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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.









Part I


Fine Upstanding Copper







1


Ostrov: Policeman’s Lot




From Commentaries; Decay of the Family Nexus: “The psychological shortcomings and emotional unrest of ‘Harry’ Ostrov are echoed today as parents, with the best intentions, strive to rear their offspring in the straitjacket of their own ideas of right and wrong. In any culture with rapidly changing values it cannot be done. The lectured and pressured children rarely rebel; they simply fail to conform.”





There has been too much stupid talk about what went on in the Manor in those last days of Beltane’s premiership; there was melodrama enough without the idiocies propounded by the channels and the amateur psychologists. I can tell you exactly what happened. I was there.


I was born into the mid-greenhouse generation, when the big weather problems were understood, and to some extent under control. The food situation was easing, and no more than two thirds of the world’s nine billions were undernourished (or starving outright) at any given time. If the population growth could have been halted then, in 2039, we might have come through the century relatively unscathed, but even slowing the growth, so simple in theory, seemed impossible in application.


We kids didn’t realize why this should be so until our body’s hungers came to plague and exalt adolescence, but we were born with population warnings in the air we breathed and we accepted them as part of life. There were too many people in the world, and we had to put up with them. That they also had to put up with us was their worry, not ours.


Being kids, we played “cull” games. (That word was already being spoken as a prophecy of some distant future but not as a present threat.) In our games one side was picked to be culled and was hunted down by the “real Aussies.” Those to be culled were called by the most offensive names we knew—Chinks, Wogs, Nignogs. The names had little real meaning save as denoting outsiders, non-Australians. Our own black, brown, yellow and mixed nationals (about half the population) were “real Aussies,” no matter what their origins, but Chinks, Wogs and Nignogs represented the rest of the world, that place somewhere outside, full of people to be got rid of someday. In that way we prepared a chauvinism that bided its time to come home to roost.


All over the world kids played cull games like ours, games dreamed up from odd scraps of parental conversation in the home. Kids, though they may not absorb the words properly, hear the hates and fears behind them very clearly. And sublimate the uneasiness in games. Games keep the fears at bay, trivializing them. We “real Aussies” could never be the culled ones. As we grew older the hardening of familiarity set in, and as adults we didn’t talk seriously about the cull at all. At any rate, not in public.


In public we made black jokes about it—


I have begun in the wrong place. Already I am caught up in ends rather than beginnings.


I am a policeman, Detective-Sergeant Harry Ostrov of Melbourne, Australia, a fairly ordinary sort of policeman whose promotions have come through attention to detail rather than through professional brilliance. It may have helped that I never let myself fall into the traps of easy corruption that elevate some to shaky heights and put others into jail with their seducers and victims.


I was brought up the old way, with strict ideas of good and evil, right and wrong—


Another false start, but there has to be some background.


My parents met and married in 2039, at the end of what social historians have dubbed the Dancing Thirties, that last decade of nonsense and thin-ice gaiety before history tightened its grip around the human race.


Perhaps my mother, Arlene, and father, Bill, had reason, along with everybody else, to throw their caps in the air and their brains after them and see life as a ballroom where the dancing would never stop. Everything was on the up-and-up, wasn’t it? Man had the greenhouse effect and the ozone holes under an endurable measure of control, had damped down pollution to manageable levels and tamed the environmental vandals, had developed weather forecasting to the point of keeping crops and destructive shortages a step ahead of the brutal fluctuations of rainfall and storms and the complex temperature variations of the oceans. The planet let out the breath it had held for forty years and gave itself a party. (There were doomsayers, but who listened?) That generation seems to have been a meretricious lot whose gaiety was too often nit-brained inanity, but their party was a wing-ding while it lasted.


I was two months old when the earthquake that had slept for a century tore Tokyo apart, leveled its stock exchange and destroyed the most powerful financial empire in history—and tossed the dancing planet down to penury in its wake. Overnight the full bellies of the major powers became as close to empty as were the tormented guts of the Third World billions. The world learned, the hard way, what it had always known but refused to face—that shares, investments and IOUs, those computer records and pieces of paper pushed around the world by economists and financiers are not, when all the debts are called in at once, wealth. They may be “money,” though even that is doubtful, but they are not wealth. Wealth is what your country can provide to satisfy its people’s needs; surplus wealth is what you can trade with. When the spree was over and there were nine billions to provide for, who had surpluses? Money became again the solid stuff you grab and hold; creative exchange of paper promises died for lack of resources to back them.


Australia, that perennially lucky country, as usual suffered less than many others because it was able, by way of a grinding austerity, to feed itself at a borderline sufficiency and by the late sixties was in a condition of penurious stability. We were by then living a good life in comparison with many other nations, but in fact our standard of subsistence would have shocked our grandfathers. Or would it? We had the necessities; what we hungered for were the unattainable extras.


As a child I resented the rich and could not forgive their existence. It takes time and education to learn of the failures of communism, socialism, anarchism, and all the other fantasies based on egalitarian concepts that cannot exist while human IQs vary over a range of more than a hundred points and individual needs can’t be measured on a common scale. So we are stuck with basically capitalist systems with all their faults, and the rich are always with us.


The rich have always been, in one way or another, the rulers of the world, and I had my day among them—which is how this story happened for the telling—though it was a short day and a humiliating one. I didn’t ask for it to happen, just as I didn’t ask to be a policeman or to be seconded to the Jackson job or even to wear the damnfool name my giddy parents wished on me.


What parents they were, still are! In the thirties they both had jobs, the world was a fun park, and they frolicked with the minor glitterati of their day. They met, married, and raced into having their permitted child (the new procreation laws were a prescient warning that nobody took too seriously, a temporary restriction until the planet sorted itself out) whom they named, with rhythm, rhyme, and a heady giggle, Ian Juan Ivan John. Their friends applauded the whimsy. Tacked on to the family name of Ostrov it made me sound like a multicultural stew.


Even the Ostrov was, if not a whimsy, not quite genuine. Bill’s Ukrainian great-grandfather had adopted it for political reasons when he escaped to Australia by the skin of his gritted teeth. It was an anagram of his birthplace, Rostov.


If my parents sound featherheaded they were only reflecting their time, but when the Tokyo crash caught the working world knock-kneed in the face of sudden poverty they showed mettle. From the mild affluence of two jobs they dropped to no jobs and a hungry boy. Arlene, who had been a secretary, found servant work in the households of those who could still afford the hire of status symbols at Scrooge wages. Bill had been an emporium sales supervisor—in his own description, a “superior counter-jumper.” He spat on his hands, bore with his blisters, and made do with sporadic laboring jobs in spite of a slightly crooked spine that had not troubled him until he became a manual worker.


They clung to the fetish of education as the road to success and pushed me down it as far as their tight purses could allow. It was their luck and mine that I was what theatre folk call “a quick study” who could soak up information with minimum effort. That is only a minor talent; it does not equate with high intelligence.


From their thirties gaiety they retained a deliberate, strained cheerfulness that drove me half out of my mind in surroundings that rarely included enough chairs to go round, clothes to wear or food to eat. My four variations of the one name were considered a risible affectation by my school ground peers until at age twelve, in a fury of domestic rebellion (a single outburst, never repeated) I reviled my parents for their unthinking cruelty in a storm of yelling, stamping and foul language.


My mother, instead of smacking my scarlet face, put a hand to her lips and murmured, “Oh, you poor darling.” My father, more alive to tactics, asked what name I would like to be called by. I had not planned so far ahead but reached for the first available fantasy and produced the name of a favorite vid cartoon character, Harry the kung fu Mouse, and Harry I became without further fuss. They really were good people. The kids at school took more convincing, but I grew solid and strong and able to make my decisions stand.


In the middle fifties, when “recession” began to seem a permanent condition, my parents learned the bitter lesson that the world belongs to the young; “too old at forty” was the reality. They stopped pretending that tomorrow would ever come. We became Wardies, the sour-joke word for those who became “wards of the state,” our income the Sustenance Payment, the monthly dole, the Suss. I think that Minders, as a description of the administrative classes whose supposed social responsibility was the welfare of the less fortunate, came into jeering existence at the same time. With use its spiteful edge became dulled and it passed into the language of social description, establishing “us” and “them” and the gulf between.


Then, at sixteen, I passed the Grading Paper of the General Employment examinations. Rejoicings, chez Ostrov! A working son, even an apprentice, would render the logistics of housekeeping less inhuman.


I knew what I wanted to do; age sixteen had it all worked out. When I was given my Career Choice sheet I wrote in the Preferred Training section, “Electrical and computer wiring and installation,” confident that my excellent marks in math and manual skills would guarantee acceptance. Installation and wiring cannot be wholly automated even in the age of computerized handling; a specialized manual skill was tantamount to a job for life.


The selection board approved my qualifications. Then it checked my physique, read my genetic print, calculated my ultimate physical development on an optimum diet—and offered me a police training course.


Received Wardie wisdom was that Police Are Bastards. We hated them as Minder menials.


I protested.


The board pointed out that the apprentice lists were crowded with applicants as well equipped manually and intellectually as I (a blow to vanity), whereas my projected strength, physical fitness, learning speed and unusually wide general knowledge (the damnable gift of cultured parents) qualified me for a physically and mentally demanding profession.


The board reminded me, too, of comparatively high wages and a pension entitlement (pensions were a rarity) and of the fact that my parents had made sacrifices, etc. … and didn’t I think they were now entitled to my support?


Yes, sir, but I can support them as well on an electrician’s—


The board feared that times of national exigency made it necessary that capable men and women be allocated to the niches they could best fill, and that I …


Outside the interview room I had the last and worst crying fit of my adolescence, then went home and told my Wardie parents that they had a copper in the family.


Bill—I was calling him Bill by then—cried, “Chin up, Harry boy! You’re made!” My mother, closer to social issues and neighborly attitudes, said little.


The neighbors gave them a rough time for a while. Cops were bloody lackeys to the bloody Minders; justice was for the wealthy, and Wardies never got a fair go because the coppers were corrupt and vicious; no good ever came of associating with … then they realized that some good might be squeezed out of knowing a rotten bloody copper who just might do you the odd good turn if you kept on the right side of him. After all, it wasn’t the Ostrovs’ fault if they’d reared a bad ’un, was it?


The pressures on Mum and Dad relaxed, and the unruly natives treated me with expectant civility.


At the Police Training College it was pointed out to me that my initials were I. J. I. J. and I would not be known as Harry, so I began with hatred in my heart.


Fate laughed, of course. Manipulated by instructors who knew just how I felt (hadn’t they been through it?) I walked headfirst into their traps of ego building and indoctrination. By the end of the first month I and my whole intake group were in love with the service and with ourselves, gentled and jollied into proud, elitist, one-for-all-and-all-for-one police tribesmen, dedicated to the protection of a graceless, ingrate public.


Later I saw that it was not all crafty psychological cat crap. We did become a welded, supportive group; we did learn disciplines, official and social, that gave us small behavioral advantages in a depressed society; we did learn pride in ourselves and our service.


In time we were parceled out to stations to join the rough and tumble of no-nonsense fellow cops who had had street wisdom beaten into their often bloodied heads and now served it back to us good and hard. That, with the sickening and wholly realistic view of the truths a policeman finds behind the facades of bland family lives, refashioned the world for us.


Some of us grew unpleasantly tough, some went rotten, some went under. Most of us grew an extra skin, tried to stay sane and not be the bastards off the job that we often had to be on it; we compensated resentments with a snarling pride and a steadily hardening sheath over the mind. I thought myself an averagely good, honest copper and learned to distance myself from the corrupt (of whom there were enough to tar all of us) and keep to the code of shamed silence that binds men and women whose lives may depend on group loyalty.


I was twice tempted to marry and twice surprised how little heartbreak endured when the romances fell through. I decided on a single life until seniority should lift me out of the daily rottenness and into the calmer air of administration. Time enough then to seek out love and father the child we would be allowed.


I found that I could not talk of my work with my mother. To her it was all “horrors and nastiness.” She loved me no less, but what she loved was her conception of me, the “nice” side of me.


I could talk with Bill, who brought me up standing at times with perceptions I had not suspected in my old-fashioned dad—as when he said, in one private moment, “We’re all born bare arsed, boy; it’s putting on fancy clothes that dirties our hearts.” I knew better than he what lay behind the triteness. A policeman grows away from the public he serves, tends to stand above it, looking down. And a policeman’s friends tend to be policemen. Everything conspires to separate him from society and identify him with an official viewpoint that sees moral questions in terms of legal right and wrong.


I could not afford, for my soul’s comfort, to admit to myself that I looked forward to the day of retirement when I could be reborn, bare arsed, into the humble world where a man could hold to a morality uncompromised.


I told Bill, long after the Jackson affair was over, that being aware of secrecy, corruption and manipulation is not enough. You deplore it in conversation, tut-tut suitably over the revelations of skulduggery on the vidnews, even play your part in apprehending the despicable and the villainous; but it registers as wickedness only at arm’s length, as the rottenness of others—until the day you find your own self trapped in the web of lies and hidden actions, enmeshed without warning or chance of avoidance.


I was thirty when the Jackson job came up, a detective-sergeant with a safe future if I kept my nose clean. (That is harder for detectives than for simple coppers; the temptations are constant and great and the rewards can be breathtaking.)


In December 2068 volunteers were called for a one day special testing stint with the College of Psycho-Biology—testing meaning “guinea pigging.” I was doing routine relief in a small, unbusy station on the city perimeter and, in what I took to be the local practice, was chosen to “volunteer.”


It was not the local practice. I was sought, pinpointed and chosen, but that was later knowledge.


The test was done in an indoor stadium. I estimated three hundred guinea pigs, male and female, in definable classifications—police, high-IQ students, longtime jobless Wardies, professional athletes, subteen children, over sixties and one lot that appeared to be mentally retarded. Whatever happened, we could be sure of one thing, that the tests would be free of danger or side effects; otherwise criminals would have been used to avoid compensation claims on a bankrupt Treasury.


The psychs and biochemists—there seemed to be a regiment of them—told us, without too much technical fiddle, that we were part of an experiment in hypnotic suggestion.


We police exchanged glances and sighs. The force had discarded hypnotism long ago; its occasional helpfulness was outweighed by complications and opportunities for error. Almost anyone can be hypnotized after a fashion; the problems lie in the questioning. You can’t tell, until you have wasted a month chasing false leads, whether you have been eliciting genuine memories, associational responses or mere subliminal garbage.


It seemed, however, that here was something new. What they were about was not hypnosis (so they said) but the effect of a combination of drugs designed to modify selected functions of the brain while sharpening others. There should be a temporary—no more than fifteen minutes—alteration of some facets of the personality, measured by reaction to key words and phrases.


We police at once suspected thought control; if that was in the wind we had better know about it. It sounded like hypnosis no matter what the boffins said, at least a pseudohypnotism, mind management on a measurable basis. It raised spectres of possible use by criminals—but that aspect would have to be weighed by the lawmakers and only then by us ordered-about lawkeepers.


The usual questionnaire occupied most of the morning until each group was computer sorted into subgroups for the action of the drugs to be observed on variously capable intellects. Not a really significant statistical sample, it was admitted, but a useful initial guide.


In the afternoon we were given our injections and interviewed briefly while “under the influence.”


My interviewing psych was of Southeast Asian extraction—Thai, Cambodian, Vietnamese, you can’t tell by looking at them. I thought myself culturally unbiased and had a high opinion of the Asians in the force. Outside the force, they were, according to the statisticians, a brainy addition to the cultural mix who did well in the humanities and sciences; according to us they were a brainy addition who created occasional havoc with ingenious variations on old rackets. On the whole they were no better and no worse than the white majority, who could be wicked in anyone’s language. This one got down to business without any fake reassuring palaver and for most of the time kept his eyes on a telltale board which he could see but I could not.


The effect of the drug cocktail felt like no effect at all; I thought that perhaps I might be a natural immune. The psych asked seemingly pointless questions while I wondered what the telltale told about my answers. I was not sure that the test had actually started, but it had because the psych said, “That’s all; you can go home.”


While I was still feeling surprised he raised his voice with a sudden sharpness. “Look at me!” With the habit of responding to command, I stared into his eyes, expectant but unsuspicious. “Do not discuss this test with anyone!”


The tone was to an insulting degree peremptory. Feeling pretty uptight, I told him that I could accept an instruction without having it screwed into place, but psychs are not impressed by their experimental animals. This one said, “Sorry, but it is important,” with his eyes back on the telltale board. He added, as a throwaway, “I don’t imagine you will want to discuss it.”


I wasn’t going to waste ill temper on a state automaton whose attention was on dials and needles and who had no interest in the reactions of a state guinea pig—or so I thought as I got myself out of the building to simmer down in the open air. How wrong you can be.


I crossed the road into the Exhibition Gardens and sat on the lawn as I experienced a moment of lightheadedness. Aftereffect of the drugs? (It was in fact a rebalancing of functions as the injected cocktail wore off.) The next moments were disastrous.


I discovered with a slow sickness why the psych had said I would not want to discuss the test.


In his few scrappy minutes he had turned me inside out with drugs that had split my self-awareness into unrelated strata. My ears had taken in what he asked and my mouth had spilled the terrible answers, but in the process my brain had failed to understand what was asked of it; I had been subjected to a pressing of mental buttons and the painless extraction of the secrets of a lifetime. He had taken from me the things that exist in all of us, hidden and suppressed and often unknown to our conscious selves. He had learned, with the ease of breathing, that overt love for my parents overlaid an impatient resentment close to contempt but never admitted to myself, that I had wept in the darkness of my bed when the more obscene pressures of police work became unbearable, that there had been in adolescence—and beyond—episodes of powerful homoerotic feeling endured in frightened silence and shame at the truth of what passes for hero worship, that I had occasionally stolen unimportant trifles simply because they were available and had not realized that such actions lodged like thorns in the complex mental paths between public and private morality, and that (somehow this seemed infinitely demeaning) I had an inborn fear of spiders and would break out in sweat at the approach of one—


And some other things I don’t trust myself even now to put in writing. I don’t want to look at them.


Under a hot summer sun I shivered in the horror of exposure, naked as a worm, to the mind of another. That secrets were surely safe in the doctor-patient relationship counted not at all. Were they indeed safe, or would they wait in some “protected” computer file, to be one day resurrected for prurient discussion by the judges of my career, my promotion, my future?


In the end I collapsed into helpless anger—at the man who had unfairly leeched truth out of me, at myself for harboring such meannesses in the corners of my mind and, at last, at the state system which had submitted me to such self-hatred without explanation or pity.


I sat there for two hours before I recalled the end of the interview and the cynicism of the psych’s final order. He was right; I could not even discuss self-disgust with my shuddering self.


Nobody, literally nobody, is proof against the secrets of his own heart.


It was late when I made for home, the huddling place, the refuge.


Mum had always made herself deaf to mention of anything more than the routine of my job, refusing to dip her mind into the human sewers, but Bill liked to get me alone and dig for drama; nothing could cure him of the delusion that I must have access to untold facts behind the cases on the vidnews. This time he asked, innocently enough, about the day’s work and my immediate impulse was to unload some of the angry jumble from my mind.


Secrecy provisions are expected to apply to family as well as to all others but in fact are often flouted in the home. It is a commonplace that policemen talk carelessly to their wives and policewomen to their husbands; authority knows this, has always known it and put up with it as a prohibition that cannot be enforced.


My lips were parted for a snarling complaint about invasion of privacy before I realized that complaint would involve giving reasons that I would not, could not give. Just living with self-knowledge is bad enough.


I said, clutching at words, “Nothing much,” but I was shaken badly and so, in another way, was Bill who, staring and concerned, cried out, “For God’s sake, boy, you’re sweating!”


So I was; so would have been anyone so shamefully hurt in secret places.


“Was it that bad, Son?”


My father’s worry was acutely shaming to my harshly revealed secret contempt for him. I could only evade. “Was what bad?”


“Whatever it was. Something unpleasant?”


“Nothing unpleasant, Dad. Just a day.”


Bill gave me the father-to-son I-know-better grin. “Secret stuff, eh?”


While Mum clung to her fairy floss view of life that ignored and in some fashion sublimated the dreary facts, Bill had buffered shock and disappointment by retreat into romance; he could shunt me into some hypothetical Secret Service with a flip of the mind. For once I was thankful for a father who could invent my lies for me.


At the station next morning I waited uneasily for someone to ask me what the guinea-pig job had been. but nobody did. I had prepared such a battery of offhanded replies that this was nearly a disappointment though I had no intention of telling anyone of the existence of an interrogation aid that reduced all previous techniques to nursery games. It seeped only slowly into me that the station staff had been warned that the testing carried high order secrecy and that I was not to be questioned.


It followed, then, that high order secrecy was indeed involved, and it might well be that my participation was not finished, that I was on ice until wanted. The idea did nothing for a sullen temper that could not be released; they must have found me hard to bear with until I came to appreciate that this minuscule prohibition made no real difference to my life. There was something purely private that I had to keep to myself. So what?


The ill temper retreated to the back of my mind but did not go away; the sense of unwarrantable invasion persisted like a nagging toothache.


Six weeks later I was called to City Central Station for interview, reason unspecified, and ushered into an interrogation room—chair and table, bare walls—to see again the nameless psych who had tapped my secret mind. He sat across the table from me, and the face that had then been so uninterested surveyed me now with a hint of curiosity.


The duty constable ostentatiously switched off the recording gear and left us; there would be no record of the interview. My buzzer gave no tiny hum in my ear to warn of secondary bugs, so I knew that the psych was not wired. I took immediate advantage to spill stored anger on him. “What do you want now, Peeping Tom?”


It was wrong, childish and did not touch him. He nodded his yellow-brown face gently and in a light, soft voice commended my restraint. “Some men might have been immediately violent.”


“Cracking your skull would only buy me a dishonorable discharge.”


The soft voice took on a touch of primness. “I would not dream of laying a charge, whatever action you took. I know your feeling very well; I took the test myself in order to know.”


“I hope you suffered.”


“If it helps your mood, I did, but the thing is less significant than your anger imagines.”


“You speak for yourself.”


“For you, too. Are you prepared to listen?”


“To what?”


“Absolution.” That was unexpected. As he leaned over the table I saw that he was older than he had at first seemed, age masked by the smooth Asian skin that collapses so suddenly when its time comes. “I promise that it will help.”


It seemed that the functionary had a soul of sorts, but I was not prepared to concede much. “Go on.”


“Will you take offense if I tell you now that your psychological profile is uninterestingly normal? Many don’t care to be told that; they want to be strange, exotic, fascinating. They are usually bores. Your useful variation from the norm—and everybody has some variation—lies in a personal integrity expressed as a strong preference for moral concepts of right and wrong over legal definitions—despite occasional confusions. Does it cause trouble with your superiors?”


“Sometimes. So you’re telling me what a good bloke I am. Get on with the rest of it.”


The answer seemed to please him. “The rest of it is the clutter pushed out of mental sight as too shameful for contemplation. Your personal clutter is average in about ninety percent of men and women. Even your arachnophobia is common in one form or another. Snakes and toads are frequent incarnations of inchoate fears, also cats and grubs and even blowflies. I have to force myself to endure the presence of cockroaches. Foolish? You know better. We despise the phobias of others and hide our own, not knowing that so many of our shames are commonplaces. Homoerotic feelings, for instance, are present at some juncture in the majority of both sexes. I feel mild distrust of people who seem to be wholly without them; I sense an inner coldness. Homosexual temptation is common in adolescence, tends to regress in maturity and sometimes returns in middle age. A feeling is not shameful; what you do about it may be—if you act against your nature or experiment stupidly.”


He paused for my comment, but I would not help him. He shook his dark head. “It is you I am talking about. I am sure that you know these things intellectually but do not stop to apply them to yourself. Why do we all think ourselves so especially wicked when we are only dithering with juvenile hangovers?”


“Face. You should know about that.”


“I do; although I am third generation Australian, I do not pretend to be free of a cultural weakness. That is not as stultifying as fearing it. The matter of your thieving, for instance. A policeman must be aware that all humans are thieves of some kind at some time. Stealing material objects brings punishment, but we also steal time—and knowledge—and the contentment of others—and we plan cunning tricks to steal a march where we may; we are all dishonest where there is no retribution. You deal harshly with those whose departures from the venal norm disturb the public peace, but that does not entitle you to scourge your conscience because you see your peccadillos as reflections of the criminality you punish in others. You are a morally average man. Be content with that; don’t try so hard to be an interesting sinner. There, now!”


“Should I cry, Hallelujah, I’m saved? So far it’s only words.” Then I had to give some grudging fair play. “They may sink in, given time.”


“They will because you wish it so. Unnecessary guilt is a station on the road to the psychiatric hospital.”


Impassiveness stripped emotion from the words, leaving meaning bare and stark.


“Maybe. Still—” One barb remained embedded, and he would not have forgotten it. Referring to it would cost me a sour effort of will; best let it lie.


“Still?”


It was not to be allowed to lie. “There were questions about my parents.”


“Yes. That influence is always paramount, for good or evil. Yours are good people. Good to you.”


“Yes.”


“And you are a good son.” A statement.


To be contradicted? “I try to be.” That was the best I could do at that moment.


“But?”


The effort had to be made. “When you questioned my relations with them I was caught in—” I floundered and came up with “—caught between answers.”


“It was noticeable, an ambiguity. You resolved it by giving both answers, love and contempt.”


“You can’t have it both ways.”


“Why not? A relationship has many aspects; one does not react equally to all of them.”


I was not sure whether that was a placebo or made good sense. “I won’t let it make a difference.”


“Indeed you will!” He came alive, became a person, emphatic, dictatorial; a man with a mission shone through the professional who measured and weighed. “You will see them with wiser eyes and a better understanding of yourself. All children revolt against their parents but are snared in the culturally inculcated sense of duty; some fight for their identity, others repress resentment to justify to themselves the role they feel called upon to play in public. Animals settle it much better; they turn the cubs out of the lair as soon as they can hunt. Humans stay together too long and have to make adjustments. You will make them and be happier for it. End of lesson, Detective-Sergeant Ostrov.”


This was all possibly good for my mental welfare, but here was a twist that needed straightening. “Those questionnaires were coded; where did you learn my name?”


“Your commissioner told it to me after I had sorted through several hundred mental profiles to find the man to match the profile I needed for testing.”


“Needed? Why me? What do you want of me?”


“I acted, you might say, as a talent scout. You have the qualifications for a particular role.” His voice, level again, made nothing special of it. A man had been required; a man had been found. Yet I felt that this was not so much coolness as a carefulness with words.


“Role?”


“I cannot tell you much yet; the project is still a little in the future, but it will involve surveillance and protection on a high level. A very high level.”


“And you selected me that day from all the hundreds tested?”


“No; I had already chosen you after a more usual mode of investigation and summation. Your test was for nailing down what I already knew and for flushing out anything relevant that I might have missed. The other test subjects were part of a genuine psychological comparison of effects on various physical groups.”


I felt like a rat in a trap baited with rotten cheese.


“Are you a police psych?”


“No. Let me explain: The work will involve some training as a ward orderly, really only an extension of your police first aid capacities, enough to provide verisimilitude and make you reasonably useful in the hospital where you will begin.”


It sounded thoroughly distasteful. “If I begin.”


“You have been detailed by your commissioner on my recommendation. You cannot refuse.”


“I can, you know. Just like that. It might cost me a little seniority—”


“There are those who would see that it cost you your livelihood.” The smooth face showed a real sensibility that might have been distaste for what he was doing. “I had to make a choice, and your professional and psychological profiles suit the requirements. It is an important undertaking. Be complimented.”


“Then I’m complimented.” I was not; I was afraid. To be tipped out of the force would mean unemployment for life. I could face that in the way you can face anything short of destruction, but Mum and Bill were another matter. More than ever I could not abandon them now that I knew the paradox in my feeling for them. No doubt the psych knew all that. “Tell me about it.”


“As much as I am permitted. If all goes well an old man will undergo surgery. His name will be Jackson, an incognito. Your brief will be to see that he comes to no harm, in the hospital or later. It sounds simple. It may not be. In time you will receive detailed instructions from other people.”


That sort of thing disgusts a professional. “The ‘need to know’ principle! It smells of amateurs—people with fancy ideas playing at some stinking little intrigue. What does this one stink of?”


“Would I tell you that? There is another thing.” With his eyes on mine he said, “Do not discuss this matter with anyone not already familiar with it.”


“How will I know them?”


“They will know you.”


“Secret society nonsense. That sort ask for betrayal with every clumsy cover-up. They make loyalty a burden.”


“Your resentment will pass. Have you more to ask?”


“Yes. Boiled down, your requirement is for a man whose total silence can be depended upon, nailed down by a threat of lifetime poverty for himself and his parents. The threat interests me. I smell crime.”


He smiled politely. “I have mentioned the highest in the land; do you bracket them with crime?”


“Why not?” I treated him to a touch of Ostrov grim-in-interrogation mode; it had frightened good men before this. “A policeman is coerced into abetting crime. That’s what it is, isn’t it? Crime?”


If the performance impressed him he did not show it.


“Your part will not be to commit or abet, only to protect an aging man in a position not of his seeking.” He stood. “Now I must go. I did not choose a fool for the work; I chose a man of notable moral steadfastness.”


Despite his smoothness, the lightest of emphasis made moral steadfastness sound like a weakness which happened, improbably, to fit this special task. He held out his hand. “Good-bye.”


“Go to hell.”


As though I had not spoken, he said, “One does not choose indiscriminately when singling out a man who will be responsible to the premier of the state and to no other.”


Premier? The highest indeed—but it is a truism that real crime starts at the top; what goes on below is, by comparison, a desperate thrashing about.


Within the week I was attending medical orderly classes by night and learning hospital routine, on the job, by day. Three weeks of that saw me shifted to a seventh floor convalescent ward in the State Biophysical Institute which was not, strictly, a hospital but was rumored, among police as well as others, to carry out work that often required hospitalization—very private hospitalization—of the subjects of biophysical research.


By then my anger had slipped into a habit of mood rather than emotion, an almost token resentment; it did not interfere with my daily life. In fact, my curiosity began to look forward to the appearance of the aging Mr. Jackson who was in a soup not of his own stirring. On the day I first saw my charge, the premier’s daughter sat weeping on a bed in a back room in the rundown suburb of Balaclava on the other side of the city. I did not know this at the time and, because he was in Canberra, neither did the premier.


Which, as Bill might have put it, showed that the devil has his own techniques for giving the pure in heart a run for their money.




2


Mrs. Blacker: Love and Food Coupons




From Commentaries; The Psychology of Poverty: “This harassed woman, concerned only with the welfare of her son but beset by untrustworthy neighbors, pursued by the fear of punishment and tormented by the cruelty of what she saw as socially correct behavior on her part, was typical of the powerless. The mores of hapless masses are always torn between the commands of law and the imperatives of survival. There are never clear solutions.”





I must have been bloody well insane to let that half-witted bitch into the flat. Sixteen and prissy mannered up to the neck but with all her Minder schooling she was ignorant of what a Wardie kid knows that’s had her education in the gutter. I ask her, “How long are you gone?” and she doesn’t know I’m talking about her belly. She knew enough to get Fred but not a thing about what happened after the getting. Or so she’d have you think.


She couldn’t stay here. I couldn’t keep feeding her on family coupons.


I should have made Fred take her back home and dump her, but if the truth’s told I got sentimental and stupid and wanted to protect her, laws or no laws.


No, it was Fred I had to protect. He’s all I’ve got … not counting his pisshead father that’s a waste of time and good food. … Fred’s all I’ll ever have under these stinking laws.


What if all the women got pregnant at once? What could the Minders do about it? Abort every woman in Australia? We ought to—No. They’d let us bear the kids and then they’d say, “There’s no food ration for this outlaw child. Can’t issue you any coupons, lady. Sorry and all that.” Except it wouldn’t be “Sorry”; it’d be, “Chuck it out with the garbage, why doncha?”


What could I do about Fred? In love, poor young bugger. I knew he’d played around before, but this time he’d fallen bad and there was the baby coming and his head full of all the bull about being a father to this wonderful kid.


But I couldn’t hide her in just three rooms from all the stickybeaks in the other flats. If I’d told them to stay away, they’d’ve known I was hiding something and just about busted the doors in to find out what.


It wasn’t as if she was just a nobody that I could give a kick up the arse and tell to get out. The premier’s daughter, for Christ’s sake! There was no Mrs. Premier or whatever they call the wife, so that made her the top lady of the state—at sixteen years old and five months up the duff! And she sat there all day in Fred’s room in our falling-down shack of a flat, waiting for him to come home and not game to come out because I’d’ve cracked her silly mouth if she’d tried it.


How in hell did it happen? Fred was the head gardener’s odd-job boy—but he got off with the boss’s daughter, for Christ’s sake! How did he meet her? Where did they go for their bit of fun that turned out serious? He wouldn’t have chatted her up; he wouldn’t have been game. It must have been her. He’s a good, solid boy and she took a fancy. That must have been the way of it.


I couldn’t get a thing out of them. Fred carried on like the lovesick kid he is and she just looked like she expected me to hit her, which I should’ve. All I could find out was that when it got too uncomfortable to hide any longer she told Daddy. And Daddy Beltane, the premier of the state, told his daughter she’d have her bloody abortion like any other careless thickhead, and so she ran away.


She wanted the kid.


Well, that’s natural enough; I would’ve, too.


The thing was, she didn’t give a curse about Fred; she pretended, but she didn’t fool me. She wanted a kid and she snared a strong, nice-looking boy to give it to her, but she didn’t care what trouble it made for him. Maybe never thought. I told her the law, and she looked as if she didn’t hear me. He’d get punished for unauthorized birthing and have his fathering right taken from him, but she’d keep the kid and Daddy’d fix it so she got away with it and my Fred would never see them again.


She said she never let on to Daddy that Fred’s the father, and that had to be true because he still went to work of a day. He had to or how could we live with Johnno too sick or too pissed to do even half a job if it was offered to him?


I didn’t know what to do. I should’ve said no, right away.


That’s why I saw Barney about it. He’s a sly old brute, but he’s got some sense.


I didn’t give Melissa any warning; I just took Barney to where she sat on the bed with her legs under her and said, “Dr. Barney’s going to have a look at you.”


She squeezed back against the wall, all suspicious I suppose because Barney’s part Abo. A good doctor all the same. She said, “What for? I’m not sick.”


She was nothing to look at—a bit too big for her age and too podgy for her proper size, but that was an advantage because she was one of those who don’t show for months—but you could see she was on the way when she took off the tight corset she had on at first. (These Minder bitches wear corsets for their figures!)


Barney put his old leather bag on the chair while I was telling her, “He’ll work out what we got to do about you.”


“Do?” she says, silly as they come, and I let out a bit of spite.


“Yes, do! You don’t think you’re going to drop it on the bed here, do you?” I had to tell Barney, “She’s that slow on the uptake it’s getting me out of temper. I’ll leave youse to it.”


I could only go into the kitchen, of course, so I didn’t miss any of what went on.


Barney was saying, “Will you please take off that overall?” in his educated voice that could pass for Minder if he wanted. I suppose he is a sort of a Minder though he works amongst us here.


She said, like an idiot, “It’s Fred’s overall. My dress is being washed.”


“So?” says Barney. “Please take it off.”


“I’m not sick.”


I knew what was upsetting her. Barney always looks dirty. His shoes are never polished (whose are in the Wards?), he wears this old, shabby jacket and his trousers are always rumpled and stained. Add his dark skin to all that and to her it said, filthy. In her world doctors look like the dummies in the vidplays; she couldn’t recognize a real one.


He says, a bit sharpish, “You’re worse than sick, girl you’re illegal.”


She knew all that and gabbled how Daddy would look after the law side of it. He’d have to when he got over being angry and found she’d run away. When she went back he’d be so glad he’d do anything for her.


Barney put a skewer into that right away, telling her that Daddy mightn’t be all that ready to help. He knew who her Daddy was and a by-blow grandchild to the premier of Victoria might be more scandal than enough for him, even if she married Fred. And Daddy mightn’t be too pleased about that idea, either.


She sounded a bit guilty, as though she’d thought about it, when she said, “I can’t marry Fred. Daddy has people picked out to choose from when I’m a bit older.”


If that wasn’t cool! Bloody slut, slut, slut!


“With a bastard child for a wedding present?”


“Daddy will find a way. There’s always a way. Daddy can do—”


He cut into her like a terrier. “If Daddy has any sense he’ll disown you! Now I want to see if abortion is possible, so get that damned overall off.”


“Abortion!” She half screamed it. “No!”


She meant it. She didn’t want Fred (but when would he wake up to that?), but she wanted his baby. His baby? Anybody’s baby as long as it finished up hers. God only knows what had got into her. Besides Fred, that is.


“You want this baby?”


“Yes!”


“Why?”


“My business.”


He didn’t go on with that; it was a brick wall. “Mrs. Blacker says you’re five months pregnant. Correct?”


“About that.”


“I’d better check.”


“Why?”


I took a peep through the crack of the doorjamb and she was still scrunched back against the wall.


Because, Barney tells her, she obviously knows nothing about motherhood or how to look after herself or how to give the baby a chance to be born healthy. Cunning old Barney! He went on, inventing like mad because she was too ignorant to know it was nonsense. Things can go wrong, he told her, like her mental state could affect the baby’s development and so could her change of diet to Wardie food. He couldn’t advise unless he knew the state of her pregnancy and her physical condition.


She was quiet for a bit as if she was just about convinced. Then she said, “But you’re dirty,” and I wished he’d hit the stupid bitch.


Not Barney, though; he’d rather give her a lesson. He told her how Wardie people are suspicious of good clothes and people trying to look better than the rest. You could even get spat on in the street by some of the rougher kids. Then he showed her his hands. “Look! Are they dirty?”


I knew they’d be scrubbed clean, the pink-brown skin almost shining, the nails clean and white tipped. Better than mine. Better than bitch Melissa’s, for that matter. His shirt would be clean and when he put on his white coat he would be as presentable as you could want.


He must have got through to her because he said, “Come, come, no tears. A mother has to be strong. Strong enough to lose her child if necessary.”


“I won’t lose my baby!” It was a bit of a squawl now, mixed with sniffling. “You can look at me and tell me what to do, but I won’t lose my baby!” Then she said, as if it was terribly important, “I’ve never undressed in front of a man before.”


What about in front of Fred? Maybe in her world Wardies aren’t people. Undressing for them don’t count.


It was all quiet for a bit and he must have finished his examination when she said, “What do I have to do?” and he came back to the fight to say, “Get rid of it.”


“No!” I peeped again, and she was beating her hands on the bedclothes. “No! No! No!”


“Do you realize what this can do to your father’s position?”


“What do you mean? It isn’t his baby.”


Barney really exploded then, saying he didn’t believe anyone like her existed! No premier’s daughter could be so ignorant of the facts of political life. Or of sexual life. Or of any damned thing he could ask her or tell her. “Didn’t your mother ever talk to you about—” He must have remembered then that the mother had gone off years ago with some boyfriend. “Don’t you have a governess of some sort to tell you the things you need to know?”
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