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he little children run and wave

The mothers smile, the fathers stand
The post is coming all around

The post that comes from other days

The children run and wave on the planet of New Beijing, making grabsin the air for the precious paper
packets floating down over their heads; In plague-ridden London an ancient grandmother huddlesin the
corner of adark, damp room and pulls her black shawl closer, clutching the priceless paper pagein her
blue-veined hand; and in the ring-like citiesin orbit around the Earth, and in the torture-chambers of the
Spanish inquisition, and in generation starships on their silent journeys through eterna night and in wagon
krads burning in the African sun, people sigh, people welcome the mail.

'Who are you writing to? the tall boy dumps down, stretching his handsto thefire. Itiscold at night on
theidands, off the coast of First Continent, where the cold currents keep away the sea-beasts and the
tourists, and the words come out as ‘whreyoowrtingtoo? through chattering teeth. Hiswet hair falls down
on his naked back like adark emperor'sfan.

Thegirl smiles, says'to my grest, greet, greet, greet..." and frowns, dender finger counting silently in the
arr, 'l dwaysforget how many greats, dammit.' Her amond eyes shinein thelight of the camp fire. 'l just
cdl her Grandmother.'

The boy waves his hands through thefire, raising steam. His eyes narrow and he turns his head to look
more closdly at the girl. 'she's not like, you know, from..." he mumbles.

She laughs, and her rich voice sends shivers down his back. He turns his face away and adds wood to
thefire. "...from somewhen e se, you mean? she arches her browsin comical surprise.

'Isshe? he says.
Thegirl shrugs. isyour great greet great great whatever grandmother till dive?
'l didn't know you were apenpal,’ the boy says, his voice a mixture of envy and doulbt.

'Well, you never asked,' she says matter-of-factly. '‘Besides, | didn't know | could write to people until a
few months ago. | got letters from penpas before, but everyone can receive letters.” She looks intently
into hisface asif on aglent chadlenge. 'Didn't you ever receive aletter?

The boy has found a pebble and throwsit into the fire. His face relax and he sits back on the sand,
holding himsdf up with hiselbows.

'Once. From the past — someone on the ship when they were coming here. | don't know how she knew
tosendittome...

He amiles, and hisface lights up and sends burning embers flying that catch at the girl's heart, who looks
very thoughtful before risng and wiping the sand from her body.

'Wéll, do you want to go for aswim? she beginsto move away.

'Yesl Walt..." he getsup and hurries after her.



Running down the beach in the bright starlight of distant suns, dl thought of pasts and futures dip away,
and so the boy forgetsto ask the girl what she was writing.

Her name was Shime and hisname was Y ang, and it all happened along time ago and far far away, and
along timefrom now in aplace very closeto here.

But the girl never did get areply to the question she was writing, and it was— who or what isthe
postman?

People say the postman isan angel, adevil, the cross-pollination of awoman and abull, amachine, an
experiment gonewrong, an entire living planet; The Irish have taken him for their own and celebrate S.
Patrick'sday in his (or hers, or its) honour every year.

Some, in the more modern centuries where science replaced witcheraft and terminology replaced ritud,
say that he was once aman, an astronaut trapped in a space-time anomay. Others say heisamutated
sendmail program, computer code graduating to memetic infestation through racial memory.

If you don't hold with that sort of thing, you may cal him adeity; aforce of nature permesating human
history; ablessing and acurse.

An old woman stsaonein the outer ring, looking at the shifting scenes of the gas giant. She has enough
gravity to st comfortably on the red sofa, but not enough to make movement difficult. A leaf of paper is
resting by her arm: aletter from her future.

Her eyesare dry, but red, suggesting she might have been crying before. The letter is till wet, smelling of
wood-fire smoke and aien oceans, of sat water and young bodies. Plucked from the sand whereit lay
forgotten, ddivered acrosstime and space asif they were nothing more than anillusion, and left a her
bedside quietly. Bringing memoriesthat ache dully, like athorn buried deep under the skin, still sending
out sgnasof pain.

She closes her eyes and enters memory-deep, the letter floating dowly to the ground.

(A man and his cat enter a painting).

The discontinuity spreads tendrils of gaseous massin every direction, avortex of shifting spectrums of
colour, spatia rainbows Doppler-shifting as space and time are stretched and bent.

>From aview high above the galactic planeit appears like amirage of bright, psycheddic artwork, a
Pollock painting, and revealed for some of what it is: the assemblage of micro-sngularitiesinteracting;
bright energy pouring like coffee reversed in dow motion, cream separating itself from the dark brew and
flowing away, as mini white holes open and explode like clouds of mushrooms; the dow and dignified
consumption of matter asit spirdsinto dowly expanding black holes—

Tempordity isdisntegrating, expanding in aress, tightening in others, shifting like liquid, bending and
contracting; adiscontinuity.



The Reverse Engineering Sts dtationary, like atiny ant against acosmic background, its (metaphorical)
antennae gesturing wildly asit triesto capture as much of the event as possible; its crew floating in free
fal round-eyed.

'Wdll, what do we do now? says Michiko, her fingers stroking Mr. Pokey's dim neck.
'l loveyou, Mich," the man says softly.

Heis compact and neet, his hair, like the woman's, cut short, his eyes bright and innocent and seeing
nothing but the discontinuity ahead of him.

Mr. Pokey disentangles himsdf from Michiko, floats towards the man and purrs; rubs his head against
theman'sleg.

'It'sno use arguing,’ he says. "Y ou should leave while you can. Y ou should have |eft before we got here.
The escape capsule will take you away from the danger zone— and you will have dl the recordings.
One of ushasto makeit back.'

Heturnsto her a last, and she wondersif heisseeing her a al. His pupils are dilated, hislook distant.
'Pat,’ she says. 'Please.’

Please you bastard please | could smack you | could kill you with my bare hands please snap out
of it come away come with me while you we can still go you're dreaming you're drugged you're
hallucinating please Pat please come away with me please

But he has already dismissed her.

His eyes are once again on the event, the discontinuity, this phantasm of eastic space.
‘Go.’

He collects Mr. Pokey and takes him in his arms, stroking his head, waiting.

Sometime later ared darm 9gnd floasin hisvisud space, informing him the single escape capsule has
been released and is speeding away, with one passenger insdeit. He activates the main engines, disabling
the correcting thrust of the smaler ones, and moves the ship towards the discontinuity.

From her tight confinesin the escape pod, Michiko is monitoring his progress, the scientific
ingrumentality that marks the highest achievement of her life, her greatest discovery, aso brings her the
last-ever pictures of amorta lover. Flegtingly, she thinks of Mr. Pokey and hopes he still has some of his
ninelives.

A man and his cat enter a painting.

Two carbon-based life forms, one a biped, the other busy licking himsalf from back to front, move closer
inatoy ship into an areaof violent space and raging time. The camerarecords are confused: the ship
seemsto dretch itself, then expands to giant Size; a(second? minute? year?) later it isback to norma size
(but that word has no meaning, here).

The ship disappears from recorded space.



(Primal powers are tugging and pushing at it. Bursts of energy, converted gas, streams of broken comets
arehurled at it.)

A man and his cat enter a painting.

Her eyes snap open, the memory gone.

A new letter lieson thefloor. Unruly, jagged letters scrawled in afamiliar hand. She picksit up and looks
at it unseeing, tears streaking down her cheeks. The outlines of a man and a cat fade and disappear
behind her.

'Well, Mr. Pokey.'

The cat ignores him. The man pokes him in the tummy, but gently. ‘Herewe are.’

The outline of aman appears over the sky of New Beijing, throwing down letterslike kitesflowing in the
wind. A painting of aman and acat comesto lifein a Spanish dungeon. The man hands one last letter to
the dying witch, who clutchesit in her hands. Her nails are missing, sumps of black pus. The cat pisses
on thefloor. A fleeting ghost of aman breezesin the wind above the coast, plucking a discarded letter
lying in the sand just off First Continent. On aring orbital, asilent man watches an old woman dream
memories. His cat rubs himsdlf againgt her withered feet and meows softly.

Some say the postman isan angdl, adevil, amutated artificia intelligence, acosmonaut oncetrgpped ina
gpace-time anomaly. A spirit trapped in history, looping in the neverwhen. But for the children out there
in degp-future, and for the suffering and the abused (tortured in underground cells where not even amoth
could fleg; dying likefliesin disease and filth; daving patiently in the hegt of other peoplesfieds, laying
railway lineswith their lives, dying in the trenchesin ready-made graves), and for dl the men and women
(dead for centuries, yet to be born) heis simply the postman, and he brings the greatet gift of all.

The cat purrs and springsto hisfest, touching infinity.

'Here we are.’ The man smiles and |ooks over the centuries swimming undernegth. 'I'd better write to
Mich and tell her. Tl her ... were OK," he says, and joy and sadness mix in hisvoice.

Taking abreath, he takes Mr. Pokey in hisarms and jumps, head firg, into the waiting ocean of time.



