The Propagation of Light in a Vacuum

a short story by James Patrick Kelly

I nt roducti on

"The Propagation of Light in a Vacuuni is probably ny favorite Janes Patrick
Kelly story that no one knows about. | was quite thrilled to sell it to Bob
Silverberg and Karen Haber back in 1990 for the revival of the Universe
series

of original anthol ogies, edited by Terry Carr. Unfortunately, Universe

col | apsed.
The story is a stylistic experinment: magic realismhitching a ride on a hard
science starship. | freely admt to committing a circular plot, playing with

punctuation and junping off the page to throttle the reader. Also, this is

t he

only story of mine to include a recipe.

Di sappoi nted that "The Propagation of Light in a Vacuuni did not imediately

find its audience, | took to reading it in public. It proved an interesting
pi ece to perform audiences seened to like it. In 1996, | rewote it as a one
act play; it has received several staged readings and will get its first ful

production in May of 1998.

The Propagation of Light in a Vacuum

Worren have served all these centuries as |ooking-glasses possessing the
magi ¢ and delicious power of reflecting the figure of man at twice its
natural size.

Virginia Wolf, A Roomof One's Oan

Maybe you think I"'mdifferent, but |I've got the same probl ens everyone has.
Just
because I'mon a starship traveling at the speed of |ight doesn't mean ny

feelings can't be hurt. | still get hungry. Bored. | lust |ike any other nan.
When a bell rings, | junmp. | don't rmuch like uncertainty and | have to clip
ny

toenails every so often. | want ny life to have a purpose.

(You're nattering, dear. This is about us, so go ahead and tell them)
Ah.

Yes.

My imaginary wife and | are much happi er these days, thank you. W' ve cone

t hrough some tough tinmes and we're still together. So far. But we still have
a

way to go. Exactly how long, |I'mnot sure. \Wen you attenpt to exceed

299, 792. 46

kil ometers per second, here and there are only probabilities. Relative to you,
I

amno place. | do not exist.

| used to think that she was a hallucination, ny sweet imaginary wfe. Proof
that 1'd gone mad. Not any nore. If | ask her whether she exists, she just

l aughs. | like this about her. W often | augh together. She keeps changi ng
though; I'mafraid she aspires to reality. | had a real wife once but it
wasn' t

t he sane.



(You're an artist. She didn't understand you.)

| don't want to paint too rosy a picture. Like any couple, we have our ups
and

downs. Then again, down and up are relative terns which vary with the

i nertial

frame of the observer. Einstein warned that c¢c is the ultimate limt within
spacetime. Exceed it and you pass out of the universe of logic. Causality

| oops

around you like a boa; the math is beyond nme. O course, logic and causality
are

hardwi red into our brains. It makes for sone awkward nonents

I was a hero when | began this grand voyage of discovery. Like Colunbus. In
hi s

time, the world was flat. People believed that if you sailed too far in any
one

direction, you would fall off the planet. My imaginary wife informs ne that
we

have sailed off the edge of reality. Perhaps that explains our predicanment.
(Predicanent ? Qpportunity. Nobody has ever had a chance to invent thensel ves
like this.)

The problem was that the theoretical framework supporting faster-than-1ight
travel stopped at c. No one really knew what was beyond the absolute. Oh,
there

was extensive testing before any humans were put at risk. The robots,

unbur dened

by i magi nati on, functioned exactly as expected. The design team accel erat ed
an

entire nenagerie: spiders and rats and pigs and chinps. They all came back
t he

ones that weren't imediately dissected lived |long and uneventful |ives. So
suppose there's hope.

(What he hasn't told you yet is that it wasn't just him He's enbarrassed,
but

it's not his fault. There were fifty-one people on this ship. Crew and
colonists. His real wife was one of them Her name was Varina.)

| remenber once Varina nmade a joke about it. She said that science ended at
c

The other side was fiction. It's not so funny anynore.

| don't know what happened to the others. Al | can say is that when the ship
war ped, | blacked out. | have ny theories. Perhaps there was a mal function. |
could be dead and this is hell. Maybe the others had reasons for stranding ne
here -- maybe they had no choice. Wen | woke up there was no one el se but

her

and she's imaginary.

| have no idea how to save nyself, or, indeed, if | even need saving. M
grasp

of the technol ogy that surrounds me is uncertain at best. Do any of you
understand the dynam cs of a particle with a nass of 1019 GeV? You see, nost
of

us were specialists. Aside fromthe crew, there were programrers, biol ogists,
engi neers, doctors, geologists, builders. Only the |least inportant jobs went
to

people with multiple skills. I'mdown on the organization chart as Nutrition
Stylist, but I'malso in a box | abeled M ssion Artist. Corporations pledged
nmoney, school children sold candl es and the arts | obby worked very hard to
create

a place for ne on the roster. O course, it didn't hurt my cause to be
married

to a civil engineer. My speciality has al ways been dabbling. |1've spent a | ot
of



time in front of inmage processors. It says on ny resunme that | throw pots but
I

haven't spun a wheel for years and who knows if there'll be clay where I'm
going. | wite ny own songs for the voice synthesizer and can even pluck a
few

chords on the guitar. | do some fol k dancing and tell stories and can juggle

four balls at once. And now | style food. After | got into the starship
program

they sent me on a world tour of cooking schools. Budapest, Delhi, Paris --
nor e

dabbling. You know, | used to hate to cook; now dinner is all that matters.
What's the point to doing art when you have no audi ence?

(You' ve upl oaded sonme beautiful vids. Your stills were hanging in galleries.)
They were on late at night on back channels. Al right, |I'mbetter than soneg,
but not as good as others. A journeyman. Yes, that suns up ny condition

ni cely.

My condition. Should |I describe a typical day? But then the notion of day is
anot her fiction. The | aws of science do not distinguish between past and
future.

Here the arrow of time spins at random as in a child' s ganme. |'m never sure
when | fall asleep whether |I'm going to wake up tonorrow or yesterday.
Fortunately, the days are very simlar. For purposes of sanity, | try to keep

themthat way. Artists make patterns; we inpose order even where there is
none.

Maybe that's why I'mstill here and the others are gone.

Today, then. She snuggles next to me as | wake up. Her warm breasts nudge ny
back. Her breath tickles my neck. | roll over and we kiss. Her hair is the
col or

of newy-fired terra cotta. \Wen she opens her eyes, they' re green. She has
wi de

shoul ders and | can see unexpected nuscl e beneath her pale skin. She can
appear

to be any woman | can i magi ne. Today she is large. Magnificent. There's a
ki nd

of music to her voice. Wen she talks, | hear bells. She's not perfect,

t hough:

the skin under her jaw is | oose, there's a nole on her tenple. C ever

t ouches.

Anot her time she may be petite. She could have big hips. Long fingers. |

t hi nk

t he reason she keeps changing is that, |ike so many wonen, she has a poor
body

i mge. She's far too critical of her appearance. But no nmatter how she | ooks
she

can't help but beconme herself.

W nmake | ove. That shoul dn't surprise you. Sex nostly happens between the
ears,

not between the thighs. Sonetimes | |ose nmyself and skip ahead in tinme to
find

I'"mcaressing a different body. But today she remains the same; it's what we
both want. | take pleasure fromthe way her lips part, the bl oomon her
cheeks.

At the end a noan catches for a nonent in her throat, and then she draws
breat h

agai n.

(And you?)

| can't help but | ove her. That's the biggest problemw th our marriage. |
| ove

her even though she wants to separate fromne -- don't deny it! Go her own
way.



| hold her until the blood stops pounding; she plays with the hair on ny
chest.

Finally I kiss her and get up. |I'mhungry. There's french toast and orange
juice. As always. Just once I'd like to serve her breakfast in bed but she
doesn't eat. The high price of being inmaginary. She watches, though
Afterwards we visit the fx |ounge. She chooses Trunk Bay on St. John: bone
white

Cari bbean beach, palns tilting toward water the color of the sky. This is
part

of our imaginary past. Qur honeymoon, | suppose. She keeps the tenperature
set

at 29° Celsius. Invisible fans waft a breeze | aden with her own homenade brew
of

coconut oil, fenmale pheronones and brine. She's convinced that the way to a
man's heart is through his nose. The floor | ooks just |ike sand except it
doesn't sift between the toes, nore's the pity. W spread bl ankets and soak
up

W in the nude. Sonetimes | w sh she'd programthe surround to show ot her
peopl e

on the beach, but we're alone. Al ways al one.

(&t her woren kept staring at you. You were so handsonme and everyone knew

you' d

be fanpbus sonmeday. | didn't like the way you | ooked back. | wanted you to see
me. Only ne.)

| never stay in the fx lounge very long. | want to relax but | can't. | hear
t hi ngs, even over the ocean soundtrack. The hull creaks under the stress of
what ever is outside. If I rest my head on the floor, | can feel the vibration
of

the ship in nmy molars. My imaginary wife tries to make conversation, divert
ne

wi th her menories of what m ght have been. But sonewhere on board a

t her nost at

clicks and a vent opens. What machi ne makes a sound like a cough? |I have to

get

up and see. Either the ship or nmy imagination is haunted. | miss Varina.

(I can be her for you. Anyone you want. \Where are you going? Wait. At | east
get

dressed first.)

Here's a theory. Say you're travelling at 299, 792.46 kil onmeters per second
and

for sone unknown reason you want to go faster. You would then exceed the
speed

of light propagated in a vacuum But what if spacetine does not yield up its
absol ute so easily? You attenpt to accel erate beyond c to, say, c+v, the
smal l est, the nost infinitesimal increnent in velocity you can inmagine.
However ,

there's still a little infinity lurking between ¢ and c+v, no matter what

val ue

you assign to v. What if it takes forever to achieve c+v? What if the speed
of

light is not alimt, only a barrier? You could spend all time crossing it --
probability's revenge.

(But that doesn't explain where everyone went.)

Maybe t hey realized what was happening. That we were trapped. So they step
into

the airlock, cycle through and leap into eternity.

(Al of then? What about you?)

| see them going one by one at first. Later in groups. They ask me; | can't
bring nmyself to make the | eap. Because | have you. Obviously. |I'mtraumatized;
I



blank it out. And I only am escaped alone to tell thee.

(Very dramatic; it fits you. You' ve always had a bigger ego than you cared to
admt. But please don't go in there. It always upsets you.)

A typical day, ny sweet. This is the control roomof a starship. The bridge
bet ween reason and the irrational. Not what you expected? Every surface here
is

a screen, just like in the fx. | can black the entire roomout or put on a

l'i ght

show of instrunentation. Fromhere | can access the conputer, view just about
any corner of the ship, cook pizza for fifty-one, fiddle with the internal
gravity, even vacuumflush the toilets. If there was a god in this machine,

t hat

couch would be his throne. Once | cranked up the humdity until the air was

j ust

about saturated and then dropped the tenperature twenty degrees in two

m nut es.

My own rainstorm A one-time mracle, though. Hell of a nmess.

Unfortunately, while |I can exam ne the inside of the ship in al nost

m croscopi c

detail, | have no idea what's outside. Try the sensors and what do we get?
Bl ank
screen. Here's external telenetry ... every readout is flat. It's maddeni ng.

I

actually used to punch the walls after | brought this display node up. \Wham
just like that. The cursors junmp into the red for a second before dropping
back.

Most of the tinme | don't even know what's being neasured; all | want is a
reaction. It nust have shaken them the scientists and engi neers and
programrers. No data across eternity -- nothing but the uneasy play of

i magi nation. Well, it took a while but I'mresigned to blindness now.

What ever' s

out there can't be observed fromin here, at |east so |long as reason hol ds
its

tenuous sway. It has to do with the Uncertainty Principle, | think. The only
way

to truly understand is to participate in the phenonmenon, become one with the
event itself. Through the airlock, what do you say? The |l eap of faith.
(There's no way of know ng.)

No, | suppose not. Sonetinmes | w sh the screens would show Varina's ghost or
bur ni ng babi es on neat hooks or Jesus Christ transfigured. | could accept any
of

those. Because | don't believe that there's nothing out there. Maybe the
instruments aren't sensitive enough to register the absolute, but that
doesn' t

mean it doesn't exist. W have to find a way to go beyond our linitations.
But first, let's eat.

(WI1l you put sone clothes on? You shoul dn't be wal ki ng around naked. They'I
get the wong inpression.)

Yes, my sweet. See how she clings to convention? But | |ove her anyway. W
can
stop by the roomon the way to the galley. | do feel a chill.

Dinner is always the highlight. Stinulate the senses with food stylings and
t he

mnd with sharp wit. | allow nyself two neals a day, breakfast and dinner. |
have to watch nmy weight; | really don't get enough exercise prow ing around
t he

ship. Since she doesn't eat, my imaginary wife usually tells funny stories

during dinner. My favorite is the one about the whitewater canoeing course we
took. She laughs about it now, but apparently we were al nost drowned. \What a
di saster! And then there was the time she played that joke on her sister with



t he wasps' nest.
(I don't think she ever forgave ne for that one.)

I'"mgoing to make ny specialty again. | hope you like neatloaf. | can't
renenber, have | shown you ny roomyet? It's not as big as the project
manager's, not as tech as the captain's quarters. | suppose | could nove, but
this place has sentinental value. Besides, maybe they'|ll cone back soneday; |
woul dn't want you to think | doubted them | still keep Varina's clothes in

t he

| ocker. And this is a picture of us on our fifth anniversary. Let's see,
was
thirty-four then, which would make her thirty-eight. W married late. And the

bed that we never slept in. Wen | ook at it now, I wonder how we both could
have fit. W would have been at each other's throats before long; | like to
stretch out at night. Al right. Shirt, pants, |I'meven wearing slippers.

Sati sfied?

(You | ook wonderful.)

["lI'l run ahead and start cooking then. Keep them busy for a few mnutes, wll
you? I'Il see you all in the mess.

(How does he seemto you? I'mworried about him He's been brittle lately,
like

a glass angel. Nothing | do nmakes hi m happy. Not l|ike before. He was very

upset

at first, but at least he'd let me confort him Wen he stopped trying to
renenber what happened, | thought that was progress. He wanted to accept our
situation -- rmake the best of it. But nonth after nmonth passed and there was
no

relief. I know that depressed him And then he lost control of time. He
started

swi ngi ng back and forth, skipping ahead to see if anything had changed, going
back to the nmoment he woke up alone and reliving it all again. | don't know
what

he needs anynore. | do ny best to keep smiling. | tell himhow wonderful he
is.

And it's whatever he wants in bed. Sonmetinmes | worry he takes ne for granted.
It's not easy for me, either. | have nightmares, you know. About them Her,
especially. The real one. There's a beautiful chef's knife in the galley,
twenty

centimeters |ong, high-carbon stainless, forged in Germany. It's his
favorite

Uses it for everything; he probably has it in his hand right now In the
nightmare |I'mholding his knife, prowing the halls. The handl e is bl ood-hot.
When | listen at doors, | hear thembreathing. | rub the flat of the bl ade
across ny lips and think of her kissing him They all have reasons for being
on

board. Inportant things to acconplish. Wy am| here? To chatter, to anuse?

Any

one of themcould tell stories and still do something worth doing. Sleep with
hin? She did it and had responsibility for water distribution and sewage
treatment besides. | think she was cheating on him | know she took himfor

granted. It would have killed himto find out; he was in love. In ny dream
t he

knife is long and hot. | can hear her breathing. My throat feels thick
That's

all.)

Are you still here talking? | swear, there's no keeping you quiet. Come on
t hen,

cone on. Dinner is on the table!

Funny that the mess should seem so enpty now, because before it wasn't big
enough to seat everyone at once. W were supposed to go in shifts. Those
little



pasta things are spaetzel. From Switzerland. They're great with butter, or
try

themw th gravy. And here's sal ad, produce fresh fromthe tanks. And this is
t he

famous meatl oaf, ny very own culinary masterpiece. In fact, it's about the
only

work of art |'ve created since the ship warped.

(Except for ne.)

Wuld you like the recipe? It's really good eating.

Fast er - Than- Li ght Meat | oaf

500 grans ground mneat

2 granms salt

1 gram pepper

1/2 small onion, chopped (about 50 grans)

50 granms powdered ovobinder or 1 egg, beaten

30 granms stale bread, crunbled

1/2 green pepper, chopped (about 50 gramns)

200 grans creanmed corn

Preheat oven to 190° Celsius. Mx all ingredients, holding back half the

creamed corn. Forminto |oaf and bake 50 minutes. Heat extra corn and
pour

over finished | oaf.

Serves two.

You can substitute whole corn if necessary but then you | ose the topping.
Creaming the corn is well worth the extra trouble, in my opinion. You know
how

nmenories attach thenselves to certain aromas? | snell creaned corn and I'min
Grandma' s di ning room at Thanksgiving and |'ma happy little kid again. |

m ssed

creaned corn in mmy first marriage; Varina used to say it |ooked like vomt.
Ground neat is, of course, rather hard to cone by on this side of c. Luckily,
there was an anpl e supply on board.

After dinner we usually go back to the fx and run simulations; sonetinmes we
put

on one of nmy vids. My inmaginary wife enjoys them or pretends to. Then we go
to

bed.

(Way don't you show them M. Boy? It's so |layered. Every tine | watch it,

see

things 1'd mssed before.)

Truth to tell, I"'mawfully sick of nmy old stuff, so why don't we just skip to
the bells? It's an advantage | have: | don't necessarily have to stick around
t hrough the boring parts. Frommy inertial franework, | can clearly see that
sequence is an illusion. At reasonable speeds, tine's arrow appears to travel
in

one direction only, fromthe past to the future. But |I'm noving at an

i rrational

vel ocity.

So the bells wake nme. | thought | knew every noise the ship could nake but
I've

never heard this before. My inaginary wife is confused too. W query the
conputer frombed. It responds that all internal systens are green; it
detects

no unusual sounds. The blood stirs within me as | listen to the bells



cont radi ct

its dry report. | can feel neurons firing in ny fingertips; tears burn ny
eyes.

You don't realize what this neans: after all the deadeni ng saneness, a
life-giving nmystery! | roll out of bed and run naked to the control room
Not hi ng here has changed. The external screens are still blank. The
instrumentation is conspiring with the conputer. | notice that the bells are

harder to hear on the bridge. They're coning from el sewhere on the ship. The
ringing remnds nme of church bells that call the faithful to service.

My imaginary wife wants us at the airlock. You don't have to wait for ne,
11

get there as soon as | can

(It'"s not ny fault. When he inagined ne, he did better work than he thought.

Exceeded his linmtations. He needed nmore than a mirror, so now !l love himfor
ny
own reasons. | do love him you must understand that. It's just that we can't
go

on like this. He's afraid to change because that m ght unbl ock his nmenory.

But

he wants me to change -- and | have to renmenber. It wasn't just him they did
it

to one another. The halls reeked of blood. At the end he was able to pul

back

fromthe nadness. He found a way to survive. | have to do the sane.)
What have you told thenf?
(Listen.)

This is the place, isn't it? The bells are ringing just outside the hull.
(Do you understand what they're saying? They're calling ne to becone real. |
can't stay anynore. |'ve reached ny destination.)

I wonder if this is how the others went. Varina. They answered the call of

t he

bells. The bells. The bells are very loud here. You can't ignore them

Al right, 1'"lIl admit |I'm scared. But when she turns her face up toward ne,

it

doesn't matter. | love her. | don't want to | ose her too.

(WIl you come with me? | can't live w thout you.)

The ship seens different; the conmputer nust have m ssed sonmething. |'msure
of

it. I can feel a stillness in the deck beneath ny bare feet. The vibrations
have

stopped. I'mshivering, as if the cold of space has breached the seals of the
airl ock

(I't'"s not space out there. It's nothing you can inmagi ne. That's why we have
to

go. To see for ourselves. It's why they went. Maybe they're waiting out there
for us.

Varina, waiting. Howw Il | explain ny imaginary wife to her? What will they
thi nk of one another? It's inpossible.

(Everything here is inpossible and yet you' ve created it. Make nme another, a
better world. | believe in your abilities.)

She reaches up and cycl es open the exterior hatch. Now there's only the
interior

hatch left. A single barrier between ne and the absolute. The bells are
deafening. The ship's hull rings like a bell

(You can do whatever you set your mind to.)

I watch ny finger extend toward a flashing blue button. I no |longer contro
ny

actions. Her trust sings down nmy arm My nuscles twitch with her faith in ne.
But you, you've already deci ded what's beyond the hatch. Majority opinion
want s



me to pull back. Don't touch that button, you say, don't kill yourself. But
what

if you're wong? You' re seeing this froma different point of view you're
still

| ocked in the logic of spacetime. String theory tells us that the dinmension
of

the observer is all inportant. How can you possibly hope to know what is
happeni ng outside a starship that has exceeded the speed of light? You can't
hear these incredible bells. And despite everything |'ve said, you stil
don't

accept ny imaginary wife. Has anyone ever believed in you as nuch as she
believes in nme?

When | press the button, the hatch irises open. My imaginary wife and I go

t oget her.

At first, | don't understand what's happening. |I'mspraw ed flat on the floor
of

my roomand |'mdisoriented, groggy. | nust've fallen out of bed. |I can fee

t he

ship's vibration in nmy cheekbone. It's as if the decks were ringing, except
there's no sound. Sonething' s wong.

"Varina?"

She's not where she's supposed to be. My face is stiff, as if |I've been
crying.

| notice the scratches on my wist. Four sticky scabs that | ook |ike bad body
makeup. Bl ood hammers in nmy head as | pull nyself back onto the bed. | toggle

the intercom Silence

The roonms on either side are enpty. No one in the library or fx. The contro
room abandoned. There's an odd animal stink in the air. | race through the
shi p, bouncing off walls |ike a madman.

(You're not crazy.)

I find her standing beside the airlock. |I don't recognize her at first. She's
pal e. Dazed. Her chin trenbles and she comes into ny arns.

(Pl ease, please tell ne you're not crazy.)

| always hated it when Varina cried. She used her tears as a | ever to nove ne.
I

woul dn't be here if she hadn't sobbed. Now | realize that if | don't help
this

one, she'll fall apart too.

"Who are you?"

She pulls away fromne and sniffs. 1've said the right thing

(Who do you want nme to be?)

She smiles then and | fall in love. It makes no sense, but there it is.

| mpossi bl e thi ngs happen, she tells me. There's a kind of nusic to her voice.
Wien she tal ks, | hear bells.
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