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Introduction




Reading the digital MS of Carboard Spaceship I had a déjà vu feeling. There was a maddening uncertainty about where and when. Some of the pieces I had read in periodicals, but most were new and the whole had elements of textual collage. It took a while to realise the experience was throwing me back to a different time when I was a lot younger, which began as a seventeen-year-old waiting impatiently for the next monthly copy of New Worlds to drop on my doormat. The stories in Cardboard Spaceship have the same keen urgency. 

I had come across the work of Jean Paul L Garnier before in a 2020 novella published at the height of the Covid pandemic. ‘This book is dedicated to ‘Corporate America and its attitude to short term gain in exchange for long term tragedy’, it states decisively at the front of Garbage In, Gospel Out, before describing a world very like our own. It follows the life of everyman Frank, a fantasist with problems at home who suffers from ADHD and has allowed himself to be corralled as a jobbing journalist for the sinister Bureau. The make-believe future this unholy alliance helps to produce seems to typify the populist world of conspiracy theory and gangsterism into which the real twenty-first century is descending, in which a family that is a cross between Dallas and The Beverley Hillbillies rules and where runaway technology has been allowed to enable a new and virtual reality. It is a world in which anything goes – until it doesn’t. ‘Incorrect or poor-quality input will always produce faulty output’, is a sub-heading from the same book. 

To replicate Frank’s talent for fake news Garnier utilises the fold-in technique of cut-up writing used in the 1950’s, employed, ironically, by its co-inventor Williams Burroughs as a means of breaking down reality that he held is being spun on us by real alien invaders. Frank finds his subversive talent is greatly favoured by the anonymous Bureau officials, and it is used to conjure the scenario of a myth of a near future that leaks backward to consume everything.  

In recent research, ADHD is thought to be a left-over trait from humanity’s hunter-gathering stage of development, where ‘unrestrained flightiness with an obsessive fixation’ (a line from Garbage In, Gospel Out) is a survival advantage; more can be harvested by moving rapidly from patch to patch than harvesting one patch to exhaustion before moving on. The condition has lost its value – except perhaps by a denizen of the head-scrambling science fictional world of today; and I feel that’s the point that’s being made. Some of the pieces, that make up Cardboard Spaceship, like the opening ‘The Names of My Children’, in which a man is abducted by his mistress and taken through a burning landscape away from his wife and family, are about the wild present or the even wilder near-future, characterised by an imaginative precocity and painted with an impressionistic intensity that has the effect of humanising writing in an age where values are being replaced by machine production and dissipated by social media.  

One of the reasons for the emergence of a ‘new wave’ of Science Fiction in the 1960’s was because the pace of technology was increasing at such a rate that spaceflight and the colonisation of other worlds seemed within reach; the future appeared to have collapsed, and what was happening now, in an underexplored and ever-burgeoning present, began to exercise the imaginations of some of the writers of that time. When reworking one of his ‘speculative fiction’ novels for republication by a demanding new publisher, Charles Platt wrote to me in 1975 that, as he sat down to think how to approach the update, it seemed to him that society was – and I quote from his letter – “accelerating on a roller coaster to self-destruction [when] it’s going to be like living in a dozen different end-of-the-world science fiction scenarios… I'm trying to anticipate the scenes… but it's all happening so fast that I can't keep up. History is more than ever likely to outdate whatever I write, almost before I finish writing it.” Platt wrote this almost fifty years ago, and it seemed even then to herald an unstable time in which there might be no future, in keeping with the views of Ballard, Toffler and others. By then, New Worlds had passed its best years, but it had done its work.  

Garbage In, Gospel Out seemed to anticipate this omnipresent increasingly violent ‘now’ as much as the best prophetic work being produced in the unfolding penumbra cast by the sixties – by Michael Moorcock, JG Ballard, Alan Moore, William Gibson, William Burroughs – and the variety and breadth of Garnier’s new stories reflect this eternal present, perhaps an end-world, and with Cardboard Spaceship seems to be Garnier’s starting premise. His stories are compelling examples of this truth-telling and display an astonishing breadth of invention – the cry of an author who feels the need to vocalise very real fears as a means both to free himself of what he knows and to warn others. 

Many of these pieces are unified by a first-person voice. It is the authentic voice of NOW even if his topic is – and it sometimes is – a more traditional science fiction story. Stories of psychological horror, vignettes of absurdity, slight but intensely poetic narratives sit alongside science fiction, and the book – speculative in the original meaning of speculative fiction; of now, or of the near-future – is the better for it.  

Many pieces turn on personal experience and observation. The Bradburyesque ‘The Day the Hooks Came’, about an epidemic of abductions as people are irresistibly attracted by gifts representing their dreams and are whisked away, is based on the author’s remembrances of small-town America sadly now mostly gone. In ‘Night Patrol’ a six-year-old, garbed as a Ninja, watches over his home as he protects his family; a fantasy rooted in many childhoods. Observation of calamity often turns to biting satire. ‘Western Expansion’, a portentous fantasy premised on the author’s own Mojave Desert in California, conjures a personified desert, alive and mocking, as it spreads across the globe, and ‘Over Night’ features the first election of an American president by lottery. ‘An Off the Record Letter’, about what really goes on amongst the astronauts and cosmonauts inside their capsules, is a tale as far away from American values as you can get. In this category probably also comes ‘Homo Paniscus’, a grisly black comedy reminiscent of Poe about animal experimentation when a group of university academics attempt to prove whether we are the products of evolution or creation. Other stories, such as ‘Free Download’, are by turns amusing, but one in particular, ‘Blue Gemini One’, is extremely scary; you can imagine it as an episode in a tense film. Bracketed with this, ‘Disophonia’ (a play on ‘misophonia’), describes how a lone passenger aboard a star ship tormented by the silence, gives up and joins the void outside. In ‘We Are Not Safe Here’, a tribute to Philip K Dick, the characters in a novel locked away in a safe for protection come alive and blast their way out. In ‘Electrosmooth’, a hirsute boy teased at school finds a novel solution to unwanted hair. 

Two of the most powerful pieces in this collection are ‘Fucking Like Animals’, where clubbers – in convincing dance scenes – take the animal hormones ‘Bird’, ‘Cat’ and ‘Rat’, with unforeseen consequences, and the final ‘Birth of Fire’, about the emotions of love and loss produced by desperately partial cheating partners contrasted with the impartial melee of universal processes. It has some of the most accomplished poetic passages in the book, and both stories display another sub-theme running throughout: relationships.  

These twenty-one brief stories also reminded of the pleasures of other youthful reading, such as Tomato Cain, screenwriter Nigel Kneale’s 1949 collection of short stories, which drew me in with their novel, hard-boiled storytelling. Kneale’s publisher wanted a novel, but Kneale didn’t, and gave him Tomato Cain instead. I slipped just as easily into Garnier’s poetic sometimes impressionistic narratives of the near future as I did into those tales written at the beginning of the increasingly unstable 20th century; when it seemed like society was engulfed in endless war. And here another thought occurs. The day of big novels may be coming to an end, and short storytelling might be having a long overdue come-back. Let’s hope. 




Michael Butterworth

4 Sandino Court

April 2024











  
  
The Names of My Children




The vehicle made it clear that passengers would take a back seat. It moved through the cool, wet city taking us further from the safe zone. Leanna gazed down her long nose at me, her face in the half-light became more severe than usual. She tapped a code with her forefinger into the glowing dash. It was my car but it only wanted her touch. Somewhere back in the fire surrounded mists my family waited, trusting that I would return to the shelter. The air crackled with electricity killing my hope that we would be going back any time soon. 

Emergency situations like that suck firefighters within the area. In undulating waves they came to help, only to find that the available hardware wanted someone to play with. The solar radiation, the adult babies and red flag warnings had not been enough. My vehicle, which was not Leanna’s, curved through the burning spaces propelling us toward the great concrete bunkers. Research into adaptive events had killed at least thirteen people so far. The numbers would no doubt rise. But Leanna continued to smile as though a plan of hers was working out nicely. My family would disagree.  

“You always fail me. Your car isn’t much better. Can’t you see how the flames lick at the heavens? The city is yours, too bad there will be little left in the end. I could be yours but you cower under that suit of yours. Even the firemen have learned that the signal enters through the skin. Damn civilians. Ate it up just like the commercials told you to. You know they are testing you, yet here you are with me, infinitely wiser than you. Keeping you safe even as we flee your dreams.”  

Leanna, condescending as always. Took from me as she pleased. Sirens pierced through the smoke. A hundred houses burned all along what were once my streets. My suit tightened further. Skin crawled with anticipation knowing the harm and wanting it badly. Leanna looked towards me smiling, teeth glowing orange. She matched the sky in most regards but she wasn’t falling for it. She navigated the flames as though they were imaginary. Perhaps they were but I could still hear screams matching the volume of the moving sirens.  

From the window I saw a man tearing at his suit. The buckles changed position as he clawed at them. The colors changed until he could not tell his own body from the surrounding wreckage. His fingers bled as he tried to remove the asphalt from the burning road circling his feet. Comical dances completed the horror music that dragged through the suburban night. Police fired warning shots straight up. Pop, pop, pop. They were trying to time the shots with the rest of the music. The dancing man falls to ashes. Leanna’s smile grows in intensity. They flash from orange into rainbows or terror, but it is not her terror, she is feeding on the ruptured waves of the satellite. She didn’t need a suit, her mind had undone the frequencies prior to my abduction.  

As when old men throw yet another log onto the fire the sparks spiral into the whirling void. The fire sings like an out of tune children’s choir. The parents sit with pleased looks on their faces as they endure the cacophony. My children have become tinder by now. Leanna sings a poisonous lullaby with touches of triumph. She believes she has freed me from the shackles of modernity. While it isn’t true I am elated by the ever tightening suit. They knew to make our downfall entertaining but who knew it could be this rapturous. I squirmed in my seat to the rhythm of the screams. Pop, scream, pop, pop, scream. Leanna writhed in gross pleasure knowing I couldn’t hold out much longer.  

Sun falls behind a new tower of smoke. The debris starts assembling into the wall we must pass. The car coos at her touch. She reaches out to it like an animal in heat. The controls are warm by the fire which employs all directions. Firemen spray each other with hoses, ignoring the blaze. A racing pack of dogs leaps from their last meal into the burning windows of what had once been my office. The same room where the code was identified and my life was brought to its knees. Gazing into muddy knee prints, the faces of my children stare back, expressionless.  

I don’t need the skin transmission to know what comes next. I caved to her along the way, she stopped smiling at the moment of connection. She enjoys the game more than victory. When I tear up she slaps me and the vehicle skids to a halt in the embers. Her eyes say “get out”. Fear has paralyzed me but the fire awaits. The suit reinforces her decision. Trying to mouth the names of my children I fall from the open door. Leanna slams it behind me and stares through the window. My suit becomes yellow. Hungry flames counter the change by turning blue. All of the city lit up like neon. The burning blue eats families. Tasting my wife’s disappointment I join the fire in its pursuit.  

The firemen spray me down, all the while chanting in playground sing-song. Leanna dances on the roof of the car she has purchased from me with pain. The suit turns the same blue as the growing torrent. I can’t tell my body from the fire now. Sweat stings my eyes that sparkle in all Leanna’s dancing glory. I know now that I wanted defeat. Still singing, the firemen turn off the water and reconnect the hoses to an over-turned gasoline truck. The signals from the satellite become visible through the billowing black smoke. I tear at my suit only to find it has become one with my flesh. Leanna zeros in on me, sensing the joining. Her smile is cobalt blue now. She is tonguing a tooth, looking for the source of the signal. She kneels on the roof and bangs her face into the warming metal. Spits the tooth at me. It crawls into the suit pocket and strengthens the satellite’s outpour. It’s all clear to me now.  

Everything smells of gasoline as they cleanse our modern achievements. Again they wet me down. The wavelengths are visible to us alone. Pulling the tooth from the pocket my suit resists. Managing to wiggle it free I swallow it and find the signal strengthening still. Blue light emits from my mouth. I forget the names of my children, trying to call out for them but only repeating Leanna’s name. She mocks the mannerisms of my wife and I know then that Leanna is all that remains of the people I once knew. She knows it too. She basks in her success. The suit is overtaking me. “Crawl toward the flames” loops in what’s left of my mind, nearly replaced by the satellite.  

“You lack what the fire wants.” She scolds me even as I am engulfed. She sneers that I don’t belong where the family ended up. “Drag that hollow suit to the office” she commands. I am putty to her. Again the signal comes on strong. She’s an antenna for my fears. My skin makes the crinkling sounds of pork rinds munched by the devil. The sound joins the signal and enters the cosmos piggybacked on the microwave carrier. A blue streak X’s out my periphery. She has left along with the car. I can’t tell her laughter from the flames. The faces of my family wash away down the steaming gutter. Firemen are clearing the slag from the streets. I flow with the mess. In a river of Leanna’s tears I dream of repeating the last days. Her tooth is the last thing I can know. Words gone. Suit tightens further. Signal dissolves the last flesh with luminous intensity. My name puffs into smoke along with the others. 









