounce on the intruder and extract his throat.

“My name’s Donya,” she said, stroking her guardian’s broad,
rocky skull. “And this is Omar.” The dog had been spared the modi-
fications to which breeders commonly subjected his kind—bobbed
tail, ears forced erect by scar tissue—but he looked plenty scary
without them. “What’s your name?”

“Mason,” I said, cautiously extending my hand, palm down,
toward the Doberman. “Hi there, Omar.” The dog sniffed my
fleshy offering, then issued a semantically complex snort. I was
not to be entirely trusted, but at least I'd followed the proper pro-
tocol.

Surveying my surroundings, I saw that Donya’s intention to
launch her kite that afternoon was not unreasonable, for we were
standing on a windswept scrubland broken only by distant ranks
of cypress trees and the occasional lone acacia. To have a success-
ful kite-flying experience here, one need merely avoid the concrete
wall and the forest beyond.

“I'm five years old, and 'm having a tea party with Rupert and
Henry and Deedee,” Donya said, starting away. “Would you like to

come, too?”
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“Sure.”

Crossing the scrub, Donya at my side, I looked in all directions,
hoping to spot an adult. Apparently the child was playing unsuper-
vised. What sort of dumb-ass, irresponsible parents would abandon
their preschooler to the perils of an island wilderness? Was Omar
really equal to any threat that might arise?

My hostess guided me toward a banyan tree as vast and sprawl-
ing as its Indian cousins, the naked roots arcing from trunk to earth
like ropes anchoring a circus tent. Cradled within its branches was a
clapboard cottage, white with yellow shutters, scaled to Donya’s pro-
portions. The child deposited her kite at the base of the trunk, told
her dog she’d be back soon, and directed me up a zigzagging wooden
staircase to the porch, where the other guests awaited. Donya made
the introductions. Rupert was a velveteen giraffe boasting red fur
covered with yellow polka dots, Henry a stuffed koala bear dressed
in a Come to Queensland T-shirt, and Deedee a plush chimpanzee
wearing a Florida Marlins baseball cap.

Stooping, I entered Donya’s diminutive domain. The raw ma-
terials of a tea party—four white china cups and saucers, a small
silver pot, a stack of peanut-butter sandwiches, a plate holding choc-
olate-chip cookies and vanilla wafers—covered a table adorned with
Ernest Shepard’s classic drawing of Christopher Robin descending
the stairs dragging Edward Bear behind him, bump, bump, bump.
Donya brought Rupert, Henry, and Deedee in from the porch, prop-
ping them up in their little cane chairs, then installed herself at the
head of the table. Given the frailty of the chairs, sitting was not an
option for me. I crouched in the corner.

“Might I infer you’re here on vacation—or are you a local resi-
dent?” In my efforts to avoid condescending to children, I common-
ly burden them with my most tortured diction, but Donya never-
theless understood me.

“I live here,” she said, offering me a cherubic smile. Freckles

decorated her cheeks like sprinkles of cinnamon.
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“With your mother and father?”

“Just my mother. I don’t have a father. Henry and Brock visit
every day.” Donya upended the silver pot, poured out a measure of
red liquid, and set the teacup before her stuffed chimp. “The other
Henry, I mean. Henry Cushing, not Henry Koala.”

“Is Henry Cushing a person?”

“Of course he’s a person. He gives me my lessons. Brock does,
too.”

How strange to think I wasn’t the only tutor on Isla de Sangre. I
wondered how many of us there were, and whether we all worked
for Edwina.

While my hostess filled two more teacups, passing one to Henry
Koala, keeping the other for herself, I increased my crouch ten de-
grees and peered out the window. A grand and garish edifice met
my gaze, a kind of ancient Spanish villa secluded by cypresses,
each tower capped by a conical roof covered in tiles suggesting fish
scales. Thick, swarthy vines crisscrossed the dark stone walls like
twine securing a brown paper package.

“Tell me your full name,” T said. “Is it Donya Jones maybe?
Donya Smith?”

“Donya Sabacthani.” Puckering her lips, my hostess whistled
“Pop Goes the Weasel” as she filled the remaining teacup and held
it out to me.

“Shouldn’t this be for Rupert?” I asked, staring into Donya’s
eyes. Her irises, like Edwina’s and Londa’s, were two different
shades of green.

“Giraffes don’t like Hawaiian Punch.”

“Donya, do you know your mother’s first name? Does she call
herself something like Judy or Carol or Edwina?”

“I call her Mommy. She’s the best mommy in the whole world.
She built the wall just for me.”

“Could her name be Edwina?”

“I don’t know, but I can show you her picture!”
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Donya reached under the table and obtained a blue lacquered
music box. She lifted the lid, unleashing a tinny rendition of “Lara’s
Theme” from Doctor Zhivago. The green velvet interior held sev-
eral pieces of costume jewelry, a compact mirror, and a snapshot of
Edwina wearing a grin as artificial as a paper carnation.

“My mother’s very pretty, isn’t she?” Donya said.

“Very pretty,” I echoed. In a rainy-day, Blanche DuBois sort of
way. “I’'m a friend of hers.”

“Are you a molecular geneticist, too?”

“No, I'm a teacher, like Henry and Brock. My student is your
sister Londa. She’s seventeen years old.”

“Idon’t have a sister Londa. Mommy says I’'m a lonely child.”

“An only child?”

“That’s what I meant. Only children are lucky. They get their
momumies all to themselves. What makes you think I have a sister
Londa?”

I took my first swallow of Hawaiian Punch. It tasted vaguely
like watered-down mumgquat nectar. Something extremely odd was
happening on this end of the archipelago. If the March Hare sud-
denly appeared at the present festivity, I would not be entirely sur-
prised.

“My student’s name is Londa Sabacthani,” I said.

“Well, she can call herself that if she wants to,” Donya said, “but
that doesn’t mean she’s allowed to be my sister.” She picked up the
snack plate and addressed the chimp. “Would you like a cookie,
Deedee?”

I affected a falsetto and dubbed in Deedee’s voice. “I would Jove
a cookie.”

“What kind?”

“Vanilla wafer.”

My hostess served her chimp a vanilla wafer and said, “I invited
Mommy to the party, but she’s in Chicago this week.”

“I know,” I said. “An artificial-intelligence conference.”
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“That’s right. She’s teaching people to be nice to their computers.”

I sipped more punch. Sinuhe’s favorite question rattled around
in my skull. Why hadn’t Edwina told me about this second child?
Why had she bisected the island with a wall? Why did her daughters
need separate estates? I wondered whether the woman in the photo-
graph might actually be Edwina’s twin sister, likewise a molecular
geneticist and likewise attending a neural-network conference in
Chicago—a fanciful theory, but not unimaginable.

I drained my Hawaiian Punch. “Donya, T have to say something.
This is important. If you ask me, a five-year-old girl should not be
out flying a kite by herself.”

“Mommy says that as long as I stay inside the wall, nothing bad
will ever happen to me.”

“I believe that an adult should be watching over you at all
times.”

Donya gestured toward the rear window. “Henry’s looking at
me right now.”

My opinion of parenting standards at Donya’s villa improved
considerably as my gaze alighted on the highest tower. A bulky
human figure, backlit by the descending sun, scrutinized the scrub
through a brass telescope. The instrument seemed focused directly
on me. I wondered if it was powerful enough to show Henry my
perplexed expression.

“Would you like to know the name of my house?” Donya asked.
“My real house, I mean, not my tree house. It’s Casa de los Huesos.
That means the House of Bones.”

“What sorts of things do Henry and Brock teach you?”

She bit into Deedee’s vanilla wafer. “You ask a lot of questions,
Mason. It’s getting on my nerves.”

“That’s not a very nice thing to say, Donya.”

Instantly her brow and cheeks turned red, and I braced myself
for a squall of tears, but instead she took a deep breath. “I'm ... I'm

sorry.”
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“T accept your apology.”

“P’m so sorry.”

“It’s all right.”

“I say bad things like that because I don’t have my rectitude
yet.”

“Rectitude.’ That’s an awfully big word.”

“Like the time I smashed Mommy’s cell phone and said I didn’t,
and that other time when I threw Chen Lee’s watch in the bay, and
once I dugup all of Mommy’s hyacinths. Henry and Brock are teach-
ing me the three R’s. Reading, writing, and rectitude.”

“I see.”

“After I get my rectitude, I won’t dig up any more hyacinths. Are
you teaching Londa her rectitude, too?”

“That’s one way to put it.”

Over the next half-hour, I consumed three additional cups of
punch, two peanut-butter sandwiches, and four cookies like no-
body’s grandmother used to make: disks of impossibly moist cake
studded with scrumptious chunks of chocolate. When not eating,
Donya and I played Candy Land, sang nursery rhymes, and dis-
cussed whether Christopher Robin might have found a more con-
siderate way to transport Winnie-the-Pooh downstairs. It would
be a better world, I decided, if tree-house tea parties occurred with
greater frequency.

At four o’clock Donya announced that Henry and Brock expected
her to be home soon, so we descended to the scrub. Omar sniffed my
knees, thighs, and ankles, quickly deciding I'd acquired no unaccept-
able aromas since his previous inspection. Donya made me promise to
visit her again. I scrambled back into the kapok tree. As I returned to
the jungle and retrieved my pack, Iwondered whether Edwina, by ap-
plying her considerable monetary and material resources to Donya’s
domain, had indeed made it a completely safe haven. Quite possibly I
was living on the wrong side of the concrete wall, and if T moved into
Casa de los Huesos, nothing bad would ever happen to me.
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A PARTICULARLY BAROQUE PRODUCT of Charnock’s ge-
netic engineering skills greeted me when I entered the library the
next morning, a winged and feathered iguana boasting the same
talent for uncomprehending repetition found also in parrots and
poststructuralists. The creature was perched on Londa’s shoulder,
swathed in her luxurious hair, his forked tongue flicking wildly as
he peeked out from behind her tresses like a theater manager count-
ing the house.

“Does he have a name?” I asked.

“Quetzie,” Londa replied, feeding the iguana a handful of dried
ants. Her bright yellow sundress gave her the appearance of a gen-
dered banana. “After Quetzalcoatl, the Aztec feathered-serpent
god.”

“Quetzie is a handsome devil,” the iguana said. His plumage was
indeed astonishing, a red-and-gold raiment flowing behind him
like an emperor’s robe.

“Quite so,” I told him.

“Quetzie is a handsome devil,” he said again.

“Indeed.”
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“Quetzie is a handsome devil.”

“There’s no disputing it.”

“Quetzie is a handsome devil.”

“That will do,” Londa said, and Quetzie apparently understood
her—at any rate, he dropped the subject.

“I'd like to see your homework,” I said.

Londa sighed and rubbed up against the conquistador’s breast-
plate like a house cat alerting its owner to the menace of an empty
food dish. “Your chapter on the Stoics—I’'m not sure how to put
this—it simply amazed me. My pathetic essay doesn’t begin to convey
what it’s like to meet a mind like yours.”

“Chapter four isn’t about my ideas. It’s about the Stoics’ ideas.”

Quetzie hopped from Londa’s shoulder to the conquistador’s
helmet. “Mason is a genius,” the iguana announced from his new
perch.

I furrowed my brow and groaned. “Did you teach him that dubi-
ous proposition,” I asked Londa, “or is it merely something he over-
heard?”

She smiled coyly, then approached a massive writing desk, or-
nately carved with flowering creepers—I imagined some mad Ca-
ribbean poet at work there, scribbling the national epic of Isla de
Sangre, a phantasmagoria of mutant lobsters, sentient mangroves,
talking iguanas, greedy conquistadors, and mysterious concrete
walls—and retrieved a printout from the top drawer. Retracing her
steps, she transferred Quetzie back to her shoulder and presented me
with an essay titled “In Praise of Adversity.”

“While you were slaving away on this, I had something of an
adventure,” I told her. “I was hiking along the beach and suddenly
found myself facing a high concrete wall. Do you know about it?”

She pursed her lips and shook her head.

“Evidently it runs far into the jungle. I climbed over—”

“I thought it was high.”

“T'used a tree. And you'll never guess what I discovered.”
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“The Fountain of Youth?”

“A large house—big as Faustino. Bigger, even. A villa.”

“How strange.”

“A little girl lives there. She calls herself Donya. Is that name fa-
miliar to you?”

“Idon’t think so. Donya?”

“That’s right.”

“Since I hit my head”—Londa gulped loudly, as if swallowing a
horse pill—“T’ve forgotten so many things.”

“Is it possible you have a little sister named Donya?”

She blinked in slow motion. “Mother says I'm an only child.
What makes you think this Donya person is my sister?”

Londa’s morality teacher now proceeded to lie to her. “A wild
hunch. I shouldn’t have mentioned it.”

“Shit, I hate it when the amnesia takes somebody away from me.
I goddamn fucking hate it.”

“For what it’s worth, I believe you’ve never met the child in
question.”

“Know something, Socrates? 'm not enjoying this fucking con-
versation one little bit.”

“Mason is a genius,” the iguana said.

“Shut the fuck up,” Londa said.

Quetzie took flight and landed atop the globe, perching on the
North Pole like a gigantic vulture about to devour the rotting car-
cass of planet Earth. I apologized to Londa for introducing such a
painful topic, promised never to do so again, then suggested that
while I negotiated “In Praise of Adversity,” she should amuse her-
self with a book of her own choosing. She ambled to the fiction col-
lection, plucking out Pride and Prejudice, and we sat down together
at the reading table.

I was barely two sentences into Londa’s essay before realizing
that she was uncommonly skilled at articulating her thoughts on

paper: not a complete surprise, given the many acres of text she’d
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soaked up of late—though, God knows, my Watertown High stu-
dents had rarely made the leap from reading lucid prose to writing

it. Her last paragraph struck me as downright eloquent.

Above all, the Stoics sought wisdom, a condition that T myself
hope to achieve after I stop wrecking and burning things. While
I can’t claim to understand this philosophy, despite Mason’s daz-
zling overview, I imagine there must be great rewards in living
one’s life by Stoic principles. Am I equal to the challenge? There’s

only one way to find out.

During the ten minutes I spent with her essay, Londa reached
the midpoint of Pride and Prejudice.

“You’re a good writer,” I told her.

“You think s0?” she asked. “How good?”

“Very good. Excellent, really.”

“I'm not as good as this woman,” she said, tapping her novel. “Jane
Austen makes me believe that Elizabeth Bennet is fucking alive.”

“A pithy tribute, Londa, but how about curbing the profanity?”

“Okay. Jane Austen doesn’t make me believe that Elizabeth
Bennet is fucking alive.”

I rolled my eyes and snorted. “You clearly got a lot out of my
Stoicism chapter. But there’s a small problem. From these pages it
almost sounds as if you intend to become a Stoic.”

“Of course Ido.”

“Stoicism died out fifteen centuries ago.”

“Quetzie is a handsome devil,” the iguana said.

“As a matter of fact, the experiment has already started,” Londa
said with a disconcerting grin. “Yesterday at lunch I had a smaller
piece of pecan pie than usual, and I passed up the scoop of vanilla
ice cream entirely. It’s like I said in my essay. ‘Just as nature abhors
a vacuum, a Stoic abhors satiety.” What’s more, as you may have no-

ticed, Ive stopped smoking.”
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“But not swearing.”

“I’'m working on it.”

“And how long do you plan to pursue this project?”

“Longas I can. The hardest part will be to stop masturbating.”

“I see.”

“I’m rather well informed about sex,” she told me, as if Id said
she wasn’t. “I’ve read all the books. Fanny Hill. Justine. Lady Chat-
terley’s Lover. I know there’s a positive side to fucking, but on the
whole it’s messy and dangerous, wouldn’t you say?”

I swiped my tongue across the roof of my mouth, as if to detach
a popcorn husk. “Messy. Dangerous. Yes.”

“A person could get a venereal disease.”

“This is true.”

“Do you have a girlfriend, Mason?”

“Not right now.”

“What about in the past?”

“Several girlfriends. You wrote a marvelous essay.”

“Did you fuck them?”

“We’re drifting away from the topic.”

She snickered and said, “Stoicism: putting pleasure in its place.
The Stoics believed that in bearing pain without complaint, a mortal
might transcend the mundane world and enter the eternal matrix
of divine thought—so that’s part of my experiment, too.”

“What is?”

“Pain.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Pain is part of my experiment.”

Several harsh and foreign chemicals flooded into my stomach.
“Pain has nothing to teach you, Londa.”

“Not according to chapter four.”

“The Stoics did not deliberately hurt themselves.”

“I intend to build on their work.”

The chemicals roiled around, interacting with the native acids.
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“Listen to me, Londa. You will not, under any conditions, you will
not hurt yourself.”

“Last night I snuffed out a candle with my hand.”

She held up her left palm. A shudder of alarm passed through
me. At the juncture of her head line and fate line, the very spot I"d
massaged twenty-four hours earlier, lay a stark white blister.

“Fuck,” I'said, frightened and confused but mostly angry.

“A useful word, huh?”

“I don’t believe this.”

“I moaned and whimpered, but I didn’t shriek. I also did stuff
with a rose thorn.” She extended her right thumb. An angry red
welt was blooming beneath the nail.

“Christ, Londa, I think it’s infected!”

“It hurts like hell.” She sounded pleased. “Later today I'm going
to sit in the conservatory and push a sewing needle through my
tongue and open my heart to the divine matrix.”

I clasped Londa’s shoulders and shook her, rhythmically, em-
phatically, as if I might dislodge her fantasies as I would a quarter
stolen by a vending machine. “You will zot push a needle through
your tongue! Not today or any other day! You have to promise me
that!”

“This is really important to you, isn’t it, Mason?”

“Promise me.”

“All right, if that’s what you want, I promise.” She approached
the world-eating iguana and gently stroked his tail feathers. “But I
don’t see how I’'m supposed to get cured if I can’t take my lessons se-

riously.”

WE PASSED THE REST OF THE MORNING in a heated and
unhappy conversation, during which I tried convincing Londa that
a person could comprehend a moral principle without becoming ob-
ligated to act on it. After a two-hour debate, she finally conceded
that self-mutilation was not essential to the pursuit of ethics, but
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her words sprang more from acquiescence than assent. Before our
next meeting, I told her, she must reread chapter four, searching for
the nuances she’d missed the first time around, the better to benefit
from our upcoming Stoicism role-playing exercise.

Idid not so much leave Faustino that afternoon as flee it, seeking
the buoyant company of Donya and the Edenic serenity of her tree
house. Jogging frantically along the beach, I vowed to begin Fri-
day’s lesson by inspecting Londa’s tongue and every other part of
her that lent itself to scrutiny. If T saw the slightest evidence of vio-
lence, I'would probably conclude that I'was out of my depth, return
to Boston, and send Edwina an e-mail advising her to replace me
with some fuck-the-Enlightenment Lyotard disciple from Vassar.

By the time I reached the concrete wall, a storm had broken over
Blood Island, not quite a Gulf hurricane but still fearsome, with
lashing winds and sheets of rain, and I was not surprised, after
scaling the rampart and surveying the banyan tree, to find Donya’s
little elevated cottage empty. I proceeded to the villa. The door-
knocker was a brass quoit fixed in the jaws of the same Aztec god
who decorated the portal to Faustino. I banged the ring forcefully,
thereby setting Donya’s Doberman to barking.

“Omar, be quiet!” came a man’s voice, chirping through the
loudspeaker above my head.

“It’s Mason Ambrose. I'm a friend of Donya’s.”

“Your reputation precedes you.”

Omar kept on barking. The door swung back to reveal the fran-
tic dog, bouncing up and down, bellowing madly, not far from
canine hysterics. Holding Omar’s collar was a portly middle-aged
man who introduced himself as Henry Cushing. His beard was
white, his brow sunburned, his manner genial: a Santa Claus for
adults, I mused, bringing tax refunds and nonaddictive hallucino-
gens to good grown-ups everywhere. Whatever explanation this
fellow might ofter for Edwina’s schizoid approach to parenthood, I

would take it at face value.
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At last recognizing my scent, Omar grew calm.

“When I saw Donya escorting you to the tree house, my impulse
was to run over and check you out,” Henry said. “But she and Omar
had obviously found you acceptable”—he released the dog’s collar—
“and they’re both excellent judges of character, so I decided not to
intrude.”

“She charmed me off my feet.” I staggered into the foyer, car-
rying with me a condensed edition of the outside storm, the rain
spouting from the sleeves of my anorak to form puddles on the stone
floor.

“Preschool children,” Henry said, “they’re one of the better
things in the world—wouldn’t you agree?—like red wine and New
Yorker cartoons and Christina Rossetti. ‘When I am dead, my dear-
est, sing no sad songs for me. Plant thou no roses at my head, nor
shady cypress-tree.’”

I peeled oft my soggy jacket and hung it on the coatrack. “You
left out George Gershwin.”

“Don’t tell Brock. He'd never forgive me.”

“My lips are sealed.”

“‘Be the green grass above me with showers and dewdrops wet.
And if thou wilt, remember. And if thou wilt, forget.””

Omar returned to his post, settling down on the rug before the
door. Henry led me into a Gothic parlor, its fluted pillars ascending
to a vaulted ceiling, its stained-glass windows thrusting ever heav-
enward like rectangles who'd found Jesus. Dressed in an oilcloth
smock and gripping a paintbrush, Donya stood before an artist’s
easel, staring at a half-finished watercolor of Deedee the chimpan-
zee. Her subject sat two feet away on a Windsor chair, self-possessed
as only a professional model or a stuffed animal could be.

“Donya, look who's here,” Henry said.

“Mason!” She dashed across the room and threw her arms

around me as if Twere Edward Bear himself, dropping by for a game
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of Candy Land. “I'm so glad to see you! I told Henry and Brock all
about our tea party!”

“The social event of the season,” I said.

“Look what Brock’s building for me!”

She led me to the far corner, where a man in his early forties,
handsome as Dorian Gray, was methodically adding tiny trees to a
miniature amusement park spread across a plywood platform. This
raucous and frenetic marvel, as lovingly detailed as the Lionel O-
gauge electric train set I'd inherited from my grandfather, featured
a Ferris wheel spinning in place like a vertical phonograph record,
a six-horse carousel rotating to the tune of “The Washington Post
March,” and a roller coaster subjecting a dozen diminutive passen-
gers to its scale-model vicissitudes. As I gaped in appreciation, the
tree planter introduced himself as Brock Hawes, “the sensitive half
of the relationship, Henry being in charge of dental appointments
and balancing the checkbook.”

“Donya, will you excuse us, darling?” Henry said. “The adults
need to talk.”

“I'want to stay here,” Donya said.

“Sorry, tomato,” Henry said.

“You can’t make me go.”

“Donya...”

“If you try to make me go, I'll tell Mommy you were mean to me,
and I'll do other stuff you won’t like either—with matches, maybe,
or scissors.”

“Know what, Donya?” Brock said. “I’ll bet you a million dol-
lars there’s something yummy in the fridge, second shelf down on
the right.”

“You can’t make me do anything. What’s in the fridge?”

“I forget exactly,” Brock said, “but there’s some major yummi-
ness involved, I promise you.”

Donya pirouetted toward the kitchen, moving so gracefully I
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wondered whether Henry and Brock’s curriculum might include
ballet lessons. Omar, stretching, rose from his rug and followed his
mistress out of the room.

“The person who hired you—she claims to be Donya’s mother,
right?” T asked.

“Edwina Sabacthani,” Henry said, nodding,

“Edwina,” I muttered. So much for my theory that Donya’s
mother was Edwina’s twin sister. I could imagine a Monty Python
routine about twins with the same first name, but I doubted that the
practice flourished on Isla de Sangre. “I'm working for her, too.”

“We know,” Brock said. “Donya told us.”

“Are you by any chance a connoisseur of children’s television?”
Henry asked. “Professor Oolong’s Oompah-pah Zoo?”

I shook my head.

“For six years running, I was Professor Oolong on Nickelode-
on, but then the ratings went south, and I became plain old Henry
Cushing, unemployed actor. This job has been a gift from heaven.
Edwina’s nephew used to enjoy my antics every Saturday morning,
and that was recommendation enough.”

“I 'was hired to tutor an adolescent named Londa,” I said.

“Londa Sabacthani,” said Brock. “Seventeen years old. Donya’s got
a fabulous memory. She showed you a photograph of her mother.”

“Who looks exactly like Londa’s mother,” I said. “Apparently
our students are sisters—half sisters at least.”

“Are you merely tutoring Londa,” Brock asked, “or would it be
more accurate to say you're rebabilitating her?”

“Rehabilitating, yes,” I said. “A diving accident resulting in ce-
rebral trauma. The symptoms include severe amnesia plus—”

“Let me guess,” Henry said. “Alienation, anomie, and sociopath-
ic behavior.”

I frowned and nodded.

“In other words, Londa woke up without a conscience,” Brock

said. “Donya has the same deficit.”
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“So I hear,” I'said. “No rectitude. What a strange coincidence.”

“I don’t think it’s a coincidence at all,” Henry said. “It appears
that Edwina has been playing games with our heads, and her chil-
dren’s heads, too, and maybe her own head as well.”

“Did Donya also have a diving accident?” T asked.

“Supposedly she fell off her bicycle,” Brock said.

“Londa has inherited her maternal grandfather’s gift for speed-
reading,” I informed my new friends. “And Donya?”

Henry hummed in corroboration. “Yesterday she got through
Heidi in fifteen minutes. This morning she devoured The Secret
Garden in ten.”

“Did Edwina ever mention a second daughter?” I asked.

Henry and Brock shook their heads in tandem.

“When I had tea with Donya, she told me she’s an only child,”
I said. “Londa believes the same about herself. Evidently Edwina
makes a point of it.”

“Curiouser and curiouser,” Henry said.

For the next half-hour, we attempted to construct a coherent
narrative that would account for the bizarre domestic arrange-
ments on Isla de Sangre, but far from dissolving the mystery,
we only deepened it. Our employer’s nomadism had us especial-
ly confused. Just as I'd assumed that Edwina resided exclusively
with Londa at the moldering estate called Faustino, so did Henry
and Brock believe she was permanently ensconced with Donya at
Casa de los Huesos.

“Apparently she spends much of her time on the move, a pecu-
liar lifestyle for a person allegedly in poor health.” Henry flipped
back the top of the carousel and removed the mini-CD. “Proposi-
tion, Mason. While the cat’s away in Chicago, why don’t we mice
spend Saturday afternoon exploring the island?” Receiving my
nod, he smiled approvingly, then inserted a disc labeled “Being for
the Benefit of Mr. Kite” into the carousel. “I can’t speak for you or

Brock, but I won’t rest until I’ve figured out precisely how many
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daughters Edwina has, and who their fathers are, and why the hell
the children aren’t supposed to know about each other.”

DURING THE INTERVAL since my last encounter with the
mutant iguana, a new sentence had coalesced in his cold-blooded
brain. When I walked into the library on Friday morning, Quetzie
stared at me from his perch atop the conquistador’s helmet and pro-
claimed, “All you need is love.”

“That’s a matter of some controversy,” I said.

“All you need is love,” Quetzie insisted.

Just then Londa stepped into the room, dressed distractingly in
blue denim cutoffs and an orange halter top, clutching her copy of
Ethics from the Earth. As she approached Quetzie, he hopped from the
conquistador to her head, so that she now wore an Aztec princess’s
feathered crown.

“Stick out your tongue,” I instructed her.

“I didn’t mutilate it.”

“All you need is love,” the iguana said.

“Stick out your tongue,” I repeated.

Londa stuck out her tongue. It looked entirely healthy.

“Show me your hands.”

She did as instructed. The inflamed skin beneath her thumbnail
seemed to be healing, likewise the blister on her palm, and I saw no
evidence that she’d manually snuffed another candle. Iinspected her
shoulders. No aberrations. I glanced at her knees and calves. The
skin seemed intact.

“I'm still a Stoic,” she explained, “but from now on I'won’t behave
like one, since it makes you so fucking unhappy, though your fellow
educator Jean Piaget believes that a developing child constructs her
world through action.”

“Your teacher this morning is Mason Ambrose, not Jean Piaget.
Did you reread chapter four?”

“Twice.”
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“Mason is a genius,” Quetzie said.

“Here’s the setup,” I said. “Imagine you're an artist living in a
contemporary version of the Stoics’ fabled City of Zeus. Your name
is Sybil Bright, and you believe that personal integrity is the high-
est virtue.”

“Let me get this straight,” Londa said. “I’m allowed to play at
Stoicism, but I'm not allowed to practice it.”

“What you’re not allowed to do is burn your palm or puncture
your thumb or any such crap,” I'said curtly. “A man named Alvarez
has come to your studio. He works for a bank. Ready?”

“Whatever you say.”

I rapped my knuckles on the reading table to simulate Mr. Alva-
rez knocking on Sybil Bright’s door.

“Could I have a minute of your time, young woman?”

Londa pulled a colorfully packaged piece of bubble gum from
her hip pocket. “My newest vice,” she said, unwrapping the pink
lozenge. “It helps me overcome the urge for a cig.”

I cleared my throat. “Could I have a minute of your time?” I said
again.

She shrugged and popped the gum into her mouth. “Would you
like to buy a painting?”

I pantomimed a banker entering Sybil’s studio. “Casper Alvarez of
the Seaboard Bank and Trust Company. I'm here to offer you a credit
card. No annual fee, a stunning five-point-eight percent APR, and you
get to accumulate a hundred and fifty thousand dollars in debt before
we bat an eye, assuming you keep up the minimum monthly pay-
ments.”

“I don’t need a credit card.”

“Sure you do.”

“Why?”

“To buy things.”

“What things?”

“A recreational vehicle, a snowmobile, a sailboat, a home the-

ater.”
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“Will they make me a better person?” she asked.

“They won’t make you better,” I said, “but they’ll afford you
countless hours of enjoyment.”

“We Stoics distrust enjoyment. My life is a quest for divine
wisdom.”

“Don’t be self-righteous, Sybil. When you experience intima-
tions of the numinous, this gives you a rush of satisfaction.”

“True enough, but it’s the wisdom I value, not the rush.”

A crackerjack retort, I thought. Perhaps I was a better teacher
than I knew.

Our conversation went on for another twenty minutes, an inter-
val during which Mr. Alvarez failed to make Sybil stray even one
centimeter from her personal code with its imperatives of integrity,
forbearance, and openness to epiphany.

“Curtain,” I said, resting an affirming hand on Londa’s bare
shoulder. “You were terrific.”

“Was 1?7

“Absolutely sensational. For Monday’s class, I want you to study
the next chapter, all about Epicurus, then write out a two-page con-
versation between an Epicurean and an anti-Epicurean.”

She set her hand atop mine, pressing down until I felt the bone
beneath her flesh. “The Epicureans believed pleasure was a virtue,
didn’t they?”

“True enough,” I'said, retrieving my hand.

“You won’t allow me to experiment with pain. Am I supposed to
run screaming from pleasure, too?”

“Depends on what you mean by pleasure. An Epicurean would
be the first to argue that hedonism is both degrading and dan-
gerous.”

Londa blew a bubble that looked like a pink cantaloupe. She let
it pop, returned the strands to her mouth, and smiled. “I’ve got
the whole fucking weekend ahead of me. There’s no telling what I
might do.”
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ON SATURDAY MORNING I filled my backpack with trail mix
and juice boxes, then hiked to Casa de los Huesos, where I found
everyone assembled on the lawn for croquet—Donya, her tutors,
plus a rangy Asian man and a ruddy, zaftig woman, whom Henry
introduced as, respectively, Chen Lee, “a cook with Szechuan cre-
dentials,” and Rosita Corona, “a gardener with a green thumb on
each hand.” Omar sat on his haunches just beyond the midfield
stake, ready to referee. Donya offered me the blue-striped mallet—
me, the washout at soccer, badminton, volleyball, kick the can, and
every other athletic activity save tree climbing,. I told her I'd rather
watch.

The game was barely ten minutes under way when I realized
that the four adults were arranging for Donya to win. They de-
liberately missed wickets, allowed her to retake bobbled shots, and
declined to roquet her ball even when that was the only rational
tactic. I wondered how this pathetic charade was supposed to fur-
ther her moral education. Did Henry and Brock really believe that
a sham victory would help give Donya a superego?

When at last the contest reached its predictable conclusion,
Donya the winner and still champion, Henry shouldered his own
backpack, bulging with luncheon delicacies secured in Tupperware
containers, then announced that he and I were about to go ram-
bling around the island in imitation of Robinson Crusoe.

“I want to come, too!” Donya shouted.

“Sorry, cupcake,” Henry said.

Storm clouds gathered above the child’s head. She screwed her
features into a cameo of disgust and hurled her croquet mallet onto
the grass. “You never let me do anything!”

“Guess what, pumpkin?” Brock said, strolling nonchalantly up
to Donya. “A special package came yesterday.”

“What special package?” she demanded shrilly. “What was in it?”

“Indoor voice, Donya,” Brock admonished her, “indoor voice.”
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“But we’re outdoors.”

“Let’s say we go open that special package,” Brock suggested,
stooping into a leapfrog position. Donya jumped onto his shoulders,
swinging her legs around his neck. He rose, grasped her ankles, and
started toward the villa. “I think it might be the bumper cars for our
amusement park.”

“Giddyap!” Donya cried. “Giddyap! Giddyap!”

As I followed Henry across the croquet field, barely resisting the
temptation to hook my instep under the wickets and loft them into
the air, he informed me that in fact the narrative of Robinson Crusoe
was much on his mind these days. He'd recently hit on a concept for
a children’s show, Uncle Rumpus’s Magic Island, centered on a cast-
away who spends his days combing the beach for whatever flotsam
and jetsam might help him to survive. Being part of a larger arti-
fact, each piece of junk he finds proves perplexing—table leg, bicycle
chain, umbrella frame, clock face—and so Rumpus enlists his young
viewers in interpreting each treasure, thus presumably enhancing
their powers of inference.

“I'think the Nickelodeon people will go ape,” he said. “I just need
to show them a couple of spec scripts.”

Breaching the rain forest, we headed south along the wall, the
ground beneath our feet dissolving in muck and marsh, the air
thickening with bird cries, primate calls, and peppery swarms of
gnats. The farther inland we ventured, the more Isla de Sangre re-
vealed itself as a world of great beauty and abiding strangeness. We
gobbled trail mix under the watchful eyes of an alligator clan whose
title to the surrounding swamp we were not about to dispute, drank
cranberry juice by an amber waterfall cascading down a series of
ridges like ale spilling from an ogre’s keg, and consumed our lunch
near a quicksand bog ringed by astonishing conical blossoms as large
and golden as French horns.

“Do you always let Donya cheat at croquet?” I asked, eating the
last red grape.
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“The first time we played, she lost and became instantly hysteri-
cal,” Henry replied. “She ran into the kitchen screaming, ‘I’'m no
good! I'm no good!” If Chen hadn’t intervened, she would’ve cut off
her little finger with a bread knife.”

“Jesus.”

“She’s a far more troubled child than she appears. For the im-
mediate future, we’re wiring the game in her favor.”

“On the day I first met Londa, she tried to kill a carp,” I'said in a
commiserating tone. I approached the nearest blossom and inhaled
its perfume, a heady scent suggesting pumpkin pie topped with
mumgquat nectar. “We’ve spent the past week acting out ethical di-
lemmas. I think it’s helping.”

Henry joined me by the flower, savoring its fragrance. “Oddly
enough, the therapy that seems to work for Donya is DVDs of mor-
alistic TV programs.”

“You mean like Professor Oolong’s Oompah-pab Zoo?”

“Professor Oolong rarely addressed matters of right and wrong,
We started her out on Mister Rogers’ Neighborhood, and we’ve just
added that family-values superhero thing from the Jubilation Chan-
nel, The Kindness Crusaders. Sure, they’re grinding the usual salva-
tion ax, but the ratio of ethical signal to evangelical noise is much
better than you’d expect. Be gentle, be generous, think of someone
besides yourself—who can argue with that?”

“And you’ve seen progress?”

Henry raised his eyebrows and dipped his head. “Before the
month is out, I believe that Donya will come to us and say, ‘I know
you've been letting me win at croquet, and I want you to stop it.””

We resumed our trek, eventually reaching the island’s ragged,
craggy spine. Here the wall met a second such concrete barrier, an-
gling off abruptly to the right, the juncture reinforced by a sand-
stone pillar as white and coarse as the saline remains of Lot’s wife.
Henry suggested that we had “nothing to gain by staying inside the
box,” and I agreed. It took us only a minute to locate an overhang-
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ing kapok limb. We availed ourselves of this natural bridge—despite
his bulk, my companion was quite agile—crossing over the rampart
without mishap and dropping safely to the ground.

The pillar, we now saw, lay at the hub of three discrete walls.
Supplementing the familiar north-to-south barrier were two
others, one running southwest along the ridge, its twin coursing
southeast into the forest, both stretching past the limits of our vision
but seemingly destined for the sea, an arrangement that evidently
divided Isla de Sangre into three equal regions. From a frigate bird’s
perspective, Henry and I were standing in the cusp of an immense
slingshot. We proceeded due south, along the trajectory of an imagi-
nary flung stone, improvising a downward path through a dense
and fecund wedge of jungle.

By midafternoon the forest had turned to scrub, and then a
ribbon of gravel appeared, perpendicular to our path. To be sure,
we were inclined to follow this unexpected road—it might teach us
something important about the island, and its pursuit was unlikely
to involve alligators or quicksand—but we decided it was probably
an enticement, built by Edwina to lure her more inquisitive employ-
ees away from places she didn’t want them to see. We crossed the
road and continued our journey, descending toward a line of cypress
trees, and in time the guttural hiss of the incoming tide reached our
ears.

Beyond the cypress windbreak, another surprise awaited us, a
Spanish fortress lying in ruins like a sand castle demolished by a
wave. Only the central keep remained, emerging from a rocky spit
surrounded by a turbulent green bay. The longer I stared at that
looming tower, the more ominous it seemed—a twin to Kafka’s
castle, perhaps, or an Auschwitz chimney, or a nuclear-tipped mis-
sile. Stoicism was an admirable philosophy, and Epicureanism had
much to recommend it, but no Greek school would ever equip Londa
to comprehend and critique the bombs and rockets of modernity. We

must advance to the Enlightenment as soon as possible.
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Having come so far without misadventure, Henry and I blithely
decided to inspect the woebegone stronghold. We approached slowly,
moving among lone acacias and solitary boulders, until at last we
reached sea level. A gazebo appeared before us, a bamboo construc-
tion as large as a village bandstand, its funnel-shaped roof shading
two human figures, one slender and birdlike, the other squat and
sluggish.

Anger rushed through me like a hit of grappa. Edwina had lied
to us. She and Charnock were not in Chicago any more than Henry
and I were in Istanbul.

“Rubbish,” my employer was saying. “Pure twaddle.” She stepped
toward the gazebo bench, on which rested a glass container the size
and shape of a fire hydrant. “You need a vacation, that’s all.”

Henry and I ducked behind the nearest acacia.

“This isn’t fatigue,” Charnock said.

“Who’s the troll?” Henry whispered.

“Biologist named Charnock,” I replied. “Operates a genetic-en-
gineering lab near Faustino. Overstrung, irritable, probably a little
nuts.”

“Coming soon to a theater near you,” Henry muttered, “7The
Mad Doctor of Blood Island.”

“Indeed.”

“That’s a real movie.”

“No doubt.”

Scrutinizing the glass object, I realized it was a huge beaker to
which various devices—pump, compressor, oxygen tank—had been
retrofitted, presumably to sustain whatever being inhabited the
foggy interior.

“I’'m experiencing—what should I callit?—a crisis of conscience,”
Charnock said. “During this past month, I've extinguished forty-
three embryos.”

“Naturally you heard their pathetic little screams.” Edwina

made no effort to purge her voice of scorn.
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“Some screams are silent,” Charnock said.

“Since you so enjoy crying crocodile tears over dead embryos,
perhaps you should join a community of like-minded mourners,”
Edwina said. “The Roman Catholic Church, for example, or the Re-
publican Party.”

“I'had imagined our having a serious discussion.”

Edwina offered no response but instead sat down beside the
beaker and contemplated its misty reaches. “You do beautiful work,”
she said at last, her tone now free of sarcasm—tender, in fact, almost
reverent. “The painter has his pigments, the sculptor his stone, and
you have your medium, too.”

“My medium, right,” Charnock said. “Bald egotism combined
with rampant ambition and galloping self-deception.” He settled his
gelatinous frame onto the bench and heaved a sigh. “Maybe you're
right. Maybe I need a vacation.”

“Then take one, for Christ’s sake.” Edwina gestured toward the
tower. “We can bring everything to fruition as early as ... when?
Tomorrow afternoon?”

“God rested on Sunday. I intend to do the same.”

“Monday night?”

Charnock grunted in assent.

“And then we’ll send you to the Bahamas,” Edwina said.

“I'would prefer Hawaii.”

“Excellent choice. You'll have a splendid time. I picture you on
Waikiki Beach, drinking mai tais and diddling the native girls.”

“I thought I might get around to reading #ar and Peace,” Char-
nock said.

At that instant the vapor in the beaker lifted, and I saw a sleek,
tishlike something immersed in a translucent fluid. Briefly Char-
nock and Edwina contemplated the creature, and then the fog rolled
in again.

“She’ll be the best of the lot,” Charnock said.

“Do you hear the man, Yolly?” Edwina said. “You're the best.
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And don’t worry about living up to your Potential. There are people
around here who will do that for you.”

NEEDLESS TO SAY—a phrase that any language-obsessed,
word-bewitched, Wittgenstein-haunted philosopher like myself
uses only with great reluctance—needless to say, Edwina’s duplic-
ity was the principal topic of conversation as Henry and I headed
back to Casa de los Huesos. At first, he sought to explain away her
presence in the gazebo. Perhaps the artificial-intelligence confer-
ence had been canceled. Maybe Edwina and Charnock had given
their presentation and flown directly home. But the tension in Hen-
ry’s voice suggested that he, too, felt betrayed, and by the time we
reached the sandstone pillar, he was imagining how we might de-
ceive Edwina in kind.

“T’ll spare her my incredulity but not my curiosity,” he said.
“Come Monday night, when she and Charnock do whatever the hell
they’re planning to do, I'm going to be there, hiding in the shadows.
Might I persuade you to join me?”

I responded at once, without consulting the more prudent and
self-protective areas of my brain—“You bet, Uncle Rumpus, I'm
your man”—and so we agreed to become uninvited visitors to the
crumbling tower, spying on our employer and her majordomo as
they performed their alchemical mischief.

On Monday morning I left the cottage promptly at nine-thirty
and headed for Faustino with the aim of tutoring Londa in Epi-
cureanism. Suddenly, with an almost predatory pounce, she burst
from the jungle and, landing on her feet, stationed herself directly
in my path. Her attire was as minimalist as a knock-knock joke: a
yellow spandex tube top revealing regions of skin both tanned and
untanned—apparently she favored one-piece bathing suits—plus
pink flip-flops and a white towel slung around her waist like a
sarong.

“Hardly the proper outfit for a philosophy lesson,” I admon-
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ished her. “You'll have plenty of time to go swimming this after-
noon, but right now your business is chapter five.”

“You asked me to make up a conversation between an Epicure-
an and an anti-Epicurean,” she said, opening her shoulder bag and
taking out a manuscript of perhaps a dozen pages. “Before I knew it,
Id written a one-act play.”

“That’s swell,” I said mordantly. “Now go change into some-
thing that bespeaks the life of the mind. I'll read your play in the
meantime.”

“I call it Coral Idolatry,” she persisted, depositing the pages in my
hands. “I’ve given you the part of Thales, a fictional Greek Epicu-
rean. I'm playing Sythia, a sea nymph seeking to fulfill her destiny.
The setting is my secret beach. Follow me.”

Although Londa’s interpretation of the assignment struck me as
too clever by half, I decided that such creativity was to be encour-
aged, so I allowed her to lead me along a path I'd never taken before.
In time the trees and bushes yielded to dunes as white as refined
sugar, a pristine canvas that, as we continued our walk, the incom-
ing tide painted in agreeable shades of beige and brown. A quarter
mile out to sea, a mound of crimson coral rose from the reef like
a buoy, and the instant Londa told me the formation’s name, the
Red Witch, I knew exactly what she meant, for it indeed resembled a
crone wearing a conical hat.

“Don’t worry, I’'m not about to bore you with a thousand facts
about witches,” Londa said.

Spontaneously I removed my socks and sandals, allowing my
toes to savor the sand. Directly before us lay a piece of driftwood
that suggested the horned head of a Cretan bull, and Londa now
instructed me to sit between the prongs and wait for the curtain to
rise. I declined, explaining that the sun was too hot for a pale phi-
losopher from Boston, and if I stayed out here much longer, I'd be
broiled alive. Londa responded by retrieving a bottle of sunscreen

from her bag and spraying my bare arms.
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“Close your eyes,” she demanded.

I did so. A vivid bloodscape filled my field of vision. Londa lac-
quered my brow, jaw, nose, and neck, rubbing the juice into my
pores with two contiguous fingertips.

“Your cue occurs halfway down the page,” she said. “‘Will the
man I see before me grant my wish?’”

She unhitched the towel from her waist, letting it drop in a heap
on the sand. Her bikini bottom matched her tube top in color and
audacity. She headed toward the Red Witch, wading into the bay
until it reached her hips. She took a breath and disappeared. Evi-
dently her diving accident had not left her with an indiscriminate
fear of water. I sat on the driftwood and glanced at the script. The
setting was a Greek island called Sérifos. According to the stage di-
rections, the undine Sythia would now abandon her home beneath
the waves and approach Thales as he relaxed on the shore thinking
rarefied Epicurean thoughts.

“Action!” I called in Londa’s direction.

Slowly, elegantly, she rose from her aquatic abode, the foam
spilling from her hair, cascading down her tube top, trickling along
her thighs. She strode toward me through the surf, each step an
emphatic splash.

“‘An undine lives with one purpose in her heart,”” she de-
claimed, as that was indeed Sythia’s first line. “‘She seeks a mortal
who will love her, betroth her, and lavish his body upon her, for in
this manner alone might she acquire a soul’” Gaining the beach,
she took a dozen steps forward and stood over Thales, dripping sea-
water on his script. “‘Two hundred days have I followed the subma-
rine currents, seeking the legendary Isle of Sérifos, whose pleasure-
loving Hedonists never hesitate to avail themselves of succulent
nymphs and willing sylphs. Could it be that my search has finally
ended? Might the man I see before me grant my wish?’”

“‘Forgive me for gaping, but I'm astonished to find myself a

mere stone’s throw from a creature of your kind,’” I said. “‘Until
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now I’ve observed undines only from afar. Whenever I take ship, I
stand on the deck and stare out to sea, hoping to glimpse a nymph
sporting with the dolphins.’”

“‘My name is Sythia. Are you a Hedonist?”

“‘Call me Thales, disciple of Epicurus.’”

“‘Epicurus? Then I must surmise that for you the essence of plea-
sure is the removal of pain.’”

“‘True, fair Sythia. Once pain is gone, pleasure admits of varia-
tion but not of increase. I'm equally at odds with the self-indulgent
Hedonists and the life-denying Stoics. An Epicurean pursues the
quiet virtues. Friendship, conversation, tranquillity.””

“‘So for you the nubility of an undine is no more pleasurable
than the nobility of an idea?’”

“Quite so.””

“‘Could you direct me to the nearest Hedonist?"”

“‘Alas, there are none on this isle.””

“Td heard that Sérifos is swarming with profligates.’”

“‘You were misinformed.””

It was at this point that T had the good sense to skim the next
three pages, and what I encountered was so appalling I had no choice
but to shut down the production on the spot.

“Well, Londa,” I said, lurching free of the driftwood and step-
ping out of character, “you certainly know your Epicureans. I es-
pecially enjoyed your wordplay: nubility, nobility. Wonderful. For
your next assignment, Id like you to—"

“We aren’t finished.”

“I glanced ahead,” I told her. “The script requires you to kiss me
on the lips.”

“No, the script requires Sythia to kiss Thales on the lips. And for
Thales to kiss her back, and before you know it, they’re following
their pagan impulses.”

“Only last Thursday, you described that sort of behavior as

messy and dangerous. An Epicurean eschews all pleasures that
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have potentially painful consequences. Bacchanals, binges, forni-
cation.”

“But that’s what makes the play interesting,” Londa insisted,
running a hooked finger along her thigh to remove a furl in her
bikini bottom. Her nipples had molded the yellow spandex into
lemon drops of such magnificence they would have confounded any
passing postmodernist bearing theories of gender as a social con-
struction. “Thales is torn in two. He can’t decide between his desire
for the undine and his loyalty to Epicureanism.”

“Your assignment for tomorrow is to read my chapter on Aris-
totle’s Nicomachean Ethics,” 1 said. “We’ll sit in the library and dis-
cuss it wearing street clothes.”

“Of course, after Sythia and Thales have their roll in the clover,
he realizes that pleasure does come in degrees.” Londa took hold of
her beach towel, spreading it across the sand as if fitting a sheet to
a mattress. “And once Thales realizes that Epicureanism is flawed,
he no longer hesitates to bend its rules.”

This was not an unprecedented situation. Such circumstances
had arisen before. Young teacher, moonstruck student, sufficient
privacy. On numerous occasions throughout human history, these
very factors had come into conjunction.

“I’'m not going to kiss you,” I said.

“Once you give me a conscience,” she replied, setting her rump
on the towel, “I’'ll become a completely honest person, won’t 1?”

“No one’s completely honest.”

“But it’s an ideal worth striving for, right?”

“Indeed.”

“Do you want to kiss me, Mason? Tell me honestly.”

Saying nothing, I resumed my driftwood seat and pulled my
socks back on without bothering to shake out the sand. I restored
my sandals, the straps and buckles vibrating in my hands. Londa
stayed on her towel, smiling broadly as she arranged herself in a
lotus position.
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“The Aristotle chapter is one of my better efforts,” I said. “Study
it thoroughly.”

“Don’t you want to fuck me?” she asked.

“Pay particular attention to the notion that virtue consists in
avoiding extremes. When Aristotle speaks of the optimum response to
a stimulus, he’s not endorsing mediocrity. He’s celebrating harmony.”

“Mother is still in Chicago. Dr. Charnock never comes here. We
could fuck until our eyes fell out, and nobody would know.”

My stomach seemed to break free of its moorings and, ascend-
ing, collide with my heart. An erotic lava gushed through my veins.
“This sunscreen isn’t working very well,” I said, starting into the
jungle. “I’'m getting burned.”

“What did you think of my play?” she called after me.

“B-plus at the very least, perhaps an A-minus!” I shouted over
my shoulder. “Class dismissed!” I cried, running toward my cottage

as fast as my conscience could carry me.

A SIMPLE CONCRETE WALL, anunremarkable rampart of sand
and cement—but as Henry and I followed its southerly course that
evening, our path lit by moonbeams and the glow of our Coleman
lanterns, I felt as if the thing had replicated itself, again and again
and again, so that we were negotiating a maze as complex as the
one Daedalus had designed to confine the Minotaur. I suspected that
Edwina and Charnock counted Daedalus among their heroes, for
that audacious artificer was arguably the world’s first genetic engi-
neer, having supervised the synthesis of a beast as chimeric and un-
natural as Proserpine. If I'd correctly interpreted the conversation
in the gazebo, tonight Henry and I would witness the birth of a bio-
logical contrivance called Yolly, though I could not imagine whether
its lineage would be piscean, reptilian, amphibian, mammalian, or
some profane amalgam of all four.

“Londa tried to seduce me this morning,” I'said as we approached

the sandstone pillar.

84



The Philosopher’s Apprentice

“Tell me more,” Henry said. “I’ll try to keep an open mind.”

“There’s nothing more to tell, ’'m happy to say. I ran away
before things got out of hand.”

“A wise policy. Stick to it.”

We vaulted the wall, advanced to the scrub, and, fearful of en-
countering some armed sentry with a damaged superego, jogged all
the way to the cypress windbreak. By the time we reached sea level,
the heavens were rumbling with the kettledrum cadence of an in-
cipient thunderstorm. Moments later the deluge arrived. We took
refuge in the gazebo long enough to catch our breath and shake off
the rainwater. Staring through the downpour, I beheld a trellis of
lightning flash behind the Spanish fortress like puppet strings af-
fixed to a cosmic marionette. The tower was dark but for the up-
permost window, which emitted a luminous white shaft as bright
as a lighthouse beacon.

We abandoned the gazebo, negotiated the ragged spit, and fol-
lowed the span of a lowered drawbridge extending from the keep
like an impertinent tongue, crossing the frothy channel spawned by
the restless bay. Although Henry had thought to bring along what
he called his “Official Professor Oolong Breaking-and-Entering
Kit”—a satchel packed with a crowbar, a sledgehammer, and a coil
of rope—it proved superfluous, for to breach the keep one needed
merely to push open a squat wooden door that nobody had both-
ered to lock.

Cleaving to the shadows and shedding raindrops, we made our
way along the perimeter of the great hall, a pristine and convivial
space, clearly intended for human habitation: new furniture, linen
drapes, oriental carpets. We crept up the main staircase, a stone
helix winding ever upward like the rifling in a gun barrel, until
we gained the topmost landing, where a steel door presented itself.
Henry twisted the knob. The door pivoted quietly on well-oiled
hinges, and so we slipped unnoticed into the room beyond, hiding

behind a freestanding glass cabinet jammed with surgical instru-
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ments, perhaps including the very scalpel Edwina had used to rid
Proserpine of her brain.

The laboratory proper was a sunken affair resembling a theater-
in-the-round, harshly illuminated by halogen lamps and dominated
by a worktable on which rested the mysterious beaker with its retro-
titted pump, compressor, and oxygen tank. Dressed in black rubber
aprons and neoprene gloves, Edwina and Dr. Charnock peered into
the vessel’s mouth. I stifled a gasp. Sitting amid the whorls of mist
was a female human fetus—eyes closed, lips sealed with silver tape,
body immersed in a clear fluid. A newborn? Doubtful, for it could
not yet breathe on its own, or so I surmised from the pair of delicate
plastic tubes connecting the nostrils to the air supply.

At the far end of the worktable rose a steel gantry culminating
in a pulley from which hung a nylon cord that, before reaching the
beaker, split into two strands that looped around the fetus’s upper
arms, giving the creature the appearance of a Christmas-pageant
angel bound for the rafters of a small-town church. No sooner had I
absorbed this weird tableau than Edwina drew near the gantry and
began cranking the winch, slowly, carefully, clockwise, raveling up
the cord and lifting the fetus from its amniotic bath. I glanced at
the ceiling. An array of plasma computer monitors lined the dome,
each screen displaying a sea of shivering gray static. The fetus con-
tinued its ascent, beaker fluid trickling from its miniature fingers
and toes.

Now Edwina pivoted the gantry, so that the fetus traveled hor-
izontally across the laboratory until it dangled above the sealed
hatch of a cobalt-blue metallic chamber that, with its spherical
shape, riveted plates, and bellyband of portholes, suggested noth-
ing so much as an antique diving bell. Charnock locked his gaze on
four glass tanks stacked like aquariums in a pet store, each holding a
vivid liquid—gold, crimson, violet, turquoise—and connected to the
diving bell via a mesh of translucent corrugated hoses. Approaching

a console bristling with valves and regulators, he proceeded to turn
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the handles in tiny increments, thus controlling the force and gen-
erosity with which the tanks delivered their contents to the riveted
sphere. In less than fifteen minutes, the chamber had acquired a
dark seething soup in which millions of bubbles cavorted like fire-
flies speckling a summer night.

Charnock threw a lever on the console, causing the chamber
hatch to groan and creak and finally flip back like a cranium yield-
ing to Sinuhe’s fingers. Coils of steam rose from the vat, plus a nau-
seating fragrance redolent of burning hair. A burst of lightning
filled the laboratory with a sudden radiance, turning the suspended
fetus as white as a christening gown, and an instant later the thun-
der boomed.

Edwina worked the gantry winch, counterclockwise this time,
and the fetus began its descent, soon disappearing into the broth,
oxygen tubes trailing behind it like filaments from a silkworm.
Henry and I fixed on the nearest porthole, peering into the milky
fluid in hopes of learning the creature’s fate. Briefly I entertained
the darkest of all possible notions—the scientists were dissolving the
nascent baby in a caustic fluid, sacrificing it to some god to whom
only Daedalus and Edwina and Charnock prayed—but then I re-
alized that a different phenomenon was unfolding. The fetus was
growing, its flesh and bones pressing ever outward in an image
evoking a set of Russian nested dolls being packed safely away, each
hollow soul subsumed by its ancestors.

For a full hour, as the thunder crashed and the lightning orna-
mented the sky with quicksilver stitchery, the fetus continued to
undergo its hyperbolic maturation, steadily progressing from the
tender flesh of infancy to the pliant lines of childhood to the supple
contours of preadolescence.

“Finished!” Charnock cried.

Henry and I exchanged horrified glances. In recent years I'd
seen Max Crippen’s sculpture of the Crucifixion rendered entirely
in LEGOs, Valerio Caparelli’s Norman Rockwell-style painting of
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God inseminating the Virgin Mary on their first date, and Leonard
Steele’s rock opera set in the Vatican’s luxury suite for retired pe-
dophile priests, but what Edwina and Charnock had achieved was
sacrilege of a wholly different order, blasphemy beyond the mean-
ing of the word.

Edwina rotated the winch. The girl rose from the diving bell,
oscillating like a criminal in a gibbet, the dark fluid sluicing down
her limbs and along her oxygen tubes, her flesh glistening under the
halogen lamps.

Now came the final flourish, the last ingredient in the stew of her
nativity. From a black box embedded in the dome, a gleaming invert-
ed bowl descended on a golden thread. Bristling with bright nubs and
silvery nodes, the device resembled a motorcycle helmet customized
by a schizophrenic bent on receiving messages from Alpha Centauri.
Even as the strange gear settled over the girl’s damp hair, snugging
against her cranium, the computer monitors flared to life, their static
yielding to frenetic montages. Trees, plants, flowers, insects, birds,
tish, snakes, lizards, turtles, toads, rodents, and ruminants parad-
ed across the screens—kind after kind, beast upon beast—soon yield-
ing to pots, pans, lightbulbs, hammers, saws, hats, gloves, guns, eye-
glasses, automobiles, and ten thousand other artifacts, and then came
a cavalcade of kings, queens, emperors, empresses, caliphs, pharaohs,
rajas, shahs, dictators, prime ministers, and presidents, followed by
those mathematical signs denoting addition, subtraction, multiplica-
tion, division, ratios, percentages, and square roots. The child learned
of shoes and ships and sealing wax, of cabbages and still more kings,
each input registering for a fraction of a second, like pips on playing
cards being shuffled by a manic croupier.

Edwina and Charnock approached the diving bell and cast their
gazes upward.

“Yolly, this is your mother,” Charnock said.

“Welcome to the world,” Lady Daedalus said, “my dearest,
sweetest darling.”
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Yolly’s lids flickered open. Her eyes, mismatched emeralds,
glowed and pulsed in her skull like luminous moons orbiting her
cerebrum. She raised one hand and tore the silver tape from her
lips. She clucked her tongue and coughed, but it was only when she
released a howl compounded of fear, shock, and dismay that I grew
certain of her lineage. The creature suspended before Henry and
me was Londa’s newborn sister, and Donya’s sister, too, bereft of
ethics, barren in experience, and condemned to live whatever fac-

simile of a life Edwina had designed for her.
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MANTLES AGLOW LIKE LUMINOUS MUMQUATS, our Cole-
man lanterns lit the way as Henry and I doubled back through the
jungle, every leaf and branch dripping with the residue of the recent
storm. The surrounding darkness colluded with my fevered imagi-
nation to populate Isla de Sangre with monsters—misbegotten beasts
spawned by Edwina’s ambition and Charnock’s art. I saw a colony
of shaggy primates, half-man, half-ape, sucking up water from the
swamp. An immense spider spinning a web whose jagged geome-
try suggested a windshield bashed by a mailed fist. A python coiled
around an acacia, its tubular body studded with a hundred eyeballs,
so that not only could the creature see in all directions, it could see
itself seeing in all directions.

Throughout our return to the island’s saner shore, Henry and I
discussed the conception, quickening, and forced maturation of Yolly
Sabacthani, trying without success to persuade ourselves that Londa
and Donya had not arisen from this same unseemly science. We de-
cided that in each case Edwina must have donated the essential ovum,
and we further hypothesized that, once this egg had been fertilized by

some Nobel laureate’s sperm, she’d been unable or unwilling to ges-
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tate the subsequent zygote. A rational scenario. So far, so good. But
why then subject the embryo to that infernal diving bell when dozens
of financially desperate women would have gladly leased their natu-
ral reproductive apparatus to Edwina? And what did Lady Daeda-
lus hope to accomplish by dumping reams of data into the brains of
Yolly and her sisters—yes, it seemed logical to assume that Donya and
Londa had been similarly programmed—when conventional school-
ing would have surely served them better?

Without particularly meaning to, I ended up escorting Henry all
the way to his beachfront bungalow, a stout cinderblock structure
set on concrete piles as a defense against the ubiquitous hurricanes.
Vibrant paintings of the local monkeys, macaws, flamingos, and
toucans decorated the place, each signed with Brock’s filigreed ini-
tials, a serene and soothing gallery that soon drove the ape-men and
their brethren from my mind. The artist himself had fallen asleep in
his armchair, snoring softly before an unfinished canvas of a cone-
hatted sorcerer, bent with age and weary with wisdom, staring into
a mirror and seeing his youthful self stare back, doubtless a gift for
little Donya. Before parting company, Henry and I exchanged cell-
phone numbers, agreeing that whoever first sighted Edwina would
tell her we’d witnessed what passed for procreation on Isla de Sangre,
and therefore a candid conversation among Lady Daedalus and her
employees would be in order.

“I wonder, from now on will we bring some subtle prejudice to
our dealings with Donya and Londa?” I asked.

Henry moaned knowingly. “I’ll get up each morning, and I'll
tell myself that Donya is completely human, but then a sardonic
voice will whisper in my ear, ‘What ugly epithet shall we invent for
her today? Shall we call Donya a beaker freak? A chamber maid?’”

“A vatling,” I suggested.

“Petri doll,” Henry said.

“Bouillababy.”

“Gumbo girl.”
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“Tureen queen.”
“Shame on us,” Henry said.

“Shame on us,” T agreed.

TEN HOURS LATER I entered the Faustino library in thrall to
a despair whose utter Aristotelian reasonableness—only a fool or a
madman would have reacted otherwise to the previous night’s Dae-
dalusian circus—did nothing to lessen its intensity, and so I felt espe-
cially grateful when Londa, standing crestfallen beside the conquis-
tador, apologized for attempting to seduce me, calling her scheme
“sneaky and snaky.”

“Those are two good words for it,” I said.

“I guess I’'m still basically crazy, huh, Mason?”

“Of course not. You’re coming along fine. A few rough edges,
but the prince of philosophers will smooth them off for you.”

“You are a prince, Mason.”

“I meant Aristotle.”

“Snakiness aside, I'd like to know whether you find me—what’s
the word?—attractive.”

“Aristotle is commonly regarded as antiquity’s most brilliant
mind. Let’s try to find out why.”

“Sometimes I think I'm terribly ugly.”

“You're not ugly, Londa. Once you're in college, youw'll have
dozens of boyfriends.”

“None of them as interesting as my morality teacher.”

“Every time I read the Nicomachean Etbics, 1 find something
new.”

We spent the rest of the lesson on the venerable Greek’s doctrine
of the mean—the virtuous man does not burden himself with inhi-
bitions, but neither does he permit his impulses to reign unchecked—
and I must admit that this principle now struck me as superficial in
the extreme, unlikely to have netted Aristotle a master’s degree from
Parsons, much less a Ph.D. from Hawthorne. All through the lesson,
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I pondered Henry’s astute and disturbing question. Were we now
fated to perceive our charges as creatures not quite human? Evi-
dently Londa had been made in a cauldron, like a wizard’s elixir or
a witch’s brew. Quite probably she could summon no preadolescent
memories for the breathtakingly bizarre reason that she’d had no
preadolescence. I still knew her as my pupil, my mentee, my emi-
nently worthy mission—but now she was also my vatling,

On Wednesday we mulled over Aristotle’s answer to a paradox
first identified by Socrates. How can a human being know what is
right and yet do what is wrong? But because neither of us found this
puzzle compelling—it seemed a nonproblem, really—we couldn’t get
excited by the solution: anger or desire may momentarily compro-
mise a person’s philosophical commitment to virtue. The following
day we wrestled with the great man’s notion of justice, and within
an hour we’d become so bored with the usual dreary Aristotelian
dichotomies—universal justice versus particular justice, distribu-
tive justice versus rectificatory justice, household justice versus po-
litical justice, natural justice versus legal justice—that we turned
our energies to teaching Quetzie the phrase “Hedonism, anyone?”
By the time Friday rolled around, Londa and I were heartily sick
of Aristotle, and so instead of analyzing his excruciating consid-
eration of pleasure, complete with the usual paean to temperance,
we sat down at the chessboard. During the first game, Londa suc-
cumbed to my skill with the knight, inadvertently allowing me to
fork her queen and her queen’s rook. She learned from her mistake,
however, and in game two I barely played her to a draw.

I passed all of Saturday morning lazing around the cottage,
drinking too much coffee and reading too much Gadamer. At noon
my cell phone rang. It was Henry, bearing the news that he’d just
stumbled upon Edwina, performing Liszt on the villa’s Steinway.
She’d stopped playing long enough to announce that she and Dr.
Charnock had returned from Chicago the previous evening. “No,
you didn’t,” Henry had insisted, then proceeded to explain how he
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knew this, and so Edwina agreed to meet with him, also Brock and
myself, three hours hence in the Faustino conservatory.

“Iimagine she wasn’t too thrilled to hear we’d witnessed Yolly’s
birth,” I said.

“She avoided the subject,” Henry said, “but when she went back
to playing Liszt, she switched from the Concerto in D to an aggres-
sive rendition of Totentanz. If music could kill, Mason, I’d be a dead

man.”

BEFORE WE THREE UNHAPPY TUTORS entered the conser-
vatory that afternoon, I warned Henry and Brock about the sen-
tient tree, lest Proserpine’s unnerving habits distract them from the
matter at hand. A wise precaution, for throughout our conversation
with Edwina the mangrove’s branches quavered, her lungs chuffed,
and the sap throbbed audibly in her trunk.

Lady Daedalus occupied her customary wicker chair, the spite-
ful ginger cat socketed in her lap. The rest of us were accorded fan-
back furniture as well, so that our meeting resembled a gathering
of wilting southern aristocrats in some recently unearthed and best
forgotten Tennessee Williams play.

“Had you not already established nourishing relationships with
my daughters,” Edwina began, “I would dismiss the three of you as
spies and traitors.”

“Unless we quit first,” I noted.

“Your prerogative,” she said.

“Our prerogative,” Henry agreed.

Edwina heaved a sigh, stroked her cat, and contemplated her
anamorphic reflection in the silver coffee urn. As usual she had
dressed elegantly, her white lace gown accessorized by a rope of
lustrous pearls. “Hear my confession,” she said at last. “If you find
my actions unconscionable”—whatever remorse her tone contained
failed to conceal the sarcasm—“I’ll put on sackcloth, stuff my mouth

with ashes, and otherwise mortify myself.”
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“We'll settle for severance pay,” Henry said.

She began by admitting that our pupils owed their existence
less to sexual reproduction than to scientific contrivance. By re-
peatedly fusing her cumulus-cell DNA with anonymous denucle-
ated donor eggs, nurturing the resulting zygotes in petri dishes,
transferring the surviving blastocysts to glass wombs, injecting the
three most auspicious embryos with pituitary hormone, allowing
them to reach fetushood, and, finally, inserting each genetic twin
into Dr. Charnock’s titanium chamber, his RXL-313 ontogenerator,
its arcane broth carefully brewed to stimulate the child’s glands,
Edwina had brought Londa, Donya, and Yolly into the world.

“Names that, as you may have noticed, meld rather musically
into ‘Yolonda,” she said.

By Edwina’s account, Londa possessed the body of a woman in
late adolescence, yet she’d been on the planet barely eight weeks.
Although she appeared no younger than five years of age, Donya
was only six weeks out of the vat. And while Yolly’s growth had
been accelerated until she’d come to resemble an eleven-year-old,
she was in fact, as Henry and I knew all too well, a newborn.

The headgear through which the girls’ brains had been flood-
ed with facts, programmed with purpose, and marinated in mores
was quite possibly the most complex machine-human interface on
the planet. Its inventor, Vincent Charnock, had dubbed the thing
a DUNCE cap: Data Upload for Normal Cognitive Efficacy. As
Edwina proceeded to describe in detail the ontogenerator and its
concomitant DUNCE cap, I soon realized that her enthusiasm for
this technology bordered on fetishism, and I found myself reject-
ing her claim that, alienation and anomie notwithstanding, Londa,
Donya, and Yolly had all left the laboratory as whole and healthy
persons. Even the lesions in her children’s superegos gave Edwina
no genuine pause. After all, this pathology could evidently be cir-
cumvented by a competent professional—Yolly’s tutor, a female

psychologist from Baltimore named Jordan Frazier, would arrive
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before the week was out—and so there was little reason to doubt that
her progeny would enjoy normal and happy lives.

“And has your sick little enterprise run its course,” Henry asked,
“or are you building up to a lacrosse team?”

“Yolly is the last,” Edwina said. “From your long faces and low
comedy, gentlemen, I surmise that you find my project unsavory.”

The three of us nodded in unison.

“Unsavory, unseemly, and self-centered,” Henry said.

“Your children aren’t the only ones around here with an ethics
problem,” Brock noted.

“Question, Edwina,” I said. “When you told me Londa’s father
died of pancreatic cancer, was that a total falsehood, or did you in
fact once have a husband?”

“For ten years I was married to a plastic surgeon named Francis
Ulmer,” she replied. “Our union was without issue. At last report
he’d moved his practice to New York City and committed himself to
helping Park Avenue matrons stay off the mortality track.” She took
a long sip of mumquat-enhanced coffee. “If only you could compre-
hend the depth of a woman’s need to have children. But such empa-
thy is probably beyond the male imagination.”

“No, Edwina,” I said, cheeks burning with anger, “I can com-
prehend it just fine. What I can’t grasp is a woman bringing three
duplicates of herself into the world without their consent.”

“We all come into the world without our consent,” she noted.

Henry issued an indignant snort. “As babies, Edwina, as babies,
not as morally impaired doppelgangers who've been told they’re am-
nesiacs. I can respect your desire to have children, but I can hardly
condone the way you’ve denied Donya her infancy and Yolly her
childhood and Londa her preadolescence.”

“You've stolen years from the lives of those girls,” Brock added,
“and given them only books and toys and tutors in return.”

Edwina raised a hand to her collar, nervously manipulating
her pearls like a merchant working an abacus. “True enough,” she
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said, slowly and without affect. “But it happens that I shall never
have the luxury of watching a child of mine pursue a conventional
developmental path. In a year, give or take two months, I shall be
dead. I might even die before Christmas.”

Decades after Edwina’s abrupt announcement, I still remem-
ber how it stunned and disoriented and—yes—infuriated me. The
woman was terminally ill. Most lamentable. The Reaper had her
on his radar. What a shame. And yet her attempt to redeem her im-
minent oblivion through this recombinant-DNA carnival, this ge-
nomic jamboree, seemed utterly deranged to me, narcissism pro-
moted to a psychosis, vanity evolved into pornography.

“My disease is so rare the hematologists need three Latin words
to name it,” she continued. “Gradually but relentlessly, my blood is
turning to water. Happily for Yolonda, the etiology is not genetic but
traces to certain toxins I encountered during my years at Odradek
Pharmaceuticals.”

“How sad that you have such a knack for bending nature to your
will,” I'said, “and yet you can’t cure yourself.” A cruel remark, but
sparing Lady Daedalus’s feelings wasn’t my top priority just then.

“The irony is not lost on me,” Edwina said. “But at least, thanks
to Yolonda, I'll get to experience the totality of motherhood before
Idie.”

Against my expectations she now became buoyant and efferves-
cent, as if immersed in some inverse ontogenerator that caused its
occupants to grow younger. In the months that remained to her,
Edwina said, eyes sparkling, fingers dancing as if scurrying along
her piano keyboard, she would know the pleasures of nurturing a
preschooler. She would likewise experience the delights of amus-
ing, and being amused by, a preadolescent, even as she tackled the
challenging but rewarding business of ushering a young woman
into adulthood.

“And then, when the end comes, I will have my daughter to

comfort me.”
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“And who will comfort them?” Brock asked, curling his lip.

Edwina turned suddenly defensive, haughtily asserting that
she’d “put more thought into Yolonda’s future” than we could pos-
sibly imagine. The patents she held on various genetically engi-
neered seeds, foodstuffs, and antivirus drugs were “worth several
fortunes,” and each sister would inherit a sum sufficient for her to
hire whatever caregivers, teachers, and legal advocates she might
require.

“If you would like to remain on the island after my death and
continue to instruct your charges, that can be arranged,” she told
us. “But please don’t begrudge me the satisfactions that the coming
year promises to bring.”

Before the month was out, we now learned, as soon as Yolly had
acquired a rudimentary conscience, Edwina would throw herself
into the project, alternately imparting maternal wisdom to the chil-
dren and lavishing them with love. During any given week, she
would circulate among the three domains—Faustino, Casa de los
Huesos, and the renovated Spanish fortress on the Bahia de Mate-
cumba—according each daughter at least two days of her undivided
attention. She hoped we would allow the girls to continue ascribing
their memory gaps to amnesia, and she entreated us to keep them
ignorant of one another, so that their energies and affections would
stay focused on their mother.

Their “mother.” Edwina kept using that word. This woman was
no more a mother than her pearls were her father’s eyes.

“So that is my story, gentlemen,” she said. “And now it’s your
turn to hold forth. Go ahead. Be honest. What do you think of me?”

Without hesitation I said, “I think you’re the woman Nietzsche
would’ve wanted for a mother. I think you’re the Ubermom.”

“I shall take that as a compliment,” Edwina said. “And what is
your opinion, Henry? Do you find anything in my project beyond
Nietzschean bravado?”

“Here’s my promise to you, Edwina,” he replied. “Once Yolly has
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grown up and moved out of her tower by the sea, I'm going to hire a
mob of peasants with torches to wreck your damn laboratory.”

“T’ll be leading the attack,” Brock said, “and by the time we’re
finished with Charnock’s ontogenerator, it won’t be good for making
a bowl of buttered popcorn, much less a human being.”

“Are you saying you wish to resign?” Edwina asked.

“I would Jove to resign,” Brock replied. “But that wouldn’t be
fair to Donya.”

“I feel more loyalty to this mangrove tree than I do to you,”
Henry said. “I won’t desert my post, though, not before Donya’s
cured.”

“What about you, Mason?” Edwina asked. “Can Londa count
on your continued tutelage, or do you plan to walk out the door?”

I reached toward Proserpine’s nearest branch, curling my fin-
gers around the pulsing bark. Could Londa count on me? An excel-
lent question. The best question I'd heard all day.

“I must say that Brock’s reasoning makes sense to me,” I began.
“He and Henry have an obligation to Donya, and they intend to
honor it. And I can easily imagine Yolly’s tutor hearing the whole
story and still deciding to go ahead with it. But my case—that is,
Londa’s case—is rather different.”

I plucked a mumquat, inhaled the consoling scent, and regarded
Edwina with quintessential contempt. Londa, I explained, had en-
tered the world burdened with the flesh and physiology of a seven-
teen-year-old, and yet, before I took her under my wing, her psyche
had been a blank slate—a literal blank slate, not John Locke’s hy-
pothetical tabula rasa. It was still largely a blank slate. Apart from
our role-playing exercises, she’d had absolutely no experience with
confronting ethical dilemmas or making moral choices.

“Don’t you see the evil in this, Edwina? Chronological age, sev-
enteen. Deontological age, zero. Don’t you see the disconnect? You
didn’t hire me to shape Londa’s soul—you hired me to make her soul.

What right does a mere mortal have to do that?”
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“A scintillating distinction, Mason, but you haven’t answered
my question,” Edwina said. “Are you going to walk out the door or
not?”

CALLIT MY SIN, DEAR READER. My fall from grace, my plunge
into presumption, my seduction by pride. I did not walk out the door
that afternoon. Instead this mere mortal fixed Edwina with an in-
candescent eye and said, “If I don’t finish my work with Londa,
yowll simply hire another philosopher, somebody who doesn’t know
Epicurus from ipecac.”

“Good decision,” Edwina said.

“God help me,” I'said.

“God help us all,” Henry said.

During the remainder of this fractious gathering, we three
teachers struck a bargain with our woefully ill and possibly insane
employer. Professional ethics, we insisted, forbade us to sit back and
watch her deceive yet another member of our fellowship. We fully
intended to give Jordan Frazier of Baltimore a complete account
of Yolly’s genesis, making it clear that, for better or worse, Jordan
would not merely be tutoring the girl but crafting her moral es-
sence, and if Edwina contradicted us on any point, we would glee-
tully tell the children that they each had two sisters—three, count-
ing Edwina. For our part, we would allow Londa and Donya to
continue believing they were amnesiacs bereft of siblings, and we
would prevail upon Jordan to nurture the same illusion in Yolly.

My colleagues persuaded me to spend the rest of the afternoon
in their bungalow, sampling beers imported from various Miami
microbreweries and attending what Henry called “the first of-
ficial meeting of the faculty of Hubris Academy.” I wasn’t sure to
whose hubris he was referring, ours or Edwina’s, but the name fit
in either case. As our colloquy progressed, we gradually convinced
ourselves to adopt a more generous attitude toward Lady Daedalus’s

scheming, something between acquiescence and acceptance. After
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all, beyond their deontological difficulties, both Londa and Donya
seemed fairly well adjusted, and Yolly was probably equally sound
of mind and body. True, Edwina meant to exploit them, but it so
happened that this exploitation looked a great deal like love.

“I'm afraid our efforts to help the children may prove even
trickier than we imagine,” I confessed, sipping my coconut ale.

“I don’t want to hear this,” Henry said.

“Martin Heidegger,” I said.

“Heidegger was a Nazi,” Brock said.

“A Nazi, a nitpicker, and the worst sort of pedant, but I'still have
to respect his concept of Geworfenheit,” I said.

“Sounds like a character out of the Brothers Grimm,” Henry
said, sampling his mango lager. “‘Geworfenheit and the Enchanted
Lederhosen.””

“Geworfenbeit, thrownness, the paramount fact of the human
condition,” I said. “Every person is hurled into a world, a culture,
a set of immediate circumstances not of his own choosing. The au-
thentic life is a quest to comprehend one’s status as a mortal Dasein,
a self-conscious subject, an entity for whom the riddle of situated
existence—being there, inhabiting the given—is a central problem,
if not the central problem.”

“I don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about,” Henry said
irritably, an attitude I attributed to his enthusiastic beer consump-
tion.

“But if the average person is thrown into the world,” I contin-
ued, “then Edwina’s offspring have been shot into the world, like
a circus performer getting blasted out of a cannon. For most of us,
pondering the mystery of Dasein leads to anxiety. For Londa and
Donya and Yolly . . . well, I shudder to imagine what they might be
facing down the road. Exponential despair. Angst to the nth. But
there’s reason for hope. According to Heidegger, a Dasein can ame-
liorate its encounter with nothingness by adopting a nurturing at-

titude toward other beings.”
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“And according to me, a Dasein can ameliorate its encounter with
nothingness by not reading Heidegger,” Henry said.

“I'm feeling pretty anxious myself right now, but it has noth-
ing to do with my thrownness,” Brock said, taking a long swallow
of velvet cream porter. “I keep thinking about that ontogenerator
thing. I'm jealous of it.”

“You're jealous of a machine?” Henry said.

“It got to Donya before we did,” Brock explained, “filling her
brain with whatever crap Edwina and Charnock thought she’d need
to survive. I feel like—this sounds strange, but I feel like 7 should’ve
been Donya’s first tutor, not that damn DUNCE cap. I want to go
to Edwina and say, ‘The next time you ask Henry and me to forge
somebody’s soul, invite us in sooner, and leave technology out of
it.”

“P’ll tell you what’s got me rattled,” Henry said. “It’s not that
Edwina decided to make three copies of herself. It’s that she insists
on collapsing them into a single person.”

“E pluribus unum,” Brock said, nodding,

“Exactly,” I'said.

Henry said, “So now all Edwina has to do is exile good old-
fashioned linear time from Isla de Sangre—a simple enough trick if
you're the Ubermom—and she gets to nurture her precious Yolonda
in a grand spasm of maternal self-actualization.”

“E pluribus unum,” Brock repeated. “And Jesus H. Christ.”

“Jesus H. Christ,” I echoed, lifting the coconut lager to my lips.
“A man who, if you subscribe to the Western world’s most popular

theology”—I took a final sip—“was likewise three persons in one.”

SUNDAY AFTERNOON FOUND ME browsing through the
Faustino library, searching for whatever Heidegger works might be
in residence. I"d decided that the more deeply I plumbed his notions
of Dasein and Geworfenbeit, the more effective I might be in treat-

ing Londa’s nascent despair. I didn’t expect to come across Being and
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Time, that Mount Everest of philosophy tomes, but the collection
did boast What Is Metaphysics? sandwiched alphabetically between
Hegel’s desthetics and Husserl’s Logical Investigations. T abducted the
book from beneath the conquistador’s vigilant gaze, returned to my
cottage, climbed into bed, and began the ascent.

My initial perusal of What Is Metaphysics? yielded no insights
into Londa’s situation, but my efforts were nevertheless reward-
ed. “Only because the Nothing is revealed in the very basis of our
Dasein is it possible for the utter strangeness of what-is to dawn on
us. Only when the strangeness of what-is forces itself upon us does
it awaken and invite our wonder. Only because of wonder, that is
to say, the revelation of the Nothing, does the ‘Why?’ spring to our
lips.” Where else but in Heidegger could a person find such ex-
hilarating obscurity? This wasn’t the Food Channel. This wasn’t
Chicken Soup for the Credulous. This wasn’t Jesus on a stick. This was
philosophy, by God, red in tooth and claw, Sinuhe wandering the
banks of the Nile, asking the great “Why?” question until Isis and
Horus and even wise Thoth himself were sick of hearing it.

A frenzied pounding interrupted my idyll. Reluctantly T aban-
doned Heidegger and stumbled to the door. My visitor was Edwina,
breathlessly announcing that Londa was in trouble.

“An ark full of assholes has run aground in the cove,” she elabo-
rated. “They’re driving her crazy, which speaks well of her ethical
development, but she could use our help.”

“Huh?”

“Get dressed.”

As always, I bristled at the Ubermom’s presumptuous manner,
but if Londa indeed needed me, then my obligation was clear. I
buckled on my sandals, then joined Edwina as, huffing and puff-
ing, she made her way down to the Bahia de Flores.

Our three intruders, beefy men in Bermuda shorts and strident
Hawaiian shirts, had recently enjoyed a picnic supper on the dunes,
or so I guessed from the smoldering cooking fire and the trail of

103



James Morrow

trash strewn between the campsite and their beached dinghy, a pro-
cession of beer bottles, soft drink cans, empty Kraft marshmal-
low bags, hot-dog wrappers, white plastic utensils, and paper plates
streaked with grease. In the middle of the bay, a sleek fiberglass cabin
cruiser, the Phyllis IT according to her stern, lay jammed against the
coral reef. Not only had the intruders despoiled the beach, they were
also polluting the water. A profane halo of full-spectrum, iridescent
petroleum surrounded the yacht’s hull, spreading outward like the
rainbow through which Satan had sealed his covenant with Exxon
in Genesis 9:13.

Londa was wandering around the picnic site, conscientiously
picking up the trash and placing it in a burlap sack. The intruders
showed no inclination to assist her, being content to play Frisbee in
the gathering dusk, killing time while waiting for the rising tide to
free their yacht.

Upon spotting her mother and me, Londa halted her bagging
operation and strode toward us wearing an expression of supreme
dismay.

“This is a private island, not a public dump,” Edwina informed
the nearest sailor, a bearish man with a Hapsburg jaw. “Kindly dis-
pose of your crap.”

The yachtsman raised his hand, nonchalantly intercepted the
Frisbee in midflight, and offered Edwina a deferential nod. “Of
course, ma’am, you're absolutely right.” To judge from his headgear,
a captain’s cap embroidered with an anchor, he was the skipper of
the Phyllis IT. “If there’s one thing I respect, it’s private property.”

“I’'m not surprised to hear that,” Edwina said dryly.

“Ralph Gittikac, CEO of Gittikac’s Getaway Adventures,” the
captain said, as if we were dying to know how assholes earned their
living these days. “That’s my brother Brandon with the major sun-
burn.”

“And I’'m Mike the Spike,” said the third intruder, his neck hung

with gold chains, “king of the investment brokers.”
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“Well, ’'m Edwina Sabacthani, queen of Isla de Sangre.”

“Queen, huh?” The captain set the Frisbee spinning on his index
finger and shouted to his friends. “You heard Her Majesty! Hop to
it! In five minutes I want this beach looking as neat and tidy as
Buckingham Palace!”

Resentful grunts arose from the other two Frisbee players, but
they proceeded to obey their captain’s orders. While brother Bran-
don held Londa’s burlap sack wide open, Mike the Spike combed the
beach, gathering up armloads of debris and dumping them into the
cluttered cavity.

“Your Majesty’s resemblance to this exquisite creature”—Ralph
tipped his cap toward Londa—“tells me I'm in the presence of a
mother and her daughter.”

“Quite so,” said Edwina, ever eager to cultivate her favorite
falsehood.

“And the way you rammed your boat into the reef tells me I’m
in the presence of a piss-poor pilot,” I said. “Your ineptitude has
caused an oil spill.”

Mike the Spike halted his beachcombing long enough to say,
“No, sirree, she’s been dripping like that ever since we left Sugar-
loaf Key. We'll try to fix the leak later today.”

“You'll 7y to fix it?” Edwina said, aghast.

“With all due respect, ma’am, oil spills aren’t the unmitigated
disaster certain Marxoid squid kissers make them out to be,” Mike
replied. “Aquatic bacteria gobble the stuff right down. I’'m giving
you basic biology here.”

“You're giving us basic horse manure,” I said.

Ralph shot me a poisonous glance. “Who is this person?” he asked
Edwina. “Your court jester?”

“My daughter’s tutor. His specialty is moral philosophy. Let me
suggest that you hire him yourself.”

“He’s absolutely brilliant,” Londa said, her first comment of the

afternoon.
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“Ma’am, I can see we’ve caused you grief,” Ralph said, bowing
before Edwina, “for which I'm truly sorry, so let me make it up to
you.” From his wallet he retrieved a business card, pressing it into
her palm. “Just send me an e-mail mentioning that you’re the feisty
lady with the private island and the lovely daughter, and T’ll see to
it your whole family and all its philosophy tutors receive a special
gift—like, for example, first-class tickets on the Titanic Redux when
she steams out of Southampton in maybe ten years from now.”

“Ralph knows how to think big,” brother Brandon noted.

“You're building a new Titanic?” I said, at once intrigued and
appalled.

“Project Titanic Ascendant,” Ralph said, beaming. “We’re re-
creating the grand old Ship of Dreams right down to her last frig-
ging rivet, keel to crow’s nest, poop to prow.” He pointed in the gen-
eral direction of Greenland. “There’s a whole raft of demons out
there, Your Majesty—all those imps, devils, and angels of catastro-
phe who haunted the North Atlantic on the fateful night of April fif-
teenth, 1912. We’re going to exorcise the lot of them. And once we’ve
sent all those wicked spirits back to hell, presto chango, the way will
be clear again for the sort of entrepreneurial derring-do that gave
birth to the first Titanic. Brandon here knows the Latin word for it.
What’s that word of yours, Brandon?”

“Catharsis,” Brandon said.

“Catharsis,” Ralph said. “Our plan is to take the whole catastro-
phe and give it a by-God catharsis.”

“The word is Greek,” I noted.

“I’ve never heard a more arrogant idea in my life,” Edwina
said.

“I have,” I said, casting a cold eye on my employer. She bristled
and frowned.

“There are lots of ways of being arrogant, ma’am,” Ralph said.
“Some people would say it’s arrogant to practice extortion on our

country’s most creative sector and call it PI‘OgI‘CSSiVC taxation. Some
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people would say it’s arrogant to pay welfare mothers for spreading
their legs.”

Before Ralph could further develop this subtle line of thought,
the metallic shriek of a Klaxon horn echoed across the bay. The cap-
tain pivoted toward the Phyllis IT, frantically waving his arms. “We
hear you, Billy!”

“Looks like we’re afloat,” said Mike.

“Don’t you worry about the leak,” Brandon told Edwina. “The
bugs’ll take care of it. Gobble, gobble, gobble.”

Moving with the confident swagger of the congenitally priv-
ileged, our visitors loaded their bagged trash into the dinghy,
scrambled aboard, and rowed toward the damaged reef. As the
three sailors climbed into their vessel, Londa made her second
remark of the day.

“Phyllis II,” she said, pointing toward the yacht. “I guess that
means they’re boorish materialists—you know, Phyllistines!”

“Very witty, sweetheart,” said Edwina.

“A clever name,” I said. “But let’s remember”—I touched Lon-
da’s forearm—“it’s easier to label our enemies than to forgive them,
and easier to forgive them than to love them.”

“Love our enemies?” Londa said. “We haven’t gotten to that
lesson yet, have we, Mason?”

“I’ve been saving the worst for last.”

“Someday I'll have more enemies than I can count,” Londa said,
“the better to propagate my love.”

THE FOLLOWING MORNING we continued our voyage through
Ethics from the Earth. Had Londa and I dropped anchor at the next
scheduled port of call—chapter seven, “From Parable to Parousia”—
we would have ended up exploring that vast moral continent first
reconnoitered by the same Jesus Christ who’d exhorted us to love
our enemies. But I sensed that she was not yet ready for such heady

terrain, so we sailed on, circumnavigating the Dark Ages, cruis-
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ing past the medieval era, and skirting the Renaissance, until at last
we disembarked in the Enlightenment, subject of chapter twelve,
“From Revelation to Reason.”

My pupil was profoundly impressed by Immanuel Kant’s notion
of the categorical imperative—doing the right thing because it is
right—versus the hypothetical imperative—doing the right thing
to get what you want. Indeed, Herr Kant’s imperially rational con-
struct was in her words “the perfect way to keep Ralph Gittikac and
his fellow Phyllistines from gaining the upper hand.” But she balked
at Kant’s claim that the “moral law within” amounted to a proof of
God’s existence.

“Do you prefer some other proof of God’s existence?” I asked.

“I guess you haven’t heard the news,” she replied. “I'm going to
stop believing in God.”

“You're going to stop?”

“If it’s all the same to you.”

“It’s all the same to me, but it’s hardly the same to most people.
The leap into disbelief is not a step one takes lightly. It will put you
at odds with the rest of the world.”

“I’'m already at odds with the rest of the world.” She picked up my
dissertation, squeezing it against her chest as tightly as Donya em-
bracing Deedee the chimp. “I know that the God hypothesis has its
partisans, but, oh, what a boring idea. Where did the universe come
from? He did it. How do we account for rivers and rocks and ring-
tailed lemurs? He made them. Ho-hum.”

“You've been reading ahead.”

She smiled coyly. “Your chapter on Darwin took my breath
away.”

I studied my reflection in the conquistador’s breastplate, which
suddenly seemed to me a kind of crystal ball or scrying glass. Darwin
had taken Londa’s breath away, even as her mother and Vincent
Charnock were busily taking Darwin’s breath away. The bright
metal showed me the convex shape of things to come, a future in
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which humankind, tired of being mere Homo sapiens sapiens and en-
amored of the RXL-313, had elected to plunge headlong into a per-
ilous age of cottage eugenics and do-it-yourself evolution. At the
mirror’s glittering center stood the forbidding figure of Charnock,
leaning over his titanium cauldron and pulling out confection after
confection, each wet, slippery neonate stronger and swifter and
smarter than the last.

A terrible pounding arose in my skull. Nausea unfurled its cold,
quivering wings in my stomach.

“You look sick,” Londa said, joining me by the conquistador.

“Hedonism, anyone?” Quetzie said.

“Homo sapiens sapiens sapiens sapiens,” I said.

“If you’d like to go home and take a nap,” Londa said, “that’d be
all right with me.”

I was tempted to accept her offer, but instead we continued our
conversation. With admirable coherence and startling confidence,
she argued that the Kantian “moral law within” did not necessar-
ily imply the existence of a benign, omnipotent deity who spent his
waking hours supervising human affairs. The God who'd plant-
ed a conscience in his creatures might instead be the deus abscon-
ditus of Enlightenment skepticism, winding up the universe like
a clock, going home for lunch, and never coming back. This Un-
moved Mover was no more a continuing presence on the planet,
argued Londa the teenage atheist, than was that long-dead Uncle
Max who’d willed you his stamp collection.

On Tuesday we left God on his Enlightenment lunch break and
took up the next topic in my book. Chapter thirteen, “The Square
Root of Happiness,” featured my attempt to explicate Utilitarian-
ism, that imperially pragmatic—indeed mathematical—system de-
vised by Jeremy Bentham in his quest for an ethics unencumbered
by values, ideals, and other squishy sentiments. It soon became ap-
parent that Londa had grasped neither my critique of Bentham

nor the refinements in Utilitarianism wrought byJohn Stuart Mill
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and G. E. Moore, but as we parted company, she agreed to revisit
the chapter and prepare a paper or project—anything but a one-act
play—proving that she’d wrestled chapter thirteen to the ground.

Although Londa was twenty minutes late for class the next
morning, she arrived bearing the promised demonstration: the pro-
totype of Largesse, a Monopoly-like game of her own design, com-
plete with tokens, chits, chance cards, a spinner, and a posterboard
rectangle on which she’d drawn the continent of Benthamia. Lar-
gesse could be enjoyed by two, three, or four players, each of whom
assumed the role of a benevolent dictator ruling his own nation-
state of nine million citizens. During any given round, the partici-
pant made a well-informed and charitable decision that he believed
would promote the famous Utilitarian goal of “the greatest good for
the greatest number.” A typical winning ratio: 8,999,985 happy citi-
zens, fifteen unhappy citizens. Another normally successful combi-
nation: 8,999,990 happy citizens, ten unhappy citizens. Any mon-
arch who could ultimately claim 8,999,999 happy citizens and one
unhappy citizen automatically won the game.

“Haven’t you left out an important possibility?”

“Nine million happy citizens on the nose?” Londa replied.

“Indeed.”

“Ah, but you see, in the universe of Largesse, there must a/ways be
at least one innocent victim. You might say that’s the whole point.”

We traded acerbic grins. Londa continued to summarize the
rules. As the game progressed, each Largesse player-king acquired
a hand of cards that specified exactly what those citizens identified
as “unhappy” were enduring just then. A person who ended up on
the wrong side of charity in a Benthamian nation-state might be
a mother lacking the wherewithal to have her son treated for leu-
kemia—or the sick child himself—or a starving alcoholic living in
a cardboard box under a bridge—or a slave with an iron manacle
around his neck and an overseer’s whip on his back—or a five-year-
old girl whose parents had locked her in a freezing woodshed and
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fed her nothing but sawdust and dog shit. Londa had written one
hundred and thirty such scenarios.

“So, Mason, do I understand your critique of Bentham or don’t
127 she asked.

“I think you understand it better than I do.”

“Hedonism, anyone?” Quetzie said.

“I got the freezing child from Dostoyevsky,” Londa said.

It occurred to me that, ruthless and unprincipled as the uni-
verse of Largesse might be, Edwina had failed to attain even that
impoverished plane of morality. The greatest good for the greatest
number? Edwina’s demented dream had required for its realization
four genetically identical sisters of four different ages, and yet she’d
sought the greatest good for only one of those Dasein, herself. As any
serious Utilitarian would tell her, it simply didn’t compute.
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ON SATURDAY AFTERNOON Henry appeared at Laguna Zafira
driving the most pathetic automobile I'd ever seen this side of a junk-
yard, its chassis as pocked as Swiss cheese, its engine clattering like
a garbage disposal devouring a fork. Evidently it had been a Volvo
at one time. Brock lounged in the backseat, reading the Key Largo
Times. The miserable vehicle, Henry informed me, was on loan
from Edwina, and I immediately recalled an observation once made
by my sociology professor at Villanova. In America the transcen-
dently wealthy, the out-of-sight aristocracy—a population to which
Edwina clearly belonged—didn’t give a damn what sorts of broken-
down cars they drove.

“You might say our new recruit is on loan from Edwina, too,”
Henry said, indicating his passenger, a slender, fortyish, woman of
African descent with sculpted features and café-au-lait skin. She
flashed me a warm croissant of a smile. Henry elaborated that he
and Edwina had been waiting on the pier when Captain Lopez’s
cabin cruiser sailed into the Bahia de Flores two hours earlier.
Before Jordan Frazier could disembark, Henry had announced that

no serious discussion would occur between Edwina and Yolly’s pro-
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spective tutor until the latter had spoken with us—unless, of course,
Edwina wanted Donya and Londa to learn that their mother was
really their twin sister. Edwina had then accused Henry of black-
mail, and Henry had replied that blackmail was a very good word
for it.

I welcomed Jordan to my humble cottage, supplied everyone
with Mexican beer and Nyonnaise olives, then led the way to the
rear deck with its expansive view of the lagoon. The air was stifling
and muggy, as if the entire island were suffering from a low-grade
fever. Two chubby green frogs responded to our intrusion by croak-
ing indignantly and jumping into the water.

The more Jordan spoke about herself, the more obvious it
became that Edwina could hardly have picked a better mentor for
Yolly. A Montreal-born educator with a master’s degree in child
development, Jordan had been variously employed as a guidance
counselor at a middle school in Alexandria, a riding instructor at
a day camp in Silver Spring, and the associate editor of a classy
but short-lived “parenting skills” magazine called Wonderkids.
She hoped one day to acquire a Ph.D. in “knowledge building,” a
discipline that “doesn’t quite exist yet” but whose founding father
was her intellectual hero and fellow Canadian, Dr. Carl Bereiter,
from whom she’d learned that “whatever the human mind is, it’s
not a container.”

For the next hour, Henry and Brock unspooled the story of Yolly
Sabacthani: her passionless conception, mechanized gestation, hot-
house education, tabula rasa conscience. Throughout the presen-
tation I scrutinized Jordan’s ever-shifting facial expressions. To
judge from her gaping mouth and furrowed brow, the chances of
her joining our dubious company lay somewhere between abysmal
and nonexistent.

“So there you have it,” Henry said, squeezing Jordan’s hand.
“Nancy Drew and the Secret of Blood Island. What do you think, lovely
lady?”
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“What do I think?” Jordan said, narrowing her eyes. “I think
your Dr. Sabacthani is a lunatic.”

“You'll get no argument from me,” Brock said.

“Ialso think I should take the first boat home,” Jordan said.

“We’ve all had the same impulse,” Henry said.

“Hubris Academy, where angels fear to teach,” I'said.

“But I still wish we could talk you into staying,” Brock said.

“No way,” she said.

“None at all?” T said.

“None.” Jordan grinned obliquely and offered us a sly wink.
“However, there’s a distinct possibility I can talk me into staying.”

I laughed and said, “You seem like a very persuasive person.”

“I’ll bet you could convince Vlad the Impaler to take up knit-
ting,” Brock said.

“Point one, you folks seem like my kind of oddballs,” Jordan said.
“Point two, the city girl is enchanted by these tropical surround-
ings. Point three, if T were to back out now, Edwina would probably
replace me with an incompetent.”

“An utter doofus,” Henry said.

“A complete chowderhead,” Brock added.

“Yolly deserves better,” I said.

“Okay, gentlemen, deal me in,” Jordan said. “I’ll take the whole
damn package. The health plan, the stock options, the Hubris Acad-
emy sweatshirt.” She sighed expansively. “The responsibility.”

“What about the duplicity?” I said.

“For the time being, I'll take that, too,” Jordan said. “Yolly’s an
amnesiac? Sure, Mom, you're paying the piper. She doesn’t have any
sisters? Fine, Edwina, if that’s how you want it.”

“You won’t regret this,” Henry said. “Or, rather, you will regret
it, but you'll be among friends when the pain starts.”

“What matters is that we never forget ... you know,” Jordan
said.

“How weird all this is?” Henry ventured.
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Jordan nodded and said, “It would appear that Edwina’s invent-
ed a brand-new sin. God’s still trying to figure out a name for it.”

“She insists that any woman with the right technological re-
sources would have done the same thing in her place,” I'said. “Being
men, Henry and Brock and I can’t understand her urge to experi-
ence motherhood.”

A skeptical grunt escaped Jordan’s lips. “In my opinion, women
don’t need to be mothers any more than they need to be trapeze art-
ists.” She cracked the knuckles of her graceful hands. “So what sort
of curriculum do we use around here?”

For the remainder of the afternoon, as the setting sun turned
the lagoon into an immense bowl of gazpacho, we described the les-
sons that had proved effective so far: Kohlbergian drama impro-
visations for Londa, a steady diet of Mister Rogers’ Neighborhood
and The Kindness Crusaders for Donya. Jordan said she would prob-
ably amalgamate the two strategies, Yolly being “old enough to do
role-playing exercises without getting bored, and young enough
to watch The Kindness Crusaders without becoming embarrassed,”
though she intended to point out that the series was basically “just
another opiate of the bourgeoisie.”

“Id like to see Edwina’s face when she realizes you've turned
her daughter into not only a moral being but a moral Marxist,”
Henry said.

Jordan smirked and, furling her tongue, launched an olive pit
into the lagoon. “Unless I miss my guess, Yolly is about to become
obsessed with horses. It’s practically a stage on Piaget’s developmen-
tal profile. Do you suppose Edwina might be willing to get Yolly a
horse?”

“If T know Edwina, she’ll get Yolly a herd,” Henry replied.

“A toast,” Brock said, raising his Dos Equis high. “To the beau-
tiful children of Isla de Sangre.”

“To the bewildered faculty of Hubris Academy,” Henry said.

“To trapeze artists,” I said.
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Our four bottles came together in perfect synchrony. The glassy
clatter echoed across the lagoon and decayed in the dusk.
“Now take me to the kid,” Jordan said.

THE MOST DRAMATIC SCENE in The Egyptian occurs when
Sinuhe, recently returned from self-imposed exile among the Hit-
tites and now enjoying a lucrative private practice in Thebes, is
sought out by his old nemesis, the Babylonian courtesan Nefer,
whose machinations once prompted him to lose his ideals and betray
his adoptive parents. Formerly wealthy, glamorous, and proud,
Nefer now creeps through the city like a vision of death, veiled and
shrouded. Upon finding Sinuhe, she opens her robe and bares her
breast, and he confirms her self-diagnosis: cancer. He proposes to
excise the malignancy. “I can save your life,” the physician tells his
old enemy, “but I can’t restore your beauty—the trouble has eaten
too far for that,” though the expression on Sinuhe’s face suggests
that her condition is in fact terminal. As you might imagine, this
moment fell upon my preteen sensibility with astonishing impact.
I was terrified by the gnawing tumor, appalled by the paradox of a
breast that wasn’t beautiful, and moved by the dignity with which
the doomed Nefer accepted her fate.

In the weeks that followed Edwina’s revelations in the conserva-
tory, I gradually and with mixed emotions came to see her as a con-
temporary equivalent of Nefer. Edwina, too, was under a sentence
of death, yet she maintained her regal bearing, head held high, de-
termined to make the best of it. Her devotion to her daughters—and,
yes, we'd all acquiesced to that misnomer, daughters—was absolute.
Every Monday and Thursday, Lady Daedalus traveled to the Span-
ish keep, Torre de la Carne, where Yolly was now in residence, and
proceeded to favor the newborn eleven-year-old with unqualified
adoration. On Tuesdays and Saturdays, it was Donya who became
the object of Edwina’s maternal drive. Wednesdays and Fridays be-
longed to Londa, which meant I was now seeing my pupil only three
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mornings a week. Given the robust condition of her soul, however,
the moral compass she’d acquired by withholding borrowed axes,
stealing cancer drugs, and embracing Immanuel Kant, I didn’t
regard the abridgement of our studies with alarm. As for Sundays,
Edwina had wisely set this day aside for whichever girl seemed most
in need of her—normally little Donya, of course, though sometimes
the inchoate Yolly received the extra session, and sometimes our
moody adolescent.

Sundays also proved the ideal time for the Hubris Academy fac-
ulty to meet and trade notes, usually on my deck, occasionally on
the terrace of Jordan’s beach house or the screened porch of Henry
and Brock’s bungalow. Donya had made substantive progress of late,
even to the point of insisting, as Henry had predicted she might,
that the grown-ups stop rigging the croquet games. As for Yolly,
after some inevitable experimentation—smashing windows, muti-
lating furniture, setting fire to drapes, plundering Jordan’s wallet,
learning how to make “fuck” function as every part of speech—
she now possessed a flourishing conscience. A person would never
know she was playing ethical catch-up, so well had she responded
to Jordan’s presentations of Kohlbergian dilemmas leavened with
The Kindness Crusaders. In short, it seemed that everyone’s superego
was developing normally, and so far the children’s Geworfenbeit,
their thrownness, had not plunged them into a nihilistic vortex or
sent them wandering through Dante’s dark wood. Instead of dwell-
ing on deontology, we tutors were now free to discuss the topic that
most interested us, our employer’s ostensibly praiseworthy cam-
paign to give her daughters every blessing within her power.

By Henry’s report, Edwina was having little difficulty connect-
ing with Donya, who always articulated her wish of the moment
loudly and unambiguously—cupcake, cookie, hide-and-seek, bed-
time story set in Faerie Land or Camelot—subsequently shower-
ing a delectable affection on whomever took the trouble to fulfill

it. Under Donya’s guidance Edwina had become an expert teller of
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folktales, a competent flier of phoenix kites, and a welcome guest at
tea parties. After a few failed attempts, Edwina had even project-
ed herself into the rarefied world of Donya’s miniature amusement
park, learning how to make tiny plastic heroes outwit their pocket-
sized enemies, who were forever plotting to derail the roller coaster,
turn the Ferris wheel into a giant scythe clearing the way for shop-
ping malls, and replace the merry-go-round horses with fiendish
robots who routinely abducted their helpless riders and imprisoned
them in an evil sorcerer’s castle.

Yolly, meanwhile, was just now entering the stage at which
many parents would like to arrest their daughters’ growth, that in-
terval between ten and twelve when sophistication has not yet allied
itself with cynicism. True to Jordan’s prediction, Yolly had become
enamored of all things equine, though she was equally enthused
about cultivating orchids, reading dopey fantasy novels, and taking
music lessons from an itinerant teacher, Pandora Duval, formerly
a flautist with the Baroque Ensemble in Seattle, now an alcohol-
ic with the Hog’s Breath Saloon in Key West. Edwina responded to
Yolly’s horse obsession not only by giving her dozens of horse books,
horse tchotchkes, and horse DVDs, everything from the smarmy Afy
Friend Flicka to the splendid Black Stallion, but also—as we knew she
would—by presenting the child with a living, breathing exemplar
of the species, a Chincoteague pony. Thanks to Jordan, Yolly learned
to saddle and mount the spirited Oyster in a matter of hours, ride
him in a matter of days, and ride him skillfully before the month
was out.

Adept with a digital camera, Jordan recorded her pupil’s growth
through a series of beautifully composed snapshots, periodically
displaying them to the rest of the faculty via her laptop. Each image
bore a pithy caption, composed by Jordan. “A Whiff of Heaven”
(Yolly smelling an orchid). “Goodness, How Delicious” (Yolly
eating a mango). “Morning Swim” (Yolly and Edwina floating on
their backs in the Bahia de Matecumba). “Racing the Wind” (Yolly
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on her pony). “Vivaldi’s Spring” (Yolly playing her flute). “Sun
Worshippers of Blood Island” (Yolly and Edwina napping on the
beach, dressed in identical green spandex bathing suits). “Harvest-
ing the Tide” (Yolly and Edwina standing on the point, surround-
ed by a plume of surf). Far from occasioning anxiety, the child’s
thrownness had evidently made her a connoisseur of every imag-
inable sensory delight. I could only hope that her devotion to the
pleasure principle did not portend a disastrous encounter with Dr.
Heidegger’s nothingness.

“Whatever you're doing with that child, it’s obviously work-
ing,” I told Jordan. “My hat goes off to you.”

Not surprisingly, it was her eldest daughter with whom Edwina
had the most trouble connecting, Like the rest of the civilized world’s
seventeen-year-olds, Londa had recently discovered that her prime
nurturing parent was not in fact a brilliant and omnicompetent
demiurge who could do no wrong, but rather just another dreary
adult member of the species Homo sapiens. And like the rest of the
civilized world’s seventeen-year-olds, she had grown indignant at
this discovery—so indignant, in fact, that a visiting Martian would
never have guessed that Londa was herself in danger of one day be-
coming an adult Homo sapiens.

Edwina, to her credit, refused to be daunted by the billowing
black thundercloud that hovered perpetually above Londa’s head,
and in time Londa came to realize that she could have drawn a far
worse parent in the great Geworfenbeit lottery. By Londa’s admis-
sion their regular Wednesday and Friday luncheons boasted a rea-
sonable facsimile of rapport enhanced by incandescent flashes of
candor. Particularly gratifying to Londa was her mother’s willing-
ness to give her a plenary sex education. It was one thing merely
to read about such bewildering matters as menstrual cramps, yeast
infections, the G-spot, birth control pills, STDs, and condoms, quite
another to receive such information from a blood relation who by
all indices loved you without condition.
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Beingolder, cannier, and better informed than her sisters, Londa
did not for a minute imagine she was living a remotely normal ex-
istence on Isla de Sangre. Although Edwina had denied Londa the
Internet, she did permit her to receive Up!, a lurid and almost comi-
cally materialistic magazine targeted at female adolescents, every
issue of which implicitly informed Londa that the gap between
Faustino and the outside world was very large indeed. Above all,
Up! bespoke a civilization filled to bursting with hip clothing, mes-
merizing jewelry, alchemical cosmetics, transformative body-care
products, and innocuously transgressive music, and before long
Londa had developed a keen interest in the loot that the Western
industrialized nation-states and their Asian equivalents were pre-
pared to distribute, for a price, to a demographic apparently willing
to remain permanently incurious about the hidden human cost of
any particular prize. Every sane young woman wanted her share
of the goods, wanted it desperately, and so Londa, always eager to
have her mental health corroborated, decided that she must, simply
must, become a consumer.

Edwina satisfied her daughter’s yearning for conventional trea-
sures in the simplest manner imaginable, by having them deliv-
ered to the door. Sweaters, jeans, boots, sneakers, lipstick, finger-
nail polish, eyeliner, blush, perfume, hair spray, lotions, bracelets,
necklaces, and CDs started appearing at Faustino like gifts left by
elves in a Hans Christian Andersen story, though the bearer was in
fact FedEx. Day and night, the halls of the mansion reverberated
with the apocalyptic chords of Shoot the Works, Distressed Leather,
Et Tu Brute, and other bands specializing in commodified nihil-
ism. Wherever Londa went, the cloying aroma of her parfum du jour
trailed behind her, an invisible cloak of fragrance, even as her brace-
lets clanked and jangled like a night watchman’s keys.

In her maternal wisdom, the Ubermom understood that with-
out a social context this cavalcade of artifacts would afford Londa

only limited amusement. Edwina solved this problem—brilliantly,
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I must say—through the clever expedient of turning Faustino into
a residential haven for Florida adolescents in need of summer em-
ployment. The job seekers arrived variously by catamaran, house-
boat, trawler, yacht, and cabin cruiser, and with the exceptions of a
female heroin addict from Coral Gables and a wild-eyed Key Largo
lad hooked on Grave Robbers II, a stupefyingly violent computer
game, Edwina hired them all. There was lanky Julio, who promised
Edwina that by summer’s end he would single-handedly build a
stone wall circumscribing the patio; meticulous Brittany, who con-
tracted with Edwina to reorganize the library; industrious Nick,
who undertook to repair the dock on the Bahia de Flores; cheer-
ful Charlotte, who assumed the role of Javier’s girl Friday; ethereal
Shana, who agreed to cultivate the manor’s flower gardens; and a
brooding fellow named Armand, who apprenticed himself to Char-
nock—the Mad Doctor of Blood Island had just returned from Ho-
nolulu, skin tanned, misanthropy intact—and in consequence spent
his days catching geckos and iguanas for some experiment whose
purpose I preferred not to know.

And then there was Gavin Ackerman. There had to be a Gavin
Ackerman, the handsome, muscular, nincompoop drummer in
Savage Rabbit, a high school garage band that had recently released
its fourth home-brew CD, Spur of the Moment. Although Edwina
had ostensibly engaged Gavin to repair gutters and pick figs, it was
obvious that his real function was to develop a requited crush on
Londa. From Edwina’s viewpoint this was a no-lose situation. If her
daughter neglected to fall in love with Gavin, then Edwina would
have occasion to praise Londa, extolling her for not allowing mere
hunkiness to merit her admiration. Should Gavin greet Londa’s
apathy with passion, Edwina could then play the teacher, advising
her daughter how to let a suitor down gently. In the event that it
was Londa who became smitten while Gavin remained unmoved,
Edwina would be right there at her daughter’s side, recounting the
time that she, too, had nearly died of a broken heart. Finally, sce-
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nario number four: Romeo and Juliet in the Florida Keys—sexually
conceived Montague and genetically engineered Capulet, savoring
the joys of puppy love and goatish lust. Naturally Edwina would
monitor the relationship through every twist and turn, sharing vi-
cariously in Londa’s happiness and commiserating with her when
September arrived and Gavin had to return to the mainland.

For better or worse, the two youngsters and their hormones per-
formed as anticipated, and it soon became impossible to run into
Londa without simultaneously encountering Gavin, and to glimpse
either adolescent alone would be as momentous as seeing a sea ser-
pent poke its snout above the Bahia de Flores. They held hands con-
stantly, necked conspicuously, and bragged about each other to
anyone who would listen. The figs that Gavin had been engaged to
pick stayed on their trees, though I came to suspect that as the torrid
Florida days rolled by and the sultry tropical nights elapsed, swain
and maid were reaping their own succulent harvest.

So complete was Londa’s infatuation that at least once per tuto-
rial the topic would shift from the conundrum of justice—we were
devoting the summer to my chapter on John Rawls—to the pro-
tocols of desire. Londa wanted to know exactly what went on in
men’s minds, and whether their seeming enslavement to their pe-
nises made them despise women without knowing it. Taddressed her
confusion as best I could, explicating various theories that indeed
posited an unconscious male animus toward the female, though at
some point in each disquisition I insisted that we return to Profes-
sor Rawls and his ingenious idea that a truly just society would be
founded behind a “veil of ignorance,” each architect totally unaware
of where in the socioeconomic hierarchy he might end up. The fact
was, however, that I found these digressions therapeutic. By tuning
in to Londa’s romantic life, listening patiently as she waxed rhap-
sodic over Gavin’s scorched-earth politics and off-the-shelf alien-
ation, I managed to convince myself that she was really just an-
other bubbleheaded Up! subscriber, and this assessment, inaccurate
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though it was, proved crucial to my conclusion that, on the whole,
all things considered, certain indications to the contrary, I was not
madly in love with her.

Thanks to the benign hedonism of Faustino’s youthful work
corps, the estate soon came to resemble an American-Internation-
al beach party movie from the mid-1960s. On the dunes of Isla de
Sangre, our imported teenagers staged barbecues, dance mara-
thons, sand-castle competitions, and volleyball tournaments. It oc-
curred to me that, like the vast majority of Western adolescents,
they believed themselves immortal—mumquats would have been a
superfluous addition to their diets—though I myself had no diffi-
culty picturing their various appointments in Samarra. Occasion-
ally, prompted by self-pity combined with too much beer, I would
wander down to the bay and superimpose my depression on their
rites, beholding limber zombies tossing horseshoes, agile corpses
riding surfboards, and frisky cadavers burying each other in the
sand. Beach Blanket Geworfenbeit.

While Londa was the putative hostess of these celebrations,
Edwina did most of the planning and supervising, and during the
festivities themselves my student and her boyfriend stayed noticeably
aloof. As “Medusa’s Mirror” or “Redneck Serenade” or some sim-
ilarly dance-friendly Distressed Leather hit poured from the boom
box, and the teens shook, rattled, and rolled accordingly, Londa and
Gavin would linger in the shadows, sparking everyone’s resentment
through this seeming assertion of a superior sensibility.

A curious situation. Now that Londa finally had a social life,
she apparently didn’t want it—unless, of course, the vacuous Gavin
satisfied her need for companionship, which I doubted profoundly.
When Iapprised my fellow teachers of this paradox, Jordan revealed
that every time she proposed to ferry her prepubescent stepsister
from Tampa to Torre de la Carne, Yolly replied that she wouldn’t
have any idea how to entertain such a visitor, nor did she want

to learn. Henry told a similar story about Donya. On numerous
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occasions he’d announced that he would happily fly to Houston,
collect both his nieces, and bring them back to Casa de los Huesos.
Invariably Donya had responded that she wanted as her playmates
only Edwina, Henry, Brock, her dog, and “that man called Mason
who talks so funny.”

“The loneliness of a vatling must be dreadful,” Brock said.

“They aren’t just stuck on an island—they’re marooned in their
skulls,” Jordan said.

“And so they pass their days in solitude,” Henry said, “waiting
for each other.”

WHILE EDWINA HAD DONE A REASONABLE JOB of script-
ing her eldest daughter’s adolescence, she’d evidently failed to an-
ticipate the most obvious crisis of all. At some point in the courtship,
the boy was certain to ask Londa about her past—and what was she
supposed to do then? Hem and haw? Change the subject? Perhaps
Edwina actually imagined Londa telling Gavin she was an amne-
siac, in which case someone would have to inform Lady Daedalus
that the average teenage girl would rather spend eighteen hours
a day manicuring a golf course with nail scissors than risk being
thought a clueless, vapid, brain-damaged dork.

It happened that Londa herself had not only foreseen this prob-
lem, she’d attempted a solution. Upon realizing that her every
waking thought invariably circled back to Gavin, she went rooting
through her mother’s desk, found a blank leather-bound journal,
and spent the next six hours inventing a life for herself. She titled
her project The Book of Londa, and upon its completion she talked me
into taking the thing home for the weekend.

The Book of Londa told of a seven-year-old girl, born and raised
in Boston, whose mother, the stellar molecular geneticist Edwina
Sabacthani, had one day vanished without a trace. The father of this
hypothetical Londa—the equally hypothetical David Sabacthani, a
writer of bestselling murder mysteries—soon decided that his be-
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loved Edwina was gone for good. He arranged for his wife to be de-
clared legally dead, then married his most ardent fan, a disturbed
dental hygienist named Gretchen Coldwell.

The fictionalized Londa’s fortunes now went from bad to worse.
Two days after her eighth birthday, her father died in a sailing acci-
dent off Cape Cod. When Gretchen Sabacthani née Coldwell under-
took to raise Londa single-handedly, the woman’s latent depravity
emerged from the swamp that was her soul. With a nod to the sa-
distic parents who figured in Largesse, her Utilitarian board game,
Londa imagined Gretchen feeding her stepdaughter on worms and
dirt, beating her with a bicycle chain, and locking her in the base-
ment for weeks at a time.

This monstrous state of affairs persisted for five years, and then
one glorious day Edwina escaped from her abductors, an anarchist
cabal that had been forcing her to design biological weapons in the
Canary Islands. Arriving home, Edwina lost no time deposing her
dead husband’s wife, rebonding with Londa, and assisting the CIA
in tracking down the anarchists, after which mother and daughter
fled to Isla de Sangre to start a new life together.

The Book of Londa did not end there. Years later, Gretchen was
kidnapped by a mysterious woman called the Crimson Kantian—
a swashbuckling vigilante, masked and cloaked like Zorro—then
taken to a secret grotto on the southern shore of Isla de Sangre. After
threatening Gretchen with a thumbscrew and menacing her with
a torture rack, the Crimson Kantian abruptly switched strategies
and introduced her prisoner not only to the categorical imperative
but also to Stoic self-denial, Epicurean self-restraint, and Rawlsian
fairness. These mandatory tutorials took hold, and Gretchen even-
tually became a model citizen who dedicated her remaining years
to organizing food banks and running soup kitchens.

“So what do you think of my life?” Londa asked shortly after
the start of Monday’s lesson. I had just given her the fundamental
Rawlsian thought problem: specify the limits—both to wealth and
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to privation—that you would impose on an embryonic human com-
munity, knowing that you yourself could be cast into any of the cir-
cumstances you allow, from the lowest to the highest.

“You want my honest reaction?” I replied.

“Uh-huh.”

“Gavin won’t buy any of it.”

“The ending is rather fanciful,” she said in an abashed tone.

“I won’t mince words, Londa. The ending is ridiculous.”

“Perhaps the Crimson Kantian shouldn’t wear a mask. That’s a
bit much, huh?”

“I meant psychologically ridiculous. This Gretchen character
wouldn’t mend her ways just from hearing about Stoicism or Epi-
cureanism.”

“But isn’t that what happened to me?”

I exhaled wearily and returned the journal. “I don’t know what
happened to you, Londa.” Our gazes met. Her mismatched green
eyes had never looked lovelier. “I wish I did, but I don’t.”

We proceeded to give her a more credible childhood, one spent
largely on Isla de Sangre under her widowed mother’s tender care,
with occasional trips to the mainland. From The Book of Londa we
took only the idea of a father who’d died while sailing. For the bal-
ance of her manufactured memories, we cracked the spine of my
own life and riffled through its bland but plausible anecdotes. Romp-
ing with a German shepherd named Kip, collecting postcards from
around the world, falling under the spell of The Little Prince, stag-
ing amateur fireworks displays for my cousins on the Fourth of July,
improvising a stink bomb using the antique but functional Gilbert
chemistry set I'd acquired at a flea market—it all entered Londa’s
trove of nonexistent recollections.

“Gavin was especially impressed with the fireworks,” she told
me later that week. “He wants me to add skyrockets to the Savage
Rabbit concerts.”

“Skyrockets? That’s insane.”

126



The Philosopher’s Apprentice

“The outdoor concerts. I told him I'd forgotten all that stuff, but
my tutor could probably help.”

“Tell him your tutor has forgotten, too.”

“There’s a cut on Spur of the Moment called ‘My Country, Right
or Wrong.’ A satire on mindless Phyllistine patriotism.”

“How subversive.”

“Did you know that the man who wrote ‘The Star-Spangled
Banner’ was related to Roger Taney, the Supreme Court justice
responsible for the Dred Scott decision? Pretty astonishing, huh?
Francis Scott Key goes all gushy about the land of the free and the
home of the brave, and forty-three years later his brother-in-law
rules that black people belong to an inferior biological order. All
Gavin wants is a bunch of computer-launched rockets turning into
flaming pinwheels when the lead vocalist sings about the racists’
red glare.”

“I'wouldn’t know where to begin. Tell your boyfriend that good
music doesn’t require pyrotechnics.”

It was at this juncture in our uneasy conversation that Londa
issued the first negative remark I’d ever heard her make about
Gavin. “Listen to any Savage Rabbit CD,” she told me, a wry smile
curling her lips, “and you’ll decide they need the goddamn Chicago

Fire.”

ALTHOUGH THE BOOK OF LONDA was in theory a moot text,
its preposterous thumbscrew-wielding vigilante at best peripheral
to our work, the wretched thing continued to trouble me. Why had
she cultivated in these pages so dark an alter ego, this Crimson Kan-
tian as nearly cruel as the stepmother she’d sought to rehabilitate?
Could it be that Londa had merely learned to mimic a Stoic love of
integrity, an Epicurean taste for virtue, an Enlightenment sense of
duty, and a Rawlsian commitment to fairness? At the end of the day,
was she still the ambulatory moral vacuum with whom Edwina

had first presented me?
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From these unhappy thoughts flowed my fateful decision to
transport Londa and myself to ancient Judea, circa A.p. 30. Our itin-
erary had us following the rising terrain as it resolved into that Je-
rusalem mount made immortal by the Gospel According to St. Mat-
thew. Continuing upward, we reached the summit and met the
prince of paradox himself, delivering his famously counterintuitive
sermon.

Londa’s first reading of the Beatitudes and their surrounding
text left her utterly perplexed, so she decided that, having previ-
ously benefited from role-playing exercises, we should apply this
same approach to Christian ethics. We began by enacting the story
of the Good Samaritan, Londa portraying the title character while I
sprawled on the floor as the robbed and beaten wayfarer. She min-
istered to my imaginary wounds with surpassing kindness. The fol-
lowing morning I repeatedly pantomimed the action of slapping
Londa’s cheek. After every such assault, she confounded her assail-
ant by inviting him to strike again. Later that week we staged the
famous story of the vengeful mob chasing after the woman taken in
adultery. Our teenage librarian, Brittany, played the slattern, I was
the mob’s leader, and Londa became the Nazarene. I can still hear
her saying, in her sensually husky voice, “Let him among you who
is without sin cast the first stone.”

Picture two freight trains meeting in a head-on collision, or a
tornado corkscrewing through a trailer park, hurtling gas grills and
crates of Budweiser every which way, and you will understand the
impact that Londa’s repeated readings of the Sermon on the Mount
had on her psyche. In retrospect it all seems inevitable. Here was a
young woman whose encounter with Stoicism had inspired her to
burn her palm. The Beatitudes were bound to loosen a few screws
as well. But what really got under Londa’s skin, I soon learned, was
not the Messiah’s sermon per se but the discontinuity between its
sublime directives and the ignominious course of Western history,

a spectacle that, the more we thought about it, increasingly struck
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Londa and me as largely a fancy-dress danse macabre, Titus Andron-
icus on a hemispheric and ultimately global scale, though I hastened
to point out that the chronicles of other civilizations were likewise
awash in blood. What had gone wrong? she wanted to know. When
and why had the teachings of Jesus Christ become an optional com-
ponent of Christianity?

“I’'m not the right person to answer that question,” I said. “Try
an anthropologist, maybe a religious-studies professor.”

“You know what the world needs, Mason?” she asked. “It needs
a Second Coming.”

“rd say one was quite enough.”

“Not of Christ. Of Christianity. ’'m going to make it happen.”

“That’s not a very good idea.”

“Well, somebody has to arrange for the merciful and the meek
and the peacemakers to take over. The Phyllistines can’t remain in
charge forever.”

“Beatitudes by fiat—right, Londa, sure, that’s just the ticket,” I
said, rolling my eyes. “May I be frank, my dear? You don’t want to
become a Christian. You want Christianity to become yox. That way
lies madness.”

On certain days my pupil’s hungering and thirsting after right-
eousness seemed so intense that I half expected her to flagellate
herself, put on a hair shirt, or walk barefoot on broken glass, but
she settled for a less florid saintliness, persuading Javier to become
an organ donor, Dr. Charnock to join Amnesty International, her
morality teacher to send his parents a smarmy e-mail (“You sacri-
ficed so much for my benefit . . "), and Edwina to write a million-
dollar check to the Heifer Project, a nondenominational Christian
foundation providing domestic animals to families in impover-
ished countries. Poor Gavin Ackerman, he didn’t stand a chance.
He thought he’d been blessed with a dreamy and eccentric but em-
inently desirable girlfriend, and suddenly he had a hyperventilat-

ing, whack-job Joan of Arc on his hands. It all came to a boil when
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Gavin mentioned that his mother used to drag him to Lutheran
services in Orlando. From that moment on, there was no stopping
Londa. She simply had to know whether he’d taken the Beatitudes
to heart.

“Tasked him to imagine that Savage Rabbit had become an over-
night sensation,” she told me. “Would he be willing to give his new-
found fortune to the poor, after which we’d run off together and
start an AIDS hospice in Nigeria? Yow'll never guess what he said.
He said that if he kept his money, we’d find it a lot easier to start an
ATDS hospice in Nigeria.”

“I can follow his logic.”

“Then T told him to imagine he’d turned Savage Rabbit into a
success only by making enemies. Might he see his way clear to loving
those enemies instead of hating them?”

“A provocative question,” I said, suppressing a smirk. “What did
he say?”

“He said I was getting on his nerves, and he didn’t know how
he felt about me anymore, and then he confessed he was thinking of
dating Brittany, which I said was fine by me, but I would appreci-
ate it if he didn’t fuck her in the same places we’d used, and he said
he would fuck her wherever he felt like, and then we got into a big
tight, and then we broke up.”

“I’'m sorry, Londa.”

“Don’t be. He’s really a very immature person.”

At Londa’s request we spent the rest of the morning talking about
Jesus’s cryptic concept of the Kingdom, and whether it was earthly
or ethereal, but my thoughts kept drifting to the schism between
Londa and Gavin. This was probably not the first time the Sermon
on the Mount had wrecked an adolescent romance, but I was dis-
turbed by the vehemence with which she’d forced the issue. Love
me, love my Beatitudes. The Crimson Kantian had much to answer
for, but this new version of Londa, this belle dame avec trop de merci,

this Purple Pietist, was hardly an improvement. The sooner we left
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first-century Judea, fleeing across the Mediterranean like the Trois

Maries of Provencal legend, the better.

FOR THE REST OF THE SUMMER, Londa and Gavin engaged
in an elaborate dance of mutual avoidance, until it came time for
our youthful roustabouts to scramble aboard their vessels and go
home. The kids had acquitted themselves well. A sturdy sandstone
wall now encircled the patio, a magnificent new dock jutted into
the Bahia de Flores, the Dewey decimal system had wrought its ra-
tionality upon our previously chaotic library, and the manor gar-
dens boasted a vitality that would have sent Edwina’s beloved Swin-
burne retreating pell-mell into his gaunt and glamorous wasteland.
Being a romantic at heart, Iimagined a last-minute rapprochement
between Londa and Gavin, but when I asked her about his depar-
ture, she reported, with magisterial indifference, that he’d sailed
off without saying good-bye.

As September came to Isla de Sangre, Londa and I took a much-
needed imaginary cruise to the Galipagos Islands and thence into
the luminous heart of Darwinism. Just as I'd hoped, the core chap-
ters of my Ethics, with their argument that a universal and robust
morality lay dormant within the theory of natural selection, seemed
to bring Londa to her senses. Whenever we talked about our planet’s
vast ecological tapestry with its innumerable species pursuing their
interconnected existences, and how the Phyllistine megamachine
with its insatiable appetite for forests and wetlands and other frag-
ile habitats—Gittikac’s Getaway Apocalypse—was tearing that tap-
estry to pieces, she would occasionally spice the conversation with a
Beatitude or two. But she had evidently abandoned, or at least post-
poned, her ambition to supervise the Second Coming of Christian-
ity. Just as the Crimson Kantian had deferred to the Purple Pietist,
so was the Purple Pietist now yielding to a thoughtful and humble
Scarlet Darwinist.

“Ithink I’'m almost cured,” she told me. “I feel like alizard who’s
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had his tail cut off, and now the thing’s growing back. 'm ashamed
of the person I used to be. Setting fires. Killing fish. The old Londa
makes me want to puke.”

“We’re all ashamed of the person we used to be,” I'said.

As for Donya and Yolly, their tutors were convinced that both
girls had finally conquered the void to which their ontogenerated
tlesh was heir. For a while Henry and Brock considered celebrating
Donya’s breakthrough by giving her some objective correlative of a
conscience, a statuette of a Kindness Crusader, perhaps, or a heart-
shaped clock like the one Professor Marvel awarded the Tin Man.
Jordan likewise imagined presenting her pupil with a trophy, and
Brock, our resident artist, soon hit upon a concept we liked: a Lucite
slab in which was suspended a shiny blue sphere representing the
human soul. But in the end my colleagues decided that any such ma-
terial prize would trivialize their students’ accomplishment.

Despite our apparent success in providing each Sister Sabacthani
with a moral compass, Jordan argued that we still had work to do. In
her view we were now obliged to give our charges what educators of
her epistemological persuasion called “conceptual artifacts,” so that
the ultimate fruit of the girls’ DUNCE cap programming and subse-
quent consumption of book after book after book would be “minds
enlivened by knowledge, as opposed to brains anesthetized by data.”
Her pitch made sense to the rest of us, and so we all set about en-
riching the Hubris Academy curriculum. Our lesson plans boasted a
theatricality that I believe fell short of gimmickry. To give Donya an
experience in cartography, Brock buried a box filled with costume
jewelry behind Casa de los Huesos, drew a pirate map on a crumpled
sheet of coffee-stained paper, and cheered his pupil on as she moved,
chart in one hand, spade in the other, from the patio to an oleander
bush to a garden gnome and finally to the rock beneath which the
treasure lay. To introduce a unit on astronomy, Jordan had Yolly
study the night sky, thread the stars into novel constellations, and
then invent her own myths accounting for these sparkling beasts
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and glimmering gods. To help Londa grasp the poetry of mathe-
matics, I invited her to recapitulate the steps, so elegant, so exqui-
site, by which Euclid had proved the Pythagorean theorem.

“He didn’t need algebra at all,” I noted as we bent over my dia-
grams. “Look, he brings it off entirely with geometry. His stroke of
genius was to frame the right triangle with three perfect squares, so
that the proof becomes a matter of—"

“A matter of showing that the big square is the same size as the
two smaller squares combined!”

“Shazam!”

So Hubris Academy was a lively place, with nearly every lesson
occasioning an intellectual epiphany, a eureka moment, a flash of
rational revelation. We were all taken aback, therefore, when a
strange malaise descended upon the Sisters Sabacthani, a condi-
tion that had them nodding off in class and moving about the island
with the lethargic gait of deep-sea divers shuffling along the ocean
floor. By monitoring the girls’ sleeping habits, we soon cleared up
the mystery. In the middle of the night, Londa would rise from her
bed, wander down to the Bahia de Flores, and spend hours staring at
the rollers as they crashed against the rocks. Yolly’s nocturnal anx-
iety prompted her to saddle up Oyster and go galloping through the
surf like a banshee making a house call. Even little Donya’s nights
were plagued. At the godforsaken hour of 4:00 a.m., she would come
suddenly awake, possessed by a phantasm, thrashing and writhing
and tearing the sheets until she broke free of its clawed and scaly
clutches.

Upon learning of her daughters’ insomnia, Edwina decided to
give Yolly and Londa sleeping remedies from her personal store, a
therapy that proved generally effective, though Jordan complained
that Edwina was treating the symptoms and not the cause. The
Ubermom’s approach to Donya’s disquiet was less mechanistic. She
installed an extra bed in the child’s room, so that at the earliest sign

of distress, whoever was on duty—Henry, Brock, Chen Lee, Edwina

133



James Morrow

herself—could hug Donya reassuringly and tell her, over and over,
that she wasn’t really sinking in quicksand or fleeing from hornets
or climbing the branches of a burning tree.

In theorizing about the children’s demons, Brock seized upon
Henry’s remark of the previous summer—“And so they pass their
days in solitude, waiting for each other”—and speculated that each
girl had somehow intuited the existence of her doppelgangers. These
nebulous presences, these intimations of a second self, and a third
self after that, were haunting our charges night and day. My own
theory was that Geworfenbeit had started catching up with the girls.
Their thrownness was sending them over the edge. The least elab-
orate and, as it turned out, most accurate explanation came from
Jordan, who noted that Edwina’s failing health was no longer some-
thing she could hide. Her death was now encoded all over her body,
and the children had deciphered the woeful text.

Oddly enough, it was little Donya who first put her fear into
words, taking Henry and Brock aside and describing her mother’s
skin, whose mottled brown surface she compared to the peel of an
overripe banana. Her tutors told her the analogy was astute, but
they said no more. Yolly spoke up next, mentioning with feigned
casualness that Edwina seemed to have difficulty drawing her next
breath. Jordan admitted that she’d observed the same phenomenon.
Only Londa remained silent concerning her mother’s symptoms,
exhibiting instead a preoccupation with death in the abstract. This
development would not have surprised Heidegger. The more clearly
the Dasein recognizes its thrownness, the more intense the encoun-
ter with nothingness.

“Which alternative is worse, [ wonder?” she said. “To deny death
and thus risk never being wholly alive, or to face oblivion squarely
and risk paralysis by dread?”

“Nobody knows,” I'said. “It’s ambiguous.”

“If T ever get to be God,” she said, unleashing the grin of the
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person who'd invented Largesse, “my first act will be to make am-
biguity illegal.”

Much to the faculty’s dismay, Edwina declined to be honest with
her daughters, answering with weasel words and outright lies their
questions about her blotchy skin, sunken eyes, and chronic exhaus-
tion. Usually she told the girls she looked haggard merely because
she’d been working too hard. Sometimes she mentioned an experi-
mental drug guaranteed to restore her vitality. I could not exactly
accuse Edwina of being in denial: privately she still spoke freely of
her disease, noble Nefer baring her breast to Sinuhe. But by leaving
to us the task of preparing the children for her death, she confirmed
my suspicion that this whole byzantine scenario, with its interlaced
deceptions and impacted mendacity, was being performed solely to
appease her voracious egotism, and the children’s ultimate welfare
be damned.

“My mother’s dying, isn’t she?” Londa said abruptly as we sat
down to discuss social Darwinism, Mengelism, and other dark
chapters in the Galapagos revolution. “Tell me the truth.”

“She’s dying. Yes. I’'m sorry.”

“T knew it. Fuck. Will she die soon?”

I squeezed her hand between my palms. “Sooner rather than
later. I’'m so sorry.”

“When I'was in love with Gavin, I used to have horrible dreams.”
With her free hand Londa wiped away her tears. “Once we went
swimming, and he drowned in the bay. Another time Alonso shot
him with his musket, and the next thing I knew, Gavin was lying in
a coffin.” Approaching the conquistador, she grasped the hilt of his
sword. “I crouched over him, trying to push his eyes open with one
of his drumsticks, but they were frozen shut.” Abruptly she pulled
the sword from its scabbard, sending a harsh clang through the air
like the resonance of a diabolical tuning fork. She held the weapon
upright, its blade corroded with rust and tinged with dubious battle.
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“I would say that my life is underpopulated, wouldn’t you? Gavin’s
gone. My father’s gone. Mother’s dying. I'm not a happy person,
Mason. You'll always be my friend, won’t you?”

“Of course.”

“Maybe someday I'll learn how to use a sword,” she said, sheath-
ing the weapon. “A woman should be ready to take the offensive at

a moment’s notice.”
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ON THE FIRST DAY OF SPRING, Edwina staged a birthday
party for Donya at Casa de los Huesos. The child was now ostensibly
seven. I didn’t doubt she’d been winched from the vat on that date,
and giving her advent the name “birthday” was by no means the
most dishonest game Edwina had ever played with the English lan-
guage, but the whole affair still struck me as pathetic and false.

All the guests brought gifts. Chen Lee gave Donya a pair of
cuckoo clocks, suggesting that she mount them on opposite sides of
her room, so that once an hour the birds would enter into a spirit-
ed conversation concerning the time of day. Dr. Charnock presented
her with one of his biological contrivances, a colony of twelve sea
horses from whose customized bodies sprouted delicate membra-
nous wings. My own contribution was a new addition to Donya’s
stuffed-animal collection, Septimus Squid, whom I'd crafted from
odds and ends found around Faustino—a silk pillow for the body,
discarded vacuum-cleaner hoses for the tentacles, tennis balls for
the eyes. But the most extravagant offering came from Henry and
Brock, the Stargazer Deluxe, a portable planetarium they’d ob-
tained two months earlier duringa trip to Orlando. You inflated the
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plastic dome with a bicycle pump, thereby creating a cavity large
enough for the projector and several amateur astronomers. After ev-
eryone squeezed inside, you threw the switch, then watched in awe
as dozens of constellations materialized on the walls.

It may have been Donya’s party, but it was Edwina’s celebra-
tion. The Ubermom was everywhere at once that afternoon, distrib-
uting conical hats and plastic noisemakers, supervising rounds of
Pin the Horn on the Unicorn, leading the guests in a rousing chorus
of “Happy Birthday to You,” and serving the chocolate cake she’d
meticulously baked and frosted. From start to finish the event de-
lighted Donya, though occasionally I saw her cast a worried eye on
her mother’s forearms, the blue veins rising from Edwina’s skin like
earthworms dispossessed by a rainstorm.

In the name of physical fitness and metaphysical prowess—I was
still taking every opportunity to weed my brain of its Aristotelian
dandelions—TI had jogged to Casa de los Huesos. But being bloated
now with chocolate cake and cherry-vanilla ice cream, I was dis-
inclined to repeat the regimen, and so I gladly accepted Charnock’s
offer of a lift home in his Land Rover.

“I would like your perspective on a philosophical problem,” he
said as the villa’s silhouette receded in the rearview mirror.

“What sort of philosophical problem?” I asked, cringing. While
I was always eager to dally with Lady Philosophy, Charnock was
among the last people with whom I could imagine having a substan-
tive discussion about Plato’s cave or Heidegger’s abyss.

“Ethical.”

My cringe entered the realm of contortion. “I see.”

“I’'m impressed by how much you’ve helped Londa,” Charnock
said. “Being the oldest of the three, she was doubtless the hardest to
civilize.”

“Civilizing her was a walk in the park. The challenge will be to

decivilize her, so she can function in the real world.”
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A soft rain descended on the Land Rover and the surrounding
scrub. Charnock activated the wipers, thus compounding the vis-
ibility problem by smearing grime across the windshield.

“Am I a murderer, Ambrose?” he asked abruptly. “Do I have
blood on my hands?”

“I’'m not following you,” I'said, though in fact I'was, his conver-
sation with Edwina in the gazebo having alerted me to his protec-
tive attitude toward microscopic beings.

At the press of a button, Charnock caused dual jets of cleaning
fluid to intersect the path of the windshield wipers. Three strokes,
and the glass was clean again.

Among the steps required to satisfy Edwina’s “unfathomable
passion,” he explained, “her unhealthy need to create iterations of
herself,” was a technique he found repulsive. Yolly’s advent had
entailed the sacrifice of forty-three embryos. Donya had come
into the world at the cost of sixty-eight. Behind Londa lay ninety-
seven canceled lives. “Every one of those creatures, placed in the
RXL-313, would’ve become a person. Naturally we always had a
reason for throwing it away. Spina bifida, dysfunctional heart,
malformed kidneys. But in seven cases—I remember them all—in
seven cases Edwina asked me to discard the thing merely because
she didn’t feel right about it. ‘This one isn’t my daughter. This one
won’t do.””

Absently I fiddled with the favor I'd borne away from Donya’s
party, a noisemaker capped by a coiled paper tube. “I can hear
Edwina saying that.”

“So why did I obey her? I'm not sure. When it came to our
mutant mangrove, I wouldn’t do the dirty work—I made Edwina
extract the cerebrum on her own—but with those embryos I lost my
bearings. I dumped them into the Bahia de Matecumba and let the
salt water destroy them.”

The road from Casa de los Huesos now brought us to the soar-
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ing fagade of the southwest wall, its spiky iron gate padlocked shut
so that Donya’s life would never accidentally spill into Yolly’s. Char-
nock had the key, and thus we passed without incident into the prin-
cipality of Torre de la Carne.

“I'm afraid Western philosophy can’t answer your question,”
I said. “Aristotle never told us what basket to put our eggs in. Is a
zygote a human being, an insensate speck, or something else? For
once in his life, he neglected to categorize something.”

“I can feel the blood,” Charnock said. “Coagulating on my fin-
gertips, crusting under my nails.”

A mile beyond the gate, the road split, one branch running south-
east toward the Spanish fortress, the other becoming the east-west
gravel strip that Henry and I had encountered during our explora-
tions. Had Charnock and I followed the lower fork, we might have
seen Yolly—Yolly and her Chincoteague pony and her forty-three
phantom sisters—but we logically took the alternative, heading for
the wall demarking Londa’s domain with its ninety-seven ghostly
blastocysts.

“Western philosophy can’t help you,” I told Charnock, “but
maybe I can. I think you’re being too hard on yourself. It’s all very
well to become an antiabortion activist and spend every waking
hour fetishizing fetuses, but those seven discarded embryos belong
to a different class altogether.”

“Let’s not call them fetishists,” he admonished me. “Let’s not
stoop to caricature.”

I blushed profusely, a crimson chagrin made even redder by my
anger at Charnock. Yes, I"d maligned the embryophiles, unfairly for
all Tknew, but T hated being scolded about it by this creepy curmud-
geon. “My point is that when most people speak of the rights of the
unborn, they’re simply expressing a hope that every existing preg-
nancy will come to term. They don’t mean that all conceivable souls
must immediately achieve Dasein. Otherwise their motto would be

‘Fuck now.”
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Charnock laughed—probably not for the first time in his life,
though I couldn’t be sure. “‘Fuck now.” Not a slogan you're likely to
find on Father O’Malley’s rear bumper.”

I placed the noisemaker to my lips and blew, producing a festive
toot. “If Father O’Malley came upon the schematics for your RXL-
313, would he set about building one of his own, so he could pass
his evenings manufacturing children in his basement? I think not.
Most likely he’d burn the schematics on the spot.”

“A beaker is not a uterine wall,” Charnock said haughtily. “An
ontogenerator is not a womb. I knew that before we began this con-
versation.” He lifted his hand level with his face, studying the pudgy
digits. “No solvent can remove this stain. Not soap, not turpentine,
not sulfuric acid.”

I offered him a commiserating grunt, saying I was sorry that I
hadn’t relieved his guilt.

“I didn’t expect you would.” He restored his tainted hand to
the steering wheel. “Nevertheless, I found our exchange fruitful.
Having heard your incoherent thoughts on embryos, I realize what
I should do with my life. Edwina has—what?—two months to live.
After she passes away, I'll shut down my laboratory, forsake molec-
ular genetics, and devote myself to a different domain.”

“Sounds like a plan.”

“The spiritual realm.”

“Ah, yes, the spiritual realm.” In those days “spiritual” was my
least favorite word. It still is.

Charnock firmed his grip on the wheel, squeezing until his fin-
gers turned white. “‘This one is not my daughter. This one won’t
do.’ Seven different times she said it, and then she gave me the
beaker, and I made my decision, the vat or the bay? In each case I
would swish the fluid around and watch the embryo swimming in
its little universe. I always flushed the creature away. I'm not sure
whether I'still believe in God, Ambrose, but I know I no longer be-

lieve in biology.”
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EDWINA DECIDED TO ACCOMPLISH HER DYING where
she’d done so much of her living, in the Faustino conservatory with
its damp, coagulated air and Mesozoic fragrances. Somehow Javier
had maneuvered her bed, a wide gurney hedged with satin pillows,
through the labyrinth of ferns and vines, bringing it to rest alongside
Proserpine’s salt pond. Instead of obeying God’s banishment decree,
this Eve would stand her ground and die in the Garden, prostrate
before the Tree of Knowledge.

Two male nurses from Miami, solemn Hector and jovial Se-
bastian, supervised the requisite technology—no votive candles for
Edwina, no smoking censers or hovering priests—an array that in-
cluded a cardiac monitor, a liquid-nutrient fount, and a computer-
ized morphine dispenser, this last machine deployed to guarantee
that in the end she could elect to trade lucidity for lack of pain. With
their immaculate white jackets and equally immaculate trousers,
Hector and Sebastian looked less like medical personnel than stew-
ards on a cruise ship—and the conservatory had indeed become such
a vessel, the sleek and seaworthy Lady Daedalus, bearing Edwina to
that distant keep where even the wealthiest woman is beyond the
reach of ransom.

Not surprisingly, the Ubermom had written an endgame scenar-
io that would enable her to continue regarding Donya, Londa, and
Yolly as a single individual occupying three distinct space-time do-
mains. The plan called for each child to pay her mother a separate
farewell visit, so Edwina would feel she was experiencing a suc-
cession of adieus from the same daughter. Only after she was dead
might we teachers escort our pupils out of the conservatory, intro-
duce them to one another, and help them weather the hurricane of
cognitive dissonance that was certain to follow.

While Henry, Brock, and I all thought it was a bad idea for Donya
to attend Edwina’s passing, Jordan took the opposite view. She did

not recommend that Donya be present when Edwina actually drew
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her last breath, but she insisted that the child join the vigil, lest she
spend the rest of her life vaguely anticipating her mother’s return.
A logical argument, and it soon gained everyone’s assent, though it
seemed to me that if we didn’t whisk Donya away in time, she might
spend that same life trying to forget her mother’s death throes.

Shortly after dawn on the first Friday in June, as golden spokes
of sunlight filled the eastern sky, and the toucans and parrots
loudly proclaimed the acoustic borders of their territories, Javier
telephoned to say that within the hour Henry, Brock, and Donya
would arrive at Faustino and proceed to the geodesic dome. Londa
and I, meanwhile, should go to the library, where we must wait
until summoned, even as Jordan and Yolly bided their time in the
drawing room.

Twenty minutes later Londa and I'settled into the russet leather
couch before the ancient-history section, her head pressed against
my shoulderina posture recalling one of Jordan’s best digital photos:
Oyster nuzzling Yolly, captioned “I Love You, Now How About
Some Oats?” Evidently aware that something was amiss, Quetzie
fluttered around the room in erratic ellipses. A soft staccato wheez-
ing rose from deep within Londa’s frame, a kind of anticipatory
dirge. Part of me wanted to reveal that her mother’s death would
not be the most disorienting of the day’s events, but having kept
my promise to Edwina all these months, I wasn’t about to break it
now.

The morose Hector appeared and announced that Edwina re-
quired a sponge bath, after which she would receive her beloved
daughter, “sponge bath” no doubt being a code term for Donya’s
visit to the deathbed. There was little conviction in the man’s voice—
I hoped he was better at nursing than deceit—but Londa seemed to
accept his story. As Hector slipped out of the library, Quetzie landed
on the conquistador’s helmet and squawked out his newest sentence,
“Cogito ergo sum,” which Londa had taught him the previous month
by way of commemorating, as she’d put it, “the first anniversary of
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that fateful meeting between a Boston philosopher and a crazy teen-
ager without a conscience.”

A cry of grief slashed through the glutinous air. T knew its source
immediately. Little Donya’s scream contained a greater measure of
cosmic despair than I thought a seven-year-old’s soul could hold.

“That sounded like a child,” Londa said.

“It did,” I muttered. “It was,” I added.

A second cry, same voice, penetrated the library.

“What child?” demanded Londa. “Do you know her?”

Now that Donya had revealed herself to Londa, should I contin-
ue cleaving to Edwina’s script? I felt no such duty. Given this turn of
events, the charade was surely beyond salvation.

“I’ve eaten cookies in her tree house,” I said.

“Who is she?”

Athird shriek. The iguana, frightened, hopped from the conquis-
tador to Londa’s shoulder. Without a moment’s hesitation, Londa
strode through the French doors and scanned the hallway. “Cogito
ergo sum,” Quetzie repeated with inimitable reptilian dismay.

“Remember the day I theorized that you might have a sister
named Donya?” I said, drawing abreast of Londa. “In point of fact,
the person making those sounds—”

“She’s my sister?”

“Your sister Donya.”

“I don’t understand.”

“This way.”

I took Londa’s hand and guided her toward the conservatory,
all the while attempting to explicate the strange procreative ecology
of Isla de Sangre. A petri dish instead of a marriage bed. A beaker
instead of a womb. A catalyst instead of a childhood. Amnesia that
wasn’t amnesia but something far stranger. Three genetically iden-
tical sisters—and a fourth, progenitor sister bent on representing
herself as the first three girls’ mother.

“You’re not making much sense,” Londa said.
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Donya’s next scream inspired us to break into a run. Quetzie
abandoned Londa’s shoulder but stayed with us, gliding directly
above his mistress’s head. We rounded the corner and veered into
the conservatory. Edwina lay on her back, wrapped in a green
smock and sleeping soundly. Donya, sobbing and quivering, had
flung herself across her mother’s chest. Henry stood over his pupil,
a guardian tree as faithful and protective as Proserpine.

Our arrival prompted Donya to lift her head and glance toward
the doorway. Tears stained her cheeks. Her eyes were as red as rad-
ishes.

“Hello, sweetheart,” I said.

“Mason . ..” Donya stepped toward me, then changed her mind
and, retreating, hugged her mother more tightly than before, a
shipwreck survivor clinging to a floating spar.

The two nurses fidgeted near the cardiac monitor, a noisy black
box the size of a microwave oven, its cathode-ray tube displaying a
dancing sine wave, its sound chip bleeping in high-pitched coun-
terpoint to Edwina’s heartbeats. Brock leaned against the sentient
mangrove like Ulysses bound to the mainmast of his ship. Upon no-
ticing Proserpine, Quetzie judged her an ideal perch and soared to
the highest branch.

I rushed to Donya’s side, and together Henry and I looped our
arms around her quavering body, squeezing her tight until she
stopped crying,

“Mommy’s not going to get better,” she gasped. “Not ever.”

“T know,” I said.

“Isn’t that terrible?”

“It’s terrible.”

Donya jabbed an accusing finger toward Londa. “Who are
Jou?l”

“This woman’s daughter.”

As Londa set her hand on Edwina’s shoulder, the patient opened
her eyes, then rotated her head far enough to determine that the
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worst had happened: her youngest daughter and her oldest were oc-
cupying the same spatiotemporal location, and they looked conspic-
uously like two different people.

“No, she’s my mommy,” Donya protested. “She’s mine.”

“We're sisters,” Londa told Donya.

“It’s true, Donya,” Henry said.

“No, that’s wrong,” Donya said. “I don’t want a sister.”

At last Edwina spoke, her voice bloodless and far away. “You
must stop this, dear child. Stop coming apart.”

Now Yolly raced into the conservatory, doubtless drawn by
Donya’s cries, wearing the expression of a stranded traveler watch-
ing the last bus leave the station, and behind her came an equally
bewildered Jordan. I'd not seen the middle Sister Sabacthani since
her nativity. Sharp, bright, and skillfully composed as they were,
Jordan’s snapshots hadn’t done Yolly justice. She was a glorious child
with radiant skin and shining eyes, her hair as vibrant and sum-
mery as a crown of laurels.

“Are you the person Jordan says you are?” Yolly asked, pointing
at Londa. “Are you my sister?”

“Probably.”

“Londa, right?”

“Right.”

“I’'m Yolly, and I don’t like any of this.”

“Me neither,” Londa replied.

“Me neither,” Donya said.

“My teacher says I'm really only thirteen months old,” Yolly
said.

“Mine insists I've been around just two years,” Londa said.

Yolly circumnavigated the gurney, soon entering Edwina’s field
of vision. “My wonderful mother.”

“You’re not supposed to be here yet.” Edwina sounded like a lost
ghost asking directions to a séance.
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“But I want to be here,” Yolly said.

Edwina closed her eyes, and for a few moments the air was free
of human voices. The only sounds were the caws of jungle birds and
the bleeping of the cardiac monitor.

Stretching an arm toward Donya, Yolly ran her palm along the
child’s hair. I imagined she brought a similarly unqualified affec-
tion to the act of stroking Oyster’s mane.

“Little sister?” Yolly said.

“I’'m not your sister.” Donya began weeping again.

“Donya, it’s great having a big sister, and now you’ve got two,”
Henry said.

Tears streamed down Donya’s cheeks like raindrops on a win-
dowpane. “But who’s going to take care of me?”

“I'will,” Henry said. “Brock will.”

“You bet,” Brock said.

“And I'll take care of you, too,” Yolly said.

Donya’s sobs grew softer. The monitor kept bleeping. Edwina
opened her eyes.

“This is not acceptable behavior, Yolonda,” she said in a thick
whisper. “I forbid you to break apart.”

“Mommy, can’t we have just one more tea party?” Donya said.

This proved too much for Yolly, who started weeping as prolifi-
cally as her little sister. She wrapped her arms around herself, then
slumped against the IV dispenser, shivering and whimpering, her
face hatched by tears.

“I'was a good mother, wasn’t I?” Edwina said to no daughter in
particular.

“You're the best mommy in the whole world!” Donya ex-
claimed.

Yolly uncurled one arm and pulled her sleeve across her nose and
mouth, gathering up a mass of mucus, spittle, and tears. “Thank
you for everything, Mother,” she said, staggering toward the
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gurney. She kissed Edwina’s pale, thin lips. “Thank you for Jordan
and Oyster and the flute lessons. I'm the luckiest girl alive.”

“Mommeee!” wailed Donya.

Londa now shifted her gaze from her doomed mother to her be-
mused morality teacher. We locked eyes. She glowered. This Gorgon
would not settle for turning her victims to ordinary stone: only
New Hampshire granite would suffice, or diamond-grade carbon.
“Mason, damn it, you should’ve fo/d me about this! You liar!”

I grimaced but remained silent.

“Londa, dear, your mother needs a kind word from you,” Jordan
said.

“You’re aliar, too!” Londa wailed, lurching toward Jordan. “You
made Yolly think I didn’t exist!” She extended her index finger,
aiming it first at Henry, then Brock. “And you two did the same
thing to Donya! But I do exist!”

I wanted to tell Londa there were five liars in the room, not four,
most conspicuously the patient on the gurney, but I simply said,
“Jordan is right. You owe your mother something. Blessed are the
comforters.”

There was no such Beatitude, and Londa knew it, but rather than
correcting me, she stepped toward Edwina and grasped her limp,
wrinkled hand. “I love you, Mother. Whatever this crazy thing is
you’ve done, Ilove you.”

I assumed that Edwina would now smile. I expected her to
acquire a seraphic face, aglow with peace and maternal fulfill-
ment, but instead an arcane, almost preternatural force seized
her body. Her teeth chattered. Her lips quivered. Her limbs trem-
bled so violently that I feared her ligaments might rip free of her
bones.

Without exchanging a word, the tutors moved to shelter their
charges from Edwina’s terminal spasms. Henry took one of Donya’s
hands, Brock the other, and together they propelled her toward the

patio. Jordan approached the gurney, curled an arm around Yol-
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ly’s shoulder, and escorted her behind the cardiac monitor. Londa
did not resist when I set my palm against the small of her back and
guided her into Proserpine’s fecund shade.
“Stop splitting!” Edwina suddenly cried. “Stay together!”
Donya released a shrill moan. Londa slouched beneath the
breathing tree and wept.
“Quetzie is a handsome devil!” squawked the iguana.
“Together!” Edwina demanded.
The cardiac monitor played a few final measures of reassuring
bleeps, and then the cadence disintegrated into random chitters.
“Cogito ergo sum,” Quetzie averred, but his insight was lost on

Edwina, who had entered a realm where cogitation does not occur.

ALTHOUGH THE TWO NURSES had proved only marginally
useful during Edwina’s final days, they certainly earned their
salaries after she was gone. Seizing upon a hidden potential of the
IV dispenser, Hector and Sebastian filled her veins with a small
quantity of embalming fluid, just enough to counter the spoilage
threatened by the Florida heat. They ordered a steel casket, signed
the death certificate, and ran interference with a health inspec-
tor from Key West who’d long ago deduced that biological events
on Isla de Sangre rarely fell within the norm. They even interred
the body, digging a grave at the axis of Edwina’s empire, in the
shadow of the sandstone pillar where the three concrete walls
converged, then setting the casket in its moist groove and shovel-
ing back the soil.

Shortly before the funeral, Londa composed an epitaph, which
Brock, master of all media, succeeded in etching onto a bronze tablet
the size of a sandwich board. After everyone had assembled by Ed-
wina’s resting place—children, tutors, chefs, servants, grounds-
keepers—we propped the tablet against the burial mound, so that
the grave acquired a door: a brazen gate opening onto the Nothing,

much as the ontogenerator was a titanium portal into Dasein.
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IN LOVING MEMORY OF
EDWINA SABACTHANI

*

Servant of Science
*

Seeker of Wisdom
*
Eternal Protector of
Three Devoted Daugbtery

Donya read the words aloud, slowly, haltingly, then began
to cry, partly from her frustration over not understanding them,
partly from her realization that those same words, comprehended,
would have broken her heart. Henry deftly led her away from the
knot of mourners toward a commodious clearing ringed by ferns.
From his backpack he withdrew a bag of figs, a bunch of banan-
as, and a flask of Hawaiian Punch, immediately convening a jungle
picnic for Donya and himself, leaving the rest of us to continue the
ceremony on our own.

For the next hour, we eulogized Edwina with anecdotes. Brock
described her touching attempts to enter the universe of Donya’s
miniature amusement park. Javier praised Edwina’s financial gen-
erosity, most especially her insistence on paying for his father’s
bypass surgery. Chen Lee recalled the time he’d carelessly allowed
thirty pounds of fish to go bad and how his boss had unhesitat-
ingly absolved him. Charnock offered his opinion that Edwina’s
brief but productive career with GenoText, Inc., would eventually
lead to effective germ-line therapies for cystic fibrosis and muscular
dystrophy. Yolly spoke of how she and her mother had wept openly
during their screening of The Black Stallion. Londa noted that her
mother was “always there when I needed her,” then added, under
her breath, “as long as I needed her on Wednesday and Friday.” Par-
alyzed by ambivalence, Jordan and I said nothing,
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Later that week, two attorneys from the classy Miami law firm
of Acosta, Rambal, and Salazar descended upon the island. While
their ostensible intention was to apprise the girls of certain postmor-
tem arrangements, it was obvious that Rex Fermoyle and Martha
Carrington were primarily looking to score slices of the walloping
financial pie Edwina had left behind. Watching them sift through
their late client’s private papers, I thought of those proud corps of
airport dogs employed to detect heroin, explosives, and illegal food-
stuffs, though Fermoyle and Carrington’s specialty was sniffing
out obscure stock options, neglected government bonds, and mis-
filed life-insurance policies.

When it came to the legal dimensions of her death, Edwina had
obviously been willing to regard Yolonda as three distinct entities,
for Fermoyle and Carrington began their presentation by noting
that each girl had inherited her own billion-dollar trust fund.
Moreover, by scrutinizing every twig and burl of the Sabacthani
family tree, Edwina had located three blood relations willing to
become the girls’ legal guardians, though in her prescience she’d
also included a provision whereby we tutors might take custody of
our charges. For Londa, Edwina had found a dullard first cousin
whose life revolved around his marginally profitable Milwau-
kee hotel, for Yolly a dotty female second cousin who every Hal-
loween turned her Baltimore mansion into a Poe-themed haunt-
ed house, for Donya a gifted great-aunt still employed as a cellist
by the Pittsburgh Symphony Orchestra. I was not surprised when
Henry and Brock announced their intention to adopt Donya, nor
was I taken aback when Jordan said she would make Yolly her
ward, for despite her protestations concerning motherhood and
trapeze artists, it was obvious that Yolly’s advent had simultane-
ously diagnosed and treated a void in Jordan’s life. I myself did not
address the guardianship issue that day, but the following morn-
ing I confided to Fermoyle that I'd be just as happy to let the Mil-

waukee hotel manager worry about Londa for a while, even as I
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admitted to myself that this decision was unlikely to free me of her
sticky charisma.

In the months following the funeral, the Sisters Sabacthani
came remarkably close to fulfilling their mother’s dream of a
unified Yolonda. They laughed together, cried together, ate, slept,
gossiped, sang, danced, swam, sailed, windsurfed, flew kites,
played croquet, built sand castles, and—once Jordan had import-
ed a mare named Guinevere for Londa and a Welsh pony named
Crackers for Donya—rode across the scrubland together. And of
course they also drove one another batty, for only a sister has that
special talent for breaking your last bottle of perfume, spilling
grape juice on your best sweater, dropping your curling iron into
a sink full of soapy water, losing your favorite Distressed Leather
CD, borrowing your bicycle and then blowing out the tires, and
cutting you to pieces by criticizing your taste in music or clothes
or movies or anything.

But such lapses were rare. On balance the children were
companionable as littermates and compatible as Dumas’s mus-
keteers, with Londa and Yolly entering into an amicable rival-
ry over who could be the better big sister. They nursed Donya
through an episode of chicken pox and an encounter with a
poison sumac plant, presented her with abridged versions of
Londa’s colorful answers to Yolly’s incessant questions about
sex, and despite their own sorrow ministered diligently to
Donya’s grief, suggesting that she and Edwina might one day be
reunited in some transcendent realm, though they declined to
call it heaven, paradise, or any name implying geographic act-
uality.

It was Jordan’s idea for the sisters to explore the upper reaches
of Torre de la Carne, a domain that, prior to Edwina’s death, Yolly
had been forbidden to visit as strictly as Bluebeard’s new bride had
been barred from the room in which her pickled predecessors hung,

Jordan invited the other tutors along, Charnock as well, and so we
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were a party of eight who ascended the tower that afternoon, fol-
lowing the spiral staircase ever upward.

Stepping into the laboratory, I inhaled a gulp of mummified
air and immediately began to cough. Dust covered everything—
ontogenerator, control console, enzyme tanks, DUNCE cap—like
a stratum of newly fallen snow. The spiders had been industri-
ous in Edwina’s absence, so that the place suggested the atelier of
an architect who was forever modeling avant-garde suspension
bridges. Londa went instinctively to the great riveted sphere that
had variously functioned as her placenta, bassinet, cradle, and
playpen. She selected a porthole and peered inside, and soon Yolly
and Donya did the same, so that the sisters formed a tableau evok-
ing my favorite New England Aquarium poster: three children
standing before a fish tank, faces aglow with curiosity, ichthyolo-
gists in the making,

Charnock now improvised a lecture concerning the rarefied pro-
cedure by which he’d taken five hundred anonymous donor eggs,
stripped away their DNA, and injected each hollowed-out oocyte
with cumulus cells harvested from Edwina’s ovaries. A subtle elec-
tric jolt was sufficient to transform the majority of these chimeri-
cal zygotes into blastocysts, scores of which survived to become full-
blown embryos. With consummate care Edwina and Charnock had
nurtured each nascent life. In three particular cases, the experiment
yielded auspicious specimens—the budding Londa, the blossoming
Donya, the burgeoning Yolly—all of whom were allowed to enter
fetushood. The biologist exuded an understandable pride while de-
scribing the hormone shots he’d given each sister shortly before her
transfer to the RXL-313, explaining how these injections had inter-
acted with the vat’s unprecedented enzymes to radically accelerate
first Londa’s maturation, then Donya’s, and finally Yolly’s.

Throughout Charnock’s lecture I studied the sisters’ faces, soon
concluding that nobody was remotely interested in what he had to

say, and I realized that if they were to truly comprehend their sit-
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uation—their passionless conceptions, ultramarine infancies, later-
al kinship with Edwina—they must spend some time alone in this
place. When I suggested in a cheery but emphatic tone that “our
young charges would probably like a few moments of privacy,” the
girls all released spontaneous sighs of relief.

Ten years later, when Londa and I were no longer tutor and
pupil but partners in a considerably more convoluted relationship,
she told me what had happened that afternoon once the adults left
the laboratory. By fiddling with the knobs on the control console,
the girls managed to flip back the hatch on the ontogenerator. With-
out a single word passing among them, they removed their cloth-
ing, climbed the exterior rungs, and, heedless of the amniotic resi-
due clinging to the inside surfaces, descended into the chamber. The
cool, sharp scent of the titanium was oddly soothing. Its hardness
made their whispers resonate. For well over an hour, the girls hud-
dled in the dark, talking and then not talking, fused like Siamese
triplets, arms linked, hip pressing hip, until it was apparent that
they’d made peace with the late Edwina Sabacthani in her many
guises—mother, sister, progenitor, confidante, nemesis—and so they
returned to the outside world, laughing and joking and eager for a

swim in the Bahia de Matecumba.

DOZENS OF AMERICAN UNIVERSITIES would have been
pleased to count Londa among their first-year students, but she
would consider only her mother’s alma mater. She intended to
follow in Edwina’s footsteps, pursuing her undergraduate studies
at Johns Hopkins, obtaining a Ph.D. in molecular biology from that
same institution, and subsequently joining the cutting edge of medi-
cal research. My vatling was determined to master all existing tech-
niques—bone-marrow infusions, liver resections, domesticated ret-
roviruses, artificial chromosomes—for delivering healthy genes to
patients who’d drawn losing tickets in the great DNA sweepstakes,
and then invent a few such vehicles as well. But unlike her mother,
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Londa assured me, she would never succumb to the allure of self-
replication.

Initially the Hopkins admissions committee raised a collective
eyebrow at Londa’s inability to produce anything resembling a
high-school transcript. They weren’t sure whether to believe her
claim that she’d read her way through the largest private library in
the Florida Keys, likewise her curious assertion that she’d received
“a rigorous education in ontology from an independent scholar
whose unpublished thesis, Ethics from the Earth, will one day set
philosophy on its ear.” But then they noted her stratospheric SAT
scores, her sterling performance on the biology and mathematics
achievement tests, and her cashier’s check for one year’s tuition in
advance, whereupon their skepticism evaporated like alcohol in a
petri dish.

It turned out that Yolly, too, would be leaving on Labor Day.
Jordan had accepted a job running the Department of Human De-
velopment at Merrimack Academy, a tony private school in Haver-
hill, Massachusetts, and she’d lost no time arranging for her ward
to join the freshman class. One campus visit was enough to persuade
Yolly that Merrimack would make her happy. It had an equestrian
program, after all, including a stable that Oyster would likely find
congenial, not to mention an orchestra, a state-of-the-art computer
lab, a theater modeled on the Globe, and a low teacher-student ratio.
When I first heard of Yolly’s imminent departure, my instincts told
me she was making a mistake, for the middle Sister Sabacthani had
thus far failed to concoct a convincing personal history, a plausible
Book of Yolly, and I worried that the other Merrimack students, re-
alizing they had a naif in their midst, would torment her merci-
lessly. I presented my troubling prediction to Jordan, and against
my expectations she managed to allay my fears with a single cogent
remark.

“Yolly’s practically my daughter, for Christ’s sake,” she told
me. “Ill be looking out for her twenty-four hours a day, which
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is a better deal than most kids get from their parents, teachers, or
guardian angels.”

As for Donya, both Henry and Brock wanted to continue educat-
ing her on the island, though they admitted to enjoying little objec-
tivity in the matter, as neither could imagine a better place for pur-
suing his pet passion—in Henry’s case, a cycle of speculative scripts
for Uncle Rumpus’s Magic Island, in Brock’s, a magnum opus: ten
huge canvases that would ultimately form a 360—degree cyclorama
of Isla de Sangre as refracted through his surrealist’s sensibility. It
was Jordan who settled the question, arguing that several addition-
al years of idyllic isolation would do Donya more good than harm.
Sometime around her sixteenth birthday, she should be given the
same choice as Yolly—another season in Eden, pumpkin, or a leap
into the larger world?—but for now it made sense to cultivate her
innocence.

On the same day that Yolly received her acceptance letter from
Merrimack, Javier informed me that Vincent Charnock, having
completed his last experiment and removed his equipment from the
Quonset-hut complex, was no longer in residence. Shortly after sun-
rise the father of ontogeneration had strolled down to the Bahia de
Flores, boarded Captain Lopez’s cabin cruiser, and left for Key West
without telling a soul. I was hardly surprised. Charnock had gotten
what he wanted from me—corroboration of his suspicion that phi-
losophers couldn’t think straight about embryos—and he obviously
had nothing more to say to the Sisters Sabacthani, no bits of avun-
cular wisdom, no nuggets of godfatherly advice.

“Now that Edwina and Dr. Charnock are gone, I can do a for-
bidden thing,” Javier told me one night as we savored Cuba libres on
my deck. “I speak now of our poor, miserable Proserpine.”

“Let me guess,” I'said. “You’re going to gobble down a dozen ro-
coconuts and mud-wrestle an alligator.”

Smiling, he sipped rum and shook his head. “I want to end her

156



The Philosopher’s Apprentice

suffering. Edwina wouldn’t allow it—she always said Proserpine
doesn’t feel anything—and Dr. Charnock, he was just as stubborn,
but for different reasons. Whatever Proserpine’s quality of life, he
said, we’ve got no right to commit euthanasia.”

“So you’re going to uproot her?”

“The tree will bless us for it.”

Two days later, Javier gathered together Henry, Brock, Londa,
and myself, fed us a hearty lunch of calamari stew in the Fausti-
no dining hall, and guided us into the conservatory. We stripped
Proserpine of her fruits. The harvest fit into two hundred king-size
Ziploc bags, which we stored in the manor’s largest freezer. Having
never experienced the unique inebriation afforded by mumquat
nectar, Henry and Brock briefly considered sharing a rococonut,
but they decided to abstain, knowing that the day’s task would re-
quire a clear head and steady hands.

We returned to the conservatory and, after three hours of hard
labor with picks and shovels, extracted Proserpine from her brackish
habitat. As we carried the mangrove to the Quonset huts, her breath-
ing became softer, her heartbeats slower, her trembling impercepti-
ble. Charnock’s Faustino laboratory was even larger than his work-
shop atop Torre de la Carne, but Proserpine’s roots and branches still
jammed the place to its corrugated walls. Under Londa’s direction we
inserted the tubers in buckets of morphine and, once convinced that
the tree was insensate, incised her trunk with a chain saw and got to
work. Our efforts continued from midafternoon to dusk, until at last
all traces of the biologists’ interventions were gone, every chunk of
lung, scrap of heart, and curd of neural tissue.

Shortly after dark we hauled the vegetable cadaver down to the
beach, stopping near the site of Ralph Gittikac’s prodigal picnic. A
full moon rose over the Bahia de Flores, painting the waters with
streaks of such silvery beauty that they suggested some benevolent

inverse of an oil spill—a slick of angel’s tears or dolphin’s milk. We
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filled the mangrove’s dredged trunk with kerosene, then set it on
tire. For nearly an hour, the five of us stood on the shore, chatting
idly as sparks swarmed around the flaming tree. Javier was the first
to leave, saying he needed to work on his résumé. Henry and Brock
departed next, explaining that Chen had done more than his share
of baby-sitting that day.

Dressed in ragged chinos and a white T-shirt, Londa looked ex-
quisite by firelight. The flames bronzed her cheeks and burnished
her brow. She told me that earlier in the week she and Yolly had
brought Donya to this very spot. The three girls had baked clams
and played Frisbee, and when the stars came out, they’d sprawled on
the beach and wriggled their toes in the sand, “playing footsie with
the planet,” while scanning the dome of heaven. Thanks to her Star-
gazer Deluxe, Donya had quickly identified Orion, the Pleiades, the
Big Dipper, and a half dozen other constellations. Seeking to stimu-
late her youngest sister’s sense of wonder while expanding her other
sister’s intellect, Londa had speculated aloud that the night sky was
an illusion—a projected vista of bright bodies and black voids gen-
erated by an immense planetarium located on Platonia, an invisible
world in orbit between Earth and Venus.

“I trust your siblings were amused,” I said.

She answered with characteristic Sabacthani solemnity. “They
giggled idiotically. Humor was not my intention. I wanted them to
imagine that Platonia and the Platonians really exist.”

“Sisters can be so annoying.”

“You call us sisters, which is more or less correct—but I’ll bet our
teachers call us other things behind our backs. Be honest, Socrates.
Are we kettle kittens? Chowder chicks? Bisque bitches?”

“Vatlings, actually.”

“Vatlings?” Londa laughed, pleased with herself. She’d smoked
us out. “Very funny. What else?”

“Beaker freaks, gumbo girls, and tureen queens.”
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“Any more?”

“Well, yes.”

“What?”

“Bouillababies.”

“And?”

“And petri dolls and chamber maids. That’s all.”

“I like gumbo girls best.”

“Me, too.”

She hooked her thumbs through the belt loops of her chinos.
“Mr. Fermoyle tells me you don’t want to be my guardian.”

“I'wouldn’t put it that way.”

“You stuck me with some chucklehead cousin. I don’t mind,
really—not as long as you’ll keep on being my auxiliary conscience.”
She gestured toward Sagittarius, as if signaling the centaur to re-
lease his arrow. “Hey, Mason, you want to hear something interest-
ing about the Platonians’ projection? It isn’t just a sky map. It’s also
a blueprint.”

“A blueprint,” I echoed evenly.

“A blueprint for a city.”

“A city. Right.”

“See how it shines? Streetlamps, lighted windows, mooring bea-
cons for zeppelins—all glittering like Donya’s sea horses.”

“Ilove those sea horses. They’re all I know of God.”

“The Platonians fully intend to build it one day, a perfect city, a
haven for the misbegotten.”

“The misbegotten deserve no less,” I said dryly.

“Once the Platonians get an idea in their heads, there’s no stop-
ping them.”

“Be careful, Londa. Even Jesus failed to bring heaven to earth.”

“Jesus didn’t have a trust fund.” She lifted a stone from the beach
and tossed it into the fire, breeding a new generation of sparks. “For

a while I was committed to the name ‘Zeus City,” in honor of the
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Stoics’ utopia, but then I decided ‘Themisopolis’ was a better choice,
you know, after the goddess with the sword and the blindfold and
the balance scales.”

“I applaud your ambition.”

“Don’t patronize me.”

“The last thing on my mind.”

“Themisopolis, the City of Justice. And with the help of my aux-
iliary conscience, I’'m going to make it happen.”

“Your auxiliary conscience has other plans,” I'said. True enough:
I was planning to have nothing to do with Themisopolis.

“You'll miss all the fun,” she said.

“Fun on a bun,” I said.

A vibration passed through my bones, as if T were the late Proser-
pine enduring a vestigial fit. When Londa installed herself as mon-
arch over her trust-fund utopia, which of her personae would be as-
cendant? Even if the benign Scarlet Darwinist proved dominant at
tirst, the Crimson Kantian and the Purple Pietist would be lurking
in the shadows, waiting to seize power.

“Question, my dear,” I'said. “What will happen when the Plato-
nians switch off their planetarium?”

“Isn’t it obvious? The heavens will vanish, every last star, and
then we’ll finally see what lies beyond. It promises to be impossibly
magnificent and utterly incomprehensible.”

“That’s the difference between you and me, dear. I don’t want to
be there when the stars blink out.”

“Whereas I would try to get a front-row seat.”

She took two steps forward, kissed me squarely on the lips, and,
pivoting abruptly like a weather vane in a gale, melted into the night.

“Your gumbo girl will build a city!” she called out of the dark-
ness. “You don’t believe her, but she’ll do it! The Phyllistines will
curse every brick! The downtrodden will cheer!”

I shifted my eyes from Londa’s retreating form to the flaming
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tree and then to the bright speckled vault. For a full minute, I stood
on the beach and studied the luminous City of Justice. Slowly, one
by one, the lamps, windows, and mooring beacons floated free and
transmuted into stars again, so I lowered my gaze and turned from

the sea and walked into the forest.
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C/mpter 8

NO, LADIES AND GENTLEMEN, I did not unscrew her skull-
cap, insert her brain into its white vault, and knit her medulla to
her spinal cord: someone else performed that operation. Still, I was
her creator. I did not take gouts of dripping tissue in my hands and
sculpt them around her bones, feeding the scraps to the dog who ate
God’s homework: a different person shaped her flesh. She was nev-
ertheless my creature. I did not install her beating heart in its tho-
racic cavity, lodge her eyeballs in their sockets, or tap her teeth into
place with a steel mallet tempered in the Pierian Spring: those duties
fell to another. And yet I am responsible for what she became.

Yes, ladies and gentlemen, my detractors speak the truth. For
nearly ten years following my departure from the Florida Keys, I
pretended to the outside world that Id played no part in the con-
struction of Londa Sabacthani’s increasingly conspicuous soul.
Every time her press secretary, the indefatigable Pauline Chilton,
dispatched yet another reporter to my abode, deliriously eager to
hear about the Isla de Sangre curriculum and maybe learn what
made Londa tick, I would tell the invader that while I had indeed
served briefly as Dr. Sabacthani’s private tutor in certain abstruse

165



James Morrow

deontological matters, my influence on her ethical development had
been negligible.

I am still haunted by the case of Emily Seldes, who tearfully
begged me to grant her an hour of my time lest she lose her job at the
Hartford Courant. When I turned her down, Miss Seldes proceeded to
fabricate and publish a story, “Sabacthani’s Mentor Recalls His ‘Moral
Prodigy,” subsequently receiving the boot and descending into clini-
cal depression when the article was exposed as a fraud. An unfortu-
nate episode, but I was immune to regret in those days. Nor could
I be moved by avarice. The producers of The Roscoe Fisher Show of-
fered me fifteen thousand dollars for a ten-minute interview. I told
them I would appear on condition that we talked about nothing but
Heidegger’s concept of Dasein. The powers behind Cordelia Drake Live
raised the stakes to twenty thousand dollars. I responded that I was
ill-disposed to revisit a closed chapter in my life, but I'd be pleased to
tell Cordelia’s viewers why Darwinian materialism offered a more
exalted view of humankind than the Book of Genesis.

Londa herself had no better luck getting my attention. I recy-
cled her letters unopened, erased her phone messages without lis-
tening to them, slammed doors in the faces of her envoys, and de-
leted her e-mails with alacrity. Subject: Mason, I Need You. Subject:
Calling All Consciences. Subject: Please, Socrates. Subject: Win a Free
Trip to Themisopolis. Subject: Desperately Seeking Superego. Sub-
Jject: Gumbo Girl on the Verge of a Nervous Breakdown. Subject: For
God’s Sake. Subject: 'm Not Kidding. Subject: Jesus Christ! Subject:
Fuck You!

What sense was there in my self-imposed exile? By what lights
would a reasonable man dissent from the Sabacthani miracle? Who
but the crustiest curmudgeon would disdain the omnibenevolent
community that Londa and Yolly had seeded in the rural environs
of Bel Air, Maryland? Who but the sourest sophist would gainsay the
splendid projects administered within the walls of that Susquehanna

River utopia? One thinks immediately of the Mary Wollstonecraft

166



The Philosopher’s Apprentice

Fund, providing contraceptives and small-business loans to women
in underdeveloped countries, not to mention the Susan B. Anthony
Trust, running to earth the architects of various international pros-
titution rings—sexual slavery, the sisters called it with a characteris-
tic contempt for euphemism—as well as the Elizabeth Cady Stanton
Foundation, tirelessly lobbying against the user-friendly fascism,
feel-good theocracy, and creeping Phyllistinism that now dominated
the American political landscape. O come, all ye faithful. Come ye to
Themisopolis. Come and behold the Institute for Advanced Biologi-
cal Investigations, dedicated to eradicating the female cancers. Tour
the Vision Syndicate and chat with its idealistic engineers, fiercely
determined to inaugurate a postcarbon age in which fossil-fueled
power plants will have gone the way of workhouses and witch trials.
Drop by the Artemis Clinic, offering free medical services, including
abortions, to pregnant women. Visit Arcadia House, sheltering hun-
dreds of runaway wives, battered girlfriends, pregnant teenagers,
abused children, and unadoptable orphans.

But you see, ladies and gentlemen, despite Londa’s munificence,
or maybe because of it, there was never a moment when she did not
seem monstrous in my eyes, beauty and beast in a single skin. The
woman frightened me. She scared me to death. Whenever I started
to compose an e-mail to my vatling, images of her stigmata flooded
my brain—the burn scar on her palm, the thorn under her thumb-
nail—and I shut down the computer. Each time I picked up the
phone to call her, the vindictive Crimson Kantian from The Book
of Londa rose in my imagination, and I returned the handset to its
cradle, knowing that for the sake of my sanity, and perhaps hers as
well, I must continue to banish her from my life.

And so it happens that these pages contain a dearth of inside
dope concerning Londa’s ascent from biology major to celebri-
ty saint. You will find herein nothing to supplement the standard
narrative—how a beautiful and brilliant molecular geneticist from

Johns Hopkins burst one day upon the clinical-research scene, per-
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fecting a therapeutic technique whereby specially designed patch-
es of healthy DNA were knitted into the chromosomes of patients
suffering from malign mutations; how this same prodigy ultimate-
ly turned her back on avant-garde chimeraplasty and announced
that she intended to pursue an even grander agenda; how she then
joined forces with her younger sister, Yolly, her personal manager,
Dagmar Rohrig, and her eternal inspiration, the Good Samaritan,
to bring a substantial tract of paradise to earth, in time earning the
sobriquet Dame Quixote. No gossip today, ladies and gentlemen. No
jaw-dropping disclosures. If you want to learn about the Golden Age
of Themisopolis, rent the PBS documentary She Walked 4dmong Us.
Read Sandra Granger’s surprise bestseller, Weltanschauung Woman.
Hunt out back issues of that old Marvel Comics series The League of
Londa, the first of which currently commands a $350 minimum bid
on eBay. Collect the trading cards. Play the board game. Fondle the
action figure.

So extreme was my wariness that it extended even to Londa’s
youngest sister back on the island. Every time Donya invited me to
Casa de los Huesos, I invented a pretext for staying put—poor health,
low spirits, a deadline for delivering a revision of Ethics from the
Earth to a prospective publisher—though I did agree to exchange
e-mails and Christmas cards with her. When Omar the Doberman
went to the Elysium of Endless Bones at the ripe old age of fifteen, I
composed a five-stanza elegy, “I Just Got a Postcard from My Dog,”
that, as Henry put it, “helped us move our favorite little girl from
mourning to remembrance.”

By Donya’s account, all was well on Isla de Sangre. Henry had
written a half-dozen scripts for Uncle Rumpus’s Magic Island, “and
they’re really, really funny,” she assured me. Brock’s emerging
surrealist cyclorama “makes you feel like your eyeballs have fallen
out and gone rolling around on a Day-Glo pool table,” which I took
to be a recommendation. As for Donya herself, while her hand-

crafted conscience was probably no less extravagant than Londa’s
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or Yolly’s, her messages betrayed little of the unbounded swash-
bucklery that had made her older sisters the decade’s most be-
loved and vilified women. When not marking the Bahia de Flores
with signs imploring passing yachtsmen to keep their refuse out
of the water, she was protecting newly laid sea-turtle eggs from
predatory egrets and petitioning the federal government to desig-
nate the island a National Wildlife Refuge. I imagined that Donya
might one day redirect these pastoral passions, scaling her ambi-
tions upward from her local ecosystem to planet Earth, but just
then, for better or worse—better, I felt—she seemed happy to cir-
cumscribe her dreams.

Had I been utterly determined to keep Londa from crossing my
path, of course, I would have moved as far from Maryland as pos-
sible—to San Francisco, maybe, or London. But instead I returned
to Boston—to my old haunts, in fact, Hawthorne University and en-
virons. My goal was not to engage in further tussles with Felix Piel-
meister, nor was it to resurrect my Ph.D. candidacy. What drove me
was my craving for philosophical discourse, the desire that Sinuhe’s
riverside ruminations had sparked in me at such an impressionable
age. I needed to hear sentences ornamented with “categorical im-
perative,” “Cartesian dualism,” “Hegelian idealism,” and “the en-
counter with nothingness” the way a believing Sabacthanite needed
the latest issue of The League of Londa.

My bright idea was to open a used-book store, an amenity to
be found nowhere within a six-block radius of the campus. A solid
nut of one hundred thousand dollars remained from my Isla de
Sangre salary, and this proved sufficient for me to attract a busi-
ness partner, easygoing Dexter Padula, a member of that ubiq-
uitous academic breed, the professional graduate student, forev-
er revising his dissertation while eyeing external reality with the
anxious demeanor of a nursing infant struggling to imagine life
beyond the tit. Dexter stood out from his fellows on four counts.

He was not on antidepressants; he knew how to groom himself;
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he had a plan for finishing his book—Overlapping Intersubjectivi-
ties in “The Canterbury Tales”—before the year was up; and he’d
inherited a bundle from his father, though apparently the bundle
would have been bigger had Dexter decided to become a lawyer
instead of a Chaucerian. In a matter of weeks, we’d secured a two-
year lease on 1,924 square feet of the Pequot Building, an easy and
picturesque walk from campus, and we’d also acquired the private
libraries of four bibliophiles whose ability to enjoy their collections
had been compromised by, respectively, illness, impoverishment,
blindness, and death. After making these moves, we still had suf-
ficient funds for several part-time employees and a hand-carved
sign reading PIECES OF MIND: USED BOOKS, FRESH COFFEE, LIVELY
CONVERSATION.

Neither Dexter nor I knew the first thing about running a small
business. We were entrepreneurs the way Abbott and Costello were
watercolorists. And so naturally it came to pass that Pieces of Mind
was a hands-down, thumbs-up, flat-out success. Was it possible that
those Egyptian gods to whom Sinuhe had declined to defer—royal
Isis, valiant Horus, wise Thoth, and the rest—were not only real but
sending their smiles our way? I liked to think so, though when we
did the math, it appeared that the decisive factor was not divine in-
tervention but the espresso machine in the back of the store, tire-
lessly transforming brown beans into black ink.

We’d been in business barely three months when another stroke
of luck augmented my bank account. After collecting a dozen re-
jection letters, I somehow persuaded Bellerophon Books to publish
an abridged version of Ethics from the Earth. Defying expectations,
my opinionated opus soon earned out its thousand-dollar advance,
and then the biannual royalties began to arrive. Sometimes the pay-
ment would be as much as two hundred dollars, more than enough
to cover our combined cream, sugar, and toilet-paper budget for a
month.

Although we were thriving in the material realm, my grander
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vision for Pieces of Mind never came to pass. My dream was that
while Daphne and Forrest and our other student employees at-
tended to the tedious tasks—shelving the merchandise, working the
cash register, posting inventory on the Internet—I would sashay
through the coffee bar, inviting myself into whatever fascinating
discussions caught my ear. A foolish notion. A delusion on stilts. For
one thing, the owner of a used-book store does not sashay. He runs
around putting out fires—the irate customer, the overdue phone
bill, the crashed computer, the housewife from Chelsea who’s just
shown up expecting a hundred dollars for her worthless carton of
Reader’s Digest Condensed Books. Furthermore, even if I'd had
time to mingle, I wouldn’t have enjoyed it, for what emerged from
my customers’ mouths was not so much conversation as a litany
of complaint. The undergraduates lamented the high price of text-
books and the equally outrageous fact that they were expected to
read them. The graduate students bemoaned their small stipends
and large workloads. The professors apportioned their spleen
among the graduate students, the administrators, and one anoth-
er. Indeed, during the store’s entire life span, I never encountered
a single spontaneous seminar concerning Foucault or Derrida,
though I learned more than I wanted to about tenure. Sad to say,
the one time I heard the delectable question “How, then, should we
live?” within the walls of Pieces of Mind, the speaker turned out to
be Felix Pielmeister. I instantly made an about-face and retreated to
the children’s section.

If my little haven was no agora, there were compensations
nonetheless. It became my habit, after closing up for the evening, to
pour myselfa glass of cabernet sauvignon, sprawl on the couch, and
think, taking incalculable delight in what I'd wrought, this biblio-
graphic cornucopia, this box seat in God’s brain. Then, too, there
was the happy fact that managing a bookstore is a terrific way to
meet women. Fair are the daughters of men, and fairest are those

who read. Is there any creature more desirable than a damsel in
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intellectual distress? I see you're a Joseph Heller aficionada—allow
me to argue that Something Happened is a greater achievement than
Catch-22. No, we don’t have 4 Prayer for Owen Meany, but in my
opinion The Cider House Rules is a much better novel.

Throughout this period, Pieces of Mind netted me dozens of
dates and several unexpected seductions. I suffered three broken
hearts and inflicted as many such casualties in turn. Then one day
the woman of my dreams walked into the store, and my life was

changed forever.

LIKE DANTE CATCHING his fateful glimpse of Beatrice, I first
spied her from afar—or, rather, from above. I was standing on the
stepladder, shelving a near-mint collection of Heinlein juveniles in
the topmost loft of our science-fiction and fantasy section, when a
female voice called out from the precincts of J. R. R. Tolkien below.

“Excuse me. I'm looking for a hardcover Faerie Queene. Is there
such a thing?”

I glanced downward, and my eyes met the upturned face of a
goddess with generous lips, endearing dimples, and the sort of large,
intelligent eyes behind which, if T was any sort of judge, elegant
thoughts were routinely entertained.

“It’s not with the poetry,” she continued, “and I tried literature,
too, so maybe somebody shelved it with your wizards and elves?”

As luck would have it, two days earlier a retiring professor of
British literature had dropped off a complete run of those lavish-
ly illustrated, out-of-print marvels known as the Erlanger House
Classics, including a slipcased incarnation of The Faerie Queene, so I
could assess their condition and make him an offer. “There’s a rare
three-volume set on the premises, but I haven’t priced it yet,” I told
my adorable Spenserian, then carelessly followed up with a question
that a retailer must never, under any circumstances, ask a customer.
“How much are you willing to pay?”

“Anything,” she said. “Three hundred dollars.”
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Assuming it was in good shape, I would happily give the profes-
sor four hundred dollars for his Faerie Queene, which would prob-
ably fetch seven hundred on the Internet. “You can have it for two
hundred and fifty,” I told her. “Meet me at the cash register.”

Leaving my heart aloft, I descended to earth and floated into
the back room, where I unsheathed all three volumes and leafed
through them in search of underlinings and dog-ears. The books
seemed free of blemishes. I considered lowering the price to two
hundred dollars, then decided that if my goddess ever found out
what this edition was really worth, she would think me an idiot.

“We don’t get many Spenserians in here,” I said, approaching
the sales counter.

“I’m sure,” she said.

As if Isis and Horus hadn’t already done enough for me, the
object of my infatuation wrote the store a personal check, and thus I
learned not only her alliterative name, Natalie Novak, but also her
address and phone number.

I probed, I pried, I snooped, I sleuthed, and by the end of the
month the salient facts were mine. An ABD in the English depart-
ment, Natalie divided her time between writing her dissertation,
something about the function of Providence in Emily Bronté, and
teaching a panoply of courses ranging from Elizabethan Tragedy
to the Twentieth-Century Novel. On agreeable spring days, she
was not embarrassed to escort her Victorian Poetry class down
to the Charles and recite “The Lady of Shalott” aloud while the
students imagined the hapless maiden drifting past on her funer-
al barge. But the surest route to Natalie’s heart doubtless lay in
Spenser’s Faerie Land, and so I undertook a journey to that ex-
travagant realm.

For six full weeks, I immersed myself in the epic, keeping com-
pany with its valiant knights, foul witches, beautiful shepherdesses,
lustful giants, virtuous adventurers, and depraved magicians. I ac-

complished this feat even though The Faerie Queene suffers from the
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defect of not being very good, or such was my reaction to its stone-
obvious moralizing, in-your-face allegory, and retrograde politi-
cal dogma. It wasn’t easy working up affection for this god-awful
masterpiece, but somehow I suspended my revulsion long enough
to start appreciating its positive aspects: the occasional neat plot
twist, the intermittent linguistic felicity. “Sleep after toil, port after
stormy seas, / Ease after war, death after life does greatly please.”
A fine couplet, no question. “Her angel’s face / As the great eye of
heaven shined bright, / And made a sunshine in the shady place.”
Well done, sir. “Her birth was of the womb of morning dew.” I had
no idea what that meant, but I liked it.

One golden April afternoon, I decided to bring my project to
fruition. I left Dexter in charge of the store, rode my bike to the
river, and hid behind a forsythia bush. Right on schedule Natalie
appeared, her fifteen Shakespeare 101 students trailing behind her
like imprinted ducklings. For the next forty-five minutes, she lec-
tured on Antony and Clegpatra, arguing that it was at once the most
cerebral and the most emotional of the tragedies. She fielded some
questions, answered them astutely, then bade her ducklings scatter.
Time for me to make my move.

“Hello again.” A good opening gambit, I felt. Precise but non-
threatening,

“Have we met?”

“I'm the guy who runs Pieces of Mind. I'll be honest, Natalie.
When you bought that pricey Faerie Queene, I was so dazzled I lost
the power of speech, and before I'd untied my tongue, you were out
the door. At long last, I told myself. At long last—a kindred spirit!”

“We’re not communicating.”

“‘Her birth was of the womb of morning dew.” It doesn’t get any
better than that.”

“It doesn’t?”

“P’ll wager that of all the people down by the river today, only

you and I fully appreciate that astonishing moment when Duessa
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stands exposed as a filthy, scabby hag, not to mention Error show-
ering the Red Cross Knight with her vomitus of books.”

“I really love your store.”

“Thank you.”

“I’'m afraid I can’t say the same for The Faerie Queene.”

“Come again?”

“To tell you the truth, I think Spenser is the most pompous twit
ever to molest the English language. Sorry. Really. Art is so subjec-
tive.”

All my muscles contracted, a whole-body wince. “I'see,” I mum-
bled. “So that’s how it is.”

“I know the man has his partisans. He also has his virulent anti-
Catholicism, his bigotry toward Saracens, his contempt for democ-
racy, and his treacly notions of piety. Pieces of Mind is a great gift to
our community. May I buy you a beer?”

“If you can’t stand Spenser, why did you spend two hundred
and fifty dollars on that Erlanger House edition?”

“A college graduation present for my brother. Verbal filigree and
ersatz medievalism never had a bigger fan. You and Jerry should
get together. I'm serious about the beer.”

“What sorts of books do you like?”

“Lately I've been reading a lot of nonfiction, looking into the
impact of science on philosophy. I just finished a thing called Zirtue
from the Dirt. No, that’s not it. Ethics from the Earth, by somebody
named Ambrose. I think he lives around here. Breathtaking book.

Do you know it?”

TWO DAYS LATER NATALIE MOVED out of her cramped, clut-
tered, second-floor apartment on Cummington Street and into my
cramped, cluttered, third-floor apartment on Sherborn Street, and
we joyfully set about our objective of living happily ever after. For
the better part of a year, our relationship flourished. Having previ-

ously transformed Londa into the restless and obsessive Dame Quix-
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ote, I had no ambition to make any woman, vatling or otherwise,
into a putatively better version of herself, and I willingly endured
Natalie’s habits of scrawling illegible messages on the kitchen calen-
dar and stashing unpaid bills in her handbag. Natalie, for her part,
announced that she would not battle my various defects—my illiter-
ate understanding of laundry, my tendency to deface the bathroom
sink with blobs of toothpaste—until I was her eager and unresentful
ally. In short, we allowed one another to be terrible roommates, a
forbearance that doubtless figured crucially in our becoming great
friends.

But there was a serpent in the garden, a worm in the apple of
our idyll. Natalie’s symptoms were not particularly disturbing in
and of themselves—intermittent pelvic pains, numbness in her legs
and feet—yet in this case they pointed to a serious condition: blood
clots. Once the diagnosis was confirmed, we listened in dismay as a
team of specialists argued not only for putting her on a regimen of
Coumadin injections but also for equipping her circulatory system
with plastic screens designed to trap errant embolisms before they
could lodge in her lungs. This plenary approach was no cure, as
clots could easily form upstream from the Greenfield filters. It was
better than doing nothing, however, and so despite her chariness
toward orthodox medicine, Natalie submitted to the technique.
There were no complications, and within a few weeks she was
back at work, reciting Tennyson in full throat as the waters of the
Charles lapped against the shore. Truth be told, she handled the
situation much better than I, for whom this sword of Damocles
seemed especially heavy, its thread singularly thin. Many were
the nights I trolled cyberspace searching out the latest sonic, sur-
gical, and pharmaceutical approaches to blood clots—once I even
visited the Web site of Londa’s avant-garde Institute for Advanced
Biological Investigations—but I failed to unearth any break-
throughs.

Among the consequences of Natalie’s quasi-Luddite worldview

176



The Philosopher’s Apprentice

was a commitment to what she called “pagan birth control,” which
boiled down to a combination of fertility charts, herbal contracep-
tives, and wishful thinking, I was skeptical but willing to gamble,
especially since for Natalie the natural correlate of pagan birth con-
trol was pagan lovemaking. Under cover of night, we shed our gar-
ments in woods and dells. We connected in sacred spaces, calling
each a Bower of Bliss—for a couple of anti-Spenserians, we were
peculiarly ready to appropriate his diction—most memorably the
shallows of Walden Pond, the stacks of Widener Library, and those
cryptic New Hampshire megaliths known as America’s Stone-
henge.

Despite our prophylactic intentions, we soon learned that one
likely outcome of conjoining pagan birth control to pagan lovemak-
ing is a pagan pregnancy.

“I knew this was going to happen!” I wailed when Natalie told
me the news. “I goddamn fucking knew it!”

“No birth control method is foolproof,” she said.

“We didn’t practice birth control. We practiced druid supersti-
tion.”

“This is not your finest hour, Mason. You’re behaving abomi-
nably.”

“I'm behaving abominably,” T agreed, and then I continued be-
having abominably for the rest of the afternoon, accusing Nata-
lie of “self-delusion masquerading as shamanism” and “flakiness
posturing as subversion.” Natalie, to her credit, accepted delivery
on none of these indictments. By sundown we were calm again,
assuming demeanors more appropriate to our circumstances: two
civilized adults facing questions for which neither civilization nor
adulthood furnished palatable answers.

As any good Darwinist will tell you, ontogeny does not reca-
pitulate phylogeny. In noting the transient gill slits of a developing
human fetus, one must avoid the temptation to regard the creature

as an adult fish. And yet, as that same good Darwinist will tell you,
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there is something astonishing about a fetus’s gills, an intimation of
the epic through which algae became Aristotle and the cucumber
turned into you, for these wispy slits resoundingly echo the corre-
sponding features in an embryonic fish. And so it happened that as
Natalie’s pregnancy progressed, I found myself wondering whether
the mite in her womb had yet embraced its piscean ancestry, and
when it might take title to its reptilian estate. As long as the thing
had not claimed its mammalian heritage, I would endorse whatever
decision Natalie made.

Over the next three weeks, we consulted a quartet of health
professionals, and they were unanimous in their view that Nata-
lie’s pregnancy would aggravate the propensity of her blood to form
rogue clots. “The danger is serious but not grave,” said Dr. Millard,
her primary-care physician, a remark that struck us as a distinction
without a difference. The gynecologist was equally unhelpful. “If
you elect to bring the fetus to term,” Dr. Harris told Natalie, “I’ll do
everything possible to keep you out of the danger zone.” Hematolo-
gist number one, Dr. Protter, offered a more upbeat verdict—“Al-
though I can’t make any promises, this impresses me as a low-level
risk”—but her optimism was canceled by the unequivocal gloom of
hematologist number two. “In your shoes,” Dr. Shumkas informed
us, “I would terminate the pregnancy.”

The human mind, I learned that month, had not yet evolved suf-
ticiently to wrap itself around this sort of issue. My thoughts were a
stroboscopic muddle of flashes and voids, every second burst show-
ing me a vignette from the life of my provisional son, my hypothet-
ical daughter, a Donya Sabacthani sort of childhood, abrim with
tree houses and toy planetariums, but it was the interlaced images,
the glimpses of mourners and pallbearers, that stayed with me.
Two days after our consultation with Dr. Shumkas, I told Natalie I
thought she should get an abortion.

“I don’t want an abortion.”

“You want a baby, then?”
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“Not that either.”

“What do you want?”

“I want the pregnancy to go away.”

At the end of the week, we drove to Mass General and withdrew
our contribution to posterity. It was the simplest of procedures, a
routine outpatient dilation and curettage. My root canal had been
more complicated. We decided not to ask about the gender of the ex-
tinguished fetus. On the way out of the hospital, we stopped by the
pharmacy and obtained the prescribed antibiotics. We went home,
split a bottle of Chianti, and crawled beneath the blankets, sobbing
in each other’s arms.

I awoke near dawn with a foul, metallic taste in my mouth, as
if I'd been licking a spigot. Leaning toward my drowsy friend, I
kissed the nape of her neck. I shuffled to the bathroom, appeased my
bladder, and, upon returning to bed, endured a long and distressing
Isla de Sangre dream. I was snorkeling in the Bahia de Flores, glid-
ing above a clamshell the size of a hatbox, which suddenly opened
to reveal, besides the expected clam, a sodden copy of The Book of
Londa. Applying some amorphous appendage, the clam turned back
the cover, whereupon I read, “My mother conceived me, my god-
father gestated me, my sisters nourished me, but it was Mason who
made me the monster I am.”

IN THE WEEKS FOLLOWING her D and C, Natalie grew in-
creasingly sad, until it seemed she was in thrall to that wan and
manipulative troglodyte from Book One, Canto IX, whom Spenser
had with characteristic subtlety named Despair. Nothing helped.
When I recommended that we get a cat, she reminded me about her
allergies. When I proposed that we fly to the Bahamas for the week-
end, she pointed to a stack of ungraded papers. When I suggested
she might be a candidate for Prozac, she accused me of wanting
her to be “somebody else, anybody else, so long as she isn’t Natalie
Novak.” We had sex infrequently and indifferently, keeping further
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embryos at bay with condoms. Neither of us was surprised when I
reverted to my old habit of staying in the store after hours, Mason
the Gutenberg ascetic, the hermeneutical hermit, immured by other
people’s wisdom.

With our romance withering, our affection wilting, and our rap-
port a thing of the past, we did what any rational couple would do
under the circumstances. We got married. The ceremony occurred
at the home of Natalie’s geeky medievalist brother, Jerry. We decided
that no depressing people could attend, which ruled out our par-
ents and most of our relatives. Besides Jerry, our audience was lim-
ited to Dexter Padula, my sister Delia—then in the process of trans-
planting her nonexistent acting career from New York to L.A.—and
three of Natalie’s friends: willowy Helen Vanderbilt, who’d recent-
ly published three chapbooks of unpublishable poetry, zaftig Mar-
gery Kaplan, who’d gone to high school with Natalie and now raised
basset hounds, and a lantern-jawed Henry James scholar named
Abner Cassidy, Natalie’s former lover and present adviser, to whom
I took an instant liking despite his carnal knowledge of my bride.

“Tam grateful to thee, Archimago,” she told me on our wedding
night, Archimago being our favorite Faerie Queene character, a pro-
tean magician deployed by Spenser to symbolize, variously, hypoc-
risy, Satan, and the pope. “Not every man would put up with a mel-
ancholic Emily Bronté freak who can’t finish her dissertation.”

“If *twould please thee, Malecasta, I would fly to the moon and
paint it the color of thine eyes,” I replied, Malecasta being the mis-
tress of Castle Joyous, the sensualist’s paradise, a magnet for every
letch and satyr in Faerie Land.

To consolidate her rising spirits, Natalie began following a regi-
men that, while it sounded like something out of a particularly vapid
self-help book, actually seemed to work. I couldn’t say whether her
deliverance from Despair—‘“his raw-bone cheeks, through penury
and pine, were shrunk into his jaws, as he did never dine”—traced
to her nightly doses of St. John’s wort, her twenty daily laps in the
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YMCA pool, the Tuesday-night fiction-reading group she’d orga-
nized at the Caffeine Fiend, my jovial willingness to be the butt of
her jokes, or a combination of all four remedies. In any event the
ogre loosened his grip and slunk back to his lair, a place “dark, dole-
ful, dreary like a greedy grave that still for carrion carcasses doth
crave.”

It was not long after Natalie’s recovery that, courtesy of our
subscription to the Boston Globe, Londa’s name and photograph
began appearing routinely in our lives. During that era, of course,
hardly a week went by without a Dame Quixote story seeing print,
but this was front-page stuff—the revelation by the Reverend
Enoch Anthem, founder and chairman of a postrationalist think
tank called the Center for Stable Families, of an outrageous scheme
hatching in that bastion of degenerate feminism, Themisopolis.
Somehow Anthem had obtained an audio recording of a meeting
between Londa’s staff and the vice president of the Baudrillard
Simulacrum Corporation, a Toulouse-based manufacturer of Disn-
eyesque audio-animatronic robots. When the FBI decided that Rev-
erend Anthem’s case against Londa was fundamentally preposter-
ous, he took his complaint to the Washington Post, whereupon the
tale proliferated like a bacterial culture, flourishing coast-to-coast
in a thousand cybernetic petri dishes.

If Anthem’s account of Baudrillard recording could be believed,
many ideas were entertained on that sweltering August afternoon,
from the clever to the harebrained. In one particularly wild scenar-
io, an enormous robotic replica of Abraham Lincoln, scaled to the
ponderous proportions of the famous D.C. sculpture, would appear
on the Capitol steps, screaming a challenge to the assembled repre-
sentatives. “Does any man amongst you cleave to an ideal higher
than his own reelection? Who will tell me of the time he favored
the demands of his conscience whilst resisting the tyranny of his
constituents?” An equally outlandish project had the Sisters Sabac-
thani smuggling some simian androids into the Primate House of
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the Washington Zoological Gardens. The next day’s visitors would
witness the New World monkeys lamenting the destruction of their
relatives’ jungle habitats, a crime readily traceable to American fast-
food corporations bent on creating new grazing lands for beef cattle.
But it was Operation Redneck, the most demented of the afternoon’s
brainstorms, that caught Enoch Anthem’s attention. The plan called
for the Baudrillard people to construct a score of android joggers in-
distinguishable from their flesh-and-blood prototypes, each decked
out in a T-shirt endorsing reproductive rights, gay marriage, evo-
lutionary biology, or some other institution of which Jesus Christ
disapproved. Sooner or later a reactionary motorist, intoxicated by
beer or piety or both, would run down one of these benighted ath-
letes, a gesture that the motorist would not live to regret, for the
robots were in fact ambulatory bombs, wired to explode on impact.

A lardish man whose small head, bulbous frame, and anxious
demeanor put me in mind of a bowling pin about to topple, Enoch
Anthem spent the next three weeks attacking Operation Redneck
through mass mailings, saturation blogging, and dozens of appear-
ances on what Natalie called the “revengelical” networks. He ac-
cused Londa of concocting “a terrorist plot worthy of those who
crucified our Lord,” and, by the pollsters’ reckoning, a majority
of Americans agreed. The image of even the sleaziest yahoo being
blown sky—high by a leftist French C-3PO did not sit well with Mr.
and Mrs. John Q. Public.

Ever since Natalie had gotten me to admit that appreciable levels
of sexual tension had characterized the classroom climate back on
Isla de Sangre, she’d been vaguely jealous of Londa. But, like almost
every feminist in the Western world, Natalie also admired Dame
Quixote, and she urged me to proclaim publicly that my former
pupil would never implement anything so rash as Operation Red-
neck. T was within hours of phoning the New York Times when
Pauline Chilton, that canny spinmistress, announced that Dr. Sa-

bacthani would be holding a press conference “for the purpose of
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answering Reverend Anthem’s absurd accusations.” Once again, it
seemed, Isis and Horus and Thoth had come to my rescue. For the
immediate future, at least, I would be permitted to remain outside
Londa’s sphere.

Over a hundred journalists attended the event, which Natalie
and I watched on television while consuming gourmet microwave
pizza. Londa acquitted herself brilliantly, using the occasion not
only to assail Enoch Anthem as “a man who wouldn’t recognize
a joke if it walked into his house with a duck on its head” but also
to remind her fellow Americans that “the Themisopolis commu-
nity has an impeccable record of eschewing violence in all its forms,
which puts us one up on the Center for Stable Families.” Before the
week was out, the polls disclosed that Mr. and Mrs. John Q. Public
had forgiven Dame Quixote her offensive fantasies.

“Londa was wrong about one thing,” I told Natalie. “Operation
Redneck was pure whimsy, but there really is an ambulatory bomb
inside the walls of Themisopolis.”

Natalie had heard me question Londa’s sanity before, but she’d
never found my arguments persuasive. “How long till she deto-
nates?”

“T'll give her three years at the most.”

“Hey, Archimago, want to hear something you don’t want to
hear? Okay, sure, you’re the Dame Quixote expert around here, and
I'll admit it’s possible she’s riding for a fall. But I can’t help wonder-
ing whether, deep down, you believe that fighting the good fight
against clowns like Anthem is a man’s job.”

“She snuffed a candle with her palm. She stuck a thorn under
her thumbnail.”

“An interesting person, no doubt about it. If you ever see her

again, I want her autograph.”

ON THE EVENING OF OUR FIRST weddinganniversary,Icame

home bearing a dozen roses, presenting them to a startled Natalie
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with a theatrical flourish and a facetious remark about the care and
feeding of the Japanese beetles inhabiting the bouquet. Our eyes met.
Natalie was ravishing even when pained and embarrassed.

“Dear Abby,” I said, “my wife forgot our wedding anniversary.
Should I feel hurt by this role reversal, or should I laugh it off?”

Seeking to break the grip of the Spenserian monster Error, Nat-
alie forced a smile, squeezed my hand, and invited me to dine with
her at the Tasty Triffid, our favorite vegetarian restaurant. I accept-
ed graciously. We made pagan love on the couch, then went out to
eat. I spent the soup course joking about a hypothetical restaurant
for total carnivores, the Bleeding Carrot, its menu featuring zuc-
chini-flavored sausage, chicken wings prepared to taste like broc-
coli, and ersatz cauliflower made from pork. My wife pretended to
be amused. She owed me that.

Later, standing on the front stoop while Natalie rummaged
through her handbag searching for her keys, I realized I might
have forgotten to lock the store safe: hardly a crisis—the chances of a
break-in were low. Still, I felt compelled to check. I told Natalie I'd
be back in time for another roll in the bower, then dashed off.

My habitual pedestrian commute took me along an asphalt path
girding the south bank of the Charles, a pleasant twenty-minute stroll
past willow trees and park benches. By day this promenade teemed
with joggers, bicyclers, mothers pushing strollers, and those good-
hearted folk whom the ducks had conditioned to toss bread into the
water, but by night it was normally deserted, despite secondhand il-
lumination from the Storrow Drive streetlamps. Alone, I moved
through the soft summer air, listening to the river lap the shore with
the soft, rhythmic gurgling of Error suckling her progeny.

My solitude did not last. Within minutes I became aware, sub-
liminally at first, then with a disquieting certainty, of a stooped and
sinister presence dogging my steps, flitting in and out of the shadowrs
like an immense luna moth paying court to the moon. An asthma
victim, evidently, every breath an effort. Doubtless Boston had its
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share of compulsive stalkers and after-dark psychos, but why had
this wheezing Jack the Ripper picked me?

Keep moving, Mason. Left foot, right foot, left, right. I patted my
jacket pockets, hoping I'd brought the cell phone. No such luck. The
nearest police station occupied a location known to several thou-
sand Bostonians, and God, but not to me. In my spinning brain, a
tactic materialized. If I sprinted to the store, I could probably put a
locked door between Jack and myself in a matter of minutes.

The stalker drew nearer, hyperventilating like an expectant
mother practicing her Lamaze exercises. I broke into a run. Parked
cars flew past, lighted windows, dark trees, malevolent Dumpsters.
At last the store loomed up. The key vibrated in my hand. Somehow
I jiggered it into the lock. Securing the door behind me, I fingered
every switch within reach. The secular radiance of sodium vapor
flowed forth. I drew a thick breath, my heart thumping in my rib
cage as I wondered what to do next: call the cops, call Natalie, or
arm myself with the clawhammer from the toolbox Dexter kept
under the counter.

The hammer seemed the best option, and I was about to grab it
when Jack hobbled into view, his silhouette filling the doorframe,
his voice effortlessly penetrating the bulletproof pane. “Keep the
door shut,” he insisted, four clipped and staccato syllables. “When
you let me in, it must be a free choice, no coercion, no threats.”

“What do you want?”

He ignored my question. “I’m completely serious,” he said. “A
free choice.”

“Who are you?”

“Like that other free choice you made about me.”

“I’ve never met you.”

“This is true, Father. Acknowledge me when you’re ready. I’'m
a patient fetus.”

My intestines tightened. Father? Fetus? What?

“Where are you from?” I asked the man who thought he was my
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son. “Which institution? I can’t help you. Really. Only the doctors
can help you.”

“Perhaps you and Mother would’ve named me Peter. Or Nigel.
Biff. Oliver. Marcus. Kelton. Call me John Snow. Things would go
better between us if you unlocked the door. John Snow and Mason
Ambrose, talking face-to-face.”

Without knowing why, I did as the intruder requested. As he
struggled across the threshold, I thought of the second Kohlbergian
dilemma with which I'd presented Londa: Helga Eschbach breaking
into the pharmacy to steal the radium extract.

Not until he’d reeled into the light did I realize that, far from
being a conventional urban menace, this vagabond was fundamen-
tally pathetic, not Jack the Ripper but John the Broken. He moved
with the gait of an arthritic locust. His defective spine had impris-
oned him in a permanent cringe. His right arm hung limp as a bell
rope, while his left eye, unyoked from his nervous system, turned
upward in perpetual contemplation of clouds and geese.

“You called me Father,” I said.

“Would you prefer Papa? Mon vieux pére?”

A spasm of sorrow contorted John Snow’s face, which was pocked
and stippled like a golf ball. He wore torn Levi’s, a soiled beige wind-
breaker, and a scuffed baseball cap sporting the Red Sox logo. Shuf-
fling forward, he fixed me with an expression mingling disdain
with curiosity, and I saw to my horror that his bushy eyebrows and
Roman nose corresponded to my own, even as Natalie’s genes ac-
counted for his ample lips and dimpled cheeks.

“I am an immaculoid,” he continued. “Pure as milk, clean as
soap, spotless as the lamb. Maturational age, thirty years. Chrono-
logical age, twenty days.”

“Did Charnock send you after me? Dr. Vincent Charnock?”

“Pure, clean, spotless, and yet you scraped me out of the world.”

Istaggered toward a newly arrived shipment of Harvard Classics

and slumped onto the carton, all the bones and fibers and fancies of
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my Dasein trembling with perplexity. By what means had the de-
generate behind this scheme obtained the residue of Natalie’s D and
C? Did he pay for the material or simply steal it? No need for the
whole fetus, of course. The tiniest scrap of tissue would have suf-
ficed. A single healthy cell.

“All satisfaction is denied my kind,” John Snow said. “We can
smell the rose but never savor it. Taste the cherry but never relish it.”

A single cell. Next stop, the petri dish, followed by the high-tech
beaker, and then the ontogenerator.

“Never to enjoy the sun’s warmth on my face—that’s what you
did to me.”

And finally the DUNCE cap. John Snow’s creator, I decided, was
surely Charnock, using the RXL-313 to salve his guilt over sluicing
away seven viable embryos.

“Never the sweetness of an ice-cream cone.”

Or, if not Charnock, then ... Londa? Unthinkable, but not un-
imaginable.

My visitor sprawled on a carton of high-school biology texts and
stared in fascination at his good hand, as if just now realizing that
his arm terminated in this marvelous device. He leaned toward me.
Strangely enough, my anxiety faded, supplanted by an unexpected
affection. When John Snow moved to kiss me, I did not recoil but
submitted my cheek to the gesture.

“Does the name Londa Sabacthani mean anything to you?” I
asked.

“Stainless as a saint.” He rose from the biology texts, fixing me
with his mother’s blue eyes.

“Was Londa your creator?”

“Innocent as rain.” He approached the entryway and, in a sur-
prisingly vigorous move for one so enfeebled, yanked open the door.
“Natalie Novak made me. Mason Ambrose made me.”

“Must you leave already?” I asked.

“Never the fragrance of a pine forest.”
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“Are you going to visit Natalie?”

“Every child deserves a maternal caress, whether it gives him
pleasure or not.”

“Will you see her tonight?”

“Not tonight, but soon. I intend to call her Mother. She won’t
like it. Never the song of a lark. Sleep well, Father. Happy wedding
anniversary. You shouldn’t have murdered me.”

John Snow slipped soundlessly into the night, closing the door
behind him, and for a full ten minutes I simply sat on the Harvard

Classics, my mind as blank as a newborn vatling’s soul.
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Cbapter 9

MOVED BY THE FRUSTRATION her lustful son endures when
the chaste and lovely Florimell declines his offer of rape, a malevo-
lent woodland witch hatches a plan. She will present her jilted off-
spring with a simulated maiden, easily overwhelmed and eminently
ravishable. Thus does the byzantine plot of The Faerie Queene give
birth to yet another strange creature, the False Florimell, an alchem-
ical concoction on whom the witch has bestowed burning lamps for
eyes, golden wire for hair, and an indwelling sprite “to rule the car-
cass dead,” the carcass in question being a fusion of painted wax
and, of all things, snow, a material the witch presumably selected in
sly mockery of the actual Florimell’s virginity.

Sly mockery was probably the last thing on the mind of whatever
unbalanced biologist had fashioned my nocturnal visitor and named
him John Snow. Most probably he wanted to convey his belief that
this fetus, like all fetuses, was innocence incarnate, snow become
flesh, far closer to God’s original intentions for the human race than
those depraved Homo sapiens sapiens who'd actually inherited the
Earth. Smart money said the immaculoid’s creator had never read a

single word of The Faerie Queene.
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Against all odds, I remembered to check the safe—it was indeed
locked—whereupon I left the store and sprinted pell-mell down
Comm Ave. By jostling pedestrians and ignoring a half-dozen bright
orange DON’T WALK signs, I reached our front stoop in under ten
minutes. Natalie stood silhouetted in the parlor window: the Sisy-
phus of Sherborn Street, jogging on her treadmill. I lurched through
the front door, rushed across the marble foyer, the cracks running
every which way like John Snow’s disordered dendrites, and as-
cended the staircase two steps at a time. In my imagination a horrid
tableau appeared, the immaculoid hovering over Natalie as she ran
frantically in place, faster and faster. John Snow remained at her
side, spewing out accusations.

I burst into the parlor. Natalie threw the switch. The treadmill
jerked to a halt.

“Welcome back,” she said, panting,

“Something happened tonight.”

“You look like you've seen a ghost.”

There was ultimately no way to talk about John Snow without
upsetting Natalie, but I still decided to broach the subject oblique-
ly. “Do you remember the False Florimell? Sometimes called the
Snowy Florimell?”

“What about her?”

“The first doppelganger in literature, cooked up by an evil witch.
Here’s the truth of it, darling. Somebody has made a living facsimile
of our son.”

“What son?”

“You know what son. He calls himself John Snow.”

“You’re not making much sense.”

“Our fetus has come back.”

“That’s preposterous.”

“No. Technology.”

We spent the rest of the night in our claustrophobic kitchen,
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talking and drinking coffee, and by dawn Natalie had become con-
vinced that someone—Vincent Charnock or Londa Sabacthani or
perhaps a third party—had used the ontogenerator and its collateral
DUNCE cap for a stupefyingly sick purpose. Caffeinated but ex-
hausted, we shuffled into the bedroom. A leprous, smirking moon
glowed through the window. Heavy traffic growled and squealed
its way along Comm Ave.

“He intends to track you down,” I said. “Be prepared to have
him call you Mother.”

“Mother, and also murderer?”

“Yes, but that’s just the DUNCE cap talking. Believe it or not, I
felt a certain tenderness toward him. Especially when he kissed my
cheek.”

The last time Natalie and T had gone to bed sobbing in each oth-
er’s arms, John Snow had been the cause. Tonight, dé¢ja vu—the
same desperate embrace, the same passage into sleep on a stream
of tears, only now the occasion was not our fetus’s death but his
equally distressing resurrection. I vowed that if Londa was behind
this business, I would accept that long-standing invitation to appear
on Cordelia Drake Live, telling the viewing public that my former
pupil, though ostensibly a humanitarian, was not above dabbling in
biological diabolism. If you want my opinion, Cordelia, Dr. Sabac-
thani is out of her skull.

I awoke at noon and composed an e-mail to Londa, a message
that would come as either a bolt from the blue or proof that her
plot against me was proceeding apace. In a few terse sentences, I
told her about my bookstore, my marriage, my success in publish-
ing Ethics from the Earth, and finally my fetus, calling his advent—
for I wanted to think the best of her—*“a bit of news that will shock
you.” I'stressed the ambiguity of the situation, the strange combina-
tion of pathos and banality that characterized John Snow’s speech,

his unsettling aura of sadness leavened with menace. “Might we get
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together soon and discuss this misbegotten beaker freak?” I clicked
on Send and hoped for the best.

Later I went trolling for the Mad Doctor of Blood Island, feeding
“Vincent Charnock” into my search engine and, when that failed,
“ontogenerator.” Zero. Growing desperate, I hunted for Web pages
containing “immaculoid” or “John Snow” or “Smell the rose but
never savor it.” Zilch.

On Saturday night Natalie suffered her first visitation. She and
Helen Vanderbilt, the self-appointed poet, were leaving a revival
of My Dinner with Andre at the Coolidge Corner Cinema when a
gaunt man shuffled out of the darkness, laid a hand on her shoul-
der, and introduced himself. Their conversation was brief but
pointed. The immaculoid called her “a ruthless exterminator of
defenseless babies.” Natalie countered that carrying him to term
might have killed her.

“Then there would have been no net loss of life,” he replied.

“Evidently there was an absolute gain,” Natalie said.

“I am not alive,” John Snow asserted.

As he slipped back into the shadows, Helen turned to Natalie and
said, “What the fuck?”

The creature kept his distance on Sunday, but then the haunt-
ing began in full, continuing unabated for the rest of the week. He
attended our every waking minute, sometimes by his physical pres-
ence, more often through our troubled thoughts and acid spasms of
dread. Each ticking instant lay heavy with this parody of our son—
John Snow and his malign purity, his cosmic complaint, his unend-
ing devotion to our disquiet.

That summer, owing to the Caligulan protocols by which the
Hawthorne English department operated, Natalie was obliged to
shoulder a four-course load: Freshman Composition, British Re-
naissance Poetry, Greek Drama, and Arthurian Romance. Almost
every time she entered the classroom, John Snow would be waiting
in the far corner, slumped in a chair, clicking his fingernails on the
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retractable Formica writing board. He never participated in the
discussions, though sometimes a non sequitur would escape his
lips like a shout from a Tourette’s victim. “Booted into the abyss!”
“She praises humanists and murders humans!” “Never to feel my
heart soar when Perry Como sings ‘I Believe’!” Natalie told her
undergraduates that John Snow was her highly medicated broth-
er, recently delivered into her charge by a state mental institu-
tion. Her explanation went unquestioned. Anyone who’d taken a
course in the College of Continuing Education had encountered
adult students far weirder than this demented auditor.

When not harassing Natalie, the immaculoid would appear
at the bookstore, gimping past the shelves, then flopping into an
empty chair in the coffee bar. T allowed him to run up a tab. Most
of the time he simply sat there, bathing his insensate tongue in a
latte and reading a random selection from our science-fiction and
fantasy shelves, though occasionally T had to endure his outbursts.
“Tossed away like an orange peel!” “Deny the devil his curette!”
“Impaled alive by my own parents!” Despite the discomfort he
caused our customers, no one asked me to eject him. In those days
many a homeless schizophrenic roamed the Boston streets, and by
an unspoken ethic we shopkeepers were expected to supply these
wretches with free coffee, shelter from the rain, and as much pa-
tience as we could muster.

On Tuesday and Thursday mornings, relatively tranquil pe-
riods at the store, I usually found time to speak with John Snow.
Our encounters were unenlightening. He refused to tell me who
had supervised his birth, how he supported himself, or where
he spent his time when not hectoring his supposed parents. Only
once did a question of mine catch him off guard, and he answered
it with a frankness that I suspected would have displeased his
maker.

“I can’t help noticing you aren’t a well man,” I told him. “Does

an immaculoid have a normal life span?”

193



James Morrow

He shook his misshapen head and coughed. “My days are num-
bered.”

“Do you anticipate living for five more years? One more year?”

“Soon my purpose will be complete.”

“What purpose? To drive me crazy? To make Natalie miserable?”

But the fetus had exhausted his reserves of candor. With the ap-
parent aim of ending our conversation, he leaped from his chair and
screamed, “Masturbate I must, but each orgasm is duller than the
last!”

The customers variously gasped, moaned, giggled, and pretend-
ed to be somewhere else.

“Ejaculation without elation! Can you imagine?”

On Sunday morning Londa finally answered my e-mail. No
greeting, no “Dear Mason,” just a single sarcastic sentence. “When
the gumbo girl was anxious to communicate with her old morality
teacher, he hit Delete, and now she’s supposed to roll out the fuck-
ing red carpet?”

My answer was simple. “You owe me a civil reply, and you
know it.”

She was back at her keyboard within the hour. “I have many
enemies, but Mason Ambrose isn’t one of them.” She went on to say
that my success as a bookseller delighted her, that she’d made Ethics
from the Earth required reading among her staff, and that Natalie
must be “a very smart lady if she decided to marry you.” Concern-
ing the John Snow crisis, Londa claimed to be as much in the dark as
I. “How strange to think there’s a fourth beaker freak in the world.
Find your way to my door, Socrates, sooner rather than later, and
we’ll talk of life and its mysteries. Yolly will be thrilled to see you—
Quetzie, too—and once you're actually standing in my presence, I

might deign to give you a hug.”

I JOURNEYED TO THEMISOPOLIS at a leisurely pace, sleep-
ing in funky motels and prospecting for bibliographic gold in every
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thrift store and antique shop between Boston and Philadelphia. By
the time I'd crossed the Maryland border, the trunk of my Subaru
wagon held some rare Willa Cathers, a couple of Theodore Drei-
ser first editions, and the obscure Thomas Bergin translation of
The Divine Comedy. I checked into a Chadds Ford bed-and-breakfast
called Harriet’s Hideaway, then switched on my cell phone and con-
tacted Londa’s reedy-voiced appointments secretary, who told me
that tomorrow’s password would be “Godzilla.” I slept in Harriet’s
guest room, snatched a couple of warm bagels from the breakfast
spread, and continued down Route 1.

No artist’s brush, no photographer’s lens, no digital Da Vin-
ci’s pixels could have captured the grandeur of Themisopolis in
its glory days, though I could imagine Edmund Spenser’s quill
rising to the occasion. Book One of The Faerie Queene is not long
under way when the Red Cross Knight is obliged to enter “a
stately palace built of squared brick, which cunningly was with-
out mortar laid.” Our hero takes particular delight in the gleam-
ing walls, “golden foil all over them displayed, that purest sky
with brightness they dismayed.” Approaching the City of Jus-
tice for the first time, I gasped in astonishment at the flowering
cherry trees flanking Avalon Lane, the billowing fountains of
Hypatia Circle, and, in the distance, the luminous marble walls
of Themisopolis proper. Only when I reached the main entrance,
its bronze gates flashing in the sun like the doors to God’s pri-
vate bank vault, did my awe turn to bewilderment. Here on the
periphery of Quehannock State Park had arisen an institution
consecrated to benevolence and the Beatitudes, yet it present-
ed to the world a face as formidable as any maximum-security
prison.

I deposited the Subaru in Visitor Parking and proceeded on
foot, inhaling the candied scent of the cherry blossoms. Observing
my approach, a wiry woman with a buzz cut sauntered out of the

sentry box holding an acrylic clipboard, her sturdy frame clothed
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in a black leather jacket studded with surly nodes of metal. From her
shoulder holster poked the snoutish grip of an automatic pistol.

“Godzilla,” I said.

“Name?”

“Mason Ambrose.”

The guard consulted her clipboard, handed me a map, and
thumbed a button on her remote control. Gradually the mammoth
gates parted, clanking and creaking as they disclosed a lavish pan-
orama of spires, gables, clock towers, and groves of sycamores and
maples.

It wasn’t really a city, of course. As I strolled down Shambhala
Avenue, surveying the sunny piazzas, commodious bike paths, neo-
Bauhaus buildings, pleasant manicured quadrangles, and knots of
passersby—scientists in lab coats, engineers in button-down denim
shirts, graduate students in turtleneck sweaters—Themisopolis
struck me more as a genteel community college, or perhaps a medi-
tation retreat for Westernized Buddhists who saw no incompatibility
between higher consciousness and creature comforts. Reaching the
Boudicca Street intersection, I started across Alethia Square, a flag-
stone courtyard featuring a bronze statue of Themis herself, blind-
folded as always, sword held high, her famous balance scales con-
nected to an electric motor, so that the two pans moved in a seesaw
cycle, up, down, up, down, beneath the weight of invisible delibera-
tions.

A woman came zooming toward me on a Vespa. She jammed
on the brakes, dismounted, and pulled off her helmet, unfurling a
banner of auburn hair.

“Londa!” I shouted.

She looked almost the same as on that long-ago night when she’d
kissed me following Proserpine’s immolation—older, of course, but
not significantly older: barely a day over twenty-five.

“Try again.”

I immediately guessed my mistake. “Yolly!”
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“Bull’s-eye, Mason.”

We shook hands, a ritual to which Yolly brought an improbable
sensuality. “Nifty scooter,” I said.

“I'still prefer horses.”

“Dear old Oyster.”

“Believe it or not, he’s among the living, collecting his pension
on a farm outside Leesburg. A touch of arthritis, but the cortisone
keeps him on his feet.”

I told Yolly that of all my Blood Island reveries, none enchanted
me more than a girl mounted on a Chincoteague pony, galloping
across the scrub.

“Those were the days,” she said in a neutral tone, as if those
days were neither good nor bad and what mattered were the days
ahead.

We proceeded to swap memories like two third-grade Sabacth-
anites exchanging Dame Quixote trading cards on a school play-
ground. Donya’s little planetarium, Brock’s weird paintings, Char-
nock’s uncanny chimeras, the red coral, emerald moss, psychedelic
blossoms, dour alligators, manic monkeys. Much to my surprise,
Yolly had always thought of me not as some aloof intellectual but
as “that cool young philosopher guy who understood Londa better
than Londa did.”

“Sometimes I thought I understood her, yes.”

“She’s still the pick of the litter,” Yolly said. “It’s funny, we’re
supposed to be carbon copies of each other, but Londa got all the
best traits—the brains, the drive, the looks.”

“Nonsense,” I said. “If I weren’t married, I'd ask you to the
senior prom.”

“Hey, Mason, remember where you are,” she said breezily. “In
Themisopolis we know nothing of senior proms, double-dating,
June weddings, or any of that normalcy stuft.”

Atwhich juncture, as if to corroborate Yolly’s claim, two women
strolled by hand in hand wearing silver-studded black leather, one
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partner hulking, the other merely zaftig, automatic pistols rolling
on their considerable hips. Each looked as if she could ride, repair,
and quite possibly dribble a motorcycle.

“Our security force is second to none,” Yolly said, gesturing
toward the passing daughters of Sappho. “When Jordan first got a
load of them, she said they should be wearing metal brassieres and
winged helmets, so we started calling them the Valkyries, which
is better than what Enoch Anthem’s cyberflunkies call them—the
Dyke Brigade. A misnomer, by the way. Anybody can sign up as long
as she’s a woman and can shoot straight. About a third of our Val-
kyries are suburban housewives who couldn’t take it anymore.”

I told Yolly I was gratified to learn that Jordan hadn’t dropped
out of her life. She replied that in fact her legal guardian was on
the payroll, coordinating the lobbying efforts of the Elizabeth Cady
Stanton Foundation out of an office in D.C.

“The boss said to give you two choices,” Yolly informed me. “You
can grab yourself some breakfast in the Vision Institute food court,
or you can have coffee with her and Quetzie right now.”

“For thirteen light-years I traveled across the vast emptiness of
space, searching for the lost cult of the feathered iguana. Take me to

your leader.”

IN A GESTURE SO BLATANTLY ALLEGORICAL it would have
embarrassed even Edmund Spenser, Londa had sited her headquar-
ters atop the tallest building in Themisopolis, a graceful fieldstone
tower known as Caedmon Hall. Hera in her heavenly palace. Ishtar
in her Sumerian aerie. Yolly and I ascended via a glass elevator, the
glimmering car shooting skyward like the Eighth Avenue Express
roaring through a vertical subway tunnel. We disembarked into a
stylish reception area appointed with live ferns and dead postimpres-
sionists, presided over by Londa’s appointments secretary, Gertrude
Lingard of the reedy voice and, I now learned, the equally reedy
physique. Beyond lay a labyrinth of offices, the largest of which be-
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longed to the sloe-eyed Dagmar Rohrig, who had famously turned
down a Hollywood contract to become Londa’s manager. The beau-
teous Sabacthanite was too busy yelling at somebody over the phone
to engage us in conversation, but she flashed us an efficient smile
and waved toward the holy of holies. Yolly rolled back a frosted-
glass door, and we proceeded across a semicircular space so thickly
carpeted it was like walking on an immense sponge, the curved pic-
ture windows offering epic views of the surrounding farmlands,
until we reached a terrace crowded with flowering plants, their
fronds and vines fountaining from earthenware pots.

The first time I ever saw Londa, she was emerging from the
floral embrace of a tropical rain forest, and now once again she ap-
peared before me wreathed in blossoms—tulips, lilacs, orchids, plus
several hybrids I couldn’t identify—Quetzie perched on one shoul-
der, the opposite hand gripping a transparent watering can shaped
like an alchemist’s alembic. Instead of a crown she wore a telephone
headset, and before acknowledging my presence she spoke into the
spindly microphone, telling her listener—an annoying person, to
judge from her tone, a politician or lawyer or Phyllistine—that
there was nothing more to discuss, then removed the headset and
extended her hand. Our fingers connected, and the gesture instant-
ly transmuted into a protracted hug.

“It’s been an eternity,” she said.

“Much too long, at any rate,” I said.

“An eternity and then some,” she said, breaking our embrace.
She was dressed all in white, as if intending to portray the False
Florimell at a costume party. White cotton slacks, white silk blouse,
white linen jacket, white silk scarf. Time had largely exempted her
from its passage: a few creases around her mouth, some crow’s-feet
stamped by a fledgling crow—that was all. To my bookseller’s sen-
sibility, she suggested a leather-bound volume so skillfully craft-
ed that years of affectionate thumbing had left only the faintest

traces.
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“Believe me, dear,” I said, “the last thing you needed this past
decade was a Darwinist Jiminy Cricket lodged in your ear, singing
his advice.”

“As a matter of fact, it was the first thing I needed.”

Sensing that a quarrel might be brewing, Yolly stepped between
us. She kissed my cheek, urged me to drop by more often, patted the
iguana on the head, and reminded her sister to call Senator Kitto by
three o’clock. Londa relaxed, as did her auxiliary conscience.

“Quetzie is a handsome devil,” the iguana squawked.

Diplomatic mission accomplished, Yolly excused herself and
trotted off, explaining that she had a meeting with the Wollstone-
craft Fund.

“She sleeps with women,” Londa informed me. “Men, too. If
there were a third sex, she’d sample it as well.”

“Thad a feeling.”

“I sailed to Lesbos once, along with a ravenous save-the-whales
lady named Loretta—pretty thrilling while it lasted, but 'm not
really wired that way. Have you ever wanted to screw a man?”

“Only Oscar Wilde, and he’s seeing somebody else.”

“Quetzie is a handsome devil,” the iguana said.

“I'wish I could be more like Yolly,” Londa said. “She finds time
for—I believe it’s called fun. Goes skiing in Vermont. Plays poker
with the Valkyries. Follows her libido where it leads her. It’s strange,
my little sister is really my big sister, somebody I can look up to. For
two years now, she’s been working on a fantasy novel about a mysti-
cal book nobody can understand.”

“If she needs a model, let me suggest anything by Heidegger.”

“I've read the first chapter. Wonderful stuff, very erotic.” She
stroked her iguana’s plumage. “Guess what, Quetzie? On his way
over here, Mason started wondering if I'll try coaxing him down to
my secret beach.”

“The last thing on my mind,” I said, though it was actually the
second thing on my mind, the first being John Snow.
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She took my hand, massaging the palm, then guided me toward
a coffee bar as elaborate as the one that kept Pieces of Mind afloat.
“Don’t worry, we goody-goody altar girls aren’t into adultery,
though it happens that my bedroom”—she gestured vaguely toward
a dark alcove—*“is twenty feet away.”

“You sleep in your office?”

“I'sleep, eat, drink, scheme, and wrestle private demons here.”

“You should get out more.”

“Jordan tells me the same thing. You moralists all think alike.”

“Cogito ergo sum,” Quetzie noted.

“Until two weeks ago, I was dating a computer geek,” Londa
said. “A sweet guy, very sincere, but he never understood the differ-
ence between a relationship and a flow chart. Before that I fell for
a film professor at Georgetown. We broke up because I didn’t cry at
the end of La Strada. Somewhere along the line I had a wild affair
with a tennis instructor from Owings Mills. Opposites attract. They
attract, and they stick together, and then nothing else happens. The
verdict is in, Mason. I’'m not cut out for romance.”

Computer geek, Fellini scholar, tennis instructor: I loved every
one of Londa’s suitors, for without their attentions she would prob-
ably have tracked me down in person and thrown my life into disar-
ray. I also hated them. How dare they presume to know my vatling’s
heart?

I lifted a glass carafe from the burner and filled a mug bearing
the Themisopolis logo, Lady Justice on a galloping horse, balance
scales held high. When the brew touched my tongue, I shuddered to
experience the familiar flavor of rococonut milk.

“I detect a trace of Proserpine,” I said.

“Notenough tocausean opiumdream, just your basic euphoria-
inducing dosage.” Londa filled her own mug, a real collector’s
item decorated with Weill and Brecht’s Pirate Jenny waving a cut-
lass and singing, THAT'LL LEARN YA. She sipped. “The crop we

harvested is still in the Faustino freezer. Henry sends us a ship-
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ment every now and then. The Hallucinogen-of-the-Month Club.”

Iswallowed some tranquillity and said, “Londa, I’'m going to ask
this only once. Are you the cause of my immaculoid?”

She fluted her lips, siphoning up a measure of well-being. “We
must approach this mystery rationally. Do I have a motive to tor-
ment you? Let me think. If it weren’t for those goddamn ethics tu-
torials, I might be leading an enviable existence right now. House
in the suburbs, white picket fence, golden retriever, a couple of kids.
But thanks to you the house burned down, the fence collapsed, the
dog ran away, and the kids are in jail.”

“I'ruined your life, no doubt about it. But I still need to hear you
had nothing—"

“I’had nothing to do with your immaculoid.” She fixed me with
her fiercest basilisk stare. “Do you believe that?”

“Yes.” I did.

“All you need is love,” Quetzie said.

“I imagine this Mr. Snow has put a strain on your marriage,”
Londa said.

“We’ll survive.”

“I must meet your fortunate bride.”

“She’s one of your biggest admirers.”

“As you may have noticed, I've got a regular goddamn fan club,”
Londa said, sucking coffee through the crack in her smirk. “I used
to be a member, but then I outgrew the whole thing. There comes a
time in every girl’s life when she throws away her League of Londa
comic books.”

Spontaneously we drifted toward a conference table holding an
architect’s model as intricate as Donya’s toy amusement park. It was
all there, Londa’s riposte to the Phyllistines—the Vision Syndicate,
the Artemis Clinic, Arcadia House, the Institute for Advanced Bio-
logical Investigations. The longer I contemplated this solar-powered
El Dorado, the more it received my begrudging esteem. How far my

pupil had come since her Faustino days of chain-smoking Dunhills
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and wondering how she might insert “fuck” into her next depen-
dent clause. God knows I wasn’t about to acquire a Dame Quixote
T-shirt, but perhaps I'd been wrong to turn my back on Themi-
sopolis.

“Edwina would be proud of you,” I said.

“And what about my auxiliary conscience? Is he proud of me?”

“Your auxiliary conscience thinks he must’ve done something
right.”

“There’s a good chance Yolly and I will leave the world a better
place than we found it,” she said in a corroborating tone. “Don’t tell
anybody, but the Susan B. Anthony Trust is about to supply the U.N.
with enough information to nail more than a hundred traffickers
in female sexual slavery. Operation Velvet Fist. And we’ve got an-
other miracle in the pipeline. You’ve never heard of a drug called
Xelcepin, but after the institute runs some clinical trials, we hope to
announce a breakthrough in the treatment of ovarian cancer.”

For the first time in years, a snippet from The Egyptian flashed
through my brain—the courtesan disrobing before Sinuhe, show-
ing him the malignancy that had deformed her beauty. No wonder
drugs for Nefer. Only suffering and blood and futile prayers to
Isis.

“In certain contexts, my difficulties with John Snow seem triv-
1al,” I said.

Londa’s next remark caught me by surprise. “You know what’s
appalling about you, Socrates?” she said, passing a hand over the
miniature city.

“Pray tell. What’s appalling about me?”

“You think I had a choice about all this. You think Themisopolis
was an act of free will.”

“Of course you had a choice.”

“I’'m trapped, dearest Mason. I'm locked inside my own lousy
comic book, Dame Quixote versus the whole goddamn Phyllistine

world.” She grasped my shoulders, rotating me until our eyes met.
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“Don’t you have any idea what you did to me? Are you completely
clueless?”

“Not completely.”

“You carved a thousand facets in my face, so I'd never run out of
cheeks to turn. You took the stone that never hit the adulteress and
hung it around my neck.” She issued an indecipherable laugh, then
released her grip. “All signs point to Charnock.”

“T had the same thought,” I'said, pleased to realize she’d changed
the subject. “Unfortunately, he’s dropped off the face of the earth.”

“And landed in the armpit. Armpit, North Carolina, to be pre-
cise, otherwise known as Jacob’s Notch, an insolvent little town on
the Pasquotank River. He’s become an aquatic hermit, living on a
houseboat. Once a month I get a screed from his laptop, no punctua-
tion, all lowercase. Our species has lost its collective mind. Moder-
nity is a swindle. The future belongs to the ants.”

“Did he mention making another vatling?”

“Nope. Shall I have a Valkyrie ride down to Jacob’s Notch and
give the old man a scare? Major Powers would be good for the job.
She’d crack him like a walnut.”

“Thanks. I'd like to try a simple conversation first.”

Not far from the Vision Syndicate replica lay an object resem-
bling a hockey puck. In fact, it was a hockey puck. The label read
CIRCUS OF ATONEMENT. “And what goes on here?” I asked, pointing
to the thick disk. “Gladiatorial combat?”

“Testosterone has no friends in Themisopolis.”

“Then what?”

“Our chief source of recreation.”

“What sort of recreation?”

“A secret recreation,” Londa replied, her tone clarifying that the
topic would enjoy no further elaboration just then. Again she waved
her hand over the model City of Justice. “You’d be amazed at all the
details the architects got into this thing.” She pointed toward the

building in which our fractious and disjointed encounter was now
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occurring. “Pop the roof off Caedmon Hall here, and youw'll see a
tiny clockwork Londa trading barbs with her old morality teach-
er. Can you stay for lunch? I'll order Chinese, and afterwards we’ll
drop by the Circus for some postprandial entertainment.”

A tempting offer, as I was truly enjoying her company, but my
obligation to Natalie came first. “I have an appointment with the
Mad Doctor of Blood Island,” I'said, edging toward the rolling glass
door. “I'll let you know if I need you to sic Major Powers on him.
Anything to get that damn immaculoid out of Natalie’s life.”

“Not only is he a great conscience, folks, he’s also a loving hus-
band.”

I slid back the door and crossed the threshold. “If there’s a stone
around your neck, it’s because you put it there.”

“No, Socrates. You did it. I wonder if I'll ever forgive you.”

NOON FOUND ME EMBEDDED ina traffic jam on the D.C. Belt-
way, mired and miserable like the carp Londa had almost drowned
on the Faustino patio. I called Natalie and told her I was bound for
North Carolina, hot on the trail of Vincent Charnock, the likely
source of our difficulties. “Assuming he’s the culprit,” I asked, “is
there any message you want me to give him?”

“John Snow came to my Arthurian Romance class this morn-
ing,” Natalie said. “He kept quiet the whole hour, and then he start-
ed screaming, ‘She wouldn’t take the risk!” Here’s my message to
Dr. Charnock. ‘T hope you fucking rot in hell.””

I circumvented D.C., then headed southeast until I reached Nor-
folk, where I checked into a Wanderer’s Lodge, flagship of a bur-
geoning hotel chain whose self-conscious name, postmodern décor,
and pop-cult mystique catered to middle-class bohemian nomads
who fancied themselves following in Kerouac’s exhaust fumes.
My sleep was fitful and dreamless—perhaps I never slept at all—
and shortly after 9:00 a.m. T hit the road again, three Wanderer’s
Lodge cranberry muffins huddled in my stomach like scoops of li-
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brary paste. Soon I reached the Carolina border, where the essen-
tial sign appeared, JAcOB’s NOTCH NEXT EXIT. Once I was within the
town proper, getting a fix on Charnock proved simple. The scraggly
young man who ran the bait shop, the wisecracking belle behind the
7-Eleven cash register, and the skinny kid skateboarding across the
First Baptist Church parking lot all eagerly pointed the way. It was
as if the locals knew that one of these days the crazy misanthrope
living on the river would have a visitor—an estranged brother, an
IRS agent, a private detective, a hit man.

When I finally came upon my quarry, he was slumped in a cap-
tain’s chair on the afterdeck of his houseboat, smoking a cigarette
and staring at a stand of cattails, a depleted fifth of Old Kentucky
bourbon snugged between his bare feet. He rubbed the bottle with
his toes. A tattered straw hat sheltered him from the sun. I couldn’t
decide which was the greater wreck, Charnock’s body or the dilapi-
dated vessel he called home. Moored to a floating dock, the Ursula
was a conglomeration of warped planks, rusty nails, and a super-
structure suggesting a derelict chicken coop. Of the paint job little
remained but leprous scabs and burst blisters.

“Hello, Vincent.”

Evidently he recognized my voice, for without lifting his head he
said, “I figured you'd show up one day, Ambrose. Did you come to
question me, kiss me, or kill me?”

I stepped from the wharf to the afterdeck. Strangely, the boards
didn’t crumble beneath my feet. “Kiss you?”

“For inventing the machine that resurrected your son.”

“John Snow is not my son.”

“And Brutus is an honorable man,” Charnock said, winching
himself to his feet. He tossed his cigarette in the water, picked up the
Old Kentucky bottle, and poured the few remaining swallows into a
plastic tumbler embossed with the Creature from the Black Lagoon.
Spiky whiskers speckled his jaw and neck, so that his head suggested

an immense seed pod looking to attach itself to a passing sweater.
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“The bastards betrayed me, Ambrose. They promised to keep me in
the loop. They lied.”

“What bastards?”

“The ones who hired me to teach them the art of ontogenesis.
Their leader was in the news a couple of months ago, railing against
Operation Redneck.”

“Enoch Anthem?”

“That’s the bastard.”

“I've never even met Enoch Anthem. Why the hell would he
single out Natalie and me?”

“It was the other bastard who singled you out. Anthem’s consi-
gliere—you know who I mean?”

“No.”

“That tough-as-nails postrationalist up in Boston. Felix Piel-
meister. I gather you two have a history.”

“Pielmeister? Jesus.”

“Talso gather that the professor and you and a glamorous comp-
lit lady used to hang around the same bookstore, and it wasn’t long
before he figured out you and she were an item, eventually a preg-
nant item. When he realized you’d gotten an abortion, he decided
your fetus should become the first of the mackies.”

I moaned and gripped the gunwale. Pielmeister. Horus help
me. Isis be my light. During the past week I'd driven nine hun-
dred miles, traveled through eight different states, and slept in five
strange beds, and it turned out that the answer to the mystery lay on
my doorstep—or as Dorothy told Glinda at the end of Donya’s favor-
ite movie, “If T ever go looking for my heart’s desire again, I won’t
look any further than my own backyard, because if it isn’t there, I
never really lost it to begin with,” a sentiment whose breathtaking
incoherence I'd never fully appreciated before.

“You have to realize, this project of Pielmeister’s was never
mostly about him settling an old score with you,” Charnock contin-
ued. “He and Anthem are out to get everybody who did what you did.
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I must admit, even though they stabbed me in the back, 'm damn
impressed with those two. They have moral fiber. Think about it.
Six thousand fetuses stalking their unfeeling quasiparents—the
greatest antiabortion protest in history!”

“Six thousand? Thundering Christ.”

Charnock pressed the tumbler to his lips and let the bourbon
trickle into his throat. “Anthem’s organization paid me a fortune for
the RXL-313 schematics, and now they’ve got three ontogenerators,
maybe four. Your John Snow is actually John Snow 0001. Next will
come John Snow 0002, followed by John Snow 0003, not to mention
Jane Snow 0001 and all her sisters. I didn’t want the three million
dollars. T gave it to the Red Cross. What I wanted was to be in the
loop.” He pulled off his straw hat and fanned his sweating face with
the brim. “There are wheels within wheels here, Ambrose. Every-
body’s heard of the Center for Stable Families, but nobody knows it’s
a beard for a subterranean network called CHALICE, the Christian
Alliance of Immaculoids, Chiliasts, and Evangelicals. And here’s
the rub. The CHALICE biologists don’t understand the RXLs. They
miss the nuances. Did you know that if a newborn baby started lis-
tening to a recital of the human genome sequence, that monotonous
melody of G’s and T’s and C’s and A’s, he’d still be hearing it when he
turned fifty, the same damn base notes, guanine, thymine, cytosine,
adenine, over and over in countless combinations? As a matter of
fact, the song doesn’t end until he’s ready to die. No wonder CHAL-
ICE screwed it up. No wonder your son has an atrophied arm and a
crooked spine, not to mention his limp—he’s got a limp, right?”

“And a lazy eye. He says his days are numbered.”

“When the mackies start dying like flies, Anthem will realize
what a blunder he made, taking me out of the loop. Thirsty?”

“Now that you mention it.”

In a gesture more affectionate than he might normally have ac-

corded an unfeeling quasiparent, Charnock set his hand against my
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back and guided me toward the superstructure. We crossed a mil-
dewed parlor, its fitted benches stacked with books, mostly Russian
novels—I don’t know whether, per his gazebo conversation with
Edwina, he’d gotten around to reading #ar and Peace, but at least
he owned a copy—and proceeded to the galley. A diverse collection
of half-empty wine and liquor bottles crowded the countertop, ob-
scuring the buckled Formica.

“What's your pleasure?”

“How about a rum and Coke? Hold the rum.”

Charnock opened his built-in refrigerator and removed a soli-
tary Diet Pepsi. “Don’t you want me to hold the Coke instead?”

“I never consume alcohol before noon.”

“Neither do I.” He handed me the Pepsi, then screwed open a
fresh Old Kentucky bottle and splashed several ounces into his Gill
Man tumbler.

“It’s eleven-thirty.”

“Not in Madrid.”

I ripped the tab off my Pepsi, then chugged down all twelve
ounces in the same short interval that Charnock required to finish
his bourbon.

“So tell me, what’s the most fascinating thing about your son?”
he asked. “His bedrock nihilism? His bottomless contempt for his
parents?”

“He’s not my son,” I said.

“Sorry. Forgot.”

“He’s not.”

“Right.”

I realized I was staring at a box of Earl Grey wedged between a
quart of brandy and a fifth of vodka. “Might T have some tea?”

“Caffeine is bad for your digestion.” Charnock filled a small
copper kettle with water, set it to boiling atop his Primus stove. “Let

me tell you something. Even after I came to detest Edwina’s proj-
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ect, Istill admired her style. A decisive woman. She got a craving for
total motherhood, and so she made it happen. Adorable Donya, vi-
vacious Yolly, brooding Londa.”

Two minutes later my host yanked the screaming kettle off the
stove, filled a grimy ceramic mug, and began dipping a tea bag up
and down in the hot water as if making a candle. He gave me my tea,
then replenished his tumbler with bourbon. We drank in silence,
drifting through the superstructure and back onto the afterdeck.
The sun beat down on the river, baking the sodden banks into aro-
matic loaves of mud.

“You obviously came to question me,” Charnock said at last. “But
what about kiss and kill?”

“Neither.”

“You signed off on your own son’s murder, yet you balk at shoot-
ing a useless old drunk? Philosophers are supposed to be rational.”

“The D and C was absolutely necessary,” I hissed. “Natalie
might've died of a blood clot.” A quick, short leap brought me from
the Ursula to the dock. “Thanks for the tea. The conversation, too.
My wife sends you a message. ‘I hope you fucking rot in hell.””

As I started up the hill toward town, I realized I was still hold-
ing Charnock’s ceramic mug, a situation I immediately remedied by
smashing it against a rock.

“They’re coming, Ambrose, six thousand strong!” he called after
me. “The greatest political demonstration of all time! The whole
world will tremble beneath their unborn feet! Ontological terrorism

elevated to an art form!”

THE IMMACULOIDS WERE COMING. Ontological terrorism.
Lurid as it sounded, I had no reason to doubt Charnock’s forecast,
and so upon returning to Norfolk I pulled into a Dunkin’ Donuts,
grabbed my phone, and, after pleading my case to Gertrude Lin-
gard, got Londa on the line. If Charnock could be believed, I told

her, he’d sold his soul and his schematics to a shadowy society whose
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members included not only Enoch Anthem but also the very profes-
sor with whom I'd sparred during my dissertation defense.

“They call themselves CHALICE,” I said. “The Christian Alli-
ance of Immaculoids, Chiliasts, and Evangelicals.”

“Beware of Phyllistines bearing acronyms,” Londa said.

“Charnock thinks they have at least three ontogenerators.
They’re planning to cook up an army of fetuses and set them loose
on the world.”

“What a totally atrocious idea.”

“It was a dark day when Anthem and Pielmeister found each
other, and a darker day when they learned about Charnock’s damn
machine.”

“Raiders of the Lost Christian Consensus. Keep me posted,
Socrates.”

Next I called Natalie. The news of Pielmeister’s involvement
flabbergasted her, but she was cheerier than the last time we’d
talked. Our fetus had not attended the most recent meetings of Brit-
ish Renaissance Poetry, Greek Drama, or Arthurian Romance.

“Listen, darling, this shitty thing we’re going through, Char-
nock says it’s about to happen to /lots of couples.”

“How many is lots?”

“Thousands.”

“Is that supposed to comfort me?”

“I thought it might. Does it?”

“No. Maybe. I don’t know. Hurry home. If T have to deal with
that fucker again, I’'m going to jump out a window.”

I spent the next thirteen hours on the road, stopping only to
empty my bladder and fill my gas tank. By 2:00 a.m., Natalie and
I were lying in bed together, conjoined like adjacent jigsaw-puzzle
pieces, drifting off to sleep.

A storm was raging when I awoke, alone now, the thick gray
rain clattering on the windows like scrabbling claws. My stomach

seemed filled with electrified acid, as if I were digesting a flash-
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light battery. I glanced at the alarm clock. It was almost noon. Soon
Natalie would be back from British Renaissance Poetry. I staggered
to the kitchen and phoned Dexter, telling him about the rarities I'd
scored en route to Maryland. He said we’d sold two copies of Ethics
from the Earth while I was gone and that the schizophrenic I'd taken
under my wing had been asking about me.

Natalie and I entered the living room from opposite directions,
our gaits identical, a despairing shuffle. Stark red veins encircled
her eyes like meridians, their lids swollen with weeping.

“I don’t hate him, not exactly,” she said. “But I can’t take much
more of this.”

My anger was primal, fury refined to a malignant elixir. I
became my own sort of immaculoid, pure in wrath, pristine in spite,
and it was this incarnation of Mason Ambrose who now grabbed an
umbrella, rushed into the storm, and drove nine blocks to the Silb-
ersack Building, home of the philosophy department. I dashed down
the second-floor hallway like a small but implacable cyclone, then
blew uninvited into Pielmeister’s office, an exquisite little sanctum,
all oak wainscoting, teak molding, and cedar beams. No doubt he
had appointed it himself. Augustinians knew their wood.

Pielmeister stood hunched over a cardboard carton, filling it
with books. He was doing it exactly wrong, jamming the corners of
the covers against each other when he should have been laying the
volumes spine to spine. The denuded shelves held only a few forlorn
paperbacks, plus the half dozen awards he’d won for his theological
treatises. One such commendation depicted Hugh of St. Victor, an-
other represented Thomas Aquinas. Spiritual bowling trophies.

“Good afternoon, Ambrose.” His supreme tranquillity sent a
chill through my bones. “Let me guess. You’ve been connecting the
dots.”

“I'd like to connect a gila monster to your scrotum.”

He fiddled with the carton flaps and after several attempts man-
aged to interlace them. “Whatever inconvenience John Snow is
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causing you, it’s nothing compared with the anguish you inflicted
on him.”

“Fuck you.”

“Fuck me indeed. But why confine ourselves to generalities? If
we’re going to have one of your nuanced secular discussions, let’s
fuck me in the ear and fuck me in the eye and fuck me up the ass.”

He seized the carton and bustled out of the room. I followed di-
rectly behind him like a mackie dogging its quasiparent.

“Changing offices?” I asked. “Or did you get fired for bullying
one too many grad students?”

“I’'m leaving this place.”

“Really? You'’re breaking my heart. I'll have to keep reminding
myself that the Hawthorne community’s loss is Enoch Anthem’s
gain. 'm right, aren’t I? Anthem offered you a job?”

“Matter of fact, I'll be heading up his Bureau of Apologetics.”

“Congratulations,” I said, then added, hoping to unnerve him,
“Maybe youw’ll get to lead the great antiabortion protest Charnock
told me about.”

Pielmeister remained his usual granite self. “You would do well
to ignore half of what Charnock says and discount the other half.
The man’s delusional.”

“Ontological terrorism, he called it.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

For the next several minutes, I became Pielmeister’s doppelgan-
ger, matching his steps as he exited the building and made his way
across Parking Area C to his Ford SUV. The rain had stopped. Pud-
dles dotted the macadam like shards of a shattered mirror. Pielmeis-
ter opened the hatch, which was already stuffed with book boxes,
and attempted to insert the last carton. He failed. He rotated the
carton about its horizontal axis. Again he failed. He tried the ver-
tical axis. No luck. I'd always known that academics were people
who got paid to problematize the putting of square pegs into square

holes, but I'd never before seen such a vivid demonstration.
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Pielmeister set the carton on the passenger seat, slammed the
door, and looked me in the eye. “Wake up, Ambrose. History is hap-
pening right in front of your nose, and you’re totally blind to it.
Even as we speak, Protestantism and Anglicanism are melting back
into their parent Catholicism, and soon that great insatiable body
will suck up all the rest, Eastern Orthodox Mariolaters, American
heartland charismatics, sodbusting Mormon polygamists, speakers-
in-tongues, thinkers-in-apocalypses, snake handlers, scorpion
swallowers, wasp whisperers, until Christendom has once again
been made whole, pole to pole, crust to core, Greenwich to Gisborne
and back again!”

“With liberty and justice for all blastocysts.”

“Go ahead, scoff. Scoft all you want. The paradigm shift is upon
us, sweeping away the things of Caesar and Sabacthani. Nominal-
ist and humanist, queer and condom monger, peacenik and Bolshe-
vik—doomed, damned, every last one of you. Checkmate, sir. Twi-
light of the iconoclasts. Secularism is dead, Christ has switched off
the Enlightenment, and that exotic bird, the ruby-throated Dar-
winist, will soon go extinct as the dodo.”

“Charnock tells me you’ve got thousands of immaculoids in the
works.”

“Give up, Ambrose,” Pielmeister said, smiling through his beard.
“Tip your king. Corporate Christi has arrived. We’re putting the
crucifixion back where it belongs, dead center, but this time no silly
trickles when the spike hits the Savior—now we’ll get a geyser, spurt
city, oiling the gears of the paradigm shift, jetting clear to heaven.”

“My wife is having a nervous breakdown,” I'said.

“She has a conscience, then?”

“You shit.”

“The amoeboid conscience of Natalie Novak.”

Deep within some subbasement of my brain, a hideous id-thing
cracked out of its egg. My gorge rose like lava fountaining from a vol-

cano, and I lunged at Pielmeister, closing my hands around his throat.
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He broke my grip. I slapped his cheek. He stomped on my foot. I
grabbed his beard and spit in his face. Is there anything quite so lu-
dicrous as two intellectuals grappling in a philosophy-department
parking lot? Each of us wanted to pummel the other to a pulp, but
neither knew how to go about it. We couldn’t even name the blows,
much less inflict them deliberately. Quite possibly we were landing
uppercuts, roundhouses, sidewinders, haymakers, and bolo punch-
es. There was no way to tell. Eyes turned black, knuckles acquired
the look and texture of uncooked bacon, and lips burst open like
blood packets on a Sam Peckinpah set. Somehow Pielmeister scram-
bled behind the wheel of his SUV, started the engine, and pulled
away, enveloping me in a stinking aura of greenhouse gases.

I yanked the phone from my jacket and called Natalie.

“I beat him up,” I told her.

“Beat who up?”

“Pielmeister. He did the same to me. We drew blood.”

“Can you get home by yourself?”

“With more blood to come. Spurt city. The world is chang-
ing, Natalie. Corporate Christi has arrived, and soon we’ll all be
crushed, you and me and the Sisters Sabacthani. Well, maybe not
Londa. No, never Londa. I made her out of steel. When this night-

mare is finally over, my vatling will still be standing.”
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THE MARCH OF THE IMMACULOIDS began early in Octo-
ber, suffusing the normally genial ghoulishness of the Halloween
season—the grinning rictus of the jack-o’-lantern, the clownish gy-
rations of the rubber skeleton, the cartoon malevolence of the card-
board witch—with authentic horror and genuine dread. No group
was exempt from the plague. The walking unborn descended upon
rich and poor alike, black and white, Jew and Gentile, Catholic and
Protestant, atheist and evangelical. Hundreds of semifathers en-
dured humiliation at the hands of their fetuses, but it was the semi-
mothers who suffered the most, particularly those who'd kept their
pregnancies and subsequent abortions a secret: teenagers who’d
never told their parents, wives who’d been thinking of leaving their
husbands, mistresses who’d decided things were already complicated
enough.

While the immaculoids’ coming was theoretically the sort of
graphic and sensational event on which the television medium
thrives, the networks simply couldn’t get an angle on it. Convinced
that the phenomenon was essentially an epic human-interest drama,
CNN, Fox News, MSNBC, and the rest initially broadcast a panoply
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of feature stories, all cleaving to the same maudlin plot. Act one, the
mackie appears on his quasiparents’ doorstep and is rebuffed. Act
two, the quasiparents see the light. Act three, the fetus is welcomed
into the family. The problem was that the story typically included
a fourth act, and the network was now obliged to present a follow-
up report that nobody wanted to see. How John Snow 0714 set his
quasiparents’ house on fire. How Jane Snow 2039 got her semifa-
ther arrested on a false charge of sexual abuse. How John Snow 1190
switched his semimother’s birth control pills for placebos, with pre-
dictable consequences. How Jane Snow 1347 bankrupted her quasi-
parents by transferring all their savings to the South Dakota Pro-
Life Coalition.

In some cases the TV journalists were forced to file dispatch-
es from a realm they normally avoided at all costs, the low-rat-
ings domain of acid irony and mirthless absurdity. One immedi-
ately thinks of John Snow 2047, crucifying himself on the lawn of
the family’s ranch house, a martyrdom made possible by the car-
pentry skills of his twin brother, John Snow 2048. Then there was
Jane Snow 1264, summarily executing her quasiparents with a Colt
45, a case that the antiabortion judge dismissed on grounds of ret-
roactive self-defense. And John Snow 0339, brutally impregnating
his sixteen-year-old semisister, who shortly thereafter announced
that, having discussed the matter at length with Enoch Anthem,
she would bring the baby to term.

Of course, the average immaculoid narrative was neither heart-
warming nor horrifying but merely sad. The fetus came knocking,
and the beleaguered semimother would subsequently find herself
divorced or disowned or both, end of story. “We’ve never seen such
a potent and dramatic pro-life demonstration, and we salute the
anonymous activists who organized it,” enthused George Collander
of BUBBA, Baptists United against Butchery, Bestiality, and Abomi-
nation. The therapeutic community was equally keen on the mack-

ies, who'd triggered among the semimothers a bizarre variation on
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postpartum depression, “reversed-abortion angst,” as one psychi-
atrist termed it. Faced with the unprecedented epidemic, scores of
previously underpatronized counselors and analysts were blessed
with more cases than they could handle.

Given the degree of public indignation over the immaculoids’
excesses, Attorney General Monica Giroux made a perfunctory stab
at locating their creators and enjoining these bioengineered activ-
ists against further mischief. When the federal grand jury asked for
my deposition, I revealed what Vincent Charnock had told me—that
two of America’s leading postrationalists, Enoch Anthem and Felix
Pielmeister, were planning to unleash legions of aborted fetuses on
their unsuspecting quasiparents. Naturally the jury sought to sub-
poena Charnock so he could corroborate my accusations, but he and
his houseboat had vanished without a trace. For reasons best known
to himself, the father of the RXL-313 was presumably hiding in an
obscure cove along the Intercoastal Waterway.

In defending his client, Anthem’s lawyer cleverly cast my tes-
timony as the fantasies of a man “whose previous attempt to win
an audience for his atheism took the form of a ludicrous Darwin-
ist tract called Ethics from the Earth.” He went on to explain how in
my former capacity as Londa’s tutor, I had “gleefully filled her head
with the materialist philosophy that underlies Themisopolis.” Piel-
meister’s lawyer had an even easier time impugning my motives.
Bitter over the professor’s disinclination to support my Ph.D. can-
didacy, I now sought revenge by “forging a spurious link between
this controversial pro-life demonstration and one of America’s most
respected theologians.” After twenty minutes of deliberation, the
grand jury declined to indict either man.

Today it’s generally acknowledged that if Alexander Hornbeam,
that most pious of FBI directors, had instructed his agents to monitor
our nation’s abortion clinics, sooner or later they would have caught
an Anthem acolyte in the act of pilfering some D and C residue. By
subpoenaing the hard drives and filing cabinets of the Center for
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Stable Families, this same Hornbeam could have uncovered a trail
leading to the penumbral organization called CHALICE. Given the
man’s attitude toward all things fetal, however, this simply wasn’t
going to happen. As he told one CNN reporter, “Naturally I'm con-
cerned that so many women are being bothered, annoyed, incon-
venienced, and driven to suicide, but isn’t it high time that a day of
reckoning befell America’s pro-death feminists?”

At first Natalie and I didn’t understand why we enjoyed a better
relationship with John Snow 0001 than most quasiparents had with
their fetuses. Eventually we figured out that CHALICE was pro-
gramming its pawns with ever-increasing levels of vindictiveness.
As the primal immaculoid, ours was also the least hostile, endowed
with sufficient free will to make Natalie and me not merely the
focus of his scorn but also the objects of his curiosity.

That year, we decided to attempt a quiet Christmas at home.
Natalie’s parents had recently moved to Sao Paulo so that her father,
a retired political-science professor, could research his book about
globalization. My own progenitors, meanwhile, were inhabiting
their respective vales of self-delusion, Mom living with a Dallas
real-estate agent who'd promised to make her rich, Dad writing a
spec screenplay while holed up in a Los Angeles efficiency apartment
down the street from my sister Delia, who was presently enjoying
syndicated celebrity status as Scarlet O’Horror, hostess of Frisson
Theater. Natalie and I agreed, however, that if the opportunity pre-
sented itself, we would ask John Snow 0001 to spend Christmas Eve
with us—and the opportunity indeed arose, one blustery Decem-
ber afternoon when we all coincidentally converged on the Pieces
of Mind coffee bar. It was Natalie who made the pitch, interlacing
her sentences with so much hemming, hawing, and verbal filigree
that at first John Snow 0001 didn’t realize what she was getting at.
When he finally grasped the nature of her invitation, our nether-
son insisted he had other plans for that particular night. We were

simultaneously saddened and relieved—saddened because he was,

219



James Morrow

after all, our fetus, relieved because we had no desire to spend any
night, and most especially Christmas Eve, answering accusations of
homicide.

On the morning of December 25, shortly after dawn, our bar-
baric door buzzer, that chain saw in the brain, shattered our sleep
and catapulted us from bed. Even before reaching the window, I'd
guessed who the intruder must be. I glanced toward the street, and
there he was, standing on the front stoop, gripping a large canvas
tote bag and stomping the snow off his boots.

“If he tries to intimidate me,” Natalie said, “I’ll spit in his eye.”

“Scramble some eggs,” I told her.

“T think not.”

Reeling with approach-avoidance syndrome, I descended to the
ground floor and greeted our fetus with a tepid “Merry Christmas,
Mr. Snow.”

“Merry Christmas, Father,” he replied in a splintery whisper,
stepping into the foyer. He wore a down-filled orange parka and a
ragged woolen scarf. “Christmas is the birthday of Jesus Christ, a
fact you doubtless knew.”

“And of Isaac Newton.”

“Jesus Christ is the Savior of mankind,” John Snow 0001 said.
“Have no fear—this visit won’t last more than twenty minutes.” He
set down the tote bag and rubbed his chest with his functional hand.
“I don’t really mind the cold. An unpleasant feeling is better than
none.”

As we mounted the stairs, the immaculoid explained that his
nervous system had finally started delivering sensations. Stimuli
were getting through. Qualia no longer eluded him. Biting wind,
burning matches, stirring marches, soothing lullabies, anchovies,
chocolate bars, creosote, thorns.

“Last night T had a bad headache,” he said, “which means I had
a good headache—do you follow my reasoning, Father?”

“I believe I do.”
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Natalie was waiting for us in her threadbare red terry-cloth
bathrobe. Briefly I took satisfaction in my knowledge that a blue
velour caftan would soon supplant this pathetic rag. She extend-
ed her hand. Our fetus grasped it firmly, then leaned forward and
kissed her cheek. She clenched her teeth, the skin along her jaw
growing tight as a drumhead.

“I’m not a monster, Mother,” he told her.

“Neither am I,” she replied.

“Let me take your coat,” I offered.

John Snow 0001 popped the line of brass buttons on his parka,
but instead of shedding it he shuffled toward our gaudily decorated
Christmas tree, a portly Scotch pine rising from an atoll of presents
wrapped in recycled Sunday funnies. “I've brought gifts,” he an-
nounced proudly, lifting his tote bag high.

“How thoughtful,” Natalie said evenly. Now a softness entered
her voice, plaintive to a degree that probably surprised her. “We
didn’t get you anything, I'm sorry, Mr. Snow.”

With supreme logic our netherson replied, “You didn’t know I
was coming.”

He proceeded to distribute our gifts. Natalie received a pendant
he’d made by braiding bits of aluminum foil into a long, crinkled
snake, then bending it into a heart shape. She slipped the twine loop
around her neck, aligning the pendant between the lapels of her
robe. The red terry cloth showed the silver foil to good advantage.
I received a necktie made of nylon swatches cut from a discarded
umbrella. The third gift was for both of us, a goldfish bowl con-
taining two grasshoppers that John Snow 0001 had caught the pre-
vious summer and, against the odds, kept alive for six months. He’d
outfitted their habitat with grass and twigs. Amory and Claudius
were orphans, he explained. They wanted Natalie and me to adopt
them.

I set the bowl on our favorite piece of furniture, a sleek, glass-
doored bookcase from IKEA. The top shelf held six copies of Ethics
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from the Earth flanked by The Phenomenology of Spirit and Tractatus-
Logico Philosophicus. In the outside world, Hegel and Wittgenstein
kept company only with other geniuses, but here they had to associ-
ate with me.

“Would you like to stay for breakfast?” I asked the immaculoid,
then immediately thought better of the idea. I turned to Natalie, so-
liciting forgiveness. Her eyes released daggers and other pointed ob-
jects.

“This has been a good visit,” John Snow 0001 replied, “but I
should get home before my rage boils up again.”

“Where is home?” I asked.

Strangely enough, his answer was straightforward. “They’ve
put us up in all sorts of places. Flophouses, church basements, col-
lege dorms, abandoned buildings, the YMCA. At the moment I'm
living in a tower.”

“What tower?” Natalie asked.

With his working hand John Snow 0001 caressed the star atop
our Christmas tree. “It’s a good place. Plenty of room. I did nothing
to deserve that trip to the abortionist.”

“The Prudential Tower?” I asked. “The Hancock Building? A
clock tower? A bell tower?”

Bending low, our netherson pressed his face into the pine branch-
es. The needles brushed his newly sensate cheeks. He inhaled deeply
and declared, “This is surely how a pleasant fragrance smells.” He
took a step backward. “And the visual appearance—for a person who
came from a womb, such a sight would be entirely lovely. I, too, find
it agreeable.”

“Do you need anything in your tower?” Natalie asked. “A blan-
ket? An air mattress?”

A barking laugh spilled from the immaculoid’s lips. He aligned
the flaps of his parka, snapping each brass button into its shell, then
yanked open the door. “You shouldn’t have scraped me away.”

Rummaging around in her shoulder bag, Natalie retrieved her
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madras wallet. She removed her ATM card and pressed it into our
netherson’s functional hand. “Withdraw as much cash as you want.
The PIN is one-eight-one-eight, Emily Bronté’s birth year.”

“Eighteen eighteen,” he echoed tonelessly. “Thank you. I be-
lieve T’ll purchase a heating device. 'm told the weather will get
colder before it gets warmer.” He turned abruptly and bolted down
the stairs. “It was not necessary to exterminate me.”

“God bless you, Mr. Snow,” my wife called from the doorway.

“I've started reading Heidegger,” he said, his voice fading like
vapor from a fogged mirror. “You robbed me of my Dasein, Mother.

The hottest Places in hell are reserved for women like you.”

NATALIE AND I DIDN’T KNOW what to make of our Christmas
presents from John Snow 0001. Should I start wearing my umbrella
necktie, Natalie her foil pendant, as tributes to the loving son we’d
almost brought into the world? Or should we toss these trinkets in
the trash as the reproachful tokens he’d almost certainly intended
them to be? On Boxing Day, before setting out for lunch at the Tasty
Triffid, Natalie dutifully adorned herself with the pendant, while
I put on the necktie. The instant our food arrived, we removed our
accessories without exchanging a word and stashed them in Nata-
lie’s shoulder bag.

The New Year was not long under way when Amory and
Claudius died. I glanced at the bookcase and there they lay, two
dry and delicate corpses, recumbent in the bottom of the fishbowl.
Their passing perplexed me. Hadn’t I given them plenty of water
to drink? A surfeit of leaves to nibble? Evidently their little orthop-
terous clocks had simply stopped. I wrapped the grasshoppers in a
white handkerchief, bore them to our rooftop garden, and buried
them beneath the philodendron.

Shortly after 5:00 p.m., we heard from our fetus again. He’d left
a message on Natalie’s voice mail, explaining that he’d used the

ATM card for several notable purchases, including a cell phone and
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a kerosene heater. He wanted us to visit him. His home was an aban-
doned switch tower in the freight yard adjacent to South Station.

“Please come,” he said. “It’s quite important.” A long pause. “I
believe ’'m very sick.”

Possessed by some raw Darwinian instinct, as primal as Danaus
plexippus’s need to pollinate, we sprinted to the parking garage,
scrambled into the Subaru, and set out in quest of our fetus. Reach-
ing South Station at the height of rush hour, we exploited the hurly-
burly and the gathering gloom to climb unseen off the platform and
make our way across six parallel sets of tracks. My heart pounded
frantically, though I couldn’t say how much of this internal percus-
sion owed to my fear of our being arrested, how much to my anxiety
over our fetus’s health. At some undefined point, we crossed from
Amtrak’s realm into the freight yard. Tank cars, hopper cars, box-
cars, reefers, and gondolas loomed out of the darkness like prehis-
toric beasts straining to escape a tar pit.

Thanks to our heavy-duty flashlight supplemented by a full
moon, we had no trouble spotting the deserted switch tower, a
warped and weathered structure reminiscent of Charnock’s house-
boat. I knocked on the door, half expecting to be greeted by a shroud-
ed skeleton in the ectoplasmic employ of the long-defunct Boston &
Maine Railroad, but no one answered. A rickety exterior staircase
led to the upper level, where a faint light seeped through the sooty
windows. Natalie and I exchanged pained glances and ascended to
the observation platform, one wobbly step at a time. I merely had to
nudge the door and it swung open, its hinges creaking like an Inner
Sanctum sound effect.

Strewn with scraps of wood, chunks of plaster, and bits of broken
glass, the room was dimly illuminated by an electric lantern whose
battery was almost dead. The back wall displayed a faded but elabo-
rate chart depicting the freight yard, each switch circled and num-
bered, below which our netherson lay shivering on a stained, un-
sheeted mattress. A down comforter enswathed his body. His newly
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purchased kerosene heater, an upright thrumming cylinder sug-
gesting an incandescent barber pole, released ineffectual gasps of
humidity. Discarded wrappers and packages littered the floor. In
recent weeks our fetus had treated himself to Ring Dings, Twinkies,
Tootsie Rolls, Triscuits, Slim Jims, Wise potato chips, and Keebler
Toll House cookies.

“Thank you for coming,” he said.

I extended my hand, cupped his brow. His fever warmed my
palm. “Where’s the nearest emergency room?” I asked Natalie.

“Mass General.”

“Listen, Mother,” John Snow 0001 said. “Hear me, Father. I can
feel the whole world now. Not just a few things. Everything. Isn’t
that remarkable?”

“We’re taking you to the hospital,” I told him.

“Right now,” Natalie added.

The icy air made specters of our breath.

“The twitchings in my stomach, I kzow that’s hunger,” the im-
maculoid said. “And the fire inside my body, it must be a fever.”

Natalie asked, “Can you walk? Should we carry you?”

John Snow 0001 seized my wrist. “Here’s something even
stranger. All these words coming out of my mouth—they’re the ones
I want to be speaking.” He relaxed his grip. “A week ago I would’ve
said, ‘You're taking me to the hospital? Sure you don’t want to get
out your curette and slaughter me all over again?”

Acting in unspoken but complete accord, my wife and I crouched
over our fetus and unpeeled the comforter. As Natalie slid her arms
under his back, I took hold of his legs, and together we lifted him
several inches off the mattress.

“No!” he screamed. “It hurts too much!”

We set him back down.

“What hurts?” Natalie asked.

“Everything.”

“We would never hurt you on purpose,” Natalie said.
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“I know, Mother. Before, I would’ve said, ‘You certainly hurt me
on purpose when you lanced me like a boil.””

Natalie shuddered.

“The paramedics have painkillers,” I told our fetus, slipping the
phone from my jacket pocket. “They’ll give you a shot of Demerol,
then rush you to the hospital in their ambulance.”

With the suddenness of a frog gigging a dragonfly, John Snow
0001 snatched the phone away and hugged it to his chest. “I can pic-
ture it all in my mind. Sharp and clear, like a leaf floating on still
water.”

“Picture what?”

“My entire race. The mackies. Moving against the city.”

“What city?” I asked. “Boston?”

Before he could answer, a coughing fit seized him, the gouts of
breath bursting from his windpipe along with a sprinkle of saliva.
Natalie reached into the rubble and retrieved a half-liter 7-Up
bottle. She gave our fetus a foamy gulp of warm soda. He coughed
again, bathing us in carbonated spray, then took a second gulp.
Sucking in a deep breath, he squeezed my hand and looked me in
the eye.

“Themisopolis,” he said. “The place where they perform the
abortions.”

“The immaculoids will attack Themisopolis?” I asked.

“And you know something?” he said, nodding. “I'm not ...
what’s the word? I'm not jealous.” He coughed. “The other mackies
will get to join the crusade, but I'll be too sick to go”—cough—*“and I
don’t care. What they’re planning to do”—cough—*“it’s wrong. Gaso-
line and firebrands, that’s simply wrong.”

“Gasoline?” I said.

“And firebrands.”

“When does the crusade start?” Natalie asked.

“Soon, they told us,” our fetus replied.

226



The Philosopher’s Apprentice

“Who told you?” I asked. “Enoch Anthem? Felix Pielmeister?”

“What I really want to know is how Amory and Claudius are
doing.”

“They’re doing fine,” Natalie said.

“We love them very much,” I said.

A tremor passed through his body, and then came a series of
overlapping vibrations, a seismic dying for our netherson. Nata-
lie and I threw ourselves atop the creature, massaging his muscles
with taut, nervous fingers, as if we were making John Snow 0001
all over again, sculpting him from an immense lump of clay.

“Can I”—cough—“ask you a question?”

Natalie’s tears glistened in the lantern’s sallow glow. “Of
course.”

“What is it like”—cough—‘“to be alive?”

I grimaced and winced. Tenured philosophers have a taste for
grandiose questions, and failed philosophers relish them even more.
What is it like to be a bat? What if our senses disclose only the shad-
ows of reality? What if our language prevents us from thinking the
most important thoughts of all? But my skull was empty just then,
a grail devoid of wine, water, or any other useful fluid. I could not
have said what it was like to boil an egg, much less to be alive.

“City on fire!” our fetus cried. “Jehovah’s holy torch!”

Even as Natalie and I tightened our grip on John Snow 0001, we
felt his heat leak away in all its forms—first his acute fever, then his
normal mammalian warmth, and finally the spark of life, leaving
behind only his cold, confected flesh. Natalie pulled her Christmas
gift out from beneath her sweatshirt, lifted the twine loop over her
head, and placed the foil heart atop our fetus’s chest. Evidently she’d
grabbed the thing as we were rushing out the door.

“I meant for him to see I had it on,” she said.

“He probably knew we were lying about Amory and Claudius,”
I said.
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Natalie set her palm on the pendant. “I should’ve showed it to
him and said, ‘I’ve never stopped wearing it.””

WE STAYED IN THE TOWER throughout the night, inhaling the
fumes of the kerosene heater and talking about John Snow 0001’s
short, unhappy incarnation. For Natalie his essential tragedy lay in
his knowledge that “he was living an unlived life.” He could never
escape his realization that his memories were contrived, his opin-
ions programmed, his soul an epiphenomenon of his software. What
truly impressed me, by contrast, was his brave and seemingly suc-
cessful fight against his congenital disconnection from pleasure, so
that his final days, miserable though they were by most indices, had
included the savor of Ring Dings, the splendor of Twinkies, and the
bliss of Triscuits.

“If he’d lived, I wonder, would he have remained sentient?” I
asked Natalie.

“We’ll never know,” she said, combing her netherson’s hair.

With the coming of dawn, we snuck across the freight yard and
started down Atlantic Avenue, Natalie leading the way, John Snow
0001 wrapped in the comforter, his sorry husk slung across our
shoulders. Our fellow Bostonians took little interest in this strange
procession. We must have looked harmless, certainly not miscre-
ants disposing of an inconvenient corpse: perhaps rug merchants
delivering a Persian carpet to a Beacon Street penthouse, or ar-
chaeologists bearing an ancient scepter to the Boston Museum of
Art. We reached the car, opened the trunk, transferred the clutter
to the backseat—jumper cables, carton of cheap red wine, bag of
potting soil, four empty motor-oil cans—and, after working John
Snow 0001’s stiffening flesh into a fetal position, snugged him into
the compartment.

For the next half-hour, I fled the rising sun, driving aimlessly
west, then eased the Subaru into the drive-through lane at a Brook-

line Burger King. I requested a couple of Egg Croissanwiches and
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some coffee, but when the order arrived, neither Natalie nor I could
eat a bite. God knows we were hungry. The problem was that the
Croissanwiches were so damn tasty, emanating delights that John
Snow 0001 had largely been denied.

We slurped down our coffee and resumed our wanderings.
Buoyed by the caffeine, we talked about our netherson’s vision of
a fetal army firebombing Londa’s city. An implausible narrative,
we decided, but no more implausible than the immaculoids them-
selves.

“Pielmeister is capable of anything,” I said.

“You really think he would burn Themisopolis?” Natalie said.

“If that’s what the paradigm shift requires.”

We visited a Starbucks, consumed more coffee, and changed
drivers. Logic said the mortuaries would be open now, and so while
Natalie piloted us down Beacon Street, I pulled out the phone and
called the West Newton Funeral Home. No sooner had I said the
word “immaculoid” than the smarmy proprietor, an r-dropping
Boston aborigine named Stephen Hammond, assured me that he
understood our situation. We were the fourth couple this month to
approach him concerning the disposition of such a creature.

“Your predecessors opted for cremation,” he said.

“I see.”

“Simply place the remains in your trunk.”

“We did that already.”

“There’s no shame in this, Mr. Ambrose,” Hammond said.
“Nobody invited the mackies here.”

The instant we pulled into the mortuary driveway, two pale but
sprightly young men came bustling onto the veranda, wearing black
serge suits and exuding soft gray sympathy. I hoisted myself out
of the wagon and unlocked the trunk. The undertakers acted with
exemplary speed. The last I saw of John Snow 0001 was a glimpse
of his moldering sneakers as the somber men bore him across a

vacant lot toward a squat brick building. A round, tapered chimney
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rose from the roof like a candle on a one-year-old’s birthday cake.

With a mournful tread Natalie and I mounted the veranda
steps and entered the parlor. The place was a reified lie, its fraud-
ulence so stark as to render any postmodern deconstruction su-
perfluous, all ferns and perfumes and uplifting synthesized harp
music, when in fact its business was carrion and lamentation. The
funeral director materialized from behind a red velvet curtain,
introducing himself in the unctuous tones his profession had per-
tected down through the generations. He conformed surprisingly
well to the mental image Id assembled over the phone: a balding,
roly-poly man with a small white mustache like the bristles on a
toothbrush.

“Most of our immaculoid families prefer to leave the ashes here,”
Stephen Hammond said.

Without consulting me, Natalie said, “We’ll take them home.”

“No we won’t,” I said.

For a full minute, my wife and I exchanged annoyed glances and
indignant throat clearings. Hammond looked away and took a dis-
creet step backward: apparently a customary move for him—doubt-
less he’d witnessed many such communication breakdowns between
quasiparents. It was Natalie who ended the stalemate, taking my
hand, drawing it toward her, and pressing my fingers against her
sternum.

“I don’t ask for many favors, Archimago.”

Fixing my gaze on Hammond, I said, “The ashes will come
with us.”

The funeral director returned to our sphere, flashing a major
smile. His teeth were enormous. I thought of an egg carton with
its lid flipped back. Humming in counterpoint to the ecclesiastical
Muzak, he guided us to a display case featuring ceramic urns. Nata-
lie selected one bearing an enameled image of wildflowers, explain-
ing that they reminded her of the habitat our netherson had created
for Amory and Claudius.
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“The procedure takes ninety minutes,” Hammond said.

About as long as a D and C, I mused. Later I learned that the
same thought had occurred to Natalie.

Under Hammond’s guidance we staggered into a small room
lined with leather-bound books, reminiscent of the children’s
alcove back in Pieces of Mind. Rummaging among the news maga-
zines on the coffee table, Natalie extracted a recent issue of Time
featuring the annual circulation-boosting “So What’s the Big Deal
About This Jesus Person?” cover story. I selected the complete works
of W. H. Auden, then joined my wife on the Naugahyde sofa. I at-
tempted to read, but the poems kept dissolving into typographic
jetsam adrift on a white sea. Eventually we put our printed matter
aside and held hands. It was like waiting for a muffler installation,
only with harps instead of Johnny Cash.

Hammond appeared right on time, bearing the wildflower urn.
While Natalie cradled our fetus’s remains, I took care of the bill,
$530.75 including tax, charging it on our Visa card.

We immediately agreed that John Snow 0001 must not be con-
signed to the trunk again. This time he would ride up front on Nat-
alie’s lap. By noon we were back in our apartment, setting the ce-
ramic vessel atop the same bookcase where our grasshoppers had
resided.

“You were right all along,” I told Natalie. “I'm glad we brought
him home.”

“It’s the least we owe him.”

I stroked the vessel. “I wonder if he’s the only child we’ll ever
have.?

“He was not our child.”

“He was not our child,” T agreed.

GASOLINE AND FIREBRANDS, John Snow 0001 had said. City
on fire. Jehovah’s holy torch. AsI entered the kitchen to call Londa’s
office, my imagination showed me Cinemascope images of siege

231



James Morrow

towers grinding toward Themisopolis, their turrets crammed with
vengeful immaculoids wielding implements of sanctified arson.
Gertrude Lingard answered. Her boss, she said, was in Miami eval-
uating the effectiveness of the Wollstonecraft Fund in helping Cuban
and Haitian immigrants find jobs. I tried Londa’s cell phone, getting
her on the first ring,

Yes, ladies and gentlemen, you may be sure I was profoundly re-
luctant to tell my vatling that John Snow 0001 had died. Her annoy-
ance with her ponderous conscience, that philosopher who'd inflict-
ed so many facets on her face and hung the uncast stone around her
neck, would surely preclude any genuine expression of sympathy.
Imagine my surprise when, learning that the creature was no more,
Londa choked up—I don’t think she was faking it—then went on to
assure me that Natalie and T had lost not a son but a cruelly exploited
antiabortion icon who was probably better off dead.

It was only after I changed the subject, describing John Snow
0001’s forecast of an imminent attack on the city, that the conver-
sation began to unnerve me, Londa’s voice becoming incongru-
ously calm, as if I’d said the immaculoids would be spray-painting
the walls with graffiti, not burning them down. Dispassionately she
proposed that on Monday we make our separate ways to Harford
County Airport and thence to Themisopolis, there to share a leisure-
ly dinner while analyzing my netherson’s last words.

Like many an obsessive activist, Londa never stopped working,
and neither did Dame Quixote or Weltanschauung Woman, and so
predictably enough our meal occurred in her executive suite atop
Caedmon Hall. We ate at the conference table, adjacent to the model
City of Justice, Quetzie roosting on the Vision Institute. When not
discussing the possibility of fetal violence, Londa and I shared vege-
tarian delicacies—“my homage to little Donya,” she explained, “ev-
erybody’s favorite animal-rights advocate”—prepared by the Arte-
mis Clinic’s live-in cooking staff, each tureen covered by a silver

dome suggesting a DUNCE cap. Since our phone conversation, she
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had ifanything become more cavalier toward the presumed menace.
With each new course, I grew increasingly emphatic, averring that
a dying immaculoid would not cry “City on fire!” or “Jehovah’s
holy torch!” without good reason, but only after we’d broached the
desserts did Londa deign to explain her nonchalance. She crowned
her pecan pie with a globe of vanilla ice cream, ambled toward a
filing cabinet, and slid out the upper drawer like a morgue atten-
dant displaying a corpse to a coroner.

“The cornerstone of Themisopolis was barely laid when the
threats began,” she said. “Each morning’s e-mail includes a dozen
hate letters, most of them promising to gun down Yolly and me on
sight. When it comes to sending us anthrax and explosives, of course,
the Internet doesn’t work very well, so the Phyllistines have to use
FedEx and UPS. At first I was freaked, but then I became—you’d
be proud of me, Socrates—I became philosophical about it. We've
got a damn smart bomb squad in the mail room, and their dog is
even smarter.” She brushed her fingers across the files, grabbed a
random document, and yanked it before her eyes. “‘Your days are
numbered, you sick, twisted weirdos,” she read. She made a second
arbitrary choice. ““You know you’re the Antichrist, and I know it,
and soon the whole world will know it.”” She slid the drawer home.
“Junk mail from Jeremiah. Cassandra learns to spam. Forgive me if
I don’t take your immaculoid’s warning more seriously than the ten
thousand that came before it.”

“Pielmeister,” I said.

“What?”

“Felix Pielmeister.”

She asked me to elaborate, and I attempted to paraphrase the
Augustinian’s rant in the Hawthorne parking lot. I told how he’d
screamed about geysers of blood, and how before long Corporate
Christi would engulf the globe with godly profiteering and escha-
tological lava.

“He absolutely fucking terrified me,” I said.
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“Quetzie is a handsome devil,” the iguana said.

“And how do you suggest we react to this crisis?” Londa asked
dryly.

I couldn’t tell whether she wanted my opinion or merely sought
to befuddle me into silence. “You’re the only superheroine in the
room. I’m just another bookseller who never got his Ph.D. I suppose
you should post some Valkyries along Avalon Lane and double the
watch on the ramparts.”

“Here’s my idea,” Londa said brightly. “Let’s spend the rest of
the week making merry in the Circus of Atonement. That way we’ll
be in a good mood when the mackies come and put us out of busi-
ness.”

“Blessed are the facetious.”

“But before we hit the Circus, we have to drop by the cemetery.”

“Cemetery?”

“White Marsh Cemetery.”

“I spent Wednesday morning in a funeral parlor. I have no wish
to visit a cemetery.”

“When a gumbo girl goes bad, sweetie, she goes very, very bad.
It’s possible my case is hopeless. Yowll have to judge for yourself.”

LONDA WAS THE MOST RECKLESS person into whose hands
I had ever commended my flesh, a driver for whom the Baltimore
Beltway was a latter-day Hippodrome where any sufficiently fool-
hardy charioteer might garner some laurels and a sack of sesterces.
While her palpitating passenger scrunched down in the adjacent
seat, staring at the recessed letters spelling out AR BAG, she in-
timidated sedans, bullied SUVs, and antagonized tractor-trailers,
all the while treating the 65 mph speed limit merely as a baseline
against which to measure the caliber of her nerve. By the time we
reached the cemetery, the sun had set, the moon had risen, my
heart had entered my mouth, and my stomach had migrated into

the new-made cavity.
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We stopped outside the main entrance, an austere post-and-lintel
affair surmounted by a pufty-cheeked angel blowing a trumpet. A
heavy black chain presented itself, slung between the wrought-iron
gates like an immense watch fob. Someone, a Valkyrie presumably,
had hacksawed open the padlock. In a matter of seconds, we broke
into the graveyard, a procedure rather easier than peeling the cello-
phane oft a CD, then got back in the Volvo. As the moon brightened
and Jupiter bejeweled its portion of the night, we cruised at a re-
spectful velocity past the brooding tombstones, looming vaults, and
naked winter trees.

“Cemeteries are the most philosophical of places,” I told Londa.

“Whatever you say.”

“More philosophical than cafés or beer halls or even the banks
of the Nile.”

“Undoubtedly.”

“As Heidegger would have it, by fully facing the fact of death
and deliberately engaging the Nothing, a person can learn to live
authentically.”

“I'm afraid I don’t need a Heideggerian right now, not even one
who can deconstruct cemeteries.” She reached past me and un-
latched the glove compartment. “What I need is a navigator.” Two
folding maps and a tube of lip balm tumbled into my lap. “Get us to
the corner of Hyperion Avenue and Chancery Way.”

I spread the map across my knees, edging it into the pool of light
cast by the glove compartment’s reading lamp, but before I could
find the intersection on paper, Londa found it in actuality, thanks
to a parked panel truck emblazoned with Lady Justice at full gallop.
A half-dozen shadowy figures stood around the adjacent grave like
mourners, though their picks and shovels suggested a more contro-
versial agenda. We abandoned the Volvo and joined the leather-clad
gang. Upon learning that I was the ethicist who'd supervised their
leader’s legendary insular youth, the Valkyries presented me with
an array of complex facial expressions conveying both their admi-
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ration of my success in giving her a moral compass and their wish
that I'd made that instrument a bit less baroque.

Londa now introduced me to Major Carmen Powers, a short,
perky woman with chipmunk cheeks and a pageboy haircut parted
laterally by the metal strap connecting her earmuffs, “the second-
highest-ranking member of the Themisopolis security force.” The
Valkyries’ highest-ranking member evidently had better things to
do that night than creeping around a freezing graveyard.

I fixed on the tombstone, which shimmered in the full moon
like a radioactive menhir. Two bas-relief cherubs protruded from
the granite, their pudgy bodies framing an inscription: IN LOVING
MEMORY OF ETHAN AND AMELIA PEPPERHILL.

“Ethan Pepperhill,” I said. “The Ethan Pepperhill?”

Londa grunted in the affirmative.

Of all the congressmen who’d labored to shield the American to-
bacco industry from the unpatriotic lawsuits of lung-cancer victims,
none had been more successful than Ethan Pepperhill of North Car-
olina. “What’s he doing here?”

“Naturally he wanted to be buried in his home state,” Londa ex-
plained, “but he wanted to share the sod with Mrs. Pepperhill even
more, and she’d already joined her parents in this neck of the neth-
erworld.”

A few errant snowflakes sifted down from the sparkling sky,
the swirling crystals meeting the moonlight and turning bright as
fireflies. I zipped up my bomber jacket. The Valkyries set to work,
breaking the hard January earth with their steel tools. It took them
only twenty minutes to penetrate the frost line and begin shovel-
ing away the pliant dirt below. They excavated the glossy oblong
box, lifted it free of the hole, and, like newlyweds installing their
first refrigerator, set it upright on the mound of freshly turned soil.
Major Carmen Powers smashed the clasps with her shovel, and the
lid fell away, tumbling into the open grave. Like a gust from a blast

turnace, the stench swept over us, and we all went for our scarves
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and handkerchiefs, pressing them against our faces like poultices.
My eyes teared up. I wiped away the salt water and there it was,
limned by the lunar glow, the erect remains of the Winston-Salem
Corporation’s greatest benefactor, dressed in a crumbling tuxedo.
Being dead, he looked understandably peaked, though still pre-
pared to wage one more battle against the enemies of free enterprise
and spiked tobacco.

A fleeting but bizarre episode followed, grisly even by the norms
of this night. Carmen Powers took out her Swiss Army knife, waded
through the ghastly fumes, and sawed off Senator Pepperhill’s little
finger. An unexpected gesture, yet I intuitively apprehended its
significance.

I turned to Londa and said, “You’ve got your own ontogenera-
tor.”

“The next big consumer item,” she replied, accepting the de-
tached finger from the major.

“This carnival of yours—the performers are all beaker freaks?”

Londa offered me a corroborative smirk, then slid a Baggie from
her coat pocket and sealed the finger in plastic. “We’ll have Pepper-
hill on the playbill in a month or two. I picture him walking into
a cancer ward with an ice chest containing his recently extracted
lungs, offering them free of charge to whoever speaks up first.”

I gestured toward the corpse and s