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One evening Snear clinbed down to our |l edge and told us a story about
peopl e who lived in a two-dinmensional world.

He had made the story up, of course. To amuse and enlighten. (This
coul d have been Snear's notto.)

"Just suppose,"” he said, as the daylight dimred, "that a whole world is
as flat as a leaf! And suppose that creatures live within that |eaf, who
t hensel ves are perfectly flat. Imagine that this narrow | edge here sinply
carries on" -- he chopped his hand out into enpty space -- "in that direction
forever! Imagine that it is a sinple, infinite surface with nothing above it
and nothing belowit. And with no precipice to jut out from"

Bounce giggled at this idea so nmuch that she al nost fell out of her
bower of vine-rope.

Tunbl er, our chief -- who had no sense of hunour -- said,

"Prepost erous! What would hold your | edge up? How woul d we ever get over the
lip, to harvest sweet fungi bel ow?"

"I"masking you to imagine a different kind of world. A plane -- with
no 'bel ow or 'above'. Wth no 'up' or 'down'. The inhabitants are flat, too."

"But how can they grip anything? They'll all slide away, and slide
forever."

"No they won't. You see, they don't live _upon_ the flat surface.
They're _part_ of the surface.”

"You'll do me an injury!" squeal ed Bounce.

"So how do they make | ove?" enquired Fallen. "How can they squeeze on
to one anot her?"

"Aha," and Snear wi nked at her, "now you're asking."

"Tell us!" cried Bounce.

But Tumbler interrupted. "I hear that young Cingfast fromthree | edges
down fell off yesterday. That was his nother's fault for giving himsuch an
unl ucky nane. 'Bounce' is a risky name, too, in ny opinion."

This remark annoyed Bounce. "Just you try to invade ny bower, Tunbler
and _you'll_ get bounced -- right off the cliff. That'll teach you what ny
nanme's all about."

"Can | please tell ny story?" asked Snear.

And so he did.

He regaled us with the hilarious adventures of Ma and Pa Flat in their
flatworl d; and what preposterous antics those were, to be sure! Still, his
story seened to have a couple of sly norals buried init. Conpared with the
i magi nary fl at-people we were fortunate indeed -- being gifted with all sorts
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of mobility denied to Ma and Pa Flat. In other words, things nmight be a |ot
worse. But also, Ma and Pa at least tried to make the very best of a bad job
-- did we always do |ikew se?

By the tinme Snear finished it was black dark, and we had | ong since
ti ghtened our tethers for the night. Cbviously Smear woul d be spending the
time of darkness on our | edge.

Soon after, | heard suspicious scrapi ng sounds, suggesting that Smear
was reckl essly edging his way along to reach Bounce's bower. (He had
positioned hinself close to her.) Subsequent snothered giggles and gasps
i ndi cated that he had succeeded: a surmise proven true in the norning when
[ight brightened and we saw Bounce and Snear clinging together asleep in her
harness of vines.

Smear qui ckly roused hinself and departed upward, his horny toes in al
t he proper cracks, his left hand hol ding a guidevine, his right hand reaching
up in approved style for well-renenbered, reliable holds. You could never
whol Iy trust guidevines with your total weight. They might snap or rip their
roots free. Then you would be taking the long trip down through enpty air.

* * * %
W breakfasted on the |l eftovers fromyesterday's harvest of berries and
i chen, rockworns and beetl es.

The pearly void was bright; the day was warm Bel ow, the precipice
descended forever. Above, it rose forever. To left and right, it stretched out
unendi ngly. Cccasionally, thin silver water-1licks oozed fromthe rock
dribbling down till the droplets bounced into space. Here and there were stil
some surviving pastures of noss and fungus and fleshier plants; though by now
our appetites had stripped nost decent rock-fields bare, adding to the area of
natural ly occurring barrens. Soon we would all have to migrate -- just as we
had already migrated at |east a hundred times since | was born. A planning
conference was slated for today high up on Badbel ay's | edge. Tunbler as our
chief would attend.

As our tribe clung to the rockface considering which way to forage, a
scream from above made us tighten our holds. We tried to flatten oursel ves

conpletely -- just like Snear's mythical beings. A young |ad plunged past, an
arms length away. | could have reached out to touch him if | was foolish
enough.

"Butterfingers!" shrieked Fallen in synpathy. The | ad probably never
heard her.

The falling body dimnished until it was a nmere speck deep bel ow

Bounce surprised us by saying, "Next time we mgrate we ought to head
upwards and _keep on_ migrating upwards for a whole lifetine, to see what
happens. "

"That' Il be one of friend Smear's fancy ideas, | suppose?' Tunbl er spat
contenmptuously into space. "What a strain _that_ would be, and what peril
conpared with mgrating sideways. My dear Bounce, it's all very well to clinb
up a few | edges, and down a few | edges. Indeed this keeps all our nuscles in
trim But to clinmb one way only? Faugh! Do you imagi ne our grandchildren woul d
reach a _top_? Or a _bottom, suppose we migrated downwards? And what woul d be
at this imginary botton? Bones and rubbi sh and shit, floating in foul water,
| shouldn't be surprised!"

"I didn't nention any bottom"

"And what would be at this top of yours? Not that it exists! I'll tell
you: a place where our rnuscles woul d weaken through di suse so that we could no
| onger harvest the precipice. W'd starve within a generation. Qur present way
of life is perfect.”

"dinging on by your fingertips all life long is perfect?" she
retorted. "There might be a huge flat space up at the top -- with oodl es of
really big plants all over, because they wouldn't have to worry about their
wei ght ripping them away. "

"What's wong with hanging on by one's fingertips, pray?"

"A certain tendency to _fall_," she said. "Especially when you get old



and sick and mad and exhausted."
| spoke up, since something had been worrying ne for a while. "Wen we
mgrated here, it seened to me that this particular patch of precipice

hereabouts was ... well, strangely famliar. Wen we arrived | felt as if I'd
been here before -- when | was only a child. Al the cracks and finger-grips
wer e sonmehow known to ne."

"That," said Tunbler, "is purely because of the expertise you devel op

at clinging on after twenty or thirty years."
"So why do experienced adults ever fall off?"

"They get tired and ill and crazy," said Bounce. "Everyone does, in the
end, after a lifetime of clinging on."
"W always migrate leftward,"” | pointed out.

"Cbvi ously! Who on earth would migrate back to a patch which had been
stripped the tine before?"

"What if," | asked, "the sumtotal of our nigrations has brought us
back to the very sanme place where we were years ago? What if our precipice
isn'"t a straight wall but a vast ... um.."

"A vast cylinder," said Bounce.

Tumbl er pointed inpatiently to the right where the view was nore
barren. "Look: if that isn't straight -- !"

"Maybe it only seens straight," said Splatty unexpectedly, "because
it's so enornmous. Maybe it bends ever so slightly? W can't actually see the
bend, but after tens of years of travel ... If so, what's the sense in
m grating?"

"To find food, slippy-thumb! To survive!l Suppose we do come back to the
same patch eventually -- so what? The pastures have fl eshed out again."

"It's hardly _progress_," said Bounce.

"Progress? Cylinders? Bends? Have you peopl e gone nuts? Are you
planning to let go and dive into the abyss? This is all Smear's fault. Listen
we hang on by the skin of our teeth. W nake daily forays up and down for
food. When we' ve scal ped a patch we nigrate sideways. That's life."

Even Topple joined in. "It's life. That's true. But is it _living_?"

"Damm it, it's as good a life as any! In fact | can't imagine any
ot her. How about you?"

Toppl e shook his head. "I've been clinging on for a lifetime. Wat else
do I know?"

"And you'll die clinging on. O rather, you'll die pretty soon after
you _stop_ clinging on. Now, today |I'mclinbing up to the Chief-of-Chiefs for
t hat conference. Bounce will guard our |edge and keep the kids tied up
Loosepiton" -- that's ne -- "will escort ne upwards.”

"Why nme, Boss?"

"Perhaps you would like to plead your notion that we're clinbing round
inacircle. That ought to raise some |laughs." (Aye, and likely danage Snear's
advocacy of mgrating upwards....)

"The rest of you will forage. Splatty and Fallen and Plunge can head
far to the left, and chart the distant cracks while they' re about it. Slip and
Flop can forage to the right for what's left of the fanmiliar pickings. Gather
well, nmy tribe! W need to store sone supplies in case we have to cross wide
barrens." To ne he said, "Come on, Loosepiton. Best foot upwards!"”

And he began to ascend the sheer precipice, toehold by toehold.

"On what wide surface shall we store our huge harvest, oh Chief?"
Bounce called after him He ignored her

* * * %
When Tumbl er and | paused on Snear's Ledge for a quick rest we | earned that
Snear had al ready preceded us upwards. Apparently Smear had done a | ot of
shi nning about, visiting other | edges and telling nmerry stories, recently.

"He's campaigning to change our lives," | remarked to Tunbl er

However, our chief seemed nore annoyed with Bounce. "That woman's a
fool ," he groused. "A vertical cliff puts constraints on the anbunt we can
store. OF course it does. That stands to reason. So this limts the amunt we



can sensibly harvest. Consider the alternative! If we could tear up everything
and pile it all on sonme vast | edge we'd exhaust our resources nmuch nore
rapidly. What's nore, we'd overeat. W'd grow fat and clumsy and far too heavy
to haul ourselves up and down."

We clinbed onward together

Anot her body fell past us; a woman's. She held her arms wi de out on
ei ther side of her, as down she flew

"Diver," puffed Tunbler. "Deliberate dive."

"Dive of despair."

"What's there to be desperate about, eh Loosepiton? Beautiful weather
today. Soft breezes. No slippery stone." He plucked a crinson rock-worm | oose
with a "plop" and popped it into his mnouth.

Not long after, some excrement hit himon the shoul der. Excrenent
usually falls well clear of the wall but some freak contour nust have directed
ot herwi se. Wthout comrent Tunbl er w ped hinself clean on a nearby dangl evi ne.

We passed six nore | edges, rested and ate a neal courtesy of the tribe
clinging to the seventh, then clinbed past fifteen nore. W reached
Chi ef - of - Chi ef s Badbelay's | edge in the early afternoon

The | edge was already crowded with a line of chiefs -- and in the
m ddl e Snear was chanting out another of his stories about bizarre worlds. In
this case: about people with suckers like a gripworms on their feet who |ived
on a huge ball afloat in a void. Snear was |leaning quite far back to call his
wor ds past the intervening bodies.

"Shit in your eye," Tunbler greeted himgrumpily as we two forced a
space for ourselves on the |edge.

"Aha," responded Snear, "but up here, where would that crap fall fron®
Ei ther another tribe of tribes clings i measurably high above us -- or else
not. If not, why not? Wiy do no strangers ever fall from above? Because no
strangers live higher up! Yet if our precipice extends upwards infinitely,
surely other people nust dwell sonewhere higher up. _Ergo_ -- "

"Unl ess those ot her people have migrated further along than us!" broke
in Tunbler. "Unless they're further to the left -- or to the right, for that
matter."

"The reason,"” Snear continued suavely, "is that our precipice isn't
infinitely high. It has a top."

"The real reason," grow ed Badbel ay, "may sinply be that we are the
_only_ people. Al that exists is the precipice, and us."

"Maybe we're the only people on the precipice itself. But naybe
hundreds of tribes live on top -- and every now and then they gaze down and
have a good | augh at us."

"Why shoul d anyone | augh at us? Are we not courageous and ingenious,
persevering and efficient, conpassionate and cl ever?"

"Undoubt edly," Smear replied, "but perhaps if we were fools, liars,
cheats, thieves, and slovens we would have slid down to the bottom years ago
instead of trying to cling on here; and we woul d have been living in rich
pastures.”

"So nowit's the _bottom that's our goal, is it?" challenged Tunbl er
"Ki ndly make your mnd up!"
"I spoke by way of illustration. Cbviously, with all our fine

qualities, it is ever upward that we ought to aspire. W may reach the top
within a single lifetine."

"Then what do we do?" asked another chief. "Sprawl and sl eep?”

The argument went on all afternoon

Eventual | y Badbel ay gave his judgenment. W would all migrate in ten
days' time -- diagonally. Leftwards, as was traditional; but also upwards, as
Smear had urged

“"I'f we do find |ush pastures leftward and upward, " expl ai ned Badbel ay,
"we can al ways steepen our angle of ascent. But if we run into difficulties we
can angl e back down again on to the time-approved route."

Sone chiefs appl auded the wi sdom of this conmprom se. Others --



particularly Tunbler -- voiced discontent. Snear | ooked di sappointed at first
but then perked up.

That night we slept in vine-harnesses on Badbel ay's | edge; and in the
nmorning we all clinmbed back down agai n.

* * * %

A coupl e of days later Snear paid another visit to our ledge -- with
apprehension witten on his face.

The rest of our tribe had already fanned out across the precipice,
a-gathering. | nyself was about to depart.

"Tunbl er! Loosepiton! Have you | ooked out across the void |ately?"

"Why should we waste our time |ooking at nothing?" demanded Tunbl er
with a scow .

Smear pointed. "Because there's _sonmething_."

To be sure, far away in the pearly enptiness there did seemto nme to be
sone sort of enornous shadow.

Tumbl er rubbed his eyes then shrugged. "I can't see anything."

| cleared ny throat. "There is sonmething, Chief. It's very vague and
far away."

"Rubbi sh! Nonsense! There's never been anything there. How can there be
sormet hi ng?"

Tunmbl er, | realized, must be short-sighted

Smear nust have arrived at a simlar diagnosis. However, he didn't try
to score any points off Tumbler. He just said diplomatically to nme, "Just in
case, let's keep watch, Loosepiton -- you and I, hm®"

| nodded agreenent.

* * * %

What ever it was seened to thicken day by day. At first the phenomenon was
thin, then it grew firner, denser. No one else glanced in the enpty direction
-- until the very norning when we were due to mgrate.

Then at last sonme fellow s voice cried out, "Look into the void! Look

everyone!"
Presently ot her voices were confirm ng what the nan had noticed. For a
whi | e m nor pandenoni um rei gned, though Tunbler still insisted: "Fantasy!

Snear has been spreading runmours. Smear has stirred this up!" Wich was the
very opposite of the truth.

Bounce clung to ne. "What is it?" Now that her attention had been
directed, she could see the thing clearly; though as yet none of us could nake
out any details. Al | could be sure of, was that sonething enornous existed
out in the void beyond the enpty air; and that sonething was changi ng day by
day in a way which made it nore noticeabl e.

"I've no idea, dear Bounce."

"Mgrate!" ordered Tunbl er. "Commence the mgration!"

And so we began to migrate, leftward and upward; as did the tribes
above us, and the tribes above them

* * * %
Over the course of the next ten days the business of finding novel fingerholds
and toehol ds occupi ed a huge anmount of our attention. Besides, we had our Kkids
to shepherd, or to carry if they were still babies. Consequently there wasn't
much opportunity for staring out into the void. Splatty nade the m stake of
doing so while we were traversing unfamliar rock. He forgot hinself, lost his
poi se, and fell.

On the tenth eveni ng Snmear clinbed down to our canping | edge.

"Don't you recognize what it is by now, Loosepiton?" he asked.

"There _mght_ be sone kind of dark cloud out there," allowed Tunbl er
peeved that Snear was addressing ne.

"It isn't any cloud, old chief -- nor any sort of weird weather. Look
keenly, Loosepiton. That's another precipice."

| perceived ... a faintly winkled vertical plane. Like a great sheet
of grey skin.

"It's another precipice just like ours; and it's noving slowy towards



our precipice day by day. It's closing in on us. As though it ain't bad enough
clinging on by our fingertips all life long...!" Snear crooked a knee around a
vine for stability and held his hands apart then brought them slowy together
and ground them palmto palm crushingly.

The wrinkles in that sheet of skin out there were | edges. Wthout any
doubt. The hairs on the skin were vines. My heart sank

"We oughtn't to have migrated in this direction,” declared Tunbler. He
was sinply being obtuse.

Smear gently corrected him "W aren't migrating into an angl e between
two walls. Ch no. That other precipice faces us flat on. And it began to nove
towards us before we ever started our migration. Or perhaps _our_ precipice
began to nove towards it. The result is the sane."

"We'| | be squashed between the two." | groaned.

* * * %
To have survived bravely for so many years of hangi ng on by our fingernails!
W had never rail ed excessively against our circunstances. Sometines certain
i ndi vidual s took the dive of despair. But children were born and raised. Life
asserted itself. W had hung on

Al so that we could nmeet a second precipice head-on -- a nobile
precipice -- and be crushed!
This seened a little unfair. Alittle -- yes -- hateful and

soul -twi sting.

Days passed by. W had settled on our new cliff pastures. W explored
the cracks and | edges. W wove vines. W foraged. We ate worns and beetl es.

Al the while the approaching precipice becane nore clearly discernible
as just that: another infinite precipice, limtlessly high and deep
[imtlessly w de.

As the gap narrowed pearly daylight began to di m dangerously.

Smear had conceived a close affinity for me. "Maybe it's just a

reflection,” |I said to himone day.
"If that's the case, then we should see ourselves clinging on over
there. I see no one. If | could bend nmy arm back far enough to throw a chunk

of stone, ny mssile would hit solid rock and bounce off."

Several people fromupper |edges took the dive of despair. A few
parents even cast their children down; and that is real despair.

Yet consider the difference between taking the dive -- and being slowy
crushed to death between two walls of stone. Wich would you prefer? Maybe
t hose individual s who dived died peacefully from suffocation on the way down.
O maybe they did reach a bottomand were instantly destroyed, before they
knew it, by inpact.

* * * %

The remai ni ng daylight was appallingly dimby now The other precipice with
its cracks and | edges and vines was only a few bodi es' |engths away. In
another day or two it might be possible to | eap over and cling on -- though
that hardly spelled any avenue of escape.

| paid a visit to Snear.

Friend," | said, "sonme of those | edges over there are going to fit into
spaces where we don't have | edges. But others won't. Others will touch our own
| edges. "

"So?"

"So maybe there'll be a little gap left between the two precipices. A
gap as big as a human body."

"Leavi ng us uncrushed -- but |ocked inside rock?"

"W'll have to wait and see.”

"See?" he cried. "Wth no light to see by? Yet | suppose,” he added
bitterly, "it will be a different sort of world. For a while."

* * * %

Different. Yes.
Yesterday -- though "days" are now irrelevant -- the two precipices
nmet .



Al light had di sappeared but with ny hand I could feel the inexorable
pressure of the other rocky wall pushing forward -- until from above, from
bel ow, fromleft and right there came a grating, groaning, crackling noise;
then silence for a while.

Nobody had screaned. Everybody had waited quietly for the end. And as |
had begun to suspect some days earlier, the end -- the absolute end -- did not
cone.

| was still alive on a ledge in utter darkness, sandw ched between one
wal | and the other.

Voi ces began to call out: voices which echoed strangely and hollowy
down the gap of space that renained.

* * * %
Yes, we survive.

There's even a little light now Fungi and lichen have begun to gl ow.
Maybe they always did glow faintly; and only now have our deprived eyes grown
sensitive enough to detect their output.

We can still travel about -- along a ledge to the end, then by way of
cracks up or down to the end of another | edge. W scarcely see where we're
goi ng, and have to guess our way through the routes of this vertical stone
maze. Also, it's still possible to fall down a gap, which would cause terrible
i njuries.

Yet in a sense travel is also easier nowadays. W can brace oursel ves
bet ween both walls and shuffle upward or downward or left or right by
"chi meyi ng".

Perhaps | should nmention a di sadvantage whi ch has actual ly stimul ated
travel . Excrement can't tunmble away now into the void. Stools strike one wall
or the other.

VWhat's nore, the collision of the two walls destroyed a | ot of vines:
nor can lush foliage thrive in the ensui ng darkness.

Consequently we are ascending steadily, just as Smear once reconmended.

Instead of |iving one above the other, our tribes are now strung out in
along line; and all of us climb slowy upward, foraging as we go, eating al
the available lichen and fungi, wornms and beetles. Now we're permanently
m grating.

Are we noving towards sonewhere? Towards Snear's nythical top? Maybe

And maybe that place is infinitely far away.

The new kids who are born to us on the nove will enter a world utterly
different fromthe world of ny own chil dhood. A vertical world confined
between two irregular walls. A world of near-total gloom

They will live in a narrow gap which extends sideways forever, drops
downward forever, and rises forever

How wi Il Bounce's child (who is also either mne or Snear's) ever
conceive of the old world which we will describe: that world where one

preci pi ce al one opened forever upon the vastness of enpty, bright space? WII
he (or she) think of it as a paradi se which might yet exist again sonme tinme in
the future if the two walls ever nove apart? O wll the child be unable even
to understand such a concept?

Sonetimes | dreamof the old world of open air and light, and of
clinging to the cliff. Then |I awaken to darkness, to the faint glow of a few
fungi, to the confinement of the walls.

The other day Snear said to ne, "W didn't know how well off we were,
did we, Loosepiton? But at |east we survive, and clinb. And maybe, just maybe,

_right now_we're well off -- conpared with sonme future state of the world
which will limt us even nore severely!"
"How could we be nmore limted?" | asked in surprise. "Wat new di saster

coul d occur?"

"Maybe this gap will shrink to beconme a single upright chi mey! Maybe
_that'll_ happen next."

"Life forbid! It hasn't happened yet."

"Not yet."



Meanwhi |l e we clinb upward. And upward.
Amazingly Snear still tells his peculiar tales about inaginary worlds;
and tells themw th gusto.
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