
R. A. LAFFERTY
Narrow Valley

 
 
R. A. Lafferty is not usually listed as one of the major authors of the New
Wave era, and yet, for me, the stories he published in the magazines and
anthologies of the mid-’60s had as much to do with establishing the special
excitement of that era as anything by Delany or Zelazny or Disch. Certainly
they were, in their own quirky way, just as radical and revolutionary, and
every bit as effective in shattering worn-out old molds and, letting us
suddenly see wild new possibilities in what could be done with the science
fiction short story. If nothing else, the sheer wonderful brass it took to give
characters names like Aloysius Shiplap, Willy McGilly, Diogenes Pontifex,
or Basil Bagelbaker, and get away with it, was admirable.

 
Lafferty has published memorable novels that stand up quite well

today—among the best of them are Past Master, The Devil Is Dead, The
Reefs of Earth, the historical novel Okla Hannali, and the totally
unclassifiable (a fantasy novel disguised as a non-fiction historical study,
perhaps?) The Fall of Rome—but it was the prolific stream of short stories
he began publishing in 1960 that would eventually establish his reputation.
Stories like “Slow Tuesday Night.” “Thus We Frustrate Charlemagne.”
“Hog-Belly Honey.” “The Hole on the Corner.” “All Pieces of a River
Shore.” “Among the Hairy Earthmen.” “Seven Day Teror,” “Continued on
Next Rock.” “The Configuration of the Northern Shore.” “All But the Words”
and many others, are among the freshest and funniest SF ever written. At
his best, Lafferty possessed one of the most outlandish imaginations in all
of SF, a store of offbeat erudition matched only by Avram Davidson, and a
strong, shaggy sense of humor unrivaled by anyone. His stories have been
gathered in the landmark collection Nine Hundred Grandmothers, as well
as in Strange Doings, Does Anyone Else Have Something Further to
Add? and Ringing the Changes.

 
Outlandish and richly strange, “Narrow Valley” is one of Lafferty’s

best, and is wildly imaginative even by his standards. It is also very funny.
 
Lafferty retired from writing in 1987, at age seventy. Much of his work

in the decade of the ‘80s—like the very strange novel Archipelago—is
available only in small press editions or as chapbooks. His novel My Heart
Leaps Up is being serialized as a series of chapbooks, three chapters at a
time, a project that could take years to complete. But his other books in



trade editions include The Flame Is Green, Arrive at Easterwine, Space
Chantey, and Fourth Mansions. Lafferty won the Hugo Award in 1973 for
his story “Eurema’s Dam,” and in 1990 received a World Fantasy Award,
the prestigious Life Achievement Award. He lives in Oklahoma.

 
* * * *

 
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.”
 
“Okay, 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 ingenue 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 paper work, 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 land description

accurate?”
 
“Oh, I suppose so. But nobody’s ever been able to 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 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 ax 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.”

 
“Okay, 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 five
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 ensorceled 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 a 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
hideout, 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 eight 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, écrasement!” 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

flatlander 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.”
 

* * * *
 


