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			Not to Mention R.A. Lafferty: A Personal Introduction


			Neil Gaiman


			Objectivity is a good thing. We rely on our commentators, our observers, our critics to be objective. It’s what makes a critic a good critic and a reviewer a good reviewer. We trust them to tell us about books and films, music and authors.


			You cannot trust me to tell you anything about R.A. Lafferty. It would be like asking a string tuned to G to give its opinion on the strings of a lower octave. When it hears another G, it’s going to thrum in joyous recognition. That’s the way of it. It’s just how it is.


			I was about nine years old, and somebody had left a copy of Judith Merril’s SF-12 in our house. I don’t know who. It might conceivably have been my father’s. Whoever owned it, I appropriated it, and proceeded to have my mind turned inside out. William Burroughs and Samuel R. Delany, Carol Emshwiller and Kit Reed, Brian Aldiss and Harvey Jacobs and John Updike and Tuli Kupferberg, J.G. Ballard and Hilary Bailey, Sonya Dorman and Tomasso Landolfi, none of them authors one would automatically recommend to nine year olds. I didn’t care. I read the stories and took what I could from them. I had a bunch of new favourite authors. I had new rules about what fiction could be. The Brian Aldiss short story, ‘Confluence,’ was a dictionary. And one of the two stories by R.A. Lafferty was a school curriculum.


			It was called ‘The Primary Education of the Camiroi,’ and it was the curriculum for the schools of an alien race, who would need to learn how to create life and run planets as part of their schooling. It was really funny. It also struck several nerves with me. I was certain that they should be teaching us that sort of thing in school anyway.


			The second story, ‘Narrow Valley,’ was one of the best things in the book, and one of my favourite short stories to this day. It’s a tall tale, about a beautiful valley that’s, well, narrow. It told me things about America and Native Americans, about scientists, about ways of viewing the world, even things about magic, that spoke to me and made me happy.


			When I was ten my father brought me copies of three of the Carr-Wollheim World’s Best Science Fiction collections, all the way from America. I read ‘Nine Hundred Grandmothers,’ and ‘In Our Block.’ I read ‘Thus We Frustrate Charlemagne.’ I was in love.


			I was also lucky. Why the library in the little Sussex town I lived in had, on their shelves, all the R.A. Lafferty books published in the UK in hardback by Dennis Dobson & Co is still a mystery to me. Someone who ordered books had good taste, I suppose. But they had them. I read, and loved, Fourth Mansions (a story about secret societies and animals and men with hairy ears) and The Reefs of Earth (about a family of alien children who are stranded on Earth) and Space Chantey (which is the Odyssey set in space). (All of these descriptions are at best incomplete and at worst wildly misleading.) I remember the world-shaking moment when I realised that the contents page of The Reefs of Earth, the chapter titles, actually rhymed and made a poem. I remember the joy I took in this.


			I bought my own copy of the paperback of Nine Hundred Grandmothers, the first Lafferty short story collection, from Dark They Were And Golden Eyed, in Berwick Street. I made all my friends read it. As far as I was concerned, Lafferty was the most interesting author out there: I loved what he did with words. I loved the tune of the sentences, the way they sang and jigged and the sheer delight the author took in words.


			For Christmas in 1978 my parents gave me a copy of The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction, edited by Peter Nicholls and John Clute. I did not know at the time that Peter and John would, each in their own way, become close and valued friends. I did not know that I would one day, write with John Clute the entry on Lafferty for the second edition of The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction. All I knew was there were lots and lots of Lafferty books listed that I had not read and did not know existed. I spent years happily hunting for them, not knowing that most of them were, at the time of writing, actually unpublished, something that would drive Clute and Nicholls to distraction.


			I was twenty-one, and I did not know what I wanted to do or to be, but I suspected that I wanted to be a writer. The only story I had completed by then was an R.A. Lafferty pastiche. In the backroom of the same library in which I had found the Lafferty books was an Author’s Who’s Who. I looked up Lafferty in it, knowing that he would not be in there. There was an address listed, in Tulsa, Oklahoma. I would never have dared to write to an agent or a publisher, but this looked like a home address.


			I wrote him a letter, and with it, I sent the story.


			The address was out of date, but the letter was eventually forwarded and it reached him, and to my genuine astonishment, he wrote back, thanking me for the ‘pretty good sketch or pastiche or something, not a short story, however, although the title page says that it is. It might be saleable, depending on the quirks of the market when you send it out. A good piece wakens a spark of recognition in every breast, so somebody once said. This, of course, wakens a special spark of recognition.’ And he added, ‘Why don’t you write another piece or two? Things are fun to write and there doesn’t have to be any other reason.’


			My favourite writer told me I should write some more, so I did.


			I wanted to write an article about him, but nobody wanted to publish it, back then. Still we wrote back and forth, and I asked impertinent questions about writing and his work, and he answered them as best he could.


			There are few enough authors who simply make me happy. There are authors who make me think, or who trouble me in good ways, or make me worry for their characters. Lafferty did those things, and did them so very well. But he does more than that. I start to smile with pleasure when I start reading a Lafferty story. It’s the way the tale is told, the voice of the teller, that brings me so much joy.


			There isn’t anyone out there with whom it’s easy to compare Lafferty: Avram Davidson wrote unclassifiable and brilliant stories, and knew more of the world, but his stories did not feel like tall tales, nor were they such great lies told with so straight a face. The Irish novelist Flann O’Brien (AKA Myles na Gopaleen, real name Brian O’Nolan) did the tall tales and the straight-faced lies, but he didn’t take us so far out of this world. Gene Wolfe is as deep, but seldom as funny.


			I read all the Lafferty I could. I followed him as the work got darker, then more personal. I followed him from the big publishers to the small presses and the pamphlets. I read the work that I understood and the work that I didn’t (I suspected it was being written for an audience of only himself, but even then, I took joy in the sentences and the world). I have seen Lafferty’s office door, on display in a museum in Tulsa, Oklahoma.


			What else do you need to know? And as I write that, it occurs to me that I’ve missed out all the biographical stuff, the important information I am sure you actually need in an introduction like this.


			Raphael Aloysius Lafferty, Ray to his friends, was from Tulsa, Oklahoma. He trained as an electrical engineer and worked for an electrical supply company until he retired, aged 45. He was a professional writer from then until he retired again. He was Catholic (‘Catholicism plays a big part in my life. Without it I would be in the gutter entirely, With it, I have only one foot in the gutter.’) and an alcoholic (‘Drinking has influenced my writing all in the wrong direction. I am an alcoholic and shouldn’t drink at all. But once or twice a year I forget this and the results are usually sad. More of my writing has been ruined by my drinking than improved by it. Yet there’s always a goose there, it’s part of the ‘to seek and not to find’ motif. Somewhere, somewhere there must be this mind-expanding elixir! Such delusions are part of life. When I was younger I got a lot of pleasure and companionship out of drinking, but probably no creative impetus.’)


			He was in the army in WWII, and was sent to the South Pacific, but maintained that, at 28, he was ten years too old when this happened to properly enjoy or appreciate it.


			He published his first science fiction story, Day of the Glacier, in Original Science Fiction Stories in 1960 when he was 46. ‘I was moderately successful,’ he said of his writing. ‘It didn’t put me on easy street, but it put me on easy alley.’


			He won the Hugo Award in 1973 for ‘Eurema’s Dam,’ which was a good story, but he lost awards with much better stories, and some of his finest stories were never noticed by the people who nominate you for awards. He retired from writing in 1984, having published over 200 short stories and over twenty novels.


			He had a stroke in 1994, and Alzheimer’s in his final years. He died in 2002, in a nursing home in Broken Arrow, Oklahoma, twenty minutes from Tulsa.


			In a brief piece he wrote to accompany a photo of himself in Patti Perret’s 1985 book The Faces of Science Fiction, he said, ‘When I was forty-five years old, I tried to be a writer. I became the best short story writer in the world. I’ve been telling people that for twenty years, but some of them don’t believe me.’


			I believed.


			It is not impossible that, once you also have read this book, you may become a believer as well.


		


	

		

			Slow Tuesday Night


			Introduction by Michael Dirda


			While loosely categorized as a science fiction writer, R.A. Lafferty was – to use the old phrase – sui generis. His stories, with their surrealist plots and breathless pace, revel in excess, parenthetical asides and gonzo bizarreness of every sort. Lafferty fans seldom have any clear idea where his absurdist tall tales are going, but who cares? We’re here for the ride.


			Think back to the first time you read a ‘Lafferty.’ It might have been ‘Land of the Great Horses,’ which explains the origin of the gypsies and was included in Harlan Ellison’s ground-breaking Dangerous Visions. Perhaps you happened upon ‘Eurema’s Dam’ in an anthology of Nebula Award winners. Or just maybe you unearthed an old issue of If in a rundown charity shop and discovered ‘Boomer Flats,’ in which a trio of eminent scientists travel to a Texas backwater in search of the missing link and there encounter hairy giants, a gorgeous woman named Crayola Catfish, a race of near immortals, and a space traveller known as the Comet.


			My own introduction to Lafferty came through Gene Wolfe, back in the early 1980s. I was interviewing Wolfe about the just completed Book of the New Sun and asked him what contemporary writers he admired. He immediately answered, ‘R.A. Lafferty,’ so I sensibly went out and bought a copy of the Ace Science Fiction Special, Nine Hundred Grandmothers. For some reason – perhaps the title attracted me – the first story I turned to was ‘Slow Tuesday Night.’ That was enough. I read it with the same delight I had experienced when, as a teenager, I opened Lord Dunsany’s Jorkens Remembers Africa or The Most of S.J. Perelman. You know that feeling: You just want to hug yourself with pleasure, while sometimes laughing quietly or murmuring ‘This is soooo good.’


			No précis can convey the sheer exuberance of ‘Slow Tuesday Night’. Lafferty mixes courtly diction and comic-strip names, sets up expectations and immediately undercuts them, and gradually reveals a world that now seems all too familiar. In 1965, when ‘Slow Tuesday Night’ first appeared in Galaxy, Lafferty was obviously using the American obsession with speed to critique our idolization of wealth, status and celebrity. Read today, the story uncannily foretells the viral culture of the internet.


			In its opening scene a panhandler accosts a strolling couple: ‘“Preserve us this night,” he said as he touched his hat to them, “and could you good people advance me a thousand dollars to be about the recouping of my fortunes?”’ The diction here recalls the arch formality of W.C. Fields or Popeye’s scrounging friend J. Wellington Wimpy (‘I’ll gladly pay you Tuesday for a hamburger today’). Neither the panhandler nor the couple seem to think it unusual for a beggar to ask for a thousand dollars. We soon learn why: after removing the ‘Abebaios block’ from our brains, people found that ‘things that had once taken months and years now took only minutes and hours. A person could have one or several pretty intricate careers within an eight-hour period.’


			Soon everything – absolutely everything – goes much, much faster, which also means that nothing lasts for very long. That panhandler – his name is Basil Bagelbaker – ‘would be the richest man in the world within an hour and a half. He would make and lose four fortunes within eight hours; and these not the little fortunes that ordinary men acquire, but titanic things.’


			In the course of a single evening, Ildefonsa Impala, the most beautiful woman in the city, marries again and again. Her honeymoon with newly rich inventor Freddy Fixico is utterly kitsch – ‘the reticulated water of the famous falls was tinted gold; the immediate rocks had been done by Rambles; and the hills had been contoured by Spall.’ After a luxurious hour, Ildefonsa consults ‘a trend indicator’ and realizes that Freddy’s invention would soon be outmoded and his wealth gone, so she immediately divorces him. ‘Whom shall I marry next?’ Ildefonsa asks herself on this slow Tuesday night.


			Meanwhile, Basil has been wheeling and dealing in the Money Market. ‘He caused to collapse certain industrial empires that had grown up within the last two hours, and made a good thing of recombining their wreckage.’ Naturally enough, his wife Judy is chosen ‘one of the ten best-dressed women during the frou-frou fashion period about two o’clock.’ In such a mayfly world, plays and films run no longer than six minutes and Stanley Skuldugger can be voted ‘the top Actor-Imago of the middle hours of the night’. Having decided to produce a philosophical masterpiece, Maxwell Mouser is willing to devote an entire seven minutes to the task. He turns to ‘the ideas index’, sets the ‘activator’ for the amount of wordage needed and, for that extra bit of sparkle, switches on a ‘striking analogy blender’ calibrated to his particular ‘personality-signature’. The resulting monograph quickly goes viral – ‘This was truly one of the greatest works of philosophy to appear during the early and medium hours of the night’ – but by dawn it will already be dismissed and forgotten.


			In ‘Slow Tuesday Night’ Lafferty – politically conservative and devoutly Catholic – depicts a society of meaningless flux and impermanence, where there is ‘no abiding city’ nor any sense of the spiritual. People surrender to the passing moment, nothing seems to matter very much, no hearts are permanently broken. Yet all this meretricious shallowness is conveyed through a simple yet brilliant conceit: if you speed up the world enough, everything starts to resemble the frenetic climax of a Keystone Kops farce.


			In ‘Seven-Day Terror’ Lafferty mentions ‘an untidy suite that looked as though it belonged to a drunken sultan’. That’s a wonderful simile, but also a fair description of his own gorgeous, shambolic abundance. What we love about Lafferty’s stories is the joyfulness of their telling, the playful diction, the topsy-turvy plot surprises, the knowing winks. To expect from them any logic but that of Wonderland is to miss the party. After all, as the Rabelaisian hero of ‘One at a Time’ says, if you insist on realism and perfect sense, ‘you put unnatural conditions on a tale’. I’m pretty sure his creator would agree.


			Slow Tuesday Night


			A panhandler intercepted the young couple as they strolled down the night street.


			‘Preserve us this night,’ he said as he touched his hat to them, ‘and could you good people advance me a thousand dollars to be about the recouping of my fortunes?’


			‘I gave you a thousand last Friday,’ said the young man.


			‘Indeed you did,’ the panhandler replied, ‘and I paid you back tenfold by messenger before midnight.’


			‘That’s right, George, he did,’ said the young woman. ‘Give it to him, dear. I believe he’s a good sort.’


			So the young man gave the panhandler a thousand dollars, and the panhandler touched his hat to them in thanks and went on to the recouping of his fortunes.


			As he went into Money Market, the panhandler passed Ildefonsa Impala, the most beautiful woman in the city.


			‘Will you marry me this night, Ildy?’ he asked cheerfully.


			‘Oh, I don’t believe so, Basil,’ she said. ‘I marry you pretty often, but tonight I don’t seem to have any plans at all. You may make me a gift on your first or second, however. I always like that.’


			But when they had parted she asked herself: ‘But whom will I marry tonight?’


			The panhandler was Basil Bagelbaker, who would be the richest man in the world within an hour and a half. He would make and lose four fortunes within eight hours; and these not the little fortunes that ordinary men acquire, but titanic things.


			When the Abebaios block had been removed from human minds, people began to make decisions faster, and often better. It had been the mental stutter. When it was understood what it was, and that it had no useful function, it was removed by simple childhood metasurgery.


			Transportation and manufacturing had then become practically instantaneous. Things that had once taken months and years now took only minutes and hours. A person could have one or several pretty intricate careers within an eight-hour period.


			Freddy Fixico had just invented a manus module. Freddy was a Nyctalops, and the modules were characteristic of these people. The people had then divided themselves – according to their natures and inclinations – into the Auroreans, the Hemerobians, and the Nyctalops – or the Dawners, who had their most active hours from four A.M. till noon; the Day-Flies, who obtained from noon to eight P.M.; and the Night-Seers, whose civilization thrived from eight P.M. to four A.M. The cultures, inventions, markets and activities of these three folk were a little different. As a Nyctalops, Freddy had just begun his working day at eight P.M. on a slow Tuesday night.


			Freddy rented an office and had it furnished. This took one minute, negotiation, selection and installation being almost instantaneous. Then he invented the manus module; that took another minute. He then had it manufactured and marketed; in three minutes it was in the hands of key buyers.


			It caught on. It was an attractive module. The flow of orders began within thirty seconds. By ten minutes after eight every important person had one of the new manus modules, and the trend had been set. The module began to sell in the millions. It was one of the most interesting fads of the night, or at least the early part of the night.


			Manus modules had no practical function, no more than had Sameki verses. They were attractive, of a psychologically satisfying size and shape, and could be held in the hands, set on a table, or installed in a module niche of any wall.


			Naturally, Freddy became very rich. Ildefonsa Impala, the most beautiful woman in the city, was always interested in newly rich men. She came to see Freddy about eight-thirty. People made up their minds fast, and Ildefonsa had hers made up when she came. Freddy made his own up quickly and divorced Judy Fixico in Small Claims Court. Freddy and Ildefonsa went honeymooning to Paraiso Dorado, a resort.


			It was wonderful. All of Ildy’s marriages were. There was the wonderful floodlighted scenery. The recirculated water of the famous falls was tinted gold; the immediate rocks had been done by Rambles; and the hills had been contoured by Spall. The beach was a perfect copy of that at Merevale, and the popular drink that first part of the night was blue absinthe.


			But scenery – whether seen for the first time or revisited after an interval – is stirring for the sudden intense view of it. It is not meant to be lingered over. Food, selected and prepared instantly, is eaten with swift enjoyment; and blue absinthe lasts no longer than its own novelty. Loving, for Ildefonsa and her paramours, was quick and consuming; and repetition would have been pointless to her. Besides, Ildefonsa and Freddy had taken only the one-hour luxury honeymoon.


			Freddy wished to continue the relationship, but Ildefonsa glanced at a trend indicator. The manus module would hold its popularity for only the first third of the night. Already it had been discarded by people who mattered. And Freddy Fixico was not one of the regular successes. He enjoyed a full career only about one night a week.


			They were back in the city and divorced in Small Claims Court by nine thirty-five. The stock of manus modules was remaindered, and the last of it would be disposed to bargain hunters among the Dawners, who will buy anything.


			‘Whom shall I marry next?’ Ildefonsa asked herself. ‘It looks like a slow night.’


			‘Bagelbaker is buying,’ ran the word through Money Market, but Bagelbaker was selling again before the word had made its rounds. Basil Bagelbaker enjoyed making money, and it was a pleasure to watch him work as he dominated the floor of the Market and assembled runners and a competent staff out of the corner of his mouth. Helpers stripped the panhandler rags off him and wrapped him in a tycoon toga. He sent one runner to pay back twentyfold the young couple who had advanced him a thousand dollars. He sent another with a more substantial gift to Ildefonsa Impala, for Basil cherished their relationship. Basil acquired title to the Trend Indication Complex and had certain falsifications set into it. He caused to collapse certain industrial empires that had grown up within the last two hours, and made a good thing of recombining their wreckage. He had been the richest man in the world for some minutes now. He became so money-heavy that he could not maneuver with the agility he had shown an hour before. He became a great fat buck, and the pack of expert wolves circled him to bring him down.


			Very soon he would lose that first fortune of the evening. The secret of Basil Bagelbaker is that he enjoyed losing money spectacularly after he was full of it to the bursting point.


			A thoughtful man named Maxwell Mouser had just produced a work of actinic philosophy. It took him seven minutes to write it. To write works of philosophy one used the flexible outlines and the idea indexes; one set the activator for such a wordage in each subsection; an adept would use the paradox feed-in, and the striking-analogy blender; one calibrated the particular-slant and the personality-signature. It had to come out a good work, for excellence had become the automatic minimum for such productions.


			‘I will scatter a few nuts on the frosting,’ said Maxwell, and he pushed the lever for that. This sifted handfuls of words like chthonic and heuristic and prozymeides through the thing so that nobody could doubt it was a work of philosophy.


			Maxwell Mouser sent the work out to publishers, and received it back each time in about three minutes. An analysis of it and reason for rejection was always given – mostly that the thing had been done before and better. Maxwell received it back ten times in thirty minutes, and was discouraged. Then there was a break.


			Ladion’s work had become a hit within the last ten minutes, and it was now recognized that Mouser’s monograph was both an answer and a supplement to it. It was accepted and published in less than a minute after this break. The reviews of the first five minutes were cautious ones; then real enthusiasm was shown. This was truly one of the greatest works of philosophy to appear during the early and medium hours of the night. There were those who said it might be one of the enduring works and even have a holdover appeal to the Dawners the next morning.


			Naturally, Maxwell became very rich, and naturally Ildefonsa came to see him about midnight. Being a revolutionary philosopher, Maxwell thought that he might make some free arrangement, but Ildefonsa insisted it must be marriage. So Maxwell divorced Judy Mouser in Small Claims Court and went off with Ildefonsa.


			This Judy herself, though not so beautiful as Ildefonsa, was the fastest taker in the city. She only wanted the men of the moment for a moment, and she was always there before even Ildefonsa. Ildefonsa believed that she took the men away from Judy; Judy said that Ildy had her leavings and nothing else.


			‘I had him first,’ Judy would always mock as she raced through Small Claims Court.


			‘Oh that damned urchin!’ Ildefonsa would moan. ‘She wears my very hair before I do.’


			Maxwell Mouser and Ildefonsa Impala went honeymooning to Musicbox Mountain, a resort. It was wonderful. The peaks were done with green snow by Dunbar and Fittle. (Back at Money Market Basil Bagelbaker was putting together his third and greatest fortune of the night, which might surpass in magnitude even his fourth fortune of the Thursday before.) The chalets were Switzier than the real Swiss and had live goats in every room. (And Stanley Skuldugger was emerging as the top Actor-Imago of the middle hours of the night.) The popular drink for that middle part of the night was Glotzenglubber, Eve Cheese and Rhine wine over pink ice. (And back in the city the leading Nyctalops were taking their midnight break at the Toppers’ Club.)


			Of course it was wonderful, as were all of Ildefonsa’s – but she had never been really up on philosophy so she had scheduled only the special thirty-five-minute honeymoon. She looked at the trend indicator to be sure. She found that her current husband had been obsoleted, and his opus was now referred to sneeringly as Mouser’s Mouse. They went back to the city and were divorced in Small Claims Court.


			The membership of the Toppers’ Club varied. Success was the requisite of membership. Basil Bagelbaker might be accepted as a member, elevated to the presidency and expelled from it as a dirty pauper from three to six times a night. But only important persons could belong to it, or those enjoying brief moments of importance.


			‘I believe I will sleep during the Dawner period in the morning,’ Overcall said. ‘I may go up to this new place, Koimopolis, for an hour of it. They’re said to be good. Where will you sleep, Basil?’


			‘Flop house.’


			‘I believe I will sleep an hour by the Midian Method,’ said Burnbanner. ‘They have a fine new clinic. And perhaps I’ll sleep an hour by the Prasenka Process, and an hour by the Dormidio.’


			‘Crackle has been sleeping an hour every period by the natural method,’ said Overcall.


			‘I did that for half an hour not long since,’ said Burnbanner. ‘I believe an hour is too long to give it. Have you tried the natural method, Basil?’


			‘Always. Natural method and a bottle of red-eye.’


			Stanley Skuldugger had become the most meteoric actor-imago for a week. Naturally he became very rich, and Ildefonsa Impala went to see him about three A.M.


			‘I had him first!’ rang the mocking voice of Judy Skuldugger as she skipped through her divorce in Small Claims Court. And Ildefonsa and Stanley-boy went off honeymooning. It is always fun to finish up a period with an actor-imago who is the hottest property in the business. There is something so adolescent and boorish about them.


			Besides, there was the publicity, and Ildefonsa liked that. The rumor-mills ground. Would it last ten minutes? Thirty? An hour? Would it be one of those rare Nyctalops marriages that lasted through the rest of the night and into the daylight off-hours? Would it even last into the next night as some had been known to do?


			Actually it lasted nearly forty minutes, which was almost to the end of the period.


			It had been a slow Tuesday night. A few hundred new products had run their course on the market. There had been a score of dramatic hits, three-minute and five-minute capsule dramas, and several of the six-minute long-play affairs. Night Street Nine – a solidly sordid offering – seemed to be in as the drama of the night unless there should be a late hit.


			Hundred-storied buildings had been erected, occupied, obsoleted, and demolished again to make room for more contemporary structures. Only the mediocre would use a building that had been left over from the Day Fliers or the Dawners, or even the Nyctalops of the night before. The city was rebuilt pretty completely at least three times during an eight-hour period.


			The period drew near its end. Basil Bagelbaker, the richest man in the world, the reigning President of the Toppers’ Club, was enjoying himself with his cronies. His fourth fortune of the night was a paper pyramid that had risen to incredible heights; but Basil laughed to himself as he savored the manipulation it was founded on.


			Three ushers of the Toppers’ Club came in with firm step.


			‘Get out of here, you dirty bum,’ they told Basil savagely. They tore the tycoon’s toga off him and then tossed him his seedy panhandler’s rags with a three-man sneer.


			‘All gone?’ Basil asked. ‘I gave it another five minutes.’


			‘All gone,’ said a messenger from Money Market. ‘Nine billion gone in five minutes, and it really pulled some others down with it.’


			‘Pitch the busted bum out!’ howled Overcall and Burnbanner and the other cronies.


			‘Wait, Basil,’ said Overcall. ‘Turn in the President’s Crosier before we kick you downstairs. After all, you’ll have it several times again tomorrow night.’


			The period was over. The Nyctalops drifted off to sleep clinics or leisure-hour hideouts to pass their ebb time. The Auroreans, the Dawners, took over the vital stuff.


			Now you would see some action! Those Dawners really made fast decisions. You wouldn’t catch them wasting a full minute setting up a business.


			A sleepy panhandler met Ildefonsa Impala on the way.


			‘Preserve us this morning, Ildy,’ he said, ‘and will you marry in the coming night?’


			‘Likely I will, Basil,’ she told him. ‘Did you marry Judy during the night past?’


			‘I’m not sure. Could you let me have two dollars, Ildy?’


			‘Out of the question. I believe a Judy Bagelbaker was named one of the ten best-dressed women during the frou-frou fashion period about two o’clock. Why do you need two dollars?’


			‘A dollar for a bed and a dollar for red-eye. After all, I sent you two million out of my second.’


			‘I keep my two sorts of accounts separate. Here’s a dollar, Basil. Now be off! I can’t be seen talking to a dirty panhandler.’


			‘Thank you, Ildy. I’ll get the red-eye and sleep in an alley. Preserve us this morning.’


			Bagelbaker shuffled off whistling ‘Slow Tuesday Night.’


			And already the Dawners had set Wednesday morning to jumping.


		


	

		

			Narrow Valley


			Introduction by Michael Swanwick


			‘Narrow Valley’ is possibly Ray Lafferty’s single most approachable and humane tale. It fairly bulges with people you’d like to have for neighbors: Clarence Little-Saddle and his father Clarence Big-Saddle, of course, but also the beefy man with the land office in his desk, the farmer Tom Dublin who enjoys firing his rifle at friends for a joke, the inexplicably ubiquitous Willy McGilly, and not one but two smart-mouthed little girls. (Their brothers are OK, too, but Lafferty had a particular gift for precocious little girls.) Admittedly, Robert Rampart père is a blowhard, but one out of a family of seven isn’t bad. I’ve lost track of how many people I’ve converted to Lafferty fans by thrusting forward a copy of Nine Hundred Grandmothers, with a thumb bookmarking ‘Narrow Valley,’ and saying, ‘Here – read this!’ It’s easy to like.


			This is one of the stories responsible for the notion that Lafferty was principally influenced by American tall tales. It’s true that he accomplished a great deal of his effects using deadpan narration of wondrous events. Also that he pretty much ignored the internal psychology of his characters. Henry James he wasn’t. If a man’s possessions were taken away from him, Lafferty had him throw back his head and lament this fact in words. If a woman lost interest in an enterprise, he indicated it by having her say exactly that. So, yes, the assertion is, in part, valid.


			But a lot of people have written modern-day tall tales and not one of them has come close to writing like the Bard of Tulsa. Consider such digressions as Clarence Little-Saddle’s riff on the significance of the war bonnet and the lecture on how much larger the moon appears at the horizon than overhead. Consider his beautiful use of dialect. Consider his lovely comic asides and delightful parodies of scientific argot. Tall tales are nothing if not straightforward. ‘Narrow Valley’ is anything but. This is a sophisticated work, written by a sophisticated man.


			You can tell a lot about a writer by what he chooses to celebrate. There is a grim backstory underlying this tale and Lafferty, who knew Oklahoma history inside and out, was well aware of it. In the early seventeenth century, there were sixty thousand Pawnee in possession of a great deal of land and by 1875 … well, you can read that for yourself in the opening sentence. But ‘Narrow Valley’ is, almost paradoxically, one of Lafferty’s sunniest works, a comedy, and a paean to resilience and human decency.


			It’s also, as I said, easy to like. You’ll see.


			Narrow Valley


			In the year 1893, land allotments in severalty were made to the remaining eight hundred and twenty-one Pawnee Indians. Each would receive one hundred and sixty acres of land and no more, and thereafter the Pawnees would be expected to pay taxes on their land, the same as the White-Eyes did.


			‘Kitkehahke!’ Clarence Big-Saddle cussed. ‘You can’t kick a dog around proper on a hundred and sixty acres. And I sure am not hear before about this pay taxes on land.’


			Clarence Big-Saddle selected a nice green valley for his allotment. It was one of the half dozen plots he had always regarded as his own. He sodded around the summer lodge that he had there and made it an all-season home. But he sure didn’t intend to pay taxes on it.


			So he burned leaves and bark and made a speech:


			‘That my valley be always wide and flourish and green and such stuff as that!’ he orated in Pawnee chant style. ‘But that it be narrow if an intruder come.’


			He didn’t have any balsam bark to burn. He threw on a little cedar bark instead. He didn’t have any elder leaves. He used a handful of jack-oak leaves. And he forgot the word. How you going to work it if you forget the word?


			‘Petahauerat!’ he howled out with the confidence he hoped would fool the fates.


			‘That’s the same long of a word,’ he said in a low aside to himself. But he was doubtful. ‘What am I, a White Man, a burr-tailed jack, a new kind of nut to think it will work?’ he asked. ‘I have to laugh at me. Oh well, we see.’


			He threw the rest of the bark and the leaves on the fire, and he hollered the wrong word out again.


			And he was answered by a dazzling sheet of summer lightning.


			‘Skidi!’ Clarence Big-Saddle swore. ‘It worked. I didn’t think it would.’


			Clarence Big-Saddle lived on his land for many years, and he paid no taxes. Intruders were unable to come down to his place. The land was sold for taxes three times, but nobody ever came down to claim it. Finally, it was carried as open land on the books. Homesteaders filed on it several times, but none of them fulfilled the qualification of living on the land.


			Half a century went by. Clarence Big-Saddle called his son.


			‘I’ve had it, boy,’ he said. ‘I think I’ll just go in the house and die.’


			‘OK, Dad,’ the son Clarence Little-Saddle said. ‘I’m going in to town to shoot a few games of pool with the boys. I’ll bury you when I get back this evening.’


			So the son Clarence Little-Saddle inherited. He also lived on the land for many years without paying taxes. There was a disturbance in the courthouse one day. The place seemed to be invaded in force, but actually there were but one man, one woman, and five children. ‘I’m Robert Rampart,’ said the man, ‘and we want the Land Office.’


			‘I’m Robert Rampart Junior,’ said a nine-year-old gangler, ‘and we want it pretty blamed quick.’


			‘I don’t think we have anything like that,’ the girl at the desk said. ‘Isn’t that something they had a long time ago?’


			‘Ignorance is no excuse for inefficiency, my dear,’ said Mary Mabel Rampart, an eight-year-old who could easily pass for eight and a half. ‘After I make my report, I wonder who will be sitting at your desk tomorrow.’


			‘You people are either in the wrong state or the wrong century,’ the girl said.


			‘The Homestead Act still obtains,’ Robert Rampart insisted. ‘There is one tract of land carried as open in this county. I want to file on it.’


			Cecilia Rampart answered the knowing wink of a beefy man at the distant desk. ‘Hi,’ she breathed as she slinked over. ‘I’m Cecilia Rampart, but my stage name is Cecilia San Juan. Do you think that seven is too young to play ingénue roles?’


			‘Not for you,’ the man said. ‘Tell your folks to come over here.’


			‘Do you know where the Land Office is?’ Cecilia asked.


			‘Sure. It’s the fourth left-hand drawer of my desk. The smallest office we got in the whole courthouse. We don’t use it much any more.’


			The Ramparts gathered around. The beefy man started to make out the papers.


			‘This is the land description,’ Robert Rampart began. ‘Why, you’ve got it down already. How did you know?’


			‘I’ve been around here a long time,’ the man answered.


			They did the paperwork, and Robert Rampart filed on the land.


			‘You won’t be able to come onto the land itself though,’ the man said.


			‘Why won’t I?’ Rampart demanded. ‘Isn’t the description accurate?’


			‘Oh, I suppose so. But nobody’s ever been able get to the land. It’s become a sort of joke.’


			‘Well, I intend to get to the bottom of that joke,’ Rampart insisted. ‘I will occupy the land, or I will find out why not.’


			‘I’m not sure about that,’ the beefy man said. ‘The last man to file on the land, about a dozen years ago, wasn’t able to occupy the land. And he wasn’t able to say why he couldn’t. It’s kind of interesting, the look on their faces after they try it for a day or two, and then give it up.’


			The Ramparts left the courthouse, loaded into their camper, and drove out to find their land. They stopped it at the house of a cattle and wheat farmer named Charley Dublin. Dublin met them with a grin which indicated he had been tipped off.


			‘Come along if you want to, folks,’ Dublin said. ‘The easiest way is on foot across my short pasture here. Your land’s directly west of mine.’


			They walked the short distance to the border.


			‘My name is Tom Rampart, Mr Dublin.’ Six-year-old Tom made conversation as they walked. ‘But my name is really Ramires, and not Tom. I am the issue of an indiscretion of my mother in Mexico several years ago.’


			‘The boy is a kidder, Mr Dublin,’ said the mother Nina Rampart, defending herself. ‘I have never been in Mexico, but sometimes I have the urge to disappear there forever.’


			‘Ah yes, Mrs Rampart. And what is the name of the youngest boy here?’ Charley Dublin asked.


			‘Fatty,’ said Fatty Rampart.


			‘But surely that is not your given name?’


			‘Audifax,’ said five-year-old Fatty.


			‘Ah well, Audifax, Fatty, are you a kidder too?’


			‘He’s getting better at it, Mr Dublin,’ Mary Mabel said. ‘He was a twin till last week. His twin was named Skinny. Mama left Skinny unguarded while she was out tippling, and there were wild dogs in the neighborhood. When Mama got back, do you know what was left of Skinny? Two neck bones and an ankle bone. That was all.’


			‘Poor Skinny,’ Dublin said. ‘Well, Rampart, this is the fence and the end of my land. Yours is just beyond.’


			‘Is that ditch on my land?’ Rampart asked.


			‘That ditch is your land.’


			‘I’ll have it filled in. It’s a dangerous deep cut even if it is narrow. And the other fence looks like a good one, and I sure have a pretty plot of land beyond it.’


			‘No, Rampart, the land beyond the second fence belongs to Holister Hyde,’ Charley Dublin said. ‘That second fence is the end of your land.’


			‘Now, just wait a minute, Dublin! There’s something wrong here. My land is one hundred and sixty acres, which would be a half mile on a side. Where’s my half-mile width?’


			‘Between the two fences.’


			‘That’s not eight feet.’


			‘Doesn’t look like it, does it, Rampart? Tell you what – there’s plenty of throwing-sized rocks around. Try to throw one across it.’


			‘I’m not interested in any such boys’ games,’ Rampart exploded. ‘I want my land.’


			But the Rampart children were interested in such games. They got with it with those throwing rocks. They winged them out over the little gully. The stones acted funny. They hung in the air, as it were, and diminished in size. And they were small as pebbles when they dropped down, down into the gully. None of them could throw a stone across that ditch, and they were throwing kids.


			‘You and your neighbor have conspired to fence open land for your own use,’ Rampart charged.


			‘No such thing, Rampart,’ Dublin said cheerfully. ‘My land checks perfectly. So does Hyde’s. So does yours, if we knew how to check it. It’s like one of those trick topological drawings. It really is half a mile from here to there, but the eye gets lost somewhere. It’s your land. Crawl through the fence and figure it out.’


			Rampart crawled through the fence, and drew himself up to jump the gully. Then he hesitated. He got a glimpse of just how deep that gully was. Still, it wasn’t five feet across.


			There was a heavy fence post on the ground, designed for use as a corner post. Rampart up-ended it with some effort. Then he shoved it to fall and bridge the gully. But it fell short, and it shouldn’t have. An eight-foot post should bridge a five-foot gully.


			The post fell into the gully, and rolled and rolled and rolled. It spun as though it were rolling outward, but it made no progress except vertically. The post came to rest on a ledge of the gully, so close that Rampart could almost reach out and touch it, but it now appeared no bigger than a match stick.


			‘There is something wrong with that fence post, or with the world, or with my eyes,’ Robert Rampart said. ‘I wish I felt dizzy so I could blame it on that.’


			‘There’s a little game that I sometimes play with my neighbor Hyde when we’re both out,’ Dublin said. ‘I’ve a heavy rifle and I train it on the middle of his forehead as he stands on the other side of the ditch apparently eight feet away. I fire it off then (I’m a good shot) and I hear it whine across. It’d kill him dead if things were as they seem. But Hyde’s in no danger. The shot always bangs into that little scuff of rocks and boulders about thirty feet below him. I can see it kick up the rock dust there, and the sound of it rattling into those little boulders comes back to me in about two and a half seconds.’


			A bull-bat (poor people call it the night-hawk) raveled around in the air and zoomed out over the narrow ditch, but it did not reach the other side. The bird dropped below ground level and could be seen against the background of the other side of the ditch. It grew smaller and hazier as though at a distance of three or four hundred yards. The white bars on its wings could no longer be discerned; then the bird itself could hardly be discerned; but it was far short of the other side of the five-foot ditch.


			A man identified by Charley Dublin as the neighbor Hollister Hyde had appeared on the other side of the little ditch. Hyde grinned and waved. He shouted something, but could not be heard.


			‘Hyde and I both read mouths,’ Dublin said, ‘so we can talk across the ditch easy enough. Which kid wants to play chicken? Hyde will barrel a good-sized rock right at your head, and if you duck or flinch you’re chicken.’


			‘Me! Me!’ Audifax Rampart challenged. And Hyde, a big man with big hands, did barrel a fearsome jagged rock right at the head of the boy. It would have killed him if things had been as they appeared. But the rock diminished to nothing and disappeared into the ditch. Here was a phenomenon: things seemed real-sized on either side of the ditch, but they diminished coming out over the ditch either way.


			‘Everybody game for it?’ Robert Rampart Junior asked.


			‘We won’t get down there by standing here,’ Mary Mabel said.


			‘Nothing wenchered, nothing gained,’ said Cecilia. ‘I got that from an ad for a sex comedy.’


			Then the five Rampart kids ran down into the gully. Ran down is right. It was almost as if they ran down the vertical face of a cliff. They couldn’t do that. The gully was no wider than the stride of the biggest kids. But the gully diminished those children, it ate them alive. They were doll-sized. They were acorn-sized. They were running for minute after minute across a ditch that was only five feet across. They were going, deeper in it, and getting smaller. Robert Rampart was roaring his alarm, and his wife Nina was screaming. Then she stopped. ‘What am I carrying on so loud about?’ she asked herself. ‘It looks like fun. I’ll do it too.’


			She plunged into the gully, diminished in size as the children had done, and ran at a pace to carry her a hundred yards away across a gully only five feet wide.


			That Robert Rampart stirred things up for a while then. He got the sheriff there, and the highway patrolmen. A ditch had stolen his wife and five children, he said, and maybe had killed them. And if anybody laughs, there may be another killing. He got the colonel of the State National Guard there, and a command post set up. He got a couple of airplane pilots. Robert Rampart had one quality: when he hollered, people came.


			He got the newsmen out from T-Town, and the eminent scientists, Dr Velikof Vonk, Arpad Arkabaranan, and Willy McGilly. That bunch turns up every time you get on a good one. They just happen to be in that part of the country where something interesting is going on.


			They attacked the thing from all four sides and the top, and by inner and outer theory. If a thing measures half a mile on each side, and the sides are straight, there just has to be something in the middle of it. They took pictures from the air, and they turned out perfect. They proved that Robert Rampart had the prettiest hundred and sixty acres in the country, the larger part of it being a lush green valley, and all of it being half a mile on a side, and situated just where it should be. They took ground-level photos then, and it showed a beautiful half-mile stretch of land between the boundaries of Charley Dublin and Hollister Hyde. But a man isn’t a camera. None of them could see that beautiful spread with the eyes in their heads. Where was it?


			Down in the valley itself everything was normal. It really was half a mile wide and no more than eighty feet deep with a very gentle slope. It was warm and sweet, and beautiful with grass and grain.


			Nina and the kids loved it, and they rushed to see what squatter had built that little house on their land. A house, or a shack. It had never known paint, but paint would have spoiled it. It was built of split timbers dressed near smooth with axe and draw knife, chinked with white clay, and sodded up to about half its height. And there was an interloper standing by the little lodge.


			‘Here, here what are you doing on our land?’ Robert Rampart Junior demanded of the man. ‘Now you just shamble off again wherever you came from. I’ll bet you’re a thief too, and those cattle are stolen.’


			‘Only the black-and-white calf,’ Clarence Little-Saddle said. ‘I couldn’t resist him, but the rest are mine. I guess I’ll just stay around and see that you folks get settled all right.’


			‘Is there any wild Indians around here?’ Fatty Rampart asked.


			‘No, not really. I go on a bender about every three months and get a little bit wild, and there’s a couple Osage boys from Gray Horse that get noisy sometimes, but that’s about all,’ Clarence Little-Saddle said.


			‘You certainly don’t intend to palm yourself off on us as an Indian,’ Mary Mabel challenged. ‘You’ll find us a little too knowledgeable for that.’


			‘Little girl, you might as well tell this cow there’s no room for her to be a cow since you’re so knowledgeable. She thinks she’s a short-horn cow named Sweet Virginia; I think I’m a Pawnee Indian named Clarence. Break it to us real gentle if we’re not.’


			‘If you’re an Indian where’s your war bonnet? There’s not a feather on you anywhere.’


			‘How you be sure? There’s a story that we got feathers instead of hair on – aw, I can’t tell a joke like that to a little girl! How come you’re not wearing the Iron Crown of Lombardy if you’re a white girl? How you expect me to believe you’re a little white girl and your folks came from Europe a couple hundred years ago if you don’t wear it? There are six hundred tribes, and only one of them, the Oglala Sioux, had the war bonnet, and only the big leaders, never more than two or three of them alive at one time, wore it.’


			‘Your analogy is a little strained,’ Mary Mabel said. ‘Those Indians we saw in Florida and the ones at Atlantic City had war bonnets, and they couldn’t very well have been the kind of Sioux you said. And just last night on the TV in the motel, those Massachusetts Indians put a war bonnet on the President and called him the Great White Father. You mean to tell me that they were all phonies? Hey, who’s laughing at who here?’


			‘If you’re an Indian where’s your bow and arrow?’ Tom Rampart interrupted. ‘I bet you can’t even shoot one.’


			‘You’re sure right there,’ Clarence admitted. ‘I never shot one of those things but once in my life. They used to have an archery range in Boulder Park over in T-Town, and you could rent the things and shoot at targets tied to hay bales. Hey, I barked my whole forearm and nearly broke my thumb when the bow-string thwacked home. I couldn’t shoot that thing at all. I don’t see how anybody ever could shoot one of them.’


			‘OK, kids,’ Nina Rampart called to her brood. ‘Let’s start pitching this junk out of the shack so we can move in. Is there any way we can drive our camper down here, Clarence?’


			‘Sure, there’s a pretty good dirt road, and it’s a lot wider than it looks from the top. I got a bunch of green bills in an old night charley in the shack. Let me get them, and then I’ll clear out for a while. The shack hasn’t been cleaned out for seven years, since the last time this happened. I’ll show you the road to the top, and you can bring your car down it.’


			‘Hey, you old Indian, you lied!’ Cecilia Rampart shrilled from the doorway of the shack. ‘You do have a war bonnet. Can I have it?’


			‘I didn’t mean to lie, I forgot about that thing,’ Clarence Little-Saddle said. ‘My son Clarence Bare-Back sent that to me from Japan for a joke a long time ago. Sure, you can have it.’


			All the children were assigned tasks carrying the junk out of the shack and setting fire to it. Nina Rampart and Clarence Little-Saddle ambled up to the rim of the valley by the vehicle road that was wider than it looked from the top.


			‘Nina, you’re back! I thought you were gone forever,’ Robert Rampart jittered at seeing her again. ‘What – where are the children?’


			‘Why, I left them down in the valley, Robert. That is, ah, down in that little ditch right there. Now you’ve got me worried again. I’m going to drive the camper down there and unload it. You’d better go on down and lend a hand too, Robert, and quit talking to all these funny-looking men here.’


			And Nina went back to Dublin’s place for the camper.


			‘It would be easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for that intrepid woman to drive a car down into that narrow ditch,’ the eminent scientist Dr Velikof Vonk said.


			‘You know how that camel does it?’ Clarence Little-Saddle offered, appearing of a sudden from nowhere. ‘He just closes one of his own eyes and flops back his ears and plunges right through. A camel is mighty narrow when he closes one eye and flops back his ears. Besides, they use a big-eyed needle in the act.’


			‘Where’d this crazy man come from?’ Robert Rampart demanded, jumping three feet in the air. ‘Things are coming out of the ground now. I want my land! I want my children! I want my wife! Whoops, here she comes driving it. Nina, you can’t drive a loaded camper into a little ditch like that! You’ll be killed or collapsed!’


			Nina Rampart drove the loaded camper into the little ditch at a pretty good rate of speed. The best of belief is that she just closed one eye and plunged right through. The car diminished and dropped, and it was smaller than a toy car. But it raised a pretty good cloud of dust as it bumped for several hundred yards across a ditch that was only five feet wide.


			‘Rampart, it’s akin to the phenomenon known as looming, only in reverse,’ the eminent scientist Arpad Arkabaranan explained as he attempted to throw a rock across the narrow ditch. The rock rose very high in the air, seemed to hang at its apex while it diminished to the size of a grain of sand, and then fell into the ditch not six inches of the way across. There isn’t anybody going to throw across a half-mile valley even if it looks five feet. ‘Look at a rising moon sometimes, Rampart. It appears very large, as though covering a great sector of the horizon, but it only covers one-half of a degree. It is hard to believe that you could set seven hundred and twenty of such large moons side by side around the horizon, or that it would take one hundred and eighty of the big things to reach from the horizon to a point overhead. It is also hard to believe that your valley is twelve hundred times as wide as it appears, but it has been surveyed, and it is.’


			‘I want my land. I want my children. I want my wife,’ Robert chanted dully. ‘Damn, I let her get away again.’


			‘I tell you, Rampy,’ Clarence Little-Saddle squared on him, ‘a man that lets his wife get away twice doesn’t deserve to keep her. I give you till nightfall; then you forfeit. I’ve taken a liking to the brood. One of us is going to be down there tonight.’


			After a while a bunch of them were off in that little tavern on the road between Cleveland and Osage. It was only half a mile away. If the valley had run in the other direction, it would have been only six feet away.


			‘It is a psychic nexus in the form of an elongated dome,’ said the eminent scientist Dr Velikof Vonk. ‘It is maintained subconsciously by the concatenation of at least two minds, the stronger of them belonging to a man dead for many years. It has apparently existed for a little less than a hundred years, and in another hundred years it will be considerably weakened. We know from our checking out folk tales of Europe as well as Cambodia that these ensorcelled areas seldom survive for more than two hundred and fifty years. The person who first set such a thing in being will usually lose interest in it, and in all worldly things, within a hundred years of his own death. This is a simple thanato-psychic limitation. As a short-term device, the thing has been used several times as a military tactic.


			‘This psychic nexus, as long as it maintains itself, causes group illusion, but it is really a simple thing. It doesn’t fool birds or rabbits or cattle, or cameras, only humans. There is nothing meteorological about it. It is strictly psychological. I’m glad I was able to give a scientific explanation to it or it would have worried me.’


			‘It is continental fault coinciding with a noospheric fault,’ said the eminent scientist Arpad Arkabaranan. ‘The valley really is half a mile wide, and at the same time it really is only five feet wide. If we measured correctly, we would get these dual measurements. Of course it is meteorological! Everything including dreams is meteorological. It is the animals and cameras which are fooled, as lacking a true dimension; it is only humans who see the true duality. The phenomenon should be common along the whole continental fault where the earth gains or loses half a mile that has to go somewhere. Likely it extends through the whole sweep of the Cross Timbers. Many of those trees appear twice, and many do not appear at all. A man in the proper state of mind could farm that land or raise cattle on it, but it doesn’t really exist. There is a clear parallel in the Luftspiegelungthal sector in the Black Forest of Germany which exists, or does not exist, according to the circumstances and to the attitude of the beholder. Then we have the case of Mad Mountain in Morgan County, Tennessee, which isn’t there all the time; and also the Little Lobo Mirage south of Presidio, Texas, from which twenty thousand barrels of water were pumped in one two-and-a-half-year period before the mirage reverted to mirage status. I’m glad I was able to give a scientific explanation to this or it would have worried me.’


			‘I just don’t understand how he worked it,’ said the eminent scientist Willy McGilly. ‘Cedar bark, jack-oak leaves, and the world “Petahauerat.” The thing’s impossible! When I was a boy and we wanted to make a hide-out, we used bark from the skunk-spruce tree, the leaves of a box-elder, and the word was “Boadicea.” All three elements are wrong here. I cannot find a scientific explanation for it, and it does worry me.’


			They went back to Narrow Valley. Robert Rampart was still chanting dully: ‘I want my land. I want my children. I want my wife.’


			Nina Rampart came chugging up out of the narrow ditch in the camper and emerged through that little gate a few yards down the fence row.


			‘Supper’s ready and we’re tired of waiting for you, Robert,’ she said. ‘A fine homesteader you are! Afraid to come onto your own land! Come along now; I’m tired of waiting for you.’


			‘I want my land! I want my children! I want my wife!’ Robert Rampart still chanted. ‘Oh, there you are, Nina. You stay here this time. I want my land! I want my children! I want an answer to this terrible thing.’


			‘It is time we decided who wears the pants in this family,’ Nina said stoutly. She picked up her husband, slung him over her shoulder, carried him to the camper and dumped him in, slammed (as it seemed) a dozen doors at once, and drove furiously down into the Narrow Valley, which already seemed wider.


			Why, that place was getting normaler and normaler by the minute! Pretty soon it looked almost as wide as it was supposed to be. The psychic nexus in the form of an elongated dome had collapsed. The continental fault that coincided with the noospheric fault had faced facts and decided to conform. The Ramparts were in effective possession of their homestead, and Narrow Valley was as normal as any place anywhere.


			‘I have lost my land,’ Clarence Little-Saddle moaned. ‘It was the land of my father Clarence Big-Saddle, and I meant it to be the land of my son Clarence Bare-Back. It looked so narrow that people did not notice how wide it was, and people did not try to enter it. Now I have lost it.’


			Clarence Little-Saddle and the eminent scientist Willy McGilly were standing on the edge of Narrow Valley, which now appeared its true half-mile extent. The moon was just rising, so big that it filled a third of the sky. Who would have imagined that it would take a hundred and eighty of such monstrous things to reach from the horizon to a point overhead, and yet you could sight it with sighters and figure it so.


			‘I had a little bear-cat by the tail and I let go,’ Clarence groaned. ‘I had a fine valley for free, and I have lost it. I am like that hard-luck guy in the funny-paper or Job in the Bible. Destitution is my lot.’


			Willy McGilly looked around furtively. They were alone on the edge of the half-mile-wide valley.


			‘Let’s give it a booster shot,’ Willy McGilly said.


			Hey, those two got with it! They started a snapping fire and began to throw the stuff onto it. Bark from the dog-elm tree – how do you know it won’t work?


			It was working! Already the other side of the valley seemed a hundred yards closer, and there were alarmed noises coming up from the people in the valley.


			Leaves from a black locust tree – and the valley narrowed still more! There was, moreover, terrified screaming of both children and big people from the depths of Narrow Valley, and the happy voice of Mary Mabel Rampart chanting ‘Earthquake! Earthquake!’


			‘That my valley be always wide and flourish and such stuff, and green with money and grass!’ Clarence Little-Saddle orated in Pawnee chant style, ‘but that it be narrow if intruders come, smash them like bugs!’


			People, that valley wasn’t over a hundred feet wide now, and the screaming of the people in the bottom of the valley had been joined by the hysterical coughing of the camper car starting up.


			Willy and Clarence threw everything that was left on the fire. But the word? The word? Who remembers the word?


			‘Corsicanatexas!’ Clarence Little-Saddle howled out with confidence he hoped would fool the fates.


			He was answered not only by a dazzling sheet of summer lightning, but also by thunder and raindrops.


			‘Chahiksi!’ Clarence Little-Saddle swore. ‘It worked. I didn’t think it would. It will be all right now. I can use the rain.’


			The valley was again a ditch only five feet wide.


			The camper car struggled out of Narrow Valley through the little gate. It was smashed flat as a sheet of paper, and the screaming kids and people in it had only one dimension.


			‘It’s closing in! It’s closing in!’ Robert Rampart roared, and he was no thicker than if he had been made out of cardboard.


			‘We’re smashed like bugs,’ the Rampart boys intoned. ‘We’re thin like paper.’


			‘Mort, ruine, ecrasement!’ spoke-acted Cecilia Rampart like the great tragedienne she was.


			‘Help! Help!’ Nina Rampart croaked, but she winked at Willy and Clarence as they rolled by. ‘This homesteading jag always did leave me a little flat.’


			‘Don’t throw those paper dolls away. They might be the Ramparts,’ Mary Mabel called.


			The camper car coughed again and bumped along on level ground. This couldn’t last forever. The car was widening out as it bumped along.


			‘Did we overdo it, Clarence?’ Willy McGilly asked. ‘What did one flat-lander say to the other?’


			‘Dimension of us never got around,’ Clarence said. ‘No, I don’t think we overdid it, Willy. That car must be eighteen inches wide already, and they all ought to be normal by the time they reach the main road. The next time I do it, I think I’ll throw wood-grain plastic on the fire to see who’s kidding who.’


		


	

		

			Nor Limestone Islands


			Introduction by Michael Bishop


			Lafferty strikes the reader as sui generis, a literary creator like no other. But he also comes across as uniquely himself, a writer so potently fizzy and tipsy-making that one could say his prose Laffervesces.


			See the first paragraph of ‘Nor Limestone Islands,’ a tale arising from Lafferty’s interest in geology, mineralogy, rockhounding, story-mining and architectural and literary lapidaries. (Disarmingly, he had the ability to appear to be an expert in every -ology imaginable.)


			That paragraph reads: ‘A lapidary is one who cuts, polishes, engraves, and sets small stones. He is also a scrivener who sets in little stones or pieces here and there and attempts to make a mosaic out of them.’


			With that dubious hook, our Oklahoman leprechaun not only defines a term that may not feel wholly familiar, but also compares the intricately fitted jigsaw-puzzle of an architectural mosaic to the mix-and-match literary method by which he has structured ‘Nor Limestone Islands.’


			Listen to this tale’s limestone salesman make a pitch to a roomful of city officials: ‘We … want everybody to come and visit us, but hardly anybody wants to. Right now, my country [Sky-High Stutzamutza] is about three miles from here’ [my emphasis].


			This spiel evokes part three, ‘A Voyage to Laputa,’ of my most admired book in the world, Gulliver’s Travels. Laputa’s lodestone-directed flying islands first boggled my starving preteen mind in Tulsa, Oklahoma, circa 1958.


			Thus, in 1984, I chose ‘Nor Limestone Islands’ to represent R.A. Lafferty in an anthology titled Light Years and Dark: Science Fiction and Fantasy Of and For Our Time. And here is how I introduced it:


			‘How does a 105-pound girl assemble a thirty-million-ton Pink Pagoda in six hours? R.A. Lafferty will tell you in this charming “article” about floating limestone islands and the intrepid Miss Phosphor McCabe, whose breathtaking photographs of Sky-High Stutzamutza (see plates I to XXII) are unfortunately not included in the text.


			‘Lafferty, you see, is famous – perhaps notorious is the better word – for the inveterate unorthodoxy of his story concepts and narrative strategies. His work is immediately recognizable as his in a way that the work of other writers is not always identifiable as theirs and nobody else’s.


			‘This distinctiveness would seem to leave Lafferty wide open to parody, but he writes with such droll originality that any attempt to burlesque him turns instead into a pale pastiche of his methods and hence into a kind of homage.


			‘New Wave? Old Wave? Who cares? Lafferty is surfing the crest of a comber whose quirky break only he knows how to ride.’


			That remains pretty much the case today. Indeed, those who manage to create better than passable parodies-cum-hommages to Lafferty (like Neil Gaiman) usually come away from the experience understanding both how hard such stories are to write and why no one else tries to build a career emulating our sui generis Raphael Aloysius Lafferty.


			Nor Limestone Islands


			A lapidary is one who cuts, polishes, engraves, and sets small stones. He is also a scrivener with a choppy style who sets in little stones or pieces here and there and attempts to make a mosaic out of them.


			But what do you call one who cuts and sets very large stones?


			


			Take a small lapillus or stone for instance:


			


			The origin of painting as an art in Greece is connected with definite historical personages; but that of sculpture is lost in the mists of legend. Its authentic history does not begin until about the year 600 B.C. It was regarded as an art imparted to men by the gods; for such is the thought expressed in the assertion that the earliest statues fell from heaven.


			‘Statuaria Ars; Sculpture,’ —Harper’s Dictionary
of Classical Literature and Antiquities.


			We set that little stone in one corner, even though it contains a misunderstanding of what fell from heaven: it wasn’t finished statues.


			Then we set another small stone:


			(We haven’t the exact citation of this. It’s from Charles Fort or from one of his imitators.) It’s of a scientist who refused to believe that several pieces of limestone had fallen from the sky, even though two farmers had seen them fall. They could not have fallen from the sky, the scientist said, because there is no limestone in the sky. (What would that scientist have done if he had been confronted with the question of Whales in the Sky?)


			We set that little stone of wisdom into one corner. And we look around for other stones to set.


			


			The limestone salesman was making his pitch to the city commissioners. He had been making a poor pitch and he was a poor salesman. All he had was price (much less than one tenth that of the other bidders) and superior quality. But the limestone salesman did not make a good appearance. He was bare-chested (and colossally deep-chested). He had only a little shoulder jacket above, and a folded drape below. On his feet he had the crepida or Hermes-sandals, made of buckskin apparently: a silly affectation. He was darkly burnt in skin and hair, but the roots of his hair and of his skin indicated that he was blond in both. He was golden-bearded, but the beard (and in fact the whole man) was covered with chalk-dust or rock-dust. The man was sweaty, and he smelled. His was a composite smell of limestone and edged bronze and goats and clover and honey and ozone and lentils and sour milk and dung and strong cheese.


			‘No, I don’t believe that we want to deal with you at all,’ the mayor of the city was saying. ‘The other firms are all reputable and long established.’


			‘Our firm is long established,’ the limestone salesman said. ‘It has been doing business from the same – ah – cart for nine thousand years.’


			‘Balderdash,’ the streets and sewers commissioner swore. ‘You won’t even give us the address of your firm, and you haven’t put in a formal bid.’


			‘The address is Stutzamutza,’ the limestone salesman said. ‘That’s all the address I can give you. There isn’t any other address. And I will put in a formal bid if you will show me how to do it. I offer you three hundred tons of the finest marble-limestone, cut exactly to specification, and set in place, guaranteed to take care of your project, guaranteed to be without flaw, in either pure white or variegated; I offer this delivered and set within one hour, all for the price of three hundred dollars or three hundred bushels of cracked corn.’


			‘Oh take it, take it!’ a Miss Phosphor McCabe cried out. ‘We elect you gentlemen to do our business for us at bargain prices. Do not pass up this fine bargain, I beg you.’ Phosphor McCabe was a lady photographer who had nine fingers in every pie.


			‘You be quiet, young lady, or we will have you put out of the hearing room,’ said the parks and playgrounds commissioner. ‘You will wait your turn, and you will not interfere in other cases. I shudder to think what your own petition will be today. Was ever a group so put upon by cranks as ourselves?’


			‘You have a very bad reputation, man,’ the finance commissioner said to the limestone salesman, ‘insofar as anyone has heard of you before. There is some mumble that your limestone or marble is not substantial, that it will melt away like hailstones. There is even a rumour that you had something to do with the terrible hailstorm of the night before last.’


			‘Ah, we just had a little party at our place that night,’ the limestone salesman said. ‘We had a few dozen bottles of Tontitown wine from some stone that we set over in Arkansas, and we drank it up. We didn’t hurt anybody or anything with those hailstones. Hey, some of them were as big as basketballs, weren’t they! But we were careful where we let them fall. How often do you see a hailstorm as wild as that that doesn’t do any damage at all to anything?’
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