



[image: Cover Image]





Down There in Darkness


George Turner


[image: image]


www.sfgateway.com




ABORIGINAL TERMS


KOORI: This term for an aboriginal Australian applies, strictly, only to the tribes of southeastern Australia but is gaining acceptance as a generic term for all Australian aboriginal tribes.


KORADJI: Most easily translated as “medicine man” or “witch doctor.”


KURDAITCHA: The descriptions given by Connor and later by Bill Gordon are accurate according to my references (mainly Aboriginal Words of Australia, A. W. Reed, 1965), but the ascription to some of them practicing “inner contemplation” is purely fictional.


However, the prevalence of out-of-body and other mystical experience in Australian native folklore suggests that some such awareness was common currency and almost certainly followed up by individuals.
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HARRY OSTROV
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My name is Ostrov, Harry Ostrov. My actual given names were Ian Juan Ivan John, a lighthearted and light-headed joke wished on me by my parents when I was born in the final year of the Dancing Thirties, before the realities of overpopulation, ineradicable pollution, rampant nationalism, and plain entrepreneurial greed—the four horsemen of the greenhouse apocalypse—closed around the planet.


I fought my parents to a standstill on the matter of the names, which had become a crown of thorns on my teenage head (what cruel little animals one’s schoolyard peers could be, tongues alive with mockery of the odd man out), and arrived at an understanding that I was, thenceforth and forever, Harry Ostrov. I might be all those other aliases on official documents but I was Harry in the home and, after a few definitive fights—I was a big lump of a kid—in the schoolyard.


Looking back, it seems like the only victory I ever won. All the other encounters, however successful, have left me with a sense of outward victory and inner doubt, as though I had traded some secret part of me (my soul, if the word means anything) for a few words of routine adulation. Failure hurts, but success, if you have any brains at all, reveals the inner weaknesses you somehow survived.


You stand up straight for the public accolade but you know the part sheer luck played, how you blundered from point to point until you practically tripped over the answers, how the opposition’s mistakes were the real sum of your supposed brilliance, and how often you were simply, starkly afraid.


I had, at the age of thirty-two, the ghastly experience of being brought face-to-face with the suppressed, hidden expressions of my true beliefs and desires, the stuff that lies unrecognized in the sump of the mind, and that was a terrible confrontation. I know more about the human veneer of civilization than most because I have been down in the engine room of the mind to observe the thing in action, and I know I am no hero. We are reactive mechanisms driven by deep-buried forces.


My claim to a place in history is not that I achieved great things but that I happened to be present at a few seminal passages and know something of the truth of the people who fashioned, for good or damnation, the world we live in today.


All these things happened long ago. There’s a temptation to write “on another planet.” That’s the measure of historical change in a single lifetime.


I had my one hundred thirty-third birthday last week, making me one of the few old enough to remember 2070 in Australia, when the long greenhouse was at its height and January was the hottest month of the year.


Adding insult to animal sweat, the south polar ozone holes had defied the predictions of science and common sense by refusing to close wholly over; they thickened and thinned like pranksters who had us all by the short hairs. For the temperate regions, meaning most of the world, this hardly mattered, but for the state of Victoria and my hometown of Melbourne, both uncomfortably close to Antarctica and within the radius of UV onslaught, it meant January ill-temper, dripping armpits, and the regular anticancer shots that turned the skin a dirty brown and was ineffective in at least 5 percent of cases.


So we all wore long-sleeved shirts in high summer, protective glasses and wide-brimmed hats to shade the vulnerable forehead, ears, and nose. We police wore “digger” hats of a lightweight cotton closely woven against UV penetration, so that we sweated like draft horses from the hairline down, and after an hour or so probably stank like them.


This account begins in 2070, a hundred years ago, in January, with the outdoor temperature in the mid-forties and Detective Sergeant Ostrov relegated to a desk job, in a condition somewhere between official tolerance and limbo.


Premier Beltane had died six months earlier, by his own hand, while I was on duty at The Manor as bodyguard to his father. Beltane was not strictly my business, but the commissioner considered it a stain on the force’s image that I had been unable to prevent the suicide. He would have dumped me as a sacrificial gesture if Psych Section had not stepped in to defend me. They knew of my horrible encounter with my subconscious because, in a state bordering on schizophrenic confusion, I had begged their help and they had been able to convince him that sacking me might backfire as a publicized injustice. (Besides, they wanted me for study, didn’t they?)


I was grateful because, with half the workforce permanently unemployed, he was a lucky man who found two jobs in his lifetime.


My area superintendent, Connor, had me on a desk job because he didn’t know what else to do with me. He would not trust my mental stability until Psych Section gave me a clean bill—which they would not do while they could dream up more tests and interrogations—so I wasted my days consolidating the reports of others, constructing endless schedules, and answering the questions that lazy coppers could have researched for themselves.


Then Connor sent for me and, though I could not know it, my entanglement with history began.


There were no omens or portents of destiny, only his face in my desk screen saying, “My office right away, Harry,” and snapping off the call on the final syllable as though terseness represented efficiency. Connor had a repertoire of roles and attitudes, and as usual I found myself answering an automatic, “Yes, sir,” to an unhearing screen. I disliked him. We saw each other’s existences as crosses to be borne.


In his office he had another demonstration of reform school efficiency ready for me. He handed me a sheaf of papers, said, “Read, consider, and report to me for orders in one hour,” and began the scanning of some other printout as though I had vanished with his last word.


Still, I said, “Yes, sir,” because there would have been disciplinary slaughter if I hadn’t. The small dog must never aspire to the bad manners of the big dog. Besides, Psych Section would never have forgiven me if I had so far lost control as to override their careful training in repression of the assaulted ego.


Until the shocking night in The Manor, when Gus Kostakis and I had been subjected to a drug-induced mental probing that no one should have to remember, I had had the average copper’s impatience with Psych Section as a group of cloud-niners, more immersed in theory than aware of the grim facts of human behavior, but when confusion came pretty close to breakdown on my part they raced to the rescue with a down-to-earth practicality that tossed preconceptions out the window. They understood the implications of what had happened to me and cushioned my initial despair of coping with the paradoxes and blind alleys of unbalanced thinking. Better, they devised mental exercises founded in what they termed “logical dislocation,” allowing the brain to freewheel with a problem or a decision until the subconscious disgorged an appropriate conclusion. “Appropriate” as distinct from “correct.” They recognized moral and ethical “correctness” as variables dependent on personal perception, changing with the winds of popular convention and philosophic fashion. What they shaped for me was a coherent personality, not my previous holier-than-thou, morally perfect one.


Nevertheless, I had a complaint: they refused to treat Gus, because he was not a member of the force. It is hard to realize in our more or less brave new world that human beings were little more than statistics in that day. Nobody cared a damn what happened to civilian Gus; he had no entitlement to police care and no money for impossibly expensive private specialists. In the end I taught him, night after night, what Psych Section taught me by day, and together we struggled back to a bearable level of humanity. You must believe me when I say that no two people ever knew each other, to the depths, better than Gus and I when it was over.


So I was able to put Connor’s playacting behind me and give my attention to the sheaf of papers. They could represent a promise of better times to come. Connor had said. “… and report to me for orders,” so it might be that my putting out to grass was over; the papers might signal some sort of trial run.


They had come from the Dead File, I had no doubt, from the repository of old documents that had not been fed into the Data Bank but preserved, only because if ever they were revived for attention and action their context might demand forensic testing of print and paper. In the age of microrecording, printed originals were curios with rarity value.


The slight stiffness of the sheets and the browning edges were witness to a long, undisturbed shelf life. The first page was headed: Unsworn Statement by Steven Parry Warlock, 8th October, 2036. It was older than I. I began reading with no expectation of more than routine interest and soon was wondering why this document without any apparent criminal relevance had found its way into a police file at all. Then it became intriguing in its own right—and finally engrossing.


It was the narrative of a bizarre tragedy that had played itself out three years before I was born.
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UNSWORN STATEMENT BY STEVEN PARRY WARLOCK


8TH OCTOBER, 2036


ATTESTED BY: SERGEANT P. K. NEWELL


CONST. L. C. HARTLEY (VOXCODE)


You might think that with Brian Warlock for a father I would have at least the seeds of artistic appreciation in me, but the fact is that I belong with the peasantry who “know what they like” and treat the aesthetic others with puzzlement and a secret suspicion that artists are all slightly out of balance or that the whole gallery game is suckerbait.


I remember that I was fifteen (which places the year as 2025) when I remarked that I liked the Seurat painting of some bathers that happened to be on loan to the Victoria State Gallery.


I should have known better than to open my mouth because Dad at once asked, “What do you like about it?” He really wanted to know. He always wanted to know.


And of course I muttered, “I just like it.”


“But why? What is the special thing in it that speaks to you?”


I didn’t know about any “speaking to me,” but I made a valiant teenage effort. “It’s bright and happy; it’s about things I like doing.” Then the urge to mutiny overtook me. “I just like it. I don’t have to know why.”


He said, with some disappointment I think, “I suppose not,” and would have turned the conversation, but I was roused by too many inconclusive encounters to carry the fight to the enemy for once. I asked, “Do you always know why you make things look half-finished or twisted or colored all wrong?”


Maybe nobody had put it so directly to him before, because he looked down at his hands as if the answer might be something he could reach out and grab hold of, then said, “Sometimes. Not always. A thing is right or it is wrong.”


I think that was as close as ever I came to pinning down the relationship between my plain and gentle father and the painter with secret fire in his mind. There was no lack of feeling between us; the father–son bond was powerful, but in each of us there was an area of the soul quite impenetrable to the other.


He for his part pretended to follow and applaud my fascination with machinery and later was noisily proud of my success as an engineering troubleshooter, but he had no real interest in the details of my work. He was much taken by the patterns created by moving machinery but not at all by the mechanical details of how the patterns were derived. In much the same way I was pleased when he had a successful show or a good critical response, but I attended the shows only as a gesture of family solidarity. His paintings were and for the most part remain meaningless to me. I don’t say they aren’t often pleasing to the quick glance or that there isn’t sometimes an emotional fillip that recedes and disintegrates when I look more closely, but by and large they remain meaningless.


That offends my sense of order and purpose. I see colors (and some are purely colorful abstractions) or I see shapes (often agglomerations of form without overt relevance) but I see no meaning.


To which he says, “What you see is the meaning.” Just once he said, “Ultimate meaning is inexpressible,” and looked as if he might cry if I pushed him further. So he really didn’t know what his work meant, either.


The critics categorized him as “involuntarist,” as though giving style a name was explanation enough. He muttered furiously that one wrong name would do as well as another when it added 50 percent to the sale value of the canvases.


The nearest we came to mutual comprehension was when he remarked that I researched what I saw and thought, while he was satisfied to contemplate phenomena of the mind and not confuse them with realities.


Make what you will of that.




(What indeed! This was an extraordinarily long and discursive statement by common police standards and I wondered at the patience of Sergeant Newell with Warlock’s maunderings about his dad. They had some interest for me because my own parents were children of those same Dancing Thirties, that last party before realities closed around the planet. Brian Warlock, I recalled vaguely, was a painter whose work had passed out of fashion after he had come to some sort of peculiar end whose manner eluded memory. In a world oversupplied with oddities only the truly fabulous stay in mind. I was about to be reminded.)





My work in the Bio-Engineering Research Complex is design and maintenance of low-pressure evacuation and heat pump installations, which means that every laboratory staffer knows me, so nobody became uptight and regulation-bound when I asked permission to give my minor-celebrity father a tour of those areas that were not closed to the public for reasons of sterilization or secrecy. He had asked for it in what was a wholly dutiful expression of interest in his son’s daily drudgery among the philistines—and he fell in love with the place.


Rapt in his personal conception of the world, he had no idea of machinery beyond wheels and pistons, gears and fans, centrifuges and the stink of hot oil. Of the world of microtechnology, since it didn’t enter his everyday observation, he had little idea. Trailing me through the complex, with at first a few questions to show he was awake and looking, his guard was pierced by the microreduction systems of the nanotechnic replication machinery, which to his wondering eye appeared to operate with blades and punches of light, making ballets of snap and whirl and spark in pinhead spaces. His startled eyes as he looked up from the viewer and pushed the protective lenses up onto his forehead set me guessing that a new style of painterly obfuscation struggled for birth. Microvoluntarism, perhaps?


Then, in the Liquid Physics section, he gaped like a child in Wonderland at the superficial but never still evolution of symmetries and adjustments, and (though he had little math beyond simple addition and subtraction) in the chaos patterns of random interference on the computer screens. Chaos seemed a new world. I suppose that in a culture of intense specialization in smaller and smaller fractions it is normal for one man to be ignorant of what is the whole life of others. He demanded exposition and explanation. So to the demonstration of visual math: the Mandelbrots he rejected as kid stuff, no more than a viewpoint watching itself watch itself shrink down to a vanishment (I didn’t argue), but the Julia patterns held him spellbound. “Mysteries that express without revealing,” he said—and as usual became distressed when pressed to elaborate. To him the remark was transparently plain.


Next day the visit produced expectable ribaldry among the staff and I came close to getting myself laid off over one loudmouth who suggested that Dad’s attitude “reduced art to the status of an idiot child fascinated by a wagging finger.” Privately I thought he had a point, but he wasn’t to be permitted to repeat it; Dad and I were strongly and mutually supportive on the one or two ideas we had in common and formed a stubbornly aggressive front on all the rest.


I soon found out that Dad was visiting some sections without telling me, and that the lab staff let him roam for the sake of the incomprehensible comments they noted down and argued over. The visits produced new paintings that Dad claimed were “reactions to new vision.” I found them indistinguishable from his previous work, but the critics perceived new directions and labeled them “apprehensions of the impulse of research”—and so they became “apprehensionist.”


It might have been comical if the money hadn’t kept on rolling in, paid by undoubtedly intelligent people who saw meaning that escaped me. Whether their perceptions were genuine or fantastic, there certainly were depths that even the most profound failed to penetrate.


We know that now.


Those visits, with their half-comprehended ejaculations about art and attitude, finally brought Dad into the Isolation Project, one of the more esoteric (some said “scatty”) investigations proceeding in the Psych labs. It turned out that they had been debating his paintings and gnomic utterances and that some of the theoreticians claimed to understand “in a relating sort of way” how the works grew from observation. I never could do that though my fiancée, Helen, had an eerie gift for relating the finished canvases to the mini-machines that had been the source of “apprehension,” and this seemed almost proof that his art made valid statements and was not simply associative doodling in oils.


It amounted to this: my father, who could create difficulties over the insertion of a shoelace into the correct eyelet, was capable of mental associations beyond his own or anyone else’s ability to elucidate.


So the Psych crew suggested Dad as a subject for isolation. When they told him what was entailed, which would have scared the stunned wits out of me, he merely asked what they hoped to discover. That they could not tell him; it was an expedition into the unknown, in search of those things a mind might perceive when utterly alone with itself.


Dad asked, “With all sensation removed, what is there to perceive?”


Someone said, “A better word might be ‘apprehend.’”


I think that word did it. Genuine or merely sly, it sucked Dad in whole. From that moment he was an eager guinea pig while I wondered if a more meaningless abstraction than “mental apprehension” was possible.


“Apprehend what?” I asked him.


He told me, “You’re too much a realist; in this context the word means ‘discover.’”


The Isolation Tank experiment as a technique had exhausted its possibilities and fallen into disuse during the last century. Subjects floating in water at body temperature in the solitude of lightless, soundproofed tanks had experienced euphoria, hallucination, or passages of terror; some had exhibited physical symptoms involving muscular contraction and vomiting; others had merely slept, unable to stay awake in a desensitized universe. In the long run the tests had told more about the physical and mental makeups of the subjects than about any reproducible effects of sensory deprivation. Interest in them lapsed.


Now, with the introduction of EIH—electronically induced hypnosis—as a tool of investigation, new possibilities had become apparent and the complex had resurrected the technique. The Psychs saw Dad as a find.


He spent hours with them as they probed his mental processes in question-and-answer sessions with heavy emphasis on the creative faculty, looking for a lead into what took place in his mind between perception of an object and the finished painting, which rarely displayed visual relationship with the thing ostensibly represented.


He became unbearable at home, discovering in himself a unique mentality with a totally individual perception, until my exasperated mum told him, “You’re like one of those cultists who speak in tongues and don’t know themselves what they are saying. It will turn out to be something quite simple. A misplaced gene, most likely.”


You can see that Mum was not strong on either psychiatry or genetics, but she was more worried by Dad’s engagement in this experiment than she let him know. She let me know, however, and insisted that I probe the matter to the depths.


As if I could!


At least I tried. I began with Helen, who is a nursing paramedic on the General Aid Staff of the complex and consequently familiar with most of what goes on in the research sectors. I told her that Mum was concerned about the projected tests and most perturbed about the “unknown,” which to her was a word hung about with doubts and fears. I admitted for myself only an ignorant man’s curiosity, but Helen’s answer to my complaint—that the manipulations of the Psychs were often jabberwocky to a practical engineer—told me more about her morality than about the project: “Well, they won’t let him come to harm. They wouldn’t dare; he’s a public man, not to be risked. I’m glad he has volunteered and saved some frightened criminal from being drafted.”


Most of us feel a little queasy about the Experimental Science Provision—that is, when we think about it at all—though the use of criminals as research subjects is hedged about with protective rulings and in fact few of them ever come to harm. The use of them pinpointed a change in humanity’s thinking as fear of the greenhouse subsided, to give way to the much greater fear of the unmanageable population problem. The one-time “sanctity” of human life became a guilty joke, underscored by the daily starvation deaths of hundreds in the more destitute countries. Life was not sacred. With backs to the wall we recognized that it never had been, outside of the pulpit. It had become an epidemic infecting its own flesh. We had learned to see death as it is, rid of its ritual and outward trappings, and to acknowledge that it made little difference to history who died and when.


Admitting all this to myself, I still had to correct her. “The crims aren’t drafted; they volunteer and are rewarded with remission.”


“Much you know! You haven’t seen how Appraisal Group selectors maneuver to get the ones they want nudged and argued into the lineup.”


Nor had she, but as a nurse she heard doctors’ discussions and confidences. I hadn’t expected her to be so vehement but I still had to argue: “That’s as may be, but I still can’t see too many Category F crims having the type of mind that led to Dad being asked to take it on.”


It was the wrong tack, of course.


“You can’t? Well, the criminal mind might surprise you if you ever got around to probing one.”


“Not my can of worms, darling.”


“And therefore not worth thinking about!”


How did we get from there to here? These spats start so easily. This one lasted half a day, with sulks, but eventually she told me what she knew.


The limiting factor in Isolation Tank work in the last century had been the impossibility of damping out the interference of the body itself; the mind of the subject had never been totally free of the active flesh. Suspension at precise body heat had removed the awareness of weight and orientation, but the heart had still pounded its engine beat, the lungs swelled and relaxed, breath made its tiny bat squeaks in the nose and throat, and even the muscles made faint, nearly unmeasurable protests against protracted immobility. All these sounds and pressures, subliminal in daily life, intruded when the exterior world was shut out by the tank; the body thrust forward its moment to moment changes as the only sensations defining itself, and the brain was not free of them. Chained to life, however minimally, it could not gaze into its pristine self.


EIH involved direct interference in the brain to match, amplify, or neutralize the tiny currents activating its processes; in this case it would be used to negate the body’s input of sound and tactile experience.


I asked, without any joy, “That’s what they’ll do to him?”


“That’s it, Steve, darling. Your old man will be left alone in his mind to see what he can make of himself, and report back.”


I spent a day thinking it over. Then, the next morning, I managed a little time with Dr. Paulinus of the Consciousness Research Unit. He bought me coffee and a bun in the canteen and listened patiently to my doubts and fears, which sounded only ill-informed as I failed to express them in a psychiatric jargon I did not know. Psychs and engineers live in different worlds.


His round plate of a Dutch-Indonesian face beamed at me as he said, “You seem undecided between Frankenstein’s monster and a brainwashed idiot. Why either?”


“Because he’s my father and I’m bothered by what I don’t understand.”


“That’s what you should have said in the first place. Your father can’t explain because he has been told nothing much; we don’t want him going into isolation with a head full of preconceived ideas. We propose to do only what we have done with a dozen other voluntary subjects, none of whom have suffered harm. Has my behavior changed, for instance?”


That took me by surprise. “You’ve had it done to yourself?”


“Naturally. How else learn what you are doing? Does that make you feel better?”


It surely did. “But why Dad?”


“Because his mind displays apparent, ah, eccentricities.”


A lifetime’s familiarity had taught me more about that than Paulinus would ever know. “It’s ordinary in most things; only his art is unintelligible. Otherwise, he likes games, reads thrillers, has a conventionally dirty mind, and behaves much as other men do.”


“Only his art! There some irrationality is present, or seems to be. What do you think art is?”


I had to reach into my grab bag of half-baked ideas.


“Creativity?”


“Everybody is to a degree creative. Even an idiot.”


“Communication?”


“Better. From whom to whom?”


“From the artist to the public, I suppose.”


“And with whom does your father communicate?”


“Hard to say. People rationalize and he just stares at them. They ask what a picture means and he says, ‘What’s there, of course.’ When some stupid critic tries to chart creative connections he gets short-tempered because he doesn’t know them himself. Or says he doesn’t.”


“Be careful with critics; most are far from stupid. And your father does not know the connections. Listen carefully.” He looked down on my intelligence (that’s how it felt) from the certified height of all his professional years. “Some artists work from the outside inward; they have a theory of artistic expression and present visions in accord with their theories. They know exactly what they are doing and why. Others work from inside themselves to the canvas, transmuting a factual scene into an intellectual comment or philosophic exposition. Most are reasonably aware of the process of elaboration and can discuss it with some degree of self-reference; your father cannot because he is unaware of the mental leap between the stimulus and the canvas.”


“You mean he doesn’t know what he is doing?”


“I mean that he doesn’t know why he does it in that particular fashion. His work is spontaneity with a vengeance. We have tried to tap in with deep hypnosis and achieved nothing; the answers lie deeper than hypnosis can reach.”


“So it’s his own mind that must tell what it is doing?”


Paulinus winced. “Crudely, yes.”


“What happened with the other people you tried?”


“More or less what we expected. Specialized minds are oriented to their specializations; they report back in the terms of their orientation. Their processes are governed by purely intellectual factors, so we have learned from them a great deal about how education, dextral abilities, and emotional bias affect the world-view, but nothing of the impulses at deeper levels. From your father we hope to gain clues to the working of the seemingly irrational.”


I thought of the Theorems of Order arising from the Laws of Chaos and muttered something about them.


“Why not?” he asked. “They seem as fundamental as quantum uncertainty; they may be much the same thing.”


While I was relieved that the process was tested and safe, I still asked, out of curiosity, “Did you run the first trials on crim volunteers?”


“With procedures and parameters untested? Good God, no! We wanted relatively normal minds to establish the initial procedures.”


“So criminal minds are abnormal?”


“Not usually; reactions to early experience do much of the shaping and can give the same result as tests on the dedicated professional, a skewed reading where something more generalized is required.”


“But Dad—”


“Not at all generalized, of course, but we have the basic procedural data now and are feeling our way into personality variations.” I started to thank him for giving me his time but he shushed me and said, “There will in fact be a criminal mind tested in tandem with your father. He’s a volunteer”—I suppressed a desire to ask, A real one?—“chosen for much the same reason as Mr. Warlock. He is a child molester.”


For the life of me I couldn’t see the connection and must have showed it, for he gave me a smug professional grin as he explained, “His peculiarity is that he dislikes children intensely yet uses them for sexual frisson but never harms them physically. He shows no understanding of his actions and becomes hysterical with frustration when any attempt is made to rationalize them. Like your father he does not know why he does what he does. There may be neuron process similarities or there may not. We shall see.”


The parallel between my dad and an unpleasant pervert seemed tenuous, but I was more puzzled by the idea of a mind regarding itself critically; it smelled of lifting oneself by the bootlaces. “But if all sensory input is removed, what has the mind to work on?”


“What it always has—knowledge, memory, experience, and the neuron paths linking them as processes of thought. The novelty here is that they operate without built-in distraction. We hope to tap into areas unmapped, below the level of recoverable thought—the preconscious. Even in the closed-circuit minds of our professional testees there have been hints of deeper processes.”


Later, at home, I retailed all this to Mum, explaining as best I could. My best didn’t penetrate far, because she sniffed and asked, “Do they imagine art is some manner of perversion?” and hurried off to the bedroom.


To cry, I imagined. She had cried a lot, privately, since Dad had made his decision, but had never attempted to alter his mind. She rarely discussed his work and I have felt that she regarded genius or talent or whatever the description might be as part of the cross wives bear.




(No sign yet of a crime, though there must be something nasty in the woodwork for us to take an interest at this late date. It was surprising that Sergeant Newell had not tried to jolly young Warlock along and squeeze all this wandering kerfuffle into a few workmanlike essentials. It could be, though, that the background was necessary to understanding what was to come and that Newell had been instructed to let the man ramble. That may happen when the case team is fishing for a lead.


As it happened, this was the point where I stopped wondering because Steven Warlock, with a smart gear change, moved into the action.)





The test was conducted in one of the smaller assembly rooms, probably because a fair amount of floor space was covered by the experimental setup; it was easier than rearranging a cluttered laboratory.


Chairs were arranged around but back from the two bare operating tables and occupied mainly by Psych Section personnel.


To the end of each table was attached a board arranged with gauges that appeared to lead, by color-coded cables, to a cluster of terminals on a fairly bulky helmet, apparently intended for the head of the isolation subject.


About a meter from each board of gauges was a chair for the EIH man and beside it a metal box which only feature was what looked like small fingertip controls on its upper surface.


Close-by each table, chairs were occupied by a physician, a nurse, and two male orderlies apparently chosen for weight and muscle. This crew was plainly ready for the unexpected, and I felt that some possibilities had not been passed on to me.


The two table assemblies were totally separated. The two examinations seemed unconnected with each other and this lent eeriness to what we were to learn only many months later.


Helen, sitting by Paulinus, waved briefly and then ignored me.


The two subjects came in naked from an inner room, where they had undressed, one of the orderlies told me, against the unlikely case of some bone-wrenching spasm requiring immediate action. I had been told nothing of possible spasms.


The two stood awkwardly by their tables, embarrassed and nervous and looking away from their audience. There could scarcely have been two more dissimilar subjects. Dad was fifty-three, at sixty-five kilos a little overweight for his slight frame, breathing self-consciously in his chest to hold in the small pot he pretended was not there. Reddish hair around a balding skull, plus his narrow mouth and chin, gave him the look of an aging, mortified fawn.


Frankie, the pederast (he really had been christened Frankie, not Francis) was an absolute contrast, younger and taller and heavier, well made, dark, and something like handsome—but not quite handsome because of some hard-to-pick flaw in his features. When he let his gaze sweep just once around the faces in the room I found the flaw. An enraptured girl might have seen an attractive, impish mockery but I glimpsed a deeper trait, an amused wickedness overlying some other different feeling. Even in the glimpse I formulated it in my mind as an unfulfilled regret, an expectation of sadness.


Two EIH men came in behind them, one pudgy and short and jolly, the other long and narrow, absorbed and strangely unnoticeable until he spoke.


Paulinus opened the proceedings with unfussy brevity. “You all know the nature of this operation and the characteristics of the subjects. There should be little to see other than two men apparently asleep on their respective tables. We hope there will be something interesting to hear from them later.” He turned to the EIH men. “Dr. Graves”—he indicated the pudgy one—“will monitor Brian Warlock in his quest for the transmuting of the creative impulse.” Dad grinned uncertainly. “Dr. Bentinck will monitor Frankie Devalera, who will be seeking the origin of physical activities springing from no definable impulse.” Devalera unsuccessfully tried to look as though he didn’t care what anybody thought of him. “Are you gentlemen ready?”


Bentinck said in an unexpectedly rich bass voice, “We can begin now.” Then each doctor took up one of the helmets and asked his charge to lie on his table. The two naked men looked at each other for the first time since they had entered the room, exchanged bleak smiles, and climbed onto the tables.


The helmets were fitted. I had expected cables connecting subject and hypnotist, but there were none. What I had taken for simple terminals were in fact compact transmitters and receivers; there was no man-to-man wiring to figure in dangerous accidents.


Dad raised his head and said, “Come here, Stevie.”


When I hesitated he held out his hand, wanting me to hold it. I did not recall that he had ever before made such a gesture of trust and need. I glanced at Graves, who smiled and nodded. I took his hand, felt it shake slightly, and bent to his ear to say, “You can still pull out of this.”


He pressed my fingers. “Can’t. The boys at the pub would never let me forget it.”


So I stood holding his hand, feeling like a hovering nanny and ineffably stupid, waiting for the drama to begin. Then Graves said, “You can rest his hand on the table. He can no longer feel you.”


Without fuss the process had begun. I went back to my chair as Graves said, “The subjects are isolated from sensory input. You can converse in ordinary tones.”


Somebody asked a question and Graves answered in what sounded like a prepared monologue, “Through the encephalostats we read the operating voltages of the sensory centers of the brain and cancel them with precisely matched impulses. This is done by small computer units, eliminating human error. It is a purely electronic process, not hypnotic or in any sense telepathic. With the eleven senses canceled, we concentrate on monitoring the total mental and physical state of the subjects.” He added with the offhand arrogance of the expert, “Best not to address us again; our attention must now be wholly on the instruments.”


I pondered those six additional senses. If “sense” meant “detection system,” you would have to include all the mechanisms triggered by temperature maintenance, adrenaline release, hunger stimulus, tiredness warning …


Paulinus was plugging explanatory holes, forestalling misunderstanding. “… and they are emphatically not in communication with the subjects. They maintain surveillance only. They have no means of intruding on the subjects’ observation or thinking …”


I wondered if glandular balance would count as a “sense” and decided against it.


“… cannot reach the isolated minds by hypnotic command. If interruption to the isolation should be necessary, they will simply cut off the canceling frequencies and shake the subjects awake. This has never been necessary in previous trials.”


Someone pointed out that previous trials had not used subjects with abnormal intellectual functions.


“Why abnormal? They are merely unfamiliar. In Devalera’s case we may have only an unusually powerful repression at work.”


I said, with sudden distrust of the whole thing, “Maybe self-knowledge will be more destructive than the self-imposed ignorance hiding it.”


Paulinus’s impatient stare made me feel like the kid who always asks the silly questions in class. “Devalera is aware of the possibility; we do not use subjects without prior counseling. If he suffers as a result of the freeing of blocked knowledge he will be given full remedial treatment.”


I formed my own conclusion as to how much “volunteering” Devalera had done. Feeling I had him cornered, I asked, “What counseling did Dad get?”


Paulinus’s frown meant shut up and stay shut, but he shifted to bland surprise. “He hasn’t told you? Then I must respect his privacy.” Down, Towser, down! My guess at the true answer was “none,” because in Dad’s case they didn’t know what they were dealing with.


I had my eyes on Dad, of course, so I saw the quick twitch and the shrinking movement, as if on the flat table he tried to draw away from something unpleasant. It lasted a bare second but from the corner of my eye I noted that Graves stiffened and leaned forward to his telltales. Then Dad relaxed and lay still as before.


At the same moment Devalera made an indescribable sound, inarticulate, strangled, coarse, brutal, as though something subhuman bellowed in a private hell. His hands and feet thumped the table like a tethered animal trying to run.


Then his whole body rolled from side to side and the orderlies sprang to restrain him. Too late. Bentinck uttered a hoarse, despairing cry as Devalera’s body, responding to commands from its own mental depths, convulsed away from their reaching hands, over the edge of the table and down to the floor.


In a relaxed fall he might have suffered no more than bruising, but every muscle was taut and his limbs projected rigidly from his toppling trunk. The sounds of breaking arm and shoulder were muted pistol shots.


Bentinck reached down and pulled the helmet free but Devalera continued to writhe and roll like the victim of a nightmare unable to wake. Bentinck put two fingers in his mouth, bent to the man’s ear, and blew a street kid’s whistle that would have wakened a cataleptic. At any rate it brought one sense into full function and I assume the others followed it. Devalera was in shocking distress and it needed three of them to hold him while Helen injected a pacifier.


Bentinck called to Paulinus, “Get him to surgery!”


“Full sedation?”


“No! I’ll keep him under light hypnosis until we get some idea what happened.”


Paulinus nodded. “What about Warlock? There was some reaction there.”


Jolly, pudgy Graves said in his jolly, pudgy way, “He’s hard to rouse.” He was shaking Dad without effect. He prized open an eyelid and shone a torch beam into Dad’s eye, then signaled Bentinck, who repeated his whistling performance. Dad did not stir.


He has not stirred since.


He lies in bed, at home now, with a feeding tube in his arm, at rest in the total seclusion of his mind.


Daily the isometric exercise machine works on him to maintain some physical condition against his eventual waking. But he does not wake.


Graves has stopped trying. He no longer comes near us.




(Contemporary art said little to me; my interest stopped at portraits of personable women, striking animal studies, or landscapes with some atmosphere about them. Brian Warlock was only a name with a tinge of forgotten mystery clinging to it. Mother was the aesthete of our family, visiting galleries and sketching a little when she could afford the equipment. It was she who had mentioned the Warlock name recently, rousing a tingle of familiarity—something to do with the man’s extant paintings and the National Heritage Commission, a news item that had not registered among the daily trivia. What then rose to mind was the odd fact—one of the thousand or so odd facts in a day’s scanning—that he was still alive. If his condition could be termed “alive.”


It had been mentioned because the disposal of his paintings was in question.


None of this provided any clue to where my detective duty entered.)





Mum’s heart broke—slowly—before she accepted that there would be no return from whatever far place had claimed him.


They had never been a publicly demonstrative couple, but her inability to cope with the happening or with the everyday world, her lostness, made our home a place to avoid. Friends did not know how to console grief that kept a private face and retreated from their goodwill while she communed within herself.


Silently she blamed all of us: Paulinus, Graves, myself, even Helen. She said nothing, but her eyes laid blame as an enduring weight.


A miserable year dragged by before she returned to something like a normal existence, but she never referred to the sleeper in the back room (though I knew she kept a lonely vigil there for hours each day) but spoke of him—rarely—in the past tense, as a memory. She cleaned him and changed the feeding tubes daily but never mentioned the mocking chore.


Marriage with Helen sagged into indefinite postponement. I could not in decency leave home while Dad lived—in his fashion—nor could I bring a wife into a mausoleum. Helen said nothing; we settled for a weary, receding future.


A few days before last Christmas I received a vidcall at the complex. The screen cleared on the unmemorable face of someone I should recall but did not. Only the profoundly bass voice, loaded with all the character the face lacked, stirred recollection of Bentinck.


He said, as though no lead up was necessary, “I have arranged with the complex for you to be free tomorrow. Frankie Devalera is now a reconstituted member of society and is willing to speak of his experience in the Isolation Project.”


Ready to go public, probably for money, with the cheap hype of science-for-the-citizen.


“Should I care?”


Bentinck said, “He has much of interest to tell of your father.”


“Clinical detail? I can live without it.”


“Much of personal and emotional interest. I feel, and so does he, that you and your mother should hear what he has to tell before it becomes public property in the scientific journals.”


The warning shook me. “I don’t understand this.”


The vague face took on a faint frowning. “There was communication … That is an inaccurate statement but there is no simple way of presenting it. There was a form of communication between Frankie and your father during the process. What he says will concern you deeply. And Mrs. Warlock more so. Much more so.”


This began to be a summons from a man who meant to have his way. I said, “That may be, but my mother is still in distress and I don’t want to add to it.”


“Devalera may give her great comfort.”


“You should explain that.”


A little shrug accused me of being unnecessarily difficult. “I have learned, cautiously, from your neighbors and relatives, of Mrs. Warlock’s emotional condition and, if I read her correctly, Devalera’s news will be very welcome. She will be most proud.”


He promised without revealing; I supposed there was a matter of professional confidentiality, leaving only Devalera the right to speak freely. “Where will this meeting take place?”


“In Devalera’s home.” He gave me a time and an address on the seamier side of the city.


I said, “I will be there but I can’t promise to bring Mother.”


“I urge that you do. I speak as a psychiatrist and as a man who has himself endured separation.”


The words carried a sort of mournful conviction. Only after he had beeped off did I think of the irrationality of communication between separated egos in isolation.


I broached the invitation, hesitantly, to Mother that night. She heard me out, plucking at her dress as sick people will pluck at their sheets. In the end she said, “I do not need to be made proud of Brian; that I have always been.”


I told her, “I’ll go. One of us should know what’s going on.”


“Suit yourself, Steven.” I was not much in favor.


In the morning, however, she was dressed and ready to leave with me. She said rigidly, “I expect nothing of a meeting with a perverted criminal and a negligent scientist, but if there is to be publicity I shall at least make legally certain that no vicious gossip will be put about.”


It was not the moment to argue that scientific journals were not media for vicious gossip.


“So,” she continued, “I have arranged for the younger Mr. Gregg to be present.”


Our family lawyer, the “younger” Mr. Gregg, was pushing seventy.


With such interest shown, it seemed to me reasonable that I had wired myself unobtrusively to take a record of the meeting. What you will hear is verbatim.


The Devaleras were poor, not poverty-stricken but poor in the fashion of families with only one working member and he not a well-paid one. Their single-fronted house in a Richmond back street was a relic of the previous century, needing a coat of paint and some shoring up of the rear foundations, but the small garden was a miniature blaze.


Mother stopped on the violet-bordered path to examine every plant. “A fine gardener; a sign of humanity,” she said, as if that lifted the child molester an inch or two out of the gutter. “Well, that is something.”


From the front door Devalera said, “My father is the gardener; I am a laborer in Sewer Maintenance. I am Frankie Devalera and I think I’m all too human.”


It was an assertion of personal dignity, not a declaration of war, but Mother surveyed him without speaking, lips pursed, eyes wary and unforgiving. She nodded with minimum courtesy and entered the house as he stepped aside.


As I passed him he said, “I remember you; you held his hand. He was frightened. At first he was frightened.”


That was high-order recollection; his eyes had swept the audience just once. He himself was not easily forgettable; the sourly amused cast remained, under a new composure but not gone away. Perhaps he had discovered what aroused his amused contempt. Himself?


The rooms in these old houses are small and the sitting room was crowded with all of us. There were “the younger” Mr. Gregg, with Mother next to him, and a grimly aging man of fifty or so whose hard, prim features were his son’s without the hint of mockery. There was a quiet, thin man in whom I did not at once recognize—Bentinck. I am sure his self-effacement was deliberate, a ploy of the trade that made him startlingly effective when he thrust himself into notice. When patients forgot his presence he no doubt collected intimacies that otherwise might have been glossed or withheld.


At that point I scarcely noticed a boy seated behind the elder Devalera. With all my interest centered on Frankie, I dismissed him as a younger brother.


Mother at once laid down the terms of her presence. Looking at no one in particular, she said, “I will not listen to defamation or derogation of my husband or permit him to be exposed to malice. I am not interested in research, only in personal values.”


Gregg presumed on old acquaintance to say snappishly, “Do sit down, Millie. I am assured you will hear nothing against Brian and much that is favorable.”


Frankie said, “Only what is favorable.”


His voice was working-class though well enough schooled to make him an unlikely sewer rat, but in the greenhouse century and with his repellent criminal record he was lucky, in an automated world, to have a job at all. Somebody (Bentinck?) had pulled strings at rehabilitation. Manner and manners defined his economic stratum exactly when he asked, “Is the kettle on, Dad? It’ll be easier over a cuppa.” Then he became self-consciously formal. “I’m sure you would like some tea, Mrs. Warlock?”


It was a pretty obvious please-try-to-like-me but Mother only bowed her head slightly. She would take his tea as part of the visiting ritual, the formal dance allowing people to disagree without savaging each others’ throats.


The father went out to the kitchen with the faintly lumbering tread of the scrapheap unemployed, old before time for sheer lack of activity to preserve youth. He came back with a huge family teapot to set on a trolley laid with china. It didn’t all match, but among the laboring classes its mere sufficiency was enough.


It seemed there was no Mrs. Devalera; it was the young boy who helped the older man, silently bringing milk, sugar, and biscuits, then retiring to his chair at the rear. He seemed about twelve years old and skinny.


Frankie got up to do the honors, talking all the time, not addressing anyone but launching into a speech any man would have found difficult, as if by concentrating on cups and saucers he might forget he was under judgment.


“My name’s Frankie, not Francis. It’s important. It was a sort of wordplay on my mum’s part because I was a twin—Frankie and Johnnie, you see? Only not like the song, we were both boys. We weren’t just twins but joined at the hip, too. We were Siamese twins and that meant we had to be delivered by caesarean section and one way and another Mum had a hard time with us. She never really forgave us for it. That right for you, Mrs. Warlock? Pass her the milk and sugar, Dad.”


Mother said in the strangled voice that afflicts her when she senses unpleasantness coming, “No milk, thank you.”


Frankie plowed on, handing around tea with not quite steady hands and the desperation of a host out of his depth. “The join was just a flap of flesh so the doctors got on to it right away and cut us apart and put skin grafts in and there’s not much scar left. You didn’t see any scar that day, did you?” Pushing a teacup at me.


“No, none.”


“There’s hardly any to see, nothing to remind me there was another one, Johnnie. But there was a kind of memory started later on. Then there was the day in the complex, but I’m not sure if even that is a real memory.”


Bentinck spoke suddenly in a staccato bass: “Stop fiddling, Frankie. Get to the point.”


It was the tone of an exasperated chaperone and it seemed to work. “I couldn’t remember him because we were only a few weeks old when I rolled over his face in my sleep and smothered him.”


Mother clattered her cup and saucer and the younger Mr. Gregg frowned as if this sort of thing was outside his area of practice and should be discouraged, but I began to see Frankie as a human being with depths and compulsions outside my experience.


“Mum and Dad put it about as something they called cot death and I think the doctor must have helped them get away with it.” The father’s face changed not a fraction at this. He was stone. “I was going to school before I ever knew I once had a twin. I learned the hard way; the other kids found out about it and gave me schoolyard hell the way kids can. They even had a game of rolling on each others’ faces and singing ‘Frankie and Johnnie.’ I used to get hysterical because I didn’t understand and I still don’t know how they found out!”


The father spoke without warning in a gritty, passionless voice. “Confidences! Your mother told her best friend, who told everybody—in confidence!”


“You don’t know that, Dad. You shouldn’t blame everything on her.”


“She blamed you, didn’t she? For her poor health and what she regarded as her ill fortune and for everything that happened for ten years! Then she deserted me for a younger man and blamed you for that, too.”


His teeth snapped audibly as he closed his mouth on the words. He had had his say and that was that. He must have been a hard man to live with.


The interruption upset Mother. “What has all this to do with my husband?”


Bentinck answered, “There is a connection, leading to the Isolation Project. Also, Frankie is still my patient and this rehearsal helps him.”


“Are you taking advantage of my presence to further his treatment!”


To her anger Bentinck said simply, “Yes,” and for once she could find no immediate objection. She was, despite herself, involved.


When we were quiet, Frankie said, “You can see that I grew up with a sort of false memory of a twin called Johnnie. I made it true by looking at myself in the bedroom mirror and pretending there were two of us exactly the same. We talked. I mean, he talked, too, because I could see his lips make the words as I heard them. And there was the tiny bit of scar on my left hip proving he was real. He was real to me though I couldn’t touch him. I tried but there was only flat glass. I told my mum but she only screamed at me and called it nonsense, and I wasn’t old enough to know that rage and pain go together to make hate and despair. One day she beat me. Hard. With the buckle end of a belt. Screaming that Johnnie was dead and I killed him. I never saw her again after that because when I got back from the hospital she was gone. I got belted for that, too. Don’t blame Dad; he was half out of his mind between a wife gone off and a son who talked to the mirror.”


He glanced briefly and smiled like a shy kid. The father’s expression did not change; solid brick all through.


“But the persecution stopped because somebody got to the neighborhood parents and they spoke to their kids and suddenly there was no more Frankie and Johnnie talk.” He looked again at his father, hoping, I think, that the old man would confirm the decent thing attributed to him, but he might as well have begged the Sphinx. “No use asking him. He won’t admit he was trying to make up for everything going wrong.”


I saw the young boy, from his seat behind the father, give a peculiarly adult approving nod, like a schoolmaster pleased with a promising pupil. It seemed the family formed a single psychiatric stew. And, indeed, Frankie’s tale more and more left reality adrift in fantasy land.


“When there was nobody mentioning Johnnie, he went away—I mean I learned other things to do, games and friendships and all that. Girls, too, later on. But he didn’t go right away; he was there in the back of my mind, out of sight. He showed up again when I was older, though I didn’t know it was him. It was just that I loved little boys, the younger the better. I wanted to feel them and play the games with them that I had played with Johnnie in the mirror.”


His eyes came up sharply, facing us all down. “Personal games. You understand me? Intimate!”


He wasn’t excusing anything and yes, we understood him.


Mum shifted uneasily but said nothing. She had never seen sexual deviations as psychological imbalances rather than visitations of the Devil.


“That’s what got me into trouble. Dr. Bentinck says I was looking for Johnnie where he was lost in the bottom of my mind. However it was, people started looking sideways at me. And some kids got frightened when I touched them. Then a couple of fathers made trouble and I had to leave home, run away. I started to hate kids, remembering how they gave me a bad time and were doing it again now. Love and hate together; it’s a mad feeling. I couldn’t keep my hands off them and I didn’t know why. It was like being pushed against your will, like a voice saying, ‘There, that one!’ and ‘It could be the next one!’ and me not knowing what I looked for and hating each one that wasn’t it. Then the police, of course, and the trial with nearly a hundred charges against me—and that was only the ones they found out about—and me with nothing to say because I didn’t know why I did it. And jail. And then Dr. Bentinck.”


I tried to imagine myself relating such a history, and found some respect for so much honesty. I stole a glance at Mother. She was grim (nobody loves a child molester) but puzzled, too, unable to come to grips with an obsession she saw only in terms of primary evil and so not subject to reason.


Bentinck spoke, with his usual effect of materializing suddenly. “I had been studying Frankie in prison, and the Isolation Project made a possible means of checking my tentative diagnosis by having the patient actually recall the forgotten processes I had rationalized into hypothetical existence. It turned out to be much more.”


Frankie took up his tale. “You can’t know what it is like—dark and silent and like floating and alone in a way you could never imagine.” He appealed to Bentinck. “The doctor can explain better.”


The beginning was familiar stuff until he got to “… the old isolation tanks were more like solitary confinement, with all the mental trauma that involves. Electrohypnotic isolation leaves the mind utterly unaffected by the physical universe. Sense of imprisonment is lost because there is no awareness of an ‘outside.’ But we do not cut the mind free to leave it open to nightmares; the subject is given his project theme before isolation begins. He takes with him the matters he is to pursue. What we call ‘bad trips’ are possible—repressed information can have its unpleasant aspects—but the encephalostat monitoring of reflexes allows us to intervene and restore the patient to normal surroundings with the flick of a switch.”


Did it so? I said, “I was there. The flick of the switch was pretty slow. I saw him convulsing before he rolled off the table.”


“Worse, the convulsions continued after I had canceled his isolation.”


“So he must have had a hell of a bad trip.”


“He will tell you.”


Frankie said, “We had our preparation, Brian and me. A sort of hypnotic loosening up.”


“Presensitizing,” Bentinck interposed, as though that should be obvious to the lay mind.


“So when they put the helmets on us and canceled out the brain waves, our senses went blank like putting out lights one after another. I was alone. I never knew what the word meant before. It’s as if nothing exists, not even yourself, but it isn’t frightening; you just listen to your own thinking because there isn’t anything else. I was caught up on the questions I had to find answers for; the preparation had fixed them in the front of my mind. I had been told Brian was trying to find out where he got his art from and of course I had to find out why I had to explore kids’ bodies.


“So there I was, thinking about some kid who turned out to be me in a mirror, about six years old because that was when I first heard about him, with both of us reaching out to touch. Except it wasn’t a mirror; it was real because we could grab hold of each other. That other me—because both of us was really me, not me and Johnnie—pulled me toward him, making me go somewhere I didn’t want to. Somewhere down and terrible, somewhere I knew about and was afraid of. I started to panic.
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