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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.







Preface


In his preface to Three Plays for Puritans, George Bernard Shaw extols the virtues of prefaces and berates Shakespeare for never writing one. “I would give half a dozen of Shakespear’s1 plays for one of the prefaces he ought to have written.”


Far be it from me to take sides in the famous (one-sided) fight between Shaw and Shakespeare; but I confess, I like prefaces and enjoy reading what writers have to say about their writing. One of the great formative influences in my youth was the Dangerous Visions anthology edited by Harlan Ellison. Every story in the book started with an introduction by Ellison and ended with an afterword by the author—some of them chatty, some of them evasive, some of them talking about what goes through a writer’s head as he or she tries to make a story work. It was the first time I really got a sense that people sat down and wrote this stuff: real people with real lives, not godlike beings who exuded words effortlessly. In Dangerous Visions, Ellison talked about getting together with these people, shooting the breeze, or maybe just walking with them down the streets of Greenwich Village…and the authors themselves talked about rewrites, struggling with characters, inventing details, and putting them down on the page.


This was a revelation to me when I was twelve or thirteen. It made writing real; it made the writers real. I won’t say it made me think I could be a writer—I’d been writing stories since kindergarten, so writing was already in my blood—but it made me think of writing in a different way. Instead of tossing off imitations of stuff you saw on television, writing could be something you thought about: something you put your heart into rather than scribbling words as fast as possible so you could show off to all your friends.


Therefore, when I started to write the introduction to this book, I wanted to offer the same kind of inspiration to anyone reading this preface. I wanted to tell potential writers there’s no magic involved: just work and discipline, gradually developing your insight and technical skills. There is, no doubt, some indefinable quality called talent, but neither you nor anyone else will ever be able to tell if you have it. All you can do is write and write and write—and of course, read and read and read—in the same way that Olympic marathoners simply run and run and run. (Yes, I know marathoners do more to train than just running…and there are useful training exercises for writers, too. But the heart of running is running, and the heart of writing is writing. Everything else is auxiliary.)


Unfortunately, when I tried to write that kind of inspirational material for this book, the results truly sucked. They reeked. They blew dead bears (as teenage boys were fond of saying around the time I read Dangerous Visions). The whole write-up was god-awful claptrap, so utterly pompous and idiotic my computer started to make gagging sounds. It only went to prove another thing Shaw said in his introduction to Three Plays for Puritans: the reason many writers don’t publish prefaces is that they can’t write them.


So what can I say? If you want a good preface, go read Shaw or Dangerous Visions…or another of my favorites, Samuel R. Delany’s preface to Distant Stars. All I’m going to do is talk about the stories in this book: how they came to be, why I wrote them, and perhaps what I think of them now.


One more note about talking about one’s work. There’s a story (probably false, but I still like it) that the first time Beethoven played his Moonlight sonata, someone came up to him afterward and said, “The music was very beautiful, sir, but what did it mean?”


Beethoven answered, “An excellent question. Here’s what it meant.” Whereupon he sat down at the piano and played the whole piece again.


I agree with Beethoven on this one—some things ought to speak for themselves. That’s why I decided not to clutter up the stories themselves with forewords or afterwords. Instead, I’m putting all the chat right here in the preface, and it’s up to you to decide if or when you want to read my commentaries.


A Note on the Text: It turns out short-story collections aren’t magically assembled by pixies. This particular collection was put together by yours truly, starting with the story manuscripts as I originally wrote them, not as they finally appeared when published. In my experience, editors sometimes make tiny cosmetic tweaks before stories go to print…which only makes sense, considering these people are called editors. Anyway, I didn’t want to go through the slogging dog-work of comparing my original text to the final printed version in order to make faithful copies of what was actually published. Instead I went through the slogging dog-work of perusing all the original texts and making my own cosmetic tweaks. In other words, I’ve lightly edited every story in this book to tighten up the language, make a few points more clearly, and so on.


That’s the nice thing about being a writer—you can keep working on stories until you get them right.


And now for the commentaries…


“Muffin Explains Teleology to the World at Large”: This is my most reprinted story, based on an idea I’d had for years before I finally found the right way to put it together. Believe it or not, the first time I tried to write a story on this premise, it was a sordid tale about a shipwrecked sailor and a dockside whore. I won’t even try to explain how the one story changed into the other—I like Muffin too much to sully her reputation.


Incidentally, this was the first story in which I decided to have fun with the title. Science fiction stories typically have terse no-nonsense titles…and for a long time, I thought titles like that were absolutely necessary if you wanted to be taken seriously as a writer. Finally, of course, I realized what a ridiculous notion that was—not only did many great stories have out-and-out florid titles, but one doesn’t always want to be “serious” anyway. Therefore, I chucked out my preconceptions on what titles “must” be and have felt better ever since.


“The Children of Crèche”: Once upon a time, there was a thing called gonzo journalism. It’s not entirely dead—I still stumble across delightfully over-the-top pieces of supposed reportage that are really just an excuse for mouthing off in extravagantly purple prose—but I fear the glory days of gonzo are gone, gone, gonzo. Readers of “Crèche” have told me they’re sure I’m imitating someone, but they can’t tell who. Sigh.


(The answer is I’m not imitating anyone specifically; I’m simply having flashbacks to Hunter S. Thompson, Tom Wolfe, Harlan Ellison in Tick-Tock mode, and a whole bunch of other writers who fed my gonzo cravings in the late sixties/early seventies. Hee-whack indeed.).


By the way, this is my earliest story featuring a scalpel. Don’t ask me why, but scalpels keep popping up all over my writing…scalpels and mutilating corpses. It’s a good thing I despise Freudian psychology, or I’d be really, really worried.


“Kent State Descending the Gravity Well: An Analysis of the Observer”: This is the one story I’ve written as me, Jim Gardner, rather than from some fictional, point of view. It’s not quite a true story—I never actually sat down and wrote out the “scribbles” as they appear—but the ideas did cross my mind as I saw how the press tried to deal with the twentieth anniversary of the killings at Kent State University. Our beloved media (as they so often do) wrote around the facts without ever truly connecting to the reality of what happened.


The shootings seem like ancient history now; but for the sake of our souls, we have to remember that history is about real people with real lives and real deaths. There’s something disturbing about the air of unreality with which we often view the past—as if anything that happened more than a few days ago took place in some alien dimension that doesn’t have much to do with who we are now. I’m certainly guilty of feeling that way, too…which is one reason I wrote a story about fading memories and trivializing other people’s tragedies.


“Withered Gold, the Night, the Day”: I’m normally a pretty cheerful guy…but when I saw the movie Se7en in 1995, this story just came blurting out over the next three days. A story in which the world is withered, thinned out, shriveled. Where Everyman is a despairingly unbalanced vampire who seeks moral guidance from the Devil in a bus shelter.


I should know better than to see certain types of movies. If I’d seen a movie about the Care Bears, heaven knows what I might have written.


“The Last Day of the War, with Parrots”: A story from a woman’s point of view. People ask why I use female narrators so much, My answer is (a) I don’t use them any more often than I use male narrators, and (b) why shouldn’t I use female narrators, provided I’m not a jerk about it? To be sure, men often do lousy jobs of portraying women—but I have to believe that’s just sloppiness and inattention, not an inevitable fact of gender. I don’t accept that the only type of character I can legitimately write about is someone very much like myself…because frankly, I’m bored with middle-aged middle-class white men, and there are far too many of those guys in science fiction already.


Therefore, I resolved long ago that whenever I wrote about the future, I would show it-containing just as many women as men, not to mention people of diverse cultural backgrounds, old, young, straight, gay, rich, poor, and every other variation I could make fit within the story’s logic. That’s the sort of future world I wouldn’t mind living to see.


One more thing about this story. It takes place in the League of Peoples universe, and readers who know about the League might be wondering how two groups of aliens could descend upon a planet and start waging war against each other. Isn’t that against the fundamental law of the League? Yes, it is; and someday, at the proper time, I may tell the story of what really happened on Caproche.


“A Changeable Market in Slaves”: Sometimes it takes a number of rewrites before I find a good tone of voice for a story. And sometimes the rewrites get out of hand…


“Reaper”: In 1989, I attended the Clarion West Science Fiction workshop. Each student was required to write a story a week. This was my first story of the workshop, written longhand in the depths of Seattle.


I’d had the idea of Reapers for some time before, but had never made a serious attempt to write a story about them. At first I thought the central character was going to be a brash teenager like the Hooch character; but after a page or two, I realized it wasn’t working. That’s when I switched to the current despicable narrator…and the story practically wrote itself.


“Lesser Figures of the Greater Trumps”: This is what one calls a prose poem…or at least what I call a prose poem, for lack of a better name. At the time I wrote it, I could be pretty confident most readers would be familiar with the Rider-Waite tarot deck. I don’t know if that’s true anymore. The world seems to have acquired a disdain for such things; and not for healthy reasons like sincere rationalism, but simply because disdain comes so easily. Pity.


“Shadow Album”: In the 1980s, I did a lot of theater: writing, acting, directing, and improvising (which is writing, acting, and directing combined). Somehow in the middle of that, I got involved in a mask workshop—possibly because said workshop was taught by my wife, Linda Carson.


Masks are powerful things, which is why they feature prominently in shamanistic religious traditions. Donning a mask is often the first step to donning an alternate personality. Masks are therefore used in some types of theater training to help students learn to set aside their mundane selves and become something Other.


If this sounds hokey when you read it on the page, let me assure you it’s very effective in practice. Masks can have a powerful psychological effect…if you let them. In some sense, you can “become” the mask: someone you’d never let yourself be otherwise. There are obvious risks in this process, which is why mask workshops should always be led by people who know what they’re doing; but taking risks is one of the great exhilarations of acting, and when it works, you can be transformed.


In this particular workshop, we constructed our own masks. The mask I built, and the personality I discovered within that mask, are exactly like the character ToPu (pronounced “toa-poo”) as described in “Shadow Album.” The mask of poor sad ToPu still sits in my study as I type these words—the closest thing to a magical object I’ve ever made.


“Hardware Scenario G-49”: Another Clarion West story. (“Shadow Album” was, too.) All I can say is that my grandfather ran a hardware store and I worked there for several summers. The rest followed naturally.


“The Reckoning of Gifts”: Back when I was doing theater, I wrote a one-act play called “Gifts” that was performed by my old high school. Years later, when Lorna Toolis and Michael Skeet asked me to submit a story for Tesseracts 4, I resurrected the idea from the play and this is what I got.


I should point out the story is substantially different from the play. For example, the play had none of the Vasudheva/Bhismu subplot. There are subjects that high schools prefer to avoid…


One last thing about “The Reckoning of Gifts”—the story is science fiction. Science fiction. Just because the tale is dressed in fantasy clothing, just because the characters talk about gods and demons and dreams, don’t automatically believe them. Science-fiction readers should know better.


“The Young Person’s Guide to the Organism”: The title comes from Benjamin Britten’s The Young Person’s Guide to the Orchestra or Variations and Fugue on a Theme by Purcell. This is a musical work written in 1945, designed to introduce children to the various instruments in a symphony orchestra.


Structurally, the piece starts with the entire orchestra playing a simple tune composed by Henry Purcell in the 1600s. Then each different instrument plays a variation on the tune, demonstrating the sound of the instrument, the range, something about playing technique, and so on. When Britten has finished taking apart the entire orchestra, he puts it back together again in a fugue that has all the instruments taking the melody line in the order they were first presented. Finally, while the fugue continues in the background, the brass section soars in with the original Purcell tune playing over top of the rest of the orchestra (which is still belting out the fugue).


If that sounds complicated when described in words, it’s quite straightforward when you hear the music. You can probably find a recording of the piece at your local library—check it out and listen for yourself. Most recordings have narrators who explain what’s going on throughout the music, so you won’t have any trouble following the structure.


I followed the same structure in writing “The Young Person’s Guide to the Organism.” In my case, the initial “theme” was one of science fiction’s classics: First Contact. The story consists of a number of individual “voices” describing their moment of contact with an enigmatic alien organism that drifts slowly through the solar system. Each of these individuals imposes his or her own interpretation on what the organism is—the organism serves as a blank slate on which personal concerns are projected. At the end of the story, in the fugue section, the individuals are brought together again for a climax, and then the original theme of First Contact comes back for the grand finale.


It’s worth noting that “Organism” tells the story of First Contact between humans and the League of Peoples. That makes it the foundation for all of the novels I’ve published so far.


“Three Hearings on the Existence of Snakes in the Human Bloodstream”: It’s seldom that I can actually trace the genesis of a story, but “Three Hearings…” is an exception. The night of January 1, 1996, I couldn’t sleep; and when I got out of bed to find something to do with myself, I happened to pick up a how-to-write-poetry book I’d been meaning to read. (There’s this nagging voice in the back of my head that keeps saying, “Jeez, I really should know something about poetry. And microbiology. And Chinese folklore.” That voice is why I keep writing science fiction instead of something respectable, like murder mysteries.)


Anyway, I opened the poetry book at random and found a short poem called “The Oxen” by Thomas Hardy. The poem is based on a folk tradition that oxen supposedly kneel on Christmas Eve, just as they knelt before the baby Jesus on the first Christmas. Hardy wistfully thinks about the legend and says he would like someone to say to him, “Let’s go into the fields to see the oxen kneeling.” Even better, he’d like to see that they are kneeling. To me, the poem was about becoming tired of modern sophistication: nostalgically wishing for simplicity and simple proofs of faith.


This led me to think of a point in history where a simple article of faith was suddenly exposed as a lie. My notes say, “Someone has invented a telescope or a microscope which shows the belief is not true; that person is pulled in front of the High Priest to judge his heresy. The High Priest is a sophisticated man and feels the symbolic truth is more important than the literal; but he knows that for some people, this tiny thing will undermine their faith.”


It’s a stock situation in science fiction: the moment when science confronts religion. But then I decided things would be more interesting if, for some people, the microscope/telescope did confirm their simple faith. Some metaphoric claim of something in a person’s blood…and with the poor quality of early microscopes, some people saw what their religion claimed would be there. Over the generations, those who did see something would intermarry with one another, tending to reinforce the trait within that population…


A pattern immediately presented itself: first Leeuwenhoek with the microscope; then Darwin explaining how selection processes emphasized the trait; and finally, a modern scientist who could lay out the whole situation with real chemistry. The parallels with Rh-positive and Rh-negative blood were just begging to be exploited…and the story wrote itself from there.


“Sense of Wonder”: A while back, the editors of a proposed new sf magazine called Sense of Wonder sent mail-outs to various science-fiction writers, inviting us to submit stories. The editors wanted “big” stories that worked on a cosmic scale, stories designed to evoke the famous “sense of wonder” that many people believe is the heart of science fiction. The letter specifically mentioned Dyson spheres and other large-scale props of classic science fiction as examples of what the editors were looking for.


I certainly have nothing against Dyson spheres, ringworlds, and the like—I’ve read plenty of good stories that use such knick-knacks. However, I was feeling in a contrary mood the day I received the mail-out. My first response was “Big stage props aren’t what you need for sense of wonder. I’ll show you sense of wonder!”


Which is why I wrote this little scene of two boys on a summer afternoon.


And why I wrote all the other stories in this book, too.


Jim Gardner
Kitchener, Ontario
July 29, 2004




Muffin Explains Teleology to the World at Large


I told my kid sister Muffin this joke.


There was this orchestra, and they were playing music, and all the violins were bowing and moving their fingers, except for this one guy who just played the same note over and over again. Someone asked the guy why he wasn’t playing like the others and he said, “They’re all looking for the note. I’ve found it.”




Muffin, who’s only six, told me the joke wasn’t funny if you understood teleology.


I never know where she gets words like that. I had to go look it up.


TELEOLOGY [teli-oloji] n doctrine or belief that all things or actions are designed to achieve some end.


“Okay,” I said when I found her again, “now I understand teleology. Why isn’t the joke funny?”


“You’ll find out next week,” she said.





I talked to Uncle Dave that night. He’s in university and real smart, even though he’s going to be a minister instead of something interesting. “What’s so great about teleology?” I said. He looked at me kind of weird, so I explained, “Muffin’s been talking about it.”


“So have my professors,” he said. “It’s, uhh, you know, God has a purpose for everything, even if we can’t understand it. We’re all heading toward some goal.”


“We took that in Sunday school,” I said.


“Well, Jamie, we go into it in a bit more detail.”


“Yeah, I guess.”


He was quiet for a bit, then asked, “What’s Muffin say about it?”


“Something big is happening next week.”


“Teleologically speaking?”


“That’s what she says.”


Muffin was in the next room with her crayons. Uncle Dave called her in to talk and she showed him what she was working on. She’d colored Big Bird black. She has all these crayons and the only ones she ever uses are black and gray.


“What’s happening next week?” Uncle Dave asked.


“It’s a secret,” she said.


“Not even a hint?”


“No.”


“Little tiny hint? Please?”


She thought about it a minute, then whispered in his ear. After that, she giggled and ran upstairs.


“What did she say?” I asked.


“She told me we’d get where we’re going.” He shrugged and made a face. We were both pretty used to Muffin saying things we didn’t understand.


The next day I answered the front doorbell, and found three guys wearing gray robes. They’d shaved their heads too.


“We are looking for her gloriousness,” one of them said with a little bow. He had an accent.


“Uh, Mom’s gone down the block to get some bread,” I answered.


“It’s okay,” Muffin said, coming from the TV room. “They’re here for me.”


All three of the men fell facedown on the porch, making a kind of high whining sound in their throats.


“You know these guys?” I asked.


“They’re here to talk about teleology.”


“Well, take them into the backyard. Mom doesn’t like people in the house when she’s not here.”


“Okay.” She told the guys to get up and they followed her around the side of the house, talking in some foreign language.


When Mom got home, I told her what happened and she flat-out ran to the kitchen window to see what was going on. Muffin was sitting on the swing set and the guys were cross-legged on the ground in front of her, nodding their heads at every word she spoke. Mom took a deep breath, the way she does just before she yells at one of us, then stomped out the back door. I was sure she was going to shout at Muffin, but she bent over and talked quiet enough that I couldn’t hear what she said. Muffin talked and Mom talked and one of the bald guys said something, and finally Mom came in all pale-looking.


“They want lemonade,” she said. “Take them out some lemonade. And plastic glasses. I’m going to lie down.” Then Mom went upstairs.


I took out a pitcher of lemonade. When I got there, one of the bald guys got up to meet me and asked Muffin, “Is this the boy?”


She said yes.


“Most wondrous, most wondrous!”


He put both hands on my shoulders as if he was going to hug me, but Muffin said, “You’ll spill the lemonade.” He let me go but kept staring at me with big weepy eyes.


“What’s going on?” I asked.


“The culmination of a thousand thousand years of aimless wandering,” the guy said.


“Not aimless,” Muffin cut in.


“Your pardon,” he answered, quickly lowering his head. “But at times it seemed so.”


“You’ll be in the temple when it happens,” Muffin said to him.


“A million praises!” he shouted, throwing himself flat-faced on the ground. “A billion trillion praises!” And he started to cry into our lawn. The other two bald guys bowed in the direction of our garage, over and over again.


“You want to pour me a glass of that?” Muffin said to me.


The next day it was a different guy, with a big beard and carrying a sword almost as tall as me. When I opened the door, he grabbed the front of my T-shirt and yelled, “Where is the Liar, the Deceiver, the Blasphemer, the She-Whore Who Mocks the Most High?”


“She went with Uncle Dave down to the Dairy Queen.”


“Thank you,” he said, and walked off down the street. Later, I heard on the radio the cops had arrested him in the parking lot of the mall.


The next day Muffin told me I had to take her down to the boatyards. I told her I didn’t have to do it if I didn’t want.


“Shows how much you know,” she said. “You don’t know anything about teleology or fate or anything.”


“I know how to cross streets and take buses and all, which is more than I can say for some people.”


“I have ten dollars,” she said, pulling a bill out of the pocket of her jeans.


That surprised me. I mean, I maybe have ten dollars in my pocket twice a year, just after Christmas and just after my birthday. “Where’d you get the money?” I asked.


“The monks gave it to me.”


“Those bald guys?”


“They like me.”


“Jeez, Muffin, don’t let Mom know you took money from strangers. She’d have a fit.”


“They aren’t strangers. They’re the Holy Order of the Imminent Eschaton—the Muffin Chapter.”


“Oh, go ahead, lie to me.”


“You want the ten dollars or not?”


Which wasn’t what I ended up with, because she expected me to pay the bus fare out of it.


When we got to the boatyards, I thought we’d head down to the water, but Muffin took out a piece of paper and stood there frowning at it. I looked over her shoulder and saw it was torn from a map of the city. There was a small red X drawn in at a place about a block from where we were. “Where’d you get that? The monks?”


“Mm-hmm. Is this where we are?” She pointed at a street corner. I looked and moved her finger till it was aiming the right place. “You should learn to read some time, Muffin.”


She shook her head. “Might wreck my insight. Maybe after.”


I pointed down the street. “If you want to go where X marks the spot, it’s that way.”


We walked along, with sailboats and yachts and things on one side and warehouses on the other. The buildings looked pretty run-down, with brown rusty spots dripping from their metal roofs and lots of broken windows covered with plywood or cardboard. It was a pretty narrow street and there was no sidewalk, but the only traffic we saw was a Shell oil truck coming out of the marina a ways ahead and it turned off before it got to us.


When we reached the X spot, it was just another warehouse. Muffin closed her eyes a second, then said, “Around the back and up the stairs.”


“I bet there are rats around the back,” I said.


“I bet there aren’t.”


“You go first.”


“Okay.” She started down an alley between one warehouse and the next. There was lots of broken glass lying around and grass growing up through the pavement.


“I bet there are snakes,” I said, following her.


“Shut up, Jamie.”


The back was only a strip of weeds two yards wide, stuck between the warehouse and a chain-link fence. Halfway along was a flight of metal steps, like a fire escape leading to the roof. They creaked when you walked on them, but didn’t wobble too badly.


On the roof we found a weird-looking airplane. Or boat. Or train. Or wagon. Whatever it was, it had wings and a tail like an airplane, but its body was built like a boat: a bit like our motor-boat up at the cottage, but bigger and with these super-fat padded chairs like maybe astronauts sit in. The whole thing was attached to a cart, but the cart’s wheels were on the near end of a train track that ran the length of the roof and off the front into the street.


“What is this thing?” I asked.


“The monks made it for me,” Muffin said, which didn’t answer my question. She climbed up a ladder into the plane and rummaged about in a cupboard on the rear wall. I followed her and watched her sorting through the stuff inside. “Peanut butter. Bread. Kool-Aid. Water. Cheese. Diet Coke. What’s this?” she said, handing me back a roll of something in gold plastic wrapping.


I opened one end and sniffed. “Liverwurst,” I said.


She made a face. “Is that like liver?”


“No, it’s peanut butter made from bologna.”


“Weird. Do you see any hot dogs?”


I looked in the cupboard. “Nope.”


“I should phone the monks. We need hot dogs.”


“What for?”


She ignored me. “Is there anything else you’d want if you were going to be away from home for a few days?”


“Cheerios and bacon.”


She thought about that. “Yeah, you’re right.”


“And Big Macs.”


She gave me a look like I was a moron. “Of course, dummy, but the monks will bring them just before we leave.”


“We’re going on a trip?”


“We’re on a trip now. We’re going to arrive.”


Early the next morning, Dr. Hariki showed up on our doorstep. He works with my dad at the university. My dad teaches physics; he uses lasers and everything. Dr. Hariki is in charge of the big telescope on top of the physics building, and he takes pictures of stars.


“What’s lip?” Dad asked.


“You tell me,” Dr. Hariki said, spreading a bunch of photographs on the coffee table.


Dad picked up a picture and looked at it. Turned it over to check out the date and time written on the back. Sorted through the stack of photos till he found whatever he was looking for and compared it to the first. Held the two together side by side. Held one above the other. Put them side by side again. Closed his right eye, then quick closed his left and opened his right. Did that a couple of times. Picked up another pair of photos and did the same.


Muffin came into the room with a glass of orange juice in her hand. “Looks more like a dipper now, doesn’t it?” she said without looking at the pictures.


Dad and Dr. Hariki stared at her with their mouths wide open. Muffin said, “The dipper was too spread out before. Don’t you think it looks better now?”


“Muffin,” Dad said, “we’re talking about stars…full-size suns. They don’t just move to make nicer patterns.”


“No, but if they’re going to stop moving, you might as well make sure they look like a dipper in the end. Anything else is just sloppy. I mean, really.”


She walked off into the TV room and a moment later, we heard the Sesame Street theme song.


After a long silence, Dr. Hariki picked up one of the photos and asked, all quiet, “Something to do with entropy?”


“I think it’s teleology,” I said.


That night Uncle Dave was over for Sunday supper. Mom figures that Uncle Dave doesn’t eat so good in residence, so she feeds him a roast of something every Sunday. I think this is a great idea, except that every so often she serves squash because she says it’s a delicacy. Lucky for us, it was corn season so we had corn on the cob instead.


After supper we all played Monopoly and I won. Uncle Dave said it made a nice family picture, us all sitting around the table playing a game. “Someday, kids,” he said, “you’re going to appreciate that you have times like this to remember. A perfect frozen moment.”


“There are all kinds of perfect frozen moments,” Muffin said, and she had that tone in her voice like she was eleventy-seven years old instead of six. “Right now, people all over the world are doing all kinds of things. Like in China, it’s day now, right, Dad?”


“Right, Muffin.”


“So there are kids playing tag and stuff, and that’s a perfect moment. And maybe there’s some bully beating up a little kid, and punching him out right now.” She banged her Monopoly piece (the little metal hat) when she said “now.” “And that’s a perfect moment because that’s what really happens. And bus drivers are driving their buses, and farmers are milking their cows, and mommies are kissing daddies, and maybe a ship is sinking someplace. If you could take pictures of everyone right now, you’d see millions of perfect little frozen moments, wouldn’t you?”


Uncle Dave patted Muffin’s hand. “Out of the mouths of babes…I’m the one who’s studying the Wonders of Life, and you’re the one who reminds me. Everything is perfect all the time, isn’t it, Muffin?”


“Of course not, dummy,” she answered, looking at Uncle Dave the way she did when he tried to persuade her he’d pulled a dime from her ear. She turned around in her chair and reached over to the buffet to get the photograph they’d taken of her kindergarten class just before summer holidays started. “See?” she said, pointing. “This is Bobby and he picks his nose all the time, and he’s picking his nose in the picture, so that’s good. But this is Wendy, with her eyes closed ‘cuz she was blinking. That’s not perfect. Wendy cries every time she doesn’t get a gold star in spelling, and she knows three dirty words, and she always gives Matthew the celery from her lunch, but you can’t tell that in the picture, can you? She’s just someone who blinked at the wrong time. If you want someone who should be blinking, it should be dozy old Peter Morgan, who always laughs too loud.”


Uncle Dave scratched his head and looked awkward for a bit, then said, “Well, Muffin, when you put it like that…I suppose there are always some things that aren’t aesthetically pleasing…I mean, there are always going to be some things that don’t fit properly, as you say.”


“Not, always,” she said.


“Not always? Someday things are just going to be right?” Uncle Dave asked.


Muffin handed me the dice and said, “Your turn, Jamie. Bet you’re going to land in jail.”


Next morning Muffin joggled my arm to wake me up. It was so early the sun was just starting to rise over the lake. “Time to go down to the boatyards.”


“Again?”


“Yep. This time for real.” So I got up and dressed as quietly as I could. By the time I got down to the kitchen, Muffin had made peanut butter and jam sandwiches, and was messing around with the waxed paper, trying to wrap them. She had twice as much paper as she needed and was making a total botch of things.


“You’re really clueless sometimes,” I said, whispering so Mom and Dad wouldn’t hear. I shoved her out of the way and started wrapping the sandwiches myself.


“When I rule the world, there won’t be any waxed paper,” she said sulkily.


We were halfway down to the bus stop when Uncle Dave came running up behind us. He’d been staying the night in the guest room and he must have heard us leaving. “Where do you think you’re going?” he asked, and he was a bit mad at us.


“Down to the boatyards,” Muffin said.


“No, you aren’t. Get back to the house.”


“Uncle Dave,” Muffin said, “it’s time.”


“Time for what?”


“The Eschaton.”


“Where do you pick up these words, Muffin? You’re talking about the end of the world.”


“I know.” The first bus of the day was just turning onto our street two corners down. “Come to the boatyards with us, Uncle Dave. It’ll be okay.”


Uncle Dave thought about it. I guess he decided it was easier to give in than to fight with her. That’s what I always think too. You can’t win an argument with Muffin, and if you try anything else, she bites and scratches and uses her knees. “All right,” Uncle Dave said, “but we’re going to phone your parents and tell them where you are, the first chance we get.”


“So talk to me about the Eschaton,” Uncle Dave said on the bus. We were the only ones on it except for a red-haired lady wearing a Donut Queen uniform.


“Well,” Muffin said, thinking things over, “you know how Daddy talks about astronomy things moving? Like the moon goes around the earth and the earth goes around the sun and the sun moves with the stars in the galaxy and the galaxy is moving too?”


“Yes…”


“Well, where is everything going?”


Uncle Dave shrugged. “The way your father tells it, everything just moves, that’s all. It’s not going anywhere in particular.”


“That’s stupid. Daddy doesn’t understand teleology.” She waved her hand at the world out the window. “Everything’s going to where it’s supposed to end up.”


Uncle Dave asked, “What happens when things reach the place they’re going?”


Muffin made an exasperated face. “They end up there.”


“They stop?”


“What else would they do?”


“All the planets and the stars and all?”


“Mm-hmm.”


“People too?”


“Sure.”


He thought for a second. “In perfect frozen moments, right?”


“Right.”


Uncle Dave leaned his head against the window like he was tired and sad. Maybe he was. The sun was coming up over the housetops now. “Bus drivers driving their buses,” he said softly, “and farmers milking their cows…the whole world like a coffee-table book.”


“I think you’d like to be in a church, Uncle Dave,” Muffin said. “Or maybe walking alone along the lakeshore.”


“Maybe.” He smiled, all sad. “Who are you, Muffin?”


“I’m me, dummy,” she answered, throwing her arms around his neck and giving him a kiss.


He left us in front of the warehouse by the lake. “I’m going to walk down to the Rowing Club and back.” He laughed a little. “If I do get back, Muffin, I’ll have your parents ground you forever!”


“Bye, Uncle Dave,” she said, hugging him.


I hugged him too. “Bye, Uncle Dave.”


“Don’t let her do anything stupid,” he said to me. We watched for a while as he walked away, but he never turned back.


Up on the warehouse roof, there was a monk waiting with a McDonald’s bag under his arm. He handed it to Muffin, then kneeled. “Bless me, Holy One.”


“You’re blessed,” she said after looking in the bag. “Now get going to the temple. There’s only ten minutes left.”


The monk hurried off, singing what I think was a hymn. We got into the plane-boat and I helped Muffin strap herself into one of the big padded seats. “The thing is,” she said, “when the earth stops turning, we’re going to keep on going.”


“Hey, I know about momentum,” I answered. I mean, Dad is a physicist.


“And it’s going to be real fast, so we have to be sure we don’t run into any buildings.”


“We’re going to shoot out over the lake?”


“We’re high enough to clear the tops of the sailboats, then we just fly over the lake till we’re slow enough to splash down. The monks got scientists to figure everything out.”


I strapped myself in and thought about things for a while. “If we go shooting off real fast, isn’t it going to hurt? I mean, the astronauts get all pressed down when they lift off…”


“Jeez!” Muffin groaned. “Don’t you know the difference between momentum and acceleration? Nothing’s happening to us, it’s everything else that’s going weird. We don’t feel a thing.”


“Not even wind?”


“The air has the same momentum we do, dummy.”


I thought about it some more. “Aren’t the buildings going to get wrecked when the earth stops?”


“They’re going to stop too. Everything will freeze except us.”


“The air and water freeze too?”


“In spots. But not where we’re going.”


“We’re special?”


“We’re special.”


Suddenly there was a roar like roller-coaster wheels underneath us and for a moment I was pressed up against the straps holding me down on the seat. Then the pressure stopped and there was nothing but the sound of wind a long way off. Over the side of the boat I could see water rushing by beneath us. We were climbing.


“Muffin,” I asked, “should one of us maybe be piloting this thing?”


“It’s got a gyroscope or something. The monks worked absolutely everything out, okay?” “Okay.”


A long way off to the right, I could see a lake freighter with a curl of smoke coming out of its stack. The smoke didn’t move. It looked neat. “Nice warm day,” I said.


After a while, we started playing car games to pass the time.


The sun shone but didn’t move. “If the sun stays there forever,” I asked, “won’t it get really hot after a while?”


“Nah,” Muffin answered. “It’s some kind of special deal. I mean, it’s stupid if you set up a nice picture of kids playing in the park but then it gets hot as Mercury.”


“Who’s going to know?” I asked.


“It’s not the same,” she insisted.


“How can we see?”


“What do you mean?”


“Well, is the light moving or what?”


“It’s another special deal.”


That made sense. From the way Dad talked about physics, light was always getting special deals.


The water below us gradually stopped racing away so fast and we could sometimes see frozen whitecaps on the peaks of frozen waves. “Suppose we land on frozen water,” I said.


“We won’t.”


“Oh. Your turn.”


“I spy with my little eye something that begins with B.” Right away I knew she meant the Big Macs, but I had to pretend it was a toughie. You have to humor little kids.


We splashed down within sight of a city on the far side of the lake. It was a really good splash, like the one on the Zoomba Flume ride when you get to the bottom of the big long water chute. Both of us got drenched. I was kind of sad there was no way to do it again.


Then I thought to myself, maybe if we were getting a special deal on air and water and light and all, maybe we’d get a special deal on the Zoomba Flume too.


We unstrapped ourselves and searched around a bit. Finally we found a lid that slid back to open up a control panel with a little steering wheel and all. We pushed buttons till an inboard motor started in the water behind us, then we took turns driving toward shore. Every now and then we’d see a gull frozen in the sky, wings spread out and looking great.


We put in at a public beach just outside the city. It had been early in the day and the only people in sight were a pair of joggers on a grassy ridge that ran along the edge of the sand. The man wore nothing but track shorts and sunglasses; the woman wore red stretch pants, a T-shirt, and a headband. They each had Walkmans and were stopped midstride. Both were covered with deep dark tans, and as Muffin pointed out, a thin coat of sweat.


I wanted to touch the joggers to see what they felt like, but when my finger got close, it bumped against an invisible layer of frozen air. The air didn’t feel like anything, it was just solid stuff.


Down at one end of the beach, a teenage girl was frozen in the act of unlocking the door into a snack stand. We squeezed past her and found out we could open the freezer inside. Muffin had a couple of Popsicles, I had an ice cream sandwich, and then we went swimming.


Lying in the sun afterward, I asked Muffin what was going to happen next.


“You want to go swimming again?” she said.


“No, I mean after.”


“Let’s eat,” she said, dragging me back toward the boat.


“You can’t wiggle out of it that easy,” I told her. “Are we the only ones left?”


“I think so.”


“Are we going to freeze too?”


“Nope. We got a special deal.”


“But it seems pretty stupid if you ask me. Everything’s kind of finished, you know? Show’s over. Why are we still hanging around?”


“For a new show, dummy.”


“Oh.” That made sense. “Same sort of thing?”


“We’ll see.”


“Oh. Where do we fit in?”


Muffin smiled at me. “You’re here to keep me company.”


“And what are you here for?”


“Everything else. Get me a sandwich.”


I reached into the basket and pulled out the sandwich on top. It was inside a plastic sandwich bag. “Didn’t we wrap these in waxed paper?” I asked. Muffin laughed.




The Children of Crèche


“And so it’s good-bye to New Earth and hello to Crèche.”


Inter-World Vac/Lines is such a mind-slogging Mom-and-Pop outfit they think their good-bye/hello trick is cute. Halfway through the welcoming spiel from the burstingly mammalian Coffee-Tea-or-Kama-Sutra Flight Hostess—and speaking of sexual pandering, Inter-World, must we be so heavy-handed with the airborne pheromones in the cabin? I for one am more comfortable buckling up the seat belt when I don’t have a pointlessly throbbing erection—halfway through the opening monologue with all its openly oozing female fecundity, they hit the cabin stasis field, and <BINK> it’s six weeks later, we’re dirtside on some colony where every particle of air has been through one lung too many, and Miss Wouldn’t-You-Like-to-Know-If-I’ve-Been-Surgically-Enhanced is finishing off a sentence that started a couple of dozen light-years ago. I mean, really, Inter-World, can’t you see how smarmy the whole thing is?


No, you probably can’t, you pitiful geckos.


It was with this lapse of taste in my mouth that your intrepid Art-Critic-cum-Role-Model-cum-Provider-of-Vicarious-Savoir-Faire donned the traditional leather jacket of his profession and sallied forth into the Vac/Port for a first recce of the fabled planet of Crèche. I was not entirely surprised to find that a Vac/Port is a Vac/Port is a Vac/Port, all of modern semiotics notwithstanding. You have your usual gaggle of tourists from the colony one star system over, the ones with no particular idea why they’re here, except they just had to get off-planet or go mad, and this place was cheaper than Morganna’s Semen-Sea Whack-Me World; and you have your traditional traders from your favorite alien culture that doesn’t see in the visible spectrum, blundering around with incomprehensible accents, asking humans to read the signs to them; and alas, you have your mass of parochial flibberties who shouldn’t be allowed to read our dear old Mind Spurs Weekly but do anyway, who have pilgrimaged to the V/P to maketh the Big Embarrassing Frenzy of Gratitude that J*O*N*N*Y! T*H*E! S*C*A*L*P*E*L!, Knower of Taste and Taster of Knowing, has deigned to descend upon their terraformed little Nowhere to partake of their pathetic drippy lives and report same to the Cosmos at Large (i.e., You, Devoted Reader, currently feeling superior to such hicks, for reasons that are more obvious to you than to Yrs Trly).


Still and all, the Crèche mob of droolies were a touch outside the normal run: old as dry beavers, the lot of them. Of course This Reporter was aware of Crèche’s famed shortfall in the production of mewlies and pukies; but you don’t plug into the reality of a child-poor world until you wander into a Vac/Port expecting the usual horde of training bras, only to find their ecological niche has been filled by the saggy-sack set. At least these postmenopausal minks weren’t packing those sharp little tissue-sampling spatulas that the gigglers bring to scrape off souvenirs. (Honest-to-Boggie, kids, if you really want to impregnate yourselves with my DNA, break down and shell out the bucks to one of the fine mail-order houses that advertise in this very magazine. You get professionally prepared guaranteed-viable sperm, a certificate of authenticity, and a hyper-sincere form letter produced by a state-of-the-art computer that fakes my signature better than I do; and I get to have an epidermis that doesn’t look like a land-use map. Bargains all ‘round.)


For all their graysies, the Raging Aging were still cut from the typical Scalpel-worshipping mode—each and every one of them was waiting to be discovered. Crèche’s idle idolizers came unto me bearing their children that I might bless them…said children being sketches and sculpture, mosaics and masks, tapestries, filigrees, etchings on flasks, holograms, cameos, prints wet and dry, ceramics and beadwork and oils, oh my!


Cherished Reader, perhaps you have recently heard Crèche lionized in song and cinema as the Mecca of all artistic perfection. Mine own ears too had been visited by paeans to the planet’s sublime accomplishments, which is why I felt it incumbent upon me to visit said colony-size cathedral to Aesthetic Excellence and there do homage. Nevertheless, in those moments when I was besieged by the untalented Crèchian unwashed waving their pathetic attempts at self-expression like whores who want you to smell their panties, it came to me we must never forget that every cathedral is surrounded by pigeons screaming for crumbs and crapping on the architraves. Thus endeth the gospel according to Jonny.


I was saved from the gaggle of gleanies by my contact on Crèche, one Philip Leppid, Ph.D., Ph.D., Ph.D. (in Music History, Art History, and Pharmacology—the Three Graces). As those who claim to be au courant with the Contemporary Art Scene should know, the good Doctor-Doctor-Doctor is the man who first brought Crèchian objets d’art to the attention of Those-Whose-Opinions-Are-Thought-to-Matter, in a gala showing last year at Buddenbrooks &c Bleaks. Since that time, he has made himself buckets of booty huckstering the work wherever empty lives and full wallets are found. He is not Crèchian himself—he hails from the hinterlands of a world named after some bottom-of-the-barrel Greek god who wouldn’t have rated a pico-asteroid in the old Sol System—but Leppid is Crèche’s foremost Advocate-Slash-Publicist-Slash-Pimp, and therefore was the natural choice to serve as my Sherpa during my Ascent to the Peak of Human Ahhh-tistic Achievement.


When he sighted me foundering on the shoals of a blue rinse ocean, Doc Leppy (as I never heard him called the whole time I was there) waded in with heroic disregard for his own ship of taste, scattered the minnows with the indiscriminate barging of his 300+ pounds, and dragged me to the safety of his waiting Lava Cruiser Deluxe. To be accurate, the cruuz was a cherry red Ourobouros Devourer 4.3BSD from the Wildebeest Motor Works, with manual steering, a logarithmic tachometer, and two dangling wires where the anti-collision computer used to be. The upholstery was taut white, covered with the bleached hide of an endangered species that I probably shouldn’t name because it would earn Leppid a visit from ecological guerrillas with a nasty How-Would-You-Like-to-Be-Tanned-and-Sat-On attitude. Ah, what the hell, it was an alligator. (Sorry, Phil—the Public’s Need-to-Know wore down my resistance. Anyway, what have you done for me lately?)


With Leppid at the wheel, we peeled out of the Vac/Port at a speed that didn’t quite break the sound barrier but opened a hairline crack or two, and one exit ramp later we were spattering through the local lava fields fast enough to throw up a peacock tail of molten rock directly behind us…except it wasn’t directly behind us too often, because Phil was weaving like a tripped-out spider: hard to port, hard to starboard, through our own wake of stony slush, one grade A skidding donut that bid fair to roll us Ass-over-Teacup o’er the burning plain, one six-G deceleration that buried our nose so deep in volcanic phlegm I found myself wishing I’d brought a periscope…and finally I had to say, “Phil. Enlighten me. Are we taking evasive maneuvers from snipers, or are you just jerking off?”


“Come on, Scalpel.” He grinned as he gave the wheel a twist that heeled us over far enough to scorch the door handles. “I read that piece you did on the Overdrive Overlords of Omicron II. They drove around like maniacs and you wrote the most glowing review of your life.”


“It seems to have escaped your attention, Phil, but the Overdrive Overlords were engaged in performance art,” I told him. “They did not drive like maniacs, they drove like artists. The distinction may be subtle, but I like to think it’s important.”


Leppid snorted as if he knew what I really meant.


“If you recall any fragment of the article,” I insisted, “from the moment they made their commitment to Art, it became the most important things in their lives. They made sacrifices, Phil. They were willing to Bleed for the Cause. Need I remind you the couple who drove Ballet of the Sand had abstained from Vigorous-Convexity-in-Voracious-Concavity for six wanking months because they thought the yearning would make the performance more poignant? And even though I am not of the school that believes celibacy is a nonconsummation devoutly to be wished, I must confess there were tears in the Scalpine Big Browners as I watched them dance. Yes, the dancers were driving cars across salt flats, and yes, they were smashing fenders and sideswiping each other at velocities most speedometers only dream of; but they were expressing deep things, Phil! Two souls locked inside metal hulks, trying to make contact, trying to come together, turning near collisions into ballet, and eventually using the cars themselves to make soaring gentle love. Magic! Art! Spirit, Phil, greatness of spirit! The material is immaterial, the artifact is arbitrary. The heart, the soul, and the life of Art is what counts.” I paused. “Is any of this sparking neurons, Phil, or am I just impersonating a tree falling in a forest?”


“Come on, Jonny, I know what you really want is to get totally wild.”


I sighed. The difference between a Sensitive-Critic-Known-Respected-and-Feared-in-All-


Corners-of-the-Galaxy and an Opportunistic-Boor-Who-Might-Have-Three-Degrees-but-


Doesn’t-Know-Titian-from-Turds is that one of us has eyes that see and ears that hear, while the other has an assortment of prejudices he waits to have confirmed. “Phil,” I told him, “you are getting wild, the car is getting wild, and the lava is getting positively livid. I, on the other hand, am sitting here passively, save for the occasional reflexive jerk to prevent my skull from, making forceful contact with the dashboard.”


Leppid laughed loud and long at that, all the while playing Jiggle-Me-Juicy with the steering wheel. The world is divided into two groups: the people who listen to what you say and ponder it deeply in their hearts; and the people who think every word that issues forth from your mouth is utterly facetious, and can even write down your clever turns of phrase and quote them in articles, without ever allowing it to penetrate their brains that you are trying to make a statement.


So Leppid pursued his attempts at wooing me by wowing me, until Crèche’s sun moseyed off to see if there was anything doing on the other side of the planet and the stars showed up to see what had changed since they left. At first glance, lava-leaping in a cruuz looks even better after dark because of the weaving strips of black and flame, the fountaining of sparks, the gouting arcs of hot planet blood…but all that brucey imagery loses its charm damned fast if the smoky shadow you drive into is a jag of recalcitrant bedrock too pigheaded to melt. At last, even the good Triple-Doc had to admit further monkeyshines in the murky magma were just a shade closer to suicidal than good taste allowed, so with tears in his eyes he called it a night.


We pulled up onto the highway at a spot apparently made for the purpose: something like a boat launching ramp, only gnubbly with flecks of dried lava dripped off by other hot-hot-hot-rodders who’d passed this way before. There was a bevy of Bloat-Belly trucks sharing the road with us, all coming from the Vac/Port and no doubt filled with the gewgaws of a hundred worlds, belched up from the cargo holds of the same Vac/Ship that brought Your Obedient Servant. The trucks we passed were all bot-driven, which was just fine with me—if Phil had seen one of those Bloaters under human control, he would have drag-raced the rig in order to demonstrate his testosterone level to his captive member of the Press. (Ah, children, the world is full of people who want to impress the old Scalper with feats of derring-do. My advice is, derring-don’t.)


Nascence City, the colonial capital, nestles halfway up the side of a volcano everyone swears is extinct (this surrounded by a lavid plain that seethes with fumaroles, geysers, and the like…suuurrrrre). You can see its lights winking, blinking, and nodding among the crags when you are down on the flats, but when the road actually begins climbing the mountain, your line of sight is blocked by assorted igneous effusions that welled up some thirty million years ago—this geological travelogue courtesy of Nascence Alive!!!, one of those End-Every-Sentence-with-an-Exclamation-Point publications whose natural habitat is the top drawer of hotel night tables.


The hotel in question was the Nascence Renaissance—redundant in name, and redundant to describe for those who have stayed at its kin throughout our wart on the galactic arm. Squatting by the main highway, just inside the environment dome’s airlock, surrounded with carefully tended greenery that would look more natural if it were plastic…anyone who has traveled on expense account knows this same hotel follows you from city to city, running on ahead so it has time to put down its foundations and change its makeup in the hope you won’t recognize it from the night before. Everywhere, the same covered entranceway, whether you drive up in a lava cruuz, sand-crawler, or gondola: so dark and shadowed by the overhanging portiere they need lights during the daytime (globe-lights in simulated antique fixtures), and as you are helped from your vehicle by a grizzled male in pseudo-military livery, you see assembling a battalion of bellhops who wash their ruddy cheeks each morning in a fifty-fifty aqueous solution of eagerness and cynicism. Professional small talk ensues momentarily; then, into a plush lobby befitted with oaken desk, crystal chandelier, and round-the-clock concierge (always a middle-aged woman who is the epitome of courtesy and dispatch, but who you can tell was a Grade A heart-and ball-breaker in her day).


You can count on two artpieces in the foyer: one some sort of sunset, the other an historical motif, neither aggressively representational or abstract. The Nascence Renaissance held true to form on the first, with a hooked shag-wool tapestry of one (I) regulation red giant about to take its roseate leave behind a near-naked horizon clad only in a tastefully placed cactus. But what to my wondering eyes should appear on the wall above the neo-Victorian pseudo-hearth? Not the black-and-white Battle of This, nor the blue-study Treaty of That, nor even the sepia Discovery of the Other Thing: it was a layered assemblage of vertical Mylar and buckram strips, the Mylar a wispy mercurial foreground that tinseled several planes of fabric behind it (like a curtain of mist in a dream? a glittering spiderweb? bars of a gossamer cage?), and the stiff cloth backgrounds painted with dyes to give a textured three-dimensional picture of a nursery—playpen, cradle, toy box, stuffed animals scattered about the floor, dolls toppled over on a window seat, a closet with its door ajar and filled to overflowing with tiny, carefully hung clothes.
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