ROBERT REED
THE SHAPE OF EVERYTHI NG

THEY COULDN' T FIND HHM The party had just becone a party, tame scientists
finally inbibing enough to act a little careless and speak their mnds, every
m nd happy, even ecstatic. That's when sonmeone noticed that the old man was

m ssing. To bed already? Just when the cel ebration had begun? But soneone el se
mentioned that he never slept much, and it still was early. And a little knot
of

technicians went to his cabin and discovered that he wasn't there,
precipitating

a good deal of worry about his well-being. The next ol dest person in the
observatory was barely seventy -- young enough to be his granddaughter -- and
al nost everyone feared for his health. H's strength. Even his mind. Were
coul d

he be? they asked thenselves. On a night like this . . . of all nights . . . ?

Search parties began fanning through the facility, and the security net was
alerted. Caneras watched for a frail form termnals waited for his access
code.

But wherever the man was, he wasn't visible or working. That rmuch was certain
after an hour of building panic.

It was one of his assistants who finally found him She was a postdoc and
maybe

his favorite, although he was a difficult man to read in the best of tines.
Waat

she did was recall sonething he'd mentioned in passing -sonething about the

cleansing effects of raw light -- and she renenbered a certain tiny chanber
next

to the hull, built long ago and never used by the current staff. It had a
wi ndow

to the outside, plus old-style optics, an old-time astronomer able to peer
into

a sinple |l ensing device, exam ning the glorious raw |ight com ng straight from
the giant mirrors thensel ves.

She found himdrifting, one hand hol ding him steady, the long frail body

| ooki ng

worn out in the bad light. It | ooked even worse in good |light, she knew Bones
like dried sticks and his flesh hanging | oose, spotted with benign noles too
nunerous to count. The cleansing effects of |ight? She'd al ways wondered where
a

conmmitted night-ow had found time and the opportunity to abuse his skin. Mre
than a century old, and the postdoc felt her customary fear of ending up like
him Lost |ooks; dimnished energies. And she wasn't an authentic genius |ike
him No residual capacities to | ean against, the great |long decline taking its
toll --

"Yes?" said the astrononmer. "Wat is it?"
She cl eared her throat, once and again, then asked, "Are you all right, sir?
Ve

wer e wondering."

"I bet you were," he replied. Only then did he take his eye off the eyepiece,
t he haggard face grinning at her. "Well, I'mfine. Just got tired of the



noi se,
that's all."

She didn't know how to respond. Leave now? Perhaps she should | eave, if he
want ed qui et.

But when she turned, he said, "No," with force.
"Sir?"
"Here. Cone see this."

As always, she did as she was told. She kicked across the room and used a
singl e

eye, knowing the trick but not having done this nonsense in years. Wy did
anyone bother with | enses? Even when this observatory was built, digitized

i mges were the norm The best. And besides, what she saw here was just the
focused light froma single mirror -- a representative sanpling of the whole
nmeaning it was al nost useless to their ongoing work. Too sinple by a factor of
ten mllion. Yet she wasn't the old man's maybe-favorite for nothing, feigning
interest, squinting into the little hole until he seemed sati sfied.

"It's the sane as last tine," he said, "and the tine before. It's always the
sane, isn't it?"

She | ooked at him nodding and saying, "Wy shouldn't it be?"

"But doesn't it amaze you?" He asked the question, then he spoke before she
could answer. "But not like it amazes me. Do you know why? Because you grew up
expecting to see the beginning of tine. Wien you were a little girl, this

pl ace

was catching first light with its first mrrors, and by then the goal was
obvious. Isn't that right?"

Alittle nod, and she thought of what was out there. It did amaze her, yes,
and

what right did he have to mininize her feelings? But it wasn't exactly the
begi nning of tinme either. She renenbered the digitized i nages, scrubbed clean
by

conputers, contrasts added and the noise deleted. She could see little bl obs
of

spiraling light-- the earliest galaxies -- and the best inages resol ved

i ndi vidual stars. No, it wasn't fair of himto claima greater anmazenent. Not
when she thought of the work she'd done, the long hours and the years invested
i n hel ping hi mand everyone el se, a great nystery now solved, nmore than |ikely

-- and the old nman was | aughi ng al nost gently.

Was it a trick? A joke? Had he been teasing her? It wouldn't be the first
tine,
of course.

"No, |I'mnot |aughing at you, dear." He smiled, inplanted teeth too white to
be

real. "I"mthe anmusing one. | | ook at you and renenber soneone el se. Please
pl ease don't take this wong but you' ve always rem nded ne of her."

He's been drinking, she realized. At least a little bit.



"A young worman, but she seenmed infinitely old at the tine. Seventeen years
ol d,

give or take, and nearly as beautiful as you. And the first worman | ever

| oved. "

She sai d not hi ng.

"Can | tell you about her? Let ne, then you'll be free to go back to the
party.

| promise. It's just alittle story, a slice of life tale. I know you don't
want

to hear it --
"Not true," she heard herself blurt.
" -- but indulge me. For a few nmonments, please."

O course. She held the eyepiece in one hand, feeling the residual heat |eft
by

hi s hand and knowi ng she had no choice. This was a duty, perhaps even an
honor .

Noddi ng she | ooked out the thick wi ndow, watching half a dozen mammoth mirrors
hangi ng noti onl ess agai nst the starry background, collecting photons from near
the beginning of time . . . helping to support the theory that he, in part,
had

formul at ed

"I was eight years old at the tine."
The wonman's imagi nati on strained, picturing himas a boy.

"Forever ago,"
t hi ngs."

he said, "or yesterday. Depending on how you count these

H s parents sent himto a day-canp in the country, and he still could renmenber
waiting for the yellow bus that picked himup at the corner. It was a noi sy,
stinking bus full of I|oud kids, and he always sat al one near the front, as

cl ose

to the driver as possible. The driver was authority, and he believed in

aut hority when he was eight. He thought it was inportant not to make enemni es
or

get into trouble. Alot of the kids were older and |larger, a few of them

al nost

thirteen, and they seened dangerous. It was the same as school -- the sane as
all life, he imgined-- survival depending on being quiet and small, keeping
in

t he shade of authority whenever possible.

H s parents meant well. To them the canp was a peaceful retreat with docile
horses, a spring-fed sw nming pool and a staff of smiling well-scrubbed

adul ts.

At | east the brochures prom sed as nuch. The truth was that the horses were
fatty and ill-tenpered, and the pool's water had a suspicious odor. The staff
were teenagers, one particular fellow holding sway over the others. H's nane
was

Steve or sonething equally ordinary--a fellow alnost big | ean and strong in a
haphazard yout hful way. He wore Western clothes, conplete with a cowboy hat,
and

he smoked and chewed tobacco every waking monment. His greatest pleasure in



life

was bossing around children. It was Steve who introduced the future astrononer
to horseback riding and archery, plus a variety of ganmes |learned froma stint
with that quasi-mlitary organization, the Boy Scouts of Anmerica

One afternoon, on a whim Steve divided the kids into pairs and said, "This is
a

tracking ganme. Shut up and listen." The miles were transparently sinple. One
person wal ked froma starting point, heading for the nearby trees, and every
time he or she changed direction, two sticks had to be laid down, making an
arrowhead to show the new direction. It was a race in tine, and it shouldn't
take long. Steve pronised to sit on the porch of the main | odge, drinking beer
and keeping track of the mnutes. "And when you're done,"” he prom sed, "we'll
go

down to the pool and you can take your daily pees in the deep end. Al right?
Al right!"

The astrononer's partner was maybe a year ol der, a boy both confident and
bol d,

and he went first, vanishing into the green woods while Steve counted down
five

m nutes. "Go!" He renmenbered running hard, reaching the woods and coo
shadows,

then pausing to let his eyes adjust, eventually spotting his partner in a
little

clearing uphill fromhim The boy was kneeling in sunlight, setting a pair of
sticks into position. Catching himnmeant wal king a straight line. "That's not
fair!" the boy protested. "You' ve got to followthe arrows!" And as if to
prove

his hard work and correctness, he took the astrononer back to each arrow,
pointing to themwith a barely restrained fury.

The ot her teans took |onger. Once done, everyone reassenbl ed, and Steve, using
a

fancy Boy Scout knife to open a new beer, said, "Five mnutes head start. Set.
! "

"And play fair," warned the astrononmer's partner. "O elsel™

O course he'd play fair. He believed in rules and authority. Yet he had an
i dea

on his run to the woods -- a legal possibility-- kneeling in the shade and
pointing his first arrowin a randomdirection. Then he started to jog,
headi ng

uphi Il without varying his direction. The rules were being net, after all. The

ot her boys and rare girls were behind himwhen the five mnutes were up. He
didn't pause, barely even slowed, and eventually it felt as if he'd gone

m | es.

He was utterly alone, and only then did he kneel and make a second arrow
pointing ninety degrees to his first course. It was a big arrow, and the rul es
were nore than satisfied.

Ti me passed. The angle of the sun changed. After a while he didn't feel sure
about any directions, or even his approximte position. Sone places |ooked
fam liar --perhaps they'd passed here on horseback -- but other places
resenbl ed

virgin forest. What if he couldn't find canp before the bus left? Wiat if he
had

to spend tonight in the wilderness? Angry with his own cl everness, he turned
and



pushed straight up a likely hillside, right through the heart of thorny brush
and into the open green ground above the | odge, no sight ever so lovely in his
long little life.

Wal ki ng downhill, he imagined the cel ebrati on acconpanying his return. But
instead of relief, he found Steve sitting on a folding chair beside the nossy
pool, a swimrming suit instead of jeans but the hat and beer in place. Steve's
response was to bel ch, saying "Look what drug itself in, would you? W were
thi nking of getting up a search party. But | guess you nined that fun too.
Huh?"

The astrononer's partner was even | ess understandi ng "What happened to you?"
he
squeal ed. "You cheated! | knew you'd cheat!"

The | one synpathetic voice came fromthe life guard' s chair. Her nane was
Vendy.

She had a pretty face tanned brown, a nose whitened with cream and big

sungl asses hiding her eyes. Wendy was easily the nicest person on the staff,
and

when he wal ked past her, she made a point of saying "I was worried. | thought
you m ght be hurt."

"The kid's fine," Steve shouted. "Don't make a big deal out of it, Wendy,
Jesus
Christ!"

"And," she said, "l don't think you cheated. I don't."

She | ooked at Steve while she spoke, her face strong and unperturbed, and he
felt there was sonething between them He tasted it in the air. There was an
under st andi ng, real and precious. She gl anced back down at him the white nose
shining. "You are all right, aren't you?"

"I'"'mfine."
"CGood," she said enphatically. "I"mvery glad."

MEMORY EXPANDS what's inmportant and what is strange, and that's why his
nmenori es

of day-canp seened to cover nonths, not just a single week. Every day was rich
wi th adventures and horrors, his young body sore every night and his parents
curious in a careful way. Was he enjoying hinself? They had to hear that their
nmoney was well spent. But can a young boy know if he's having a wonderful
tine?

He had never been to canp; he had no basis for conparisons. Maybe it was his

fault that he wasn't having great fun. "Ch, | like it," he told them wanting
to

pl ease. His parents snmled. Was he maki ng any new friends? He t hought of
Vendy.

Nobody el se. But instead he mentioned his partner in the tracking ganme, which
agai n pl eased his audi ence, Mom and Dad noddi ng and gri nni ng congratul ating
t hensel ves for sending himto that piece of Hell

It was Thursday when Wendy rem nded everyone, "Bring your sleeping bags
tonmorrow, and a change of clothes too." It was a day-canp, but the |last day --
Friday -- reached into Saturday norning. They'd eat dinner here and canp
outdoors, then ride home in time for the |late norning cartoons.

"We' || sleep up on the hill," Steve told them "Coyote bait in baggies. It's



going to be fun!"
"Quiet," grow ed Wendy. "Don't say that stuffl"”

Steve grinned, stained teeth capable of a nenacing air. "They know |I'm

ki ddi ng,

girl. They're smart kids. Hell, they |Iove ne. Everyone |oves ne, \Wendy. ' Cept
you. Ever think why?"

She just shook her head, turning away.

Next norning, at first light, the astrononmer woke and found hinself hoping to
be

sick. He | ooked for a nanel ess rash, for any excuse not to go. But there were
no

excuses, himdressing and coll ecting his bel ongi ngs, his nother making a snap
i nspection and then passing himthe mracul ous sumof five dollars. "For
energenci es," she confided. The words seened full of grimpossibilities. No,
he

woul dn't spend it. He nade a pact with hinmself. There wouldn't be any
energenci es, and he'd cone hone alive and well

Friday followed the usual routines. There was a horseback ride, his stallion

f at

and breathing wetly. Steve rode his thundering beast through the trees, trying
to spook the others. Like always. Then cane the norning archery contest, and

t he

astrononer al nost broke one hard rule. He was w nning, even beating one of the
ol der boys, and he saved hinsel f unknown horrors by sending his |ast arrow
into

the gully behind the range. Steve made himclinb after it, but that was okay.
He

found a fine old bottle hear the arrow, which nmade it worthwhile. Then cane

[ unch, cold sandw ches and cheap strawberry pop. Then a round of
capture-the-flag, followed by a I ong swim and somewhere Steve and nost of the
rest of the staff vanished. No one nmentioned where to or why. Wendy sat above
t he pool, and she seenmed uneasy. Or was he inagining things?

By evening, clouds had rolled in. Dinner was hotdogs, boiled and bl and. By

t hen

Steve and the others had reappeared, |aughing and shouting, noving the
furniture

to one side of the | odge while drinking beer froma big nmetal keg. There never
was any chance to sleep outdoors. By dusk, it was raining, not hard but
enough,

and Steve told the kids to spread their bags in a corner and keep out of
trouble. He already was drunk, though it would be years before the astrononer
woul d appreci ate what kind of fell ow Steve was. Possessing an al coholic's
constitution, his nervous system could function despite being thoroughly

pi ckl ed. Kids and nondrinkers stayed clear of him Particularly Wndy.
Meanwhi | e

others arrived from somewhere. They were teenagers, big and | oud, and maybe
there weren't many of them Maybe they weren't even badly behaved. But to an
ei ght-year-old froma tame, sober household, it seemed as if there were

t housands of them packed into the | odge. A hi-fi played stacks of records.
Peopl e danced whil e others drank beer and snoked, sometines pointing to the
ki ds

huddl ed in their corner, making jokes and breaking into raucous | aughter

Steve woul d wat ch Wendy, sonetines cocking his cowboy hat and making his



approach. But she'd spot himand shy away sonehow. She'd vanish into the
bat hroom or around to the other side of the room Steve becom ng puzzl ed,
wal king circles and finally spotting his love all over again.

It was a great drama -- a drama that nust have been played out through the
sumer -- and it had rhythnms and its rules. Wendy usually placed hersel f near
the kids, perhaps feeling protective of them And Steve's approaches becane
bol der, failure having a cumul ative effect on his frustration. It becane |late,
probably not even m dni ght but that was very late back then; and the party was
runni ng wi thout pause, wi thout even needing to breathe. "Wich," confessed the
astrononer, "mght be where | learned to dislike parties." Then he snmiled at

t he

post doc, pausing, nodding to hinmself and the eyes losing their focus.

The postdoc wondered if the story was finished. Was that all there was to it?

Seemi ngly changing the subject, he told her, "W've done astonishing work
her e.
You know, you deserve to feel proud."

"I do," she prom sed

He drifted closer, and for an instant she feared he woul d make a cl unsy
romantic

pass. But no, all he wanted was to peer through the eyepiece again. He
squi nt ed,

wat chi ng gal axies forming in the first billion years after Creation. It was

t hen

that the universe had cool ed enough and diluted itself enough to allow suns to
form But why like this? Wy make gal axies of that particular size and
conposition? It had been a nystery for decades. Wiy did these ol dest gal axi es
have a sameness of size and col or? And what mechani sm caused themto be

arranged
i n enornmous groups, formng distinct wall-like structures stretching for
hundreds of millions of |ight-years?

Now t hey knew, or at |east they thought they did.

The best clues had renai ned hidden. It had taken every mirror and every
interlinked conmputer to bring themout. Black holes and cosmc strings were

j ust
part of the explanation. Mre inportant were sonme di mdense plasma clouds --
relics of a hotter, older era -- and how each cloud was aligned besi de one new

spiral galaxy. Cosmic strings ran through both of them making eddies in the
prinordi al gases which in turn made suns. Just five years ago, researchers had
determi ned that those earliest suns were divided into distinct sizes and

col ors.

They came in twenty-three flavors, in essence. They ranged from orange

pi npricks

to blue-white giants, and what was stranger was their orderly spacing. Very
odd,

they seened. Unlikely. Bizarre.

It was the old man's suggestions that had nmade the difference. He hadn't done
the hard work -- he wouldn't have known how, the youngsters nuch nore skilled
wi th computer sinulations and hi gh-energy physics -- but he was the crazy one
who suggested they were | ooking at the work of ancient, possibly extinct
intelligences. What if the plasma clouds were organized? What if they were
truly

consci ous? They mani pul ated matter and the superstrings to create the first



gal axi es, arranging themin space in order to fulfill a great purpose. "Just
suppose,” he had told everyone. "That's all | want. Just suppose.”

Even the postdoc, |oyal by any nmeasure, had to wonder if the old man was

| osi ng

his mnd and comon sense. "Wy woul d they buil d gal axi es?" she had asked him
"What possible role could they serve?"

But he'd had an answer waiting. "Distinct kinds of stars might inply some kind
of al phabet. A code. Maybe a coherent |anguage. The gi ant black holes at the
center can act as anchors or reference points. Look at the gal axy from above,
and you can read everything at a gl ance.”

"Can plasmas be alive?" she had inquired.

"Perhaps. In a smaller, hotter universe, perhaps they'd evolved into
intelligence. Maybe gal axi es were used as el aborate transmtting devices."

"Transmitting what? And to whon®?"
"I don't know, but | can guess."
t he

pl asmas were chatting with each other. Look at the background tenperatures

t hen.

Space must have been very, very cold already. Fromtheir perspective, | nean.
Bui | di ng gal axi es was sonet hi ng done just before they dissolved. Before they
died. It was the end of their tine, and |I think their intended audi ence hadn't
even been born yet."

A long pause. "Wat audi ence? | don't think

It was a crazy notion, and a great one, and a few people found the craziness
appeal ing. They did sone tests, made mathenmatical nodels, and found that

i ndeed,

each gal axy had its own inherent code. The best inmages were just good enough
to

read a kind of dictionary encircling the central black holes. It was stunning
news, and the first translations had answered nost of the central questions.
Those pl asma cl ouds, using cosmc strings as their pens, were visible witing
t heir autobi ographies. In effect, they were telling of their births and

devel opnent, sentience evolving fromthe heat and hard radi ati ons. Evol ving
and

growi ng aware enough to recogni ze a dooned future. Billions of stars
constituted

life stories, their authors like old nen and wonen huddl i ng about a wani ng
fire,

jotting down a few | ast notes before their great sleep

Die they did. Nearer, younger space showed no plasmas, but the gal axies
persisted for alittle while. Patient observers could resurrect old mneanings,
i f

they wi shed. But eventually the original stars aged and expl oded, helping to
formw | d suns while spewi ng out carbon and oxygen and iron. And neanwhil e,

t he

central black holes swall owed anything close, the first quasars igniting, and
human bei ngs spotting those scalding |lights back when this old man was a nere
ei ght-year-old wai f, attending sumer canp, wholly unaware that he was the
audi ence whom the great clouds had anti ci pat ed.

He was the new rul er of the universe

The postdoc thought of |eaving, glancing at the door, wondering if she should



tell the others that he was found. Found and a little drunk and babbl i ng.

"Actual ly,"

girl,
quite frankly."

he said, "you don't remind nme of Wendy. | barely renmenber the

Wth honesty and a certain inpatience, she asked, "I don't understand. Wy are
you telling me this story now?"

"Because it's pleasant. Because it's inportant." He sighed and said, "Because
I
want to tell it."

She nodded and wai t ed.

"Steve eventual |y caught Wendy, and by then he was titanically drunk. And 1'd
guess, dangerous too. In nmy mnd he seened awful | y dangerous."

She knew t hose kinds of nmen. Too many of them in fact.

"As it happened, she was near me when she was caught, and he shouted, 'Aren't

you going to dance with ne?" Poor Wendy. She had a | ook on her face, brave and
scared at the same tinme. Then she made herself smile, telling him '1 pronised
my friend this dance.' Wth that she snatched nme off ny sl eeping bag and t ook

ne

into the mddle of the room a new song beginning. | can't renenber the song
but
| remenber dancing and how I | ooked at the hi-fi as we passed. Each tine

| ooked, neasuring how much tine remained. There is a certain simlarity

bet ween

t hese gal axi es and our ol d-fashi oned records, and maybe that's the point of ny
story." A long pause, then he said, "If anyone asks, tell themthat |I had ny

i nspiration while renmenbering an out-of-date technol ogy. The hi-fi."

She gave a nod, thinking he was done.

But he said, "Later we went outside together. Wendy |l ed ne outdoors." A sigh
and

a smile. "The | odge's roof overhung a patch of dry ground, and we sat together
and tal ked. | don't renmenber about what. Though | think she told nme, 'W're
okay

if you stay with nme. Steve's gutless, and good people |ike you scare him™"

The postdoc said, "I see .
"No, | haven't thought about Wendy in a long tine," he admtted. "It's the
at nosphere tonight. It's the nmeanings of stars.” He smiled at her with his
too-white teeth. "lI'mglad you' re the one who found ne. And just you."

She felt honored and unconfortabl e.

"Everyone's so happy tonight, and why?" He told her, "It's because a great
race

fromthe dawn of tinme was dying. Dying and feeling the urge to | eave sone
nenory

of thenmselves. And we're the clever ones who are going to be lionized for
seei ng

what's obvi ous. "

She gave a little nod.



"For all we know, the MIky Way itself began as soneone's autobi ography. W're
built on the scranbl ed, incoherent epic of sonething vast. And when our tine
passes, when every sun bums out, perhaps we'll |eave sonme simlar kind of
record

for those who follow us."

The postdoc cleared her throat, then asked, "Wat happened to Wendy?"

A snmile grew on the weary face. "Later, nuch later, a friend of hers cane
outside and told her that Steve was asl eep. Unconsci ous. She was safe again,
and

she turned to ne, saying, 'Thank you for your help.' Then she gave ne a little
kiss on the forehead -- ny first kiss outside nmy ugly old famly -- and she
wal ked wi th nme back i nsi de.

"I remenber ny heart.

"I remenber feeling its beat, and how | held Wendy's hand with both of m ne
wishing I didn't have to let go. Wshing tine would stop itself and save this
monent. | kept wishing | was special enough to make time stop. And that's when
I

| earned that | wasn't so special, and everything is eventually |ost, naking
room

for everything else. And that's not too sad. If you think about it. There's

al ways room bei ng made for the future, and that's altogether not a bad thing."



