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Author’s introduction

 


This bite-sized novel is a new, standalone piece, but
its origins lie in the third section of my earlier novel The
Music Of The Rending Of The Night, which was titled ‘A Hundred
Years Of Nanking.’

In that novel, the protagonist Winnie finds herself
in Clore, a place that might be a multi-generational spaceship, its
mission long since abandoned, ignored by its home planet and
drifting uselessly in space—or it might actually be a sealed-off
inner city ghetto here on Earth.

Either way, ‘A Hundred Years Of Nanking’ dealt with
life that knew it had no reason to exist. What do you do when there
is no destination to reach, and no promise of rescue or salvation,
just a winding-down clockwork that may keep stubbornly ticking
generations into the future?

A colony of rats on board a listing, deserted ocean
liner will continue to reproduce, even though it is doomed. Of
course, it has the benefit of ignorance. But a colony of humans
that is in the equivalent situation and understands its fate
may well drag itself through every possible level of
despair—accompanied by periods of intense violence and
self-harm—but eventually, after all those things have worn
themselves out, it will also continue to reproduce, and it will
carry on.

‘A Hundred Years Of Nanking’ was about the carrying
on, past the point where everything else had been drained out of
it.

Originally I wrote an epigraph to stand at the
beginning of the section:

 


When considering nGT, it is natural that our paradigm
should follow the one known prototype in human history: the
Generation Starship Earth launched by the Roman Empire in 27BC and
which has remained in solitary flight ever since. In other words,
that the period of empire will be followed, in succession, by
decline, collapse, dark ages, and eventual renaissance. Since, just
as happened to GSE, the renaissance is a desirable outcome, it
follows that the dark ages are also desirable, if not to be
actively encouraged.

—Jan Behnisch, CLR steering
committee no. 83

 


The difference between the model
proposed by Dr Behnisch and every other commentator on nGT, and the
reality of, as he puts it, the one known prototype in human
history, is this: what if you never forgot?

—Idham Moura, CLR steering
committee no. 87

 


The decisions of this ‘steering committee’ had set
the agenda for the spaceship, but it was not necessary an agenda
advantageous to the inhabitants.

It had imposed a purposeful collapse.

This was in part a rejection of the traditional
science fiction tale of the multi-generational spaceship—for
example, Brian Aldiss’s Non-Stop (1958)—in which the
inhabitants have forgotten where they are and rediscover the truth
via a shattering moment of conceptual breakthrough. What, I was
suggesting, if the amnesia were intentional, because the steering
committee had determined that an ignorant population was more
stable than one which understood its place in the scheme of
things?

After all, the whole point of a multi-generational
spaceship is that the vast majority of its inhabitants are only
there to push the species forward a few more years. Forgetfulness
may well keep them docile.

In the Clore of ‘A Hundred Years Of Nanking’ the
agenda failed. The inhabitants never forgot.

Clore had an immense back story, as the section title
suggests, though this back story was poorly understood by its
passengers, who lacked an adequate system of organizing and
recording their history. There had, indeed, been periods of intense
violence and self-harm. The ruined infrastructure was evidence of
brutal uprisings, and equally brutal repressions.

No longer capable of summoning up energy for another
coordinated attempt to escape the prison they’re in, and anyway
driven to the depths of what human beings can endure, the
inhabitants spend most of their time in the eternal grind of
gathering the basics of survival, and the rest in the oblivion of
drugs, casual sex, and not so casual gang warfare.

Children are born to this place, and grow up and die
here. Generations of them.

In The Music Of The Rending Of The Night, this
complex scenario was merely the backdrop to Winnie’s internal
drama: her own turbulent psychological landscape that may, in fact,
encompass everything she seems to experience.

But the more I thought about it, the more I wanted to
tell the story straight: beginning with the conflict
suggested in the epigraph, to actually put people on board that
spaceship, to send them out on their vast journey, to defy them the
chance to remember their purpose, and to ensure that they do. I
wanted to place a ‘standard’ science fiction story against this
rich backdrop.

This is the result. In tribute to its roots, it is
titled ‘A Thousand Years Of Nanking.’ And it remains, still, a
vehement rejection of the traditional tale of conceptual
breakthrough and redemption. Indeed, the title precludes any chance
of it.

In my novel Biome, a group of explorers in
what resembles an alien oubliette on the surface of Venus finds
itself, inevitably, linking the horror of its surroundings to a
history of human atrocity. ‘A Thousand Years Of Nanking’ is
intended to raise uncomfortable questions about faith, retribution,
and the human spirit—and the more you think about it, the more
uncomfortable those questions may be. It is no coincidence that I
wrote both novels in Japan, my adopted home.

Finally, The Music Of The Rending Of The Night
was my attempt to explore body shock: my protagonist Winnie’s own
ravaged body (she’s a self-mutilator) externalized into the world
she inhabits. In the next novel I wrote, Residuum, the body
shock was transposed outwards still further. The protagonists of
that novel literally do inhabit, parasite-like, the immense
externalized carcass of their own bodies.

The city as body is nothing new, but its Giger-esque
concatenation of flesh and metal seems personified best by Tokyo, a
largely bloodless place by day which, at night, is transformed by
its Diet-mandated aircraft warning beacons into a vast, queasy
array of throbbing red lights. I wrote ‘A Thousand Years Of
Nanking’ at night, sitting at the window of my 25th floor apartment
with all those lights around me.

Though its plot and characters have nothing in common
with its original incarnation, the story does share Clore’s
externalized mental landscape, and Winnie is still there in spirit,
dragging a little of her body shock along with her.

 


Robert Maas

Tokyo 2013
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A Thousand Years Of Nanking

 


It was one of those endless Kinzua afternoons,
slowly fading into the still hour when even the stars seem to stop
revolving.

I was demonstrating first aid in the Stage 5
classroom, West Sector education complex. There were thirty
children in the class. Each one had quick wits and sharp eyes. They
were only ten years old, but their tunics were already buttoned to
the throat. Their regular teacher sat at the back, absently
scratching a mole on her cheek and tracing the stains in the
ceiling tiles.

The children gazed through the window at the row of
apple trees outside, or stared at me with an indifference that was
worse than contempt. They knew I lacked authority to do anything
they cared about, since they cared about nothing. They thought, as
every generation thought, as I myself had thought when I was a ten
year old boy suddenly faced with the yawning gape of the future,
that they could alter their fate. Not for them old age, death,
being dug back into the soil and forgotten. They were wondering how
they could make time stand still, or run it on so fast they’d
somehow short circuit the laws of nature.

On such spindly wish fulfillment had religions been
built. Generally we needed to beat it out of them. I remembered
that lesson well. At least half this class would end up under the
lash. One in ten would be terminated. It was hardly a baseless
prediction: we’d had five hundred years to recognize the signs.

First aid meant showing them how to resuscitate a
plastic mannequin by hand. Four blows to the chest then
mouth-to-mouth, in rotation. I called the kids up one after the
other to practice, but there was always the same result. They were
reluctant to put their mouths to the faceplate. They had no qualms
about the blows.

The mannequin lay on the table, its artificial skin
faded, its face eyeless, lifeless, worn out. Once it
had a feedback function, but that was long gone. Now it simply took
its abuse stoically, as expired as its batteries.

I’d just finished when the phone shrilled in my ear.
I clicked my front teeth to silence it. ‘Weber.’

‘Lukas Mayr. You free to talk?’

‘Sure. What’s wrong?’

Mayr was the Habitat’s chief physician. I’d worked
under him for several years, first as a student, then as a
colleague and—I believed—a friend. After the Nubia program
collapsed, I got kicked back down to the rat jobs I’d been doing
the past seven months: stamping euthanasia forms and
relief-teaching uninterested kids. He’d kept a straight back as he
told me my program was cancelled, but I could hear the satisfaction
in his voice. Steerage had been opposed to it from the start.

‘We’ve picked up a defector,’ he said. ‘You’d better
come over.’

That was a surprise. I wasn’t normally called in to
deal with security issues, and we hadn’t had a defector in
years.

‘The hospital?’ I said.

‘South Maintenance.’

‘How’d he get in here?’

‘It’s a woman. Loen’s team found her.’ Loen was head
of security. I knew him, too: hard-faced. Proud of the gun on his
hip. ‘A gantry trap dropped her in one of the depleted fuel
cisterns. She must have gotten up into the Watchtower and floated
across—not an easy task for someone in her condition. Crawled for
hours before the trap got her.’

‘Her condition?’

‘We’ve already sent in teams to seal up the conduits
and set more traps.’

‘Mayr, what’s her condition?’

He paused before replying.

‘She’s pregnant, Jost. And she’s asking for you.’






I made my excuses to the teacher and headed down the
worn metal steps to the front of the complex. A spindly AMaR robot
was working in the plot of apple trees, picking ineffectually at
the rust on their trunks. The trees were hackled and gray, and the
fruit had long since become shrunken, wrinkled, and too bitter to
eat. We ate them anyway, for the vitamins. Another device gathered
fallen apples on the path leading up around the curve of the
Habitat.

I set off along the path, and didn’t pause my stride
when the AMaR scuttled out of my way, scraping its plastic bucket
across the corrugated metal. An apple tumbled from the bucket and
bounced across the path. I waited while it set down the bucket,
then stepped over the arm it extended to retrieve it.

Maintenance was under the wall of the Buffer about
twenty degrees downspin. Around me was the familiar landscape of
the Habitat: low metal chalets set in rows beside parched-looking
gardens. Pipes and cables threaded overhead on ranks of numbered
pylons. Security camera pods rose from every intersection. Up
around the curve I could see the drums of storage tanks, facilities
for brewing pharmaceuticals, the rotors of life support, the blank
walls of reprocessors.

Even in the most heavily built-up parts of the
Habitat, the tallest structures were only three floors high. The
one exception was the South Sector hospital, up at the eighty
degree mark, which rose ten floors. The low gravity was beneficial
to some of the more serious afflictions.

We rarely had serious afflictions. You broke your
leg, a doctor fixed it. You broke your back, I got the call in to
stamp a form. Every boy gave a sperm sample on his fourteenth
birthday. That was generally the first time my stamp was needed.
Girls got until sixteen before we did a fertility test.

What I didn’t see, walking downspin toward
maintenance, was people. I rarely encountered anybody out in the
open. About two thousand people lived in the six square kilometers
of the Habitat, just about enough to form a healthy gene pool. At
times there was a village mentality to the ship: you felt you knew
everybody. At other times I knew nobody at all. Instead, the only
things that moved were the machines: the ventilation fans, the
irrigation gantries, the innumerable AMaR devices that kept the
place clean and tidy. Innumerable more of these lay in rusted heaps
in the corrals, burned out or busted.

 

To my right, an expanse of fallow soil meant I could
look out beyond the back of the Kinzua through the ring of
angled glazewall to the distant polestar of the sun and all the
constellations slowly circling it. Far above, at the axis of the
spinning cylinder of the ship a kilometer overhead, the light bar
seemed to puncture the hull, becoming our communications array
stretching out behind us toward that distant glimmer.

Another AMaR robot was out there, squatted over
seized-up gimbals. It had been perched there as long as I could
remember. We hadn’t communicated with our home planet in more than
three hundred years, the time the last of our sporadic video
entries was recorded and the log closed for good.

As I approached Maintenance, the light bar reflected
off the steel frieze that ran around the Buffer three meters from
the ground, picking out the letters engraved in it. Along the
entire six kilometer length of the frieze, these letters gave a
primer in the alphabet and English grammar, basic education in
mathematics and physics, a brief history of mankind, the purpose
and duration of our flight, and a long list of Principles we were
to uphold. The text was repeated on four plinths set up around the
Habitat, along with electronic clocks that showed the current Earth
date, the time we’d been travelling, and the time left to our
destination.

This latter number stood at 529 years. I wasn’t yet
thirty. With luck, I’d be one of those privileged enough to live
into the four hundreds.

Of course, I wouldn’t see our destination. The
journey to reach that single blip of intelligence in the radio
storm of the galaxy would take a thousand years. I, and everyone
else aboard the Kinzua, was merely a step along the way,
each lifetime a few more years passing into the dark silence of our
wake.

I looked down at my hand as I reached the door into
Maintenance. I wasn’t yet thirty, but in the shadow of the wall my
skin was as wrinkled as the apples.

 


§

 


They’d housed the defector in one of the docks on the
ground floor. They’d shoved a mess of irreparable equipment down
one end of the dock and placed her at the other: more irreparable
equipment.

The corridor stank of kerosene overlaid with the
ozone prickle of a transformer left on too long. A radiation
warning light flashed silently on the wall.

Mayr led me to the dock. He was a stilted,
stoop-shouldered man, not far off the stamp himself, with a nervous
tremble in his eye. Recently he’d adopted the habit of looking over
my right shoulder at something less offensive off in the middle
distance. Today he avoided looking at me altogether.

‘The trap sent an automated alert,’ he told me. He
used his doctor’s voice, as if reading off the symptoms on a
patient’s chart. ‘Loen’s crew was there within fifteen minutes. She
must have panicked, struggled out into the center of the cistern,
rather than head toward the wall where she’d be relatively safe.
Luckily, she was aware of her situation enough to be
screaming.’

I snorted. ‘How was that lucky?’

‘The cistern was pitch black. Her noise gave the crew
a place to aim their flashlights.’

‘So she was in the cistern for fifteen minutes?’

‘I told you, she was lucky. Gravity’s low in that
part of the Buffer. She’d managed to stay upright and keep the
residue out of her lungs. It was smeared all up her legs and
splattered on her body and arms. She’s got damage, Jost. Her feet
were immersed the entire time it took to reach her. She needs to
have her legs amputated, but there’s no reason to perform the
surgery. She—she won’t benefit from it.’ He was having trouble with
his words. ‘They should have shot her—cleanly, I mean, there and
then. But—’

‘But they decided to haul her in alive.’

‘Right.’

‘Because of her condition.’

We’d reached the dock. Mayr banged his fist on the
wall.

‘You understand why we put her here, Weber,’ he said.
He used my surname to distance himself from any emotions I might
express. ‘This is centimeter-thick steel. The only entrance leads
out through an isolation tunnel to one of the external airlocks and
a hatch into the Buffer. There’s no important equipment within
forty degrees.’

Sure, I understood. They’d gotten her in the dock,
but they couldn’t approach her to get an accurate diagnosis. They
didn’t want to expose our few remaining instruments to radiation
that might put them out of action for the rest of the flight.

We’re a closed society. We can’t easily manufacture
new machines, and with Nubia at the bottom of its technology curve,
we couldn’t power up one of the factories and ask them to churn us
out a new MRI. Until the renaissance, we’d have to make do with
what we had. Which meant everything still working was precious—more
precious than a half-starved defector, anyway.

After she’d gone—that was the word we used,
gone—the dock could be evacuated. We could deal with the
radiation, and if it got too much for the scrubbers, a hot
maintenance dock wouldn’t matter. By the time we needed it again,
the count would have decayed to a negligible level.

A window showed me the interior. I peered through
smears of oil at a small chamber lit by a bare fluorescent coil.
Every surface was caked in centuries of dirt. The floor was covered
in metal shavings piled up in slicks of lubricant.

A bundle of black rags had been thrown on the
workbench opposite. I assumed the bundle was the defector.

I tried to wipe a cleaner patch in the window, but
the oil was all on the inside. ‘Can she hear us?’

‘If you want.’ Mayr indicated a comm terminal next to
the window. ‘I’ve got a nurse standing by, but nobody wants to go
in there, and we can’t do anything until she follows my
instructions. We’ve been trying to get her to undress so we can
examine the baby.’

I found a relatively clear spot and stared at the
woman. She was dressed in the thick layers of woven cast-offs the
people of Nubia all wear. They’d done nothing to protect her. The
depleted fuel, a viscous residue, still coated much of her legs and
lower body.

Her pregnancy was an obscene swelling, like the final
stages of the malnutrition that had pared the rest of her to the
skeleton. The skin was stretched over the bones of her face. Her
hair was matted into dark lumps that hung off the side of the
bench. Even the beads she’d braided into it were black.

Her eyes rolled wildly at the ceiling. Her lips were
peeled back. She was screaming constantly, though I couldn’t hear
anything through the wall.

The dirt on the window seemed to put a barrier
between us more than the mere physical one. It was the void between
the Habitat and Nubia, between what had been maintained as
respectable and civilized, and what had been allowed to fall to the
basest pit our species could endure—and not so much allowed as
driven there, purposefully, under the Principles laid down
centuries before we were born.

Through this void, through this insufferable
distance, I gazed in on a woman I used to know. I hadn’t seen her
in seven months, not since I was ordered out of Nubia and forbidden
to return.

‘She’s been yelling like that ever since they found
her,’ Mayr said. ‘Most of it in that Nubian garble they pretend is
speech. Your name is the only word anybody can decipher, so she
obviously thinks it’s yours. Is she right?’

My voice was quieter than I expected. ‘Yes.’

‘I’m just giving you the option. Otherwise that’s a
lot of pain you’re putting on yourself for no reason.’

‘It’s mine,’ I said. The timing might have been poor,
but it made sense. I’d been sleeping with Aaliyah for almost three
years, and the whole time she’d never had anybody else to my
knowledge. She could have been raped, but I doubted it. She’d have
told me.

Since when did anybody bother with contraception when
it came to Nubia? You’d only wear protection if you were worried
about disease, and I had every antibiotic the ship could
manufacture in my system. That came of being someone who’d spent a
lot of time in the place, and I don’t just mean in R&R.

The last two months we were together, she’d been
carrying my child. All this time, and she’d never tried to tell
me.

How could she tell me? It’s not like you could slip a
message through the Buffer. So she’d defected. She’d managed to get
all this way, through all our defenses, looking for me.

She wanted to give the baby a future. A gantry trap
in the Buffer put an end to that.

I turned to go.

‘Wait a minute,’ Mayr said. ‘You haven’t asked me any
of the obvious questions. Is it fatal, how long has she got, will
the child be born before it happens—will it even be viable.’

‘It’s obviously fatal,’ I said. ‘She’s never coming
out of that dock.’

‘And you haven’t tried to talk to her, either.’

‘No,’ I said. ‘I haven’t done that.’






Loen was in a workshop just down the corridor,
supervising a couple of security men. They had the bag Aaliyah had
been carrying in an isolation booth and were pawing through its
contents with a manipulator arm. The bag was a worn leather pouch,
seams fastened by crude stitches.

‘Not the least of your mistakes,’ Loen grunted as I
slipped in. ‘Not the worst, either.’

‘This all she had with her?’

‘When moving house means crawling through eight
hundred meters of pipe, you don’t bring much of your furniture
along. But yeah, you’d have thought she’d manage a light at the
very least. It’s no wonder she fell in the trap.’

‘Why didn’t you shoot her in the cistern?’

His lips peeled up over his teeth. ‘Don’t you think
it’s important to be reminded of what you’ve lost? Steerage used to
think you were capable of leadership, before that Nubian folly
ruined your chances.’

I ignored the jibe. I’d never cared about Steerage’s
plans for me.

I thought of Aaliyah, huddled in the dark pipe,
somewhere in the maze of conduits that was the Buffer, exhausted
from hauling herself and her unborn child toward the distant
promise of shelter. I thought of the pitch of desperation it must
have taken for her to undergo the journey, knowing only that I
might be at the end of it.

The manipulator pulled out a mass of fiber turned
black from the waste.

‘What’s that?’ Loen asked.

‘Wool,’ I said. ‘Scavenged from old clothes. And
plastic knitting needles.’

‘Sharp enough to stab someone with.’

I felt anger welling up inside me. ‘Knitting needles
against plastugs and security robots,’ I said.

Loen turned his cold eyes on me. ‘Don’t abandon
what’s left of your common sense, Weber. We’ve seen this scenario
before.’

He was right. A hundred years ago a Nubian woman
pretended to be pregnant and convinced a guard to let her through
the gate. She made it as far as the South hospital maternity ward,
where it turned out the pregnancy was a shaped fertilizer explosive
strapped to her waist. The blast gutted the ward, killed four
Habitat women, and put a lot of irreplaceable equipment out of
action.

That was the last time Nubia tried to attack us
directly. We enacted the usual retaliations. Then we erected a
makeshift maternity unit on the Nubian side of the gate to examine
claims before they even made it through the outer reaches of the
Buffer.

There’d been no further attack in a century, and
there was no reason to believe they’d try again now.

Besides, at the time of that final attempt, Nubia was
still on its way down the technology curve. Back then they’d had
the ability to mix up crude explosives and conceal them, if only at
a child’s level of subterfuge. Now they had far less.

‘They’re craftspeople,’ I said. ‘She was knitting
clothes for the baby.’

‘She’s either devious or she’s a fool,’ Loen said.
‘Let me tell you something, Weber. Until she gets those rags off,
she’s as much a risk as the last one.’

But he’d brought her in purposefully to taunt me.

‘I know her,’ I said. ‘She’s just a girl.’

There was nothing else in the bag. The men withdrew
the manipulator arm. Loen leaned forward to punch the booth’s
incinerator switch.

‘You better hope so,’ he said. ‘Or I’ll ensure you
get a front row seat when I do the same thing to the dock she’s
in.’






I returned to the window and stared in again at the
figure on the bench. Aaliyah’s head was twisted back. The sinews in
her neck stood out as sharp white lines. I didn’t recognize her at
all.

I hesitated a long time. I could feel Mayr’s eyes
boring into my back. I could feel the weight of the whole damn
ship, pushing me into the floor with a relentless gravity imposed
on it before it was even occupied. There was no escaping it. There
never would be. It was as inexorable as our velocity.

Finally I lifted my hand, lifted it against that
impossible weight, and pressed the intercom button.

‘It’s Jost.’

At once her mouth snapped shut. Her eyes swiveled
wildly, hunting for and locking on the window. The corridor was
dark. She’d see nothing but her own reflection. Nevertheless her
hands lifted and groped helplessly toward me. She didn’t move her
legs at all.

‘Jost,’ she whispered. Her voice had a metallic
quality through the old circuitry. She spoke halting, inflected
English. ‘Where am I?’

‘You’re in a maintenance bay. You’re contaminated, so
we can’t take you to the hospital.’

‘In the Habitat?’

‘Yes, Aaliyah. You’re in the Habitat.’

Her face softened a little. She never stopped staring
at the window.

I watched her. I watched her lips move. I watched the
beseeching in her eyes.

She couldn’t leave the bench. Only her arms reached
out to me, trying to bridge that chasm between us.

‘Jost—this is important. Do you remember me? Do you
remember—’

I leaned into the intercom.

‘Aaliyah, listen to me. The doctors want you to
undress. You’ve got to comply, Aaliyah. Otherwise—’

A new burst of pain wracked her body. A contraction,
or something worse. Her hands clawed wildly at her stomach, as if
trying to find purchase in her navel and rip herself open. She was
determined not to scream again now I was here.

‘Aaliyah,’ I said in Nubian, ‘if you want your baby
to live, take your clothes off right now.’

Damn it. My finger slipped off the button. I had to
work hard not to slam my fist into the wall.

But it seemed to have worked. She relaxed. She was
able to look at the window again. She looked at it for a long time.
Tears ran on her face, smutching the dirt. Then, slowly, every
movement causing pain, she dragged herself up so that she was
sitting on the bench and began to pull off her rags. She fumbled
with the knots, began crying again in frustration.

I remembered the first time—the knot that had
tightened when she tried to untie it, the first time we were
together. The teasing slowness then, the agonizing slowness now. It
was all I could do not to run away again, but Mayr was behind
me.

Layer by layer, she got her clothes off. She sat
motionless on the bench, her shoulders hunched slightly, her skin
glossy in the hard light. There was no way of knowing for sure, but
when I first met her I estimated her age at 25. Now it was
impossible to tell. Her breasts were fatless and shrunken. Her
belly was huge, the skin stretched taut. Her linea nigra was a
smutch of black. She continued to cry, and did not look up at
me.

Mayr, I realized, was on the phone. ‘It’s done,’ he
said, but not to me. ‘Send her through.’

Coming forward to the window, he pushed me aside.

‘Body hair,’ he muttered with disgust. ‘Like she’s
trying to make it hard for us.’

He leaned into the intercom.

‘Aaliyah,’ he said in the tone you’d use with a
child, ‘that’s very good. Now you’ve got to stand up and move to
the center of the room. Can you do that?’

Aaliyah nodded. She slid off the front of the bench.
Her legs buckled beneath her. She couldn’t stand. Wailing, pushing
hard against the ground, feet skidding in the oil, she finally
managed to get herself up, elbows on the bench, kicking and forcing
with an anger that had not yet abated after all.

Naked now, and more vulnerable than ever, she hauled
herself upright and came shuffling painfully forward. There was
blood on her legs.

‘Good,’ Mayr said. ‘Now kick the rags away—over to
your right, to the end of the dock away from the door.’
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