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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.







INTRODUCTION


Of these eight stories, two are related closely to novels: “In A Petri Dish Upstairs” to the trilogy which began with Beloved Son (both were first published in 1978) and “The Fittest” to The Sea and Summer. All are, however, closely interrelated, clearly the products of the same mind. What are the characteristics of this mind?


George Turner’s aggressive characters, almost all of whom seem to be oppressed by a need to assert their own superiority to everybody unfortunate enough to engage with them in dialogue, reflect a sardonic, humbug-hating, aloof personality that masks not only a surprising humility of authorial demeanour but also an unexpected compassion. One of the principal features of the stories and novels is a deep concern for the plight of the unborn, those hapless children of the future who will inherit the will-less legacy of our wasteful generation. The very titles suggest this concern with children: “Generation Gap”, “The Fittest”, “On The Nursery Floor”, “Not In Front Of The Children”, Beloved Son itself; all suggest a baffled preoccupation with those bitter ironies of improvidence such as are suggested also in writers as various as Wilfred Owen and Walter M. Miller, Jr. Although it might be objected that a concern for the future is a hallmark of the genre rather than one of individuation, a reading of the stories themselves only augments this impression that there is here an unusually strong feeling at work. It is a feeling extended to the animal victims of our imperial experiments, as we see in “A Pursuit Of Miracles” (which, the author tells us himself, was written partly in memory of a beloved dog).


What the next generations are likely to feel for our own is blistering contempt of the kind shown by Teddy for his redundant father in “The Fittest” or, in “On The Nursery Floor”, by the journalist interviewing an ex-Minister for Science and Development, whose first thoughts on his subject are “You ancient, useless bastard.” Farther down the track and between more distant generations, the effect may be of mutual incomprehension, as in “Generation Gap” or “Not In Front Of The Children” (where, however, an unexpected chord may be struck, in the end, between the extremes). It might therefore be argued that what fuels Turner’s satire against the late twentieth-century bumblers is as much fear of future loathing as compassion for the sufferers of future pain.


The theme of class antipathy, a great indignation that there should be artificial divisions between groups of the same species, is only to be expected. That snobbery can divide families is demonstrated easily enough when the younger generation progresses intellectually or socially beyond the parents. We can be made to writhe with shame for the fortunate Francis in “The Fittest” at the same time as we may acknowledge the naturalness of his secession. Here science fiction helps to exhibit human weakness by providing extreme conditions within which the dyspathies between social stratifications may be exacerbated - in this case, between the Sweet and the Swill. The worst of it is that what may begin as snobbishness ends as a survival mechanism. Once we can conceive of other human beings as garbage, we will have little difficulty in throwing them away.


A race fit to survive the population explosion may be predicated without invoking the spectre of a superperson. However, Turner shows that a quasi-evolutionary leap may be triggered, in only a few years from now, by human tinkering with biochemistry (“Not In Front Of The Children”, Beloved Son) or the establishment of space satellite communities (“In A Petri Dish Upstairs”). What he does not foresee is a comparably rapid evolution in ethical quality; physical superiority of the kind offered by greater longevity or, more crudely, a whole lifespan spent above the planet, is, he presumes, at least as likely to produce ethical or cultural throwbacks as greater wisdom or refinement in aesthetics.


It is a mistake to suppose that a confirmed cynic is also a pessimist; I suppose such a person would rather like to be thought of as a meliorist, after the manner of Thomas Hardy. If we look for George Turner’s preferred self-image, we might find it in the epigraphs to his “mainstream” novel of 1967, which come from Oliver Goldsmith’s The Deserted Village and The Good-Natured Man. First comes the portrait of the ideal village priest, Father Turner:




Far other aims his heart had learned to prize,


More skilled to raise the wretched than to rise.


His house was known to all the vagrant train;


He chid their wanderings but relieved their pain.





Immediately afterwards we have the confession of the irritated practical philosopher, Diogenes Turner:




This same philosophy is a good horse in the stable, but an arrant jade on a journey.





The objective correlative for such an apperception is to be found in the story, “Shut The Door When You Go Out” (1986), which tells what happens when a sick wanderer returns, after three thousand years, to the home planet. This is a Gaia story, somewhat similar in its premise - that of a planet where all life forms are telepathic - to one told in the course of Isaac Asimov’s Foundation’s Edge (1982). Long ago Poul Anderson remarked that telepathy would very likely be the quickest way to destroy true love (“Journey’s End”, 1957); the principle operates in a more oblique way in “A Pursuit Of Miracles”.


It is ironical that, just as Diogenes was rewarded for his incivility by the king he told to get out of his light, George Turner has been given, latterly, considerable esteem and even notable overseas sales, by the readers whose smug imbecilities he persists in deriding. (His brusque dismissal of pretension was just as sharp and pervasive in the earlier fiction as it is in the SF.) Along with the chiding, which has been found also in his trenchant reviews and articles that have made the author the obvious choice for information on the recent history of the genre in Australia, goes a great willingness to help other writers, as for instance in creative workshops.


In most cases, we do not read satirical writing with pleasure if we consider that the writer is aiming directly at ourselves. SF writers such as Robert Sheckley, Philip K. Dick, Eric Frank Russell, John T. Sladek, Frederik Pohl and George Turner (I’m not sure how much George will like being paired with extrapolist manqué Fred, but never mind) may please us either because of the displacement factor: they are writing against scientists or politicians or bureaucrats or snobs, and we are none of those; or because they offer the rewards of incidental humour and pathos or simply “a good story”; or because of the less easily determined pleasures derived from a good and distinctive style.


Of these virtues, story-telling is surely the least affected by Turner, though “In A Petri Dish Upstairs” is a sardonic variant of Romeo and Juliet. Rather, he deals in situation comedy (or perhaps “situation irony” would be a better term to coin) and in this respect is very like Russell, Sheckley or Swift. Undeniably, one of Turner’s greatest assets is a highly individual style, one which is wielded like the scalpel of a forensic pathologist who loves his work only because it concerns the dead. Evidently, there is a pleasure in satiric pains which only satirists know: that of lacerating fictional creations with an impunity denied the humane autobiographer.


For the sensitive satirist there is not only the problem of being pained by rubbing up against vagrants; there must also be, one supposes, the interminable jading that comes from having to ride one’s own horse, the ego. In this perspective, “Feedback” may be read as the story of a consummation devoutly to be wished, the quest for a position beyond and even before the self, a position of unhampered consciousness. It begins with a struggle between various naked egos and ends with the annihilation of one ego - and its new, mutated emergence. Turner sets up the conditions for Kransic’s great experiment with care and signals its surprising result early, not only by referring to an apparently unrelated though almost contiguous parallel event but by introducing to the description of the creation of the universe the idea of “pressure”. This carefully chosen word is infinitely suggestive of the creative process - and equally mysterious. What pressures were upon George Turner to create these particular science fictional stories? I have tried to suggest some of them: a reading of the fine autobiography, In the Heart or in the Head (1984), may suggest others.


MICHAEL J. TOLLEY, 30 November 1989.
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A PURSUIT OF MIRACLES


I am told that when an editor plans the order of stories in a collection he selects what he feels are the three best (i.e. most to his taste, ‘best’ being a convenience word with no critical meaning) and spreads them tactically throughout the book. One of them, not necessarily the absolute ‘best’, opens the menu to give the reader an appetite for more; one is served at about the halfway mark to sharpen the appetite lest it flag and the third is left for last in order to send the reader away with a comfortably satisfied feeling.


I have carefully not asked Peter McNamara if this has been his procedure, but it so happens that ‘A Pursuit of Miracles’ is one of my favourite writing memories, not because I feel it to be spectacularly well plotted or characterized or chockfull of original ideas but for purely sentimental reasons.


One is that it was commissioned by the late, greatly missed Terry Carr for one of his UNIVERSE anthologies. I had met him at a Sydney writers’ workshop and felt, when he asked me for a story, that I had arrived! (I hadn’t arrived anywhere but I felt good, being at that time a brash newcomer to the science fiction scene.)


The other reason is that I had been gestating an idea about sympathy between a boy and his dog and this was the opportunity to write this tale about my Great Dane, Caesar, whom I had loved dearly until he was poisoned by a spiteful neighbourhood ghoul. So, Caesar is real and the other characters are peripheral inventions.


My meditations on telepathy (which I firmly believe to be an unattainable wishdream) were prompted by the lordly way in which science fiction takes miracles for granted instead of giving them a little thought. Indeed I hope you will find most of these tales are deliberately subversive of the usual science fictional approach to their themes.




A PURSUIT OF MIRACLES


1. THE RESEARCH


The newscasters and the political PR men called ours the Age of Miracles and, because they were good at their job of maintaining euphoria in a cheek-by-jowl, overcrowded world, the name stuck. And why not, when we counted our blessings? Total control of cancer; the contragerontological processes; mining of the gas- giant satellites by anaerobic bacteria; the terraforming techniques; slowed metabolism (and so, star flight!); the antinuclear shield, and with it something like peace on Earth … name it and it was already in prototype or on the drawing board.


With so much to sing about, still the OB cried discontent. “Every future prospect pleases,” he noted, “and only Man is vile,” and, “The price on progress is that in a mathematically balanced cosmos nothing is or can be given without payment.”


But Reichmann was over eighty and, despite his record of achievement, no longer a viable prospect for anti-ageing. He had some cause to feel cheated and sour. Not that more than a handful would ever get the treatment; life spans are not lightly extended on a planet striving to feed a swarm of forty billions. We could all hope; we all did, because in the Age of Miracles, there was always the chance of a discovery which would relegate all restrictions…


Our own work in Paraphysics was at a dead end, but telepathy had been at dead ends before, plagued by frauds and fools and then revived by researchers with inextinguishable stars in their eyes and minds. Researchers like ourselves, Reichmann’s laboratory slaves, ground down by endless repetition of an effect before he admitted a flicker of a gleam of hope. Scientific method he called his tyranny; OB we called him (not bothering to spell it out), but we never left him.


He touched us with his fire, even when at last we had to admit that direct mind-to-mind contact was out of the question. The background of synaptic ‘noise’ in every brain was as effective a shield as could be devised; only the brain itself could penetrate its own incessant clamour of subconscious interconnections; only the mouth could express thoughts, however ineptly. Electronic masking, however, had not seemed impossible when Reichmann brought in a group of Synaptic Physics mapping staff to work with us. They achieved nothing.


It was an additional insult when the OB nagged, “We get a result and you call it failure! We know now why we cannot receive or transmit. We know where not to waste further time.”


Marian said, “We wasted enough finding that out,” and he all but assaulted her, standing over her and shouting:


“Did you want to succeed? To winkle out your best friend’s opinion of you? To observe your lover’s withdrawal into narcissism in the moment of orgasm? To enter familiarly into the schizoid cesspits of your neighbours’ minds? We need knowledge of the mind, not triumphs of peeping-tommery. God — if you are not too vain to accept the word — has done wisely in providing a guarded dungeon for truth. Only so small a thing as a human being would resent the locking out.”


Marian didn’t fear his sounding off any more than did the rest of us. “You wanted to fail?”


“I wanted to know.”


“And what if the answer had turned out to be an open go for peeping-tommery?”


She should have known better than to badger him. “Then, young lady, humankind would have had to face the falsity of its face-saving vision of itself as a moral, philosophizing, altruistic creature, and it would never have recovered from the first glance in that mirror of the soul. In self-defence it would have been driven to invent antitelepathic shields and wear them ever after, to shut truth away from itself.” He smirked unbearably. “In a great step forward, we have shown that as unnecessary.”


We could cheerfully have killed him. Years of discipline and dreams…


“So,” he continued, “we move to the next step,” as though failure had been part of his long-term planning. “It is time to pay proper attention to Tommy.”


And it is with Tommy that this tale of grubby miracles really begins.


Tommy was a laboratory error (not ours), a fumble in the genetic dark that hadn’t come off. His specification had been cobbled together under Age of Miracles pressuring when it seemed that the terraforming test crews on Mars and Titan were close to developing a workable technique, and the Personnel Product people knew that in a couple of decades they might be called on to supply adaptees — men and women physically tailored to nonterrestrial conditions, where great strength coupled with fatigue resistance could be essential in the early settlement stages.


The sperm and ovum later united as Tommy were anonymous among millions in the Selection Banks — one Caucasian and one possibly Hindu, judging by the outcome. DNA adjustments were computed, gene-surgical alterations inserted for rebalancing of physical characteristics, and fertilization effected, plus a splitting for an identical quadruplet — and ‘Tommy’ happened to be next on the Natatorium’s christening list when he was decanted.


As some dead poet said, “The best laid schemes o’ mice and men gang aft a-gley.” If I have ‘a-gley’ correctly, it is what happened to Tommy. By one of those chances that bedevil genetic interference, he emerged as quite literally the runt of the litter. His three identical brothers were thoroughgoing little power packs, slender but animal-strong and later to develop the stamina of superathletes; Tommy came to life as one more of them, down to the waist — but his legs were short, skinny, and ill- formed, with calf muscles showing signs of a form of dystrophy.


The Age of Miracles had fluffed, but the geneticists said, “You win some, you lose some,” and would have terminated him before birth if a higher authority had not claimed him as a sample for a research group studying such procedural errors. So Tommy lived, if existence in a laboratory creche-warehouse is ‘living’.


Whether or not the procedural error was tracked down only Genetic Research knows, but Tommy was seventeen before the group decided that he was of no further interest to them. He would have been terminated out of hand if one of them with an eye on the Foundation’s never adequate subsistence grants had not seen that the boy was capable of limited but useful drudgeries. As an experimental animal he had no legal rights, of course, so his services would cost the Foundation only minimal upkeep. It made sense; every saving counts.


So Personnel Deployment shuffled its allocations and sent him to Paraphysics as Unskilled, General — someone to oversee the cleaning robots and the automatic maintenance fixtures, keep the notice boards in order, and provide tea and coffee to staff members who neither thanked him nor bothered to hide their resentment of deformity. If he exchanged one hell for another, is that relevant when you’ve never known better?


The OB introduced the boy on his first day and we couldn’t like what we saw. He had the brown eyes, dark skin, and small bones of one half of his genetic heritage, with the craggy features and blond hair of the other. The effect was repulsive, like an artefact poorly shaken together — which is more or less what he was. The rest of him was total disaster. His light bones were packed with all the muscle that could be attached to them, producing a gorilla’s arms and a chest that narrowed suddenly to the waist. He was not quite four and a half feet tall, and only sixteen inches of that was skinny legs held upright by steel splints. His hands knuckled the floor as he rested erect. On the soles of his feet, he wore plates inset with ball bearings and on these he travelled as fast as most of us could run, directing himself with thrusts of his calloused knuckles.


He was a horror. We all wished him somewhere else and probably showed it.


The OB introduced him only so that we were informed of his presence, then dismissed him to his quarters. He pivoted smartly and rolled away.


Reichmann watched him out of sight before he asked, “What are you? He is a child, seventeen years old, but all you see is a grotesque.”


Marian — trust Marian — said, “Don’t ask me to love him. He’s Non-Legal, a Created Creature, and that’s all he is.”


The OB liked Marian because she spoke her mind, though he often cared little for what her mind spoke, but he always gave her the rough edge of his answers. This time he said only, “He’s a product of that Age of Miracles you worship on bended brain.”


It didn’t register with most of the crew. It gave me a moment’s discomfort, like a wisecrack with a grain of truth in it, but a Non-Legal was a Non-Legal and not a cause for bleeding hearts. With forty billion real people to be fed, the Non-Legals lived on sufferance. While they were useful.


Reichmann belonged emotionally to the early half of the twentieth century. Read some of the pre-1940 novels and you’ll see what I mean — prim graciousness, sloppy thinking calling itself open-mindedness, custard-sickly self-righteousness — pap for a people who had not yet faced the reality of an overcrowded planet.


Still, I have to admit that the sentimental tradition dies hard. When we got over Tommy whirling around the halls and corridors, we learned to tolerate him and finally like him after a fashion. Created Creatures are commonly an apprehensive and submissive breed, but this one had some personality and intelligence; we came to treat him with a sort of offhand equality so long as he kept his place, and their place is something biological specimens know very well.


At first he spoke only when spoken to, cringed under rebuke, and hid in his quarters when he could, but Reichmann made some effort to let the boy’s mind develop, perhaps just to discover what sort he had, holding unnecessary conversations with him, guiding his holo-viewing, and giving him a free hand in the music library. In general, we in Paraphysics had a better psychological approach to Non-Legals than the pragmatic Biology crowd; we didn’t give too much rope too soon but we knew that you get better service from evenhanded treatment and the judicious word of praise, and that allowing a measure of self-respect pays dividends so long as you don’t let them overstep the limits. It’s the same, really, as training the animals for Psychology, with greater intelligence in your trainee.


And that is where trouble so innocently started — with animals.


Paraphysics looked after most of the larger experimental animals for other departments — the dogs, pigs, monkeys, and other big species that need occasional free running to remain healthy. “Looked after” meant only that we exercised them in the open because they behaved for us, even in the wide meadow strips beyond city limits. Our success was possibly due to vestigial telepathic rapport, but we hadn’t been able to design experiments to pin it down one way or the other. The departments didn’t care how we did it and we were happy to have working-time trips to the paddocks and copses.


It was Marian, sharp-eyed despite her lack of interest in Non-Legals, who spotted Tommy as a Talent. She saw quite early that his management of animals was consummate in a fashion none of us could match. When she mentioned it, it seemed demeaning that a Non-Legal should have not only an exotic talent but a superior one, but Reichmann at once wanted to see for himself.


He took Tommy out one day with twenty of the animals, of mixed species. Some of us went along to take over if the test failed and specimens began taking to what was left of the wild.


We need not have worried; Tommy was bizarrely capable. If he had a problem, it was to make the animals run loose; they didn’t want to leave him. They crowded him for patting and fondling, even the pigs, who rarely thought beyond food, and the spider monkeys, who were the least responsive to ordinary interest or control. He had to shoo them away, order them to carry on like animals.


He loved it. His ball bearings were useless in the natural paddock, so he detached the plates and staggered through the grass on his stubby stick legs, ugly face alight with a happiness few Non-Legals ever experience.


Marian assumed indifference but Reichmann could hardly hold in his delight. He paced the dirt track muttering, “But which is it, the man or the animals? Which is the telempath? Both?”


It had not occurred to me until then that we might not be dealing with telepathy, that Reichmann was on the trail of telempathy.


Tommy, unaware of testing, called the beasts by name and shouted his commands and only we suspected that they responded not to his voice but to a secret part hidden from himself. Body, face, and voice were radiant.


I would have commented on it to Marian if another voice hadn’t stolen the thought from me.


“He’s so happy!”


I answered with the accepted degree of indifference, “Even a Non-Legal must find something to take pleasure in,” then saw that I had said the wrong thing to the wrong person.


Janice French, from Meteorology, was an old-style sentimentalist and an active member of a protest movement, campaigning against Inhumane Treatment of Non-Legals (their phrase, not mine). She was in her mid-twenties, butter-blonde and butter-soft, a born mark for anyone with a cause to push, with her name and face in the newscasts often enough to have the Foundation Board rumbling threateningly about tenure. She was also a brilliant meteorological analyst of the intuitive sort whose intuitions consistently brought results, so the Board made no irreversible move.


That was partly due to her lapdog ( a word not used to her face or his), the Director of Meteorology, Lonergan Daly, who loved her openly, shamelessly, and without reward. He was with her that day, all skin and bone and spaniel eyes (adoring her) under one of those superintellectual foreheads that surmount a thin face with a rampart.


He was not alone in his adoration; Janice brushed off more molestation-with-intent than the molesters ever admitted, though sour references to the “Iron Maiden” identified a rising number of them. Janice and Lonny together made a joke of sorts, half snide and half contemptuous; perhaps they deserved each other’s self-inflicted continence.


After which, it has to be said that each was individually a popular and charming person.


But —


“In the Age of Useless Miracles,” Janice told me, “in which the condition of human happiness continues only to mark time, it’s a wonder the kid knows what pleasure is.”


Marian said, “Janice is in a State of Bitter Outrage. You cope, Will,” and stamped off, leaving me to murmur the obvious: “Fancy seeing Meteorology out here.”


“Like the animals,” and Janice was not joking, “we need the occasional sight of trees and grass — to remind us that they exist.”


Lonny became apologetic. “We knew you brought them out here, and Janice thought…” He trailed away, probably unsure of rational thought in Janice’s presence. Lonny, who ruled his department with whips of scorpions, became endearingly fallible outside of it.


Resigned, I told her, “Go and pat them if you must, but warn Tommy first, otherwise the monkeys may bite you.”


“Naturally I will ask him. I’ve heard about Tommy. He may feel more akin to his animals than to his owners.”


I said helplessly — because that sort of taunt did raise an irrational twinge — “They aren’t his animals.”


“No, and I’ll bet he hasn’t so much as a mouse to call his own.”


She opened the paddock gate, and the animals were aware of her. Tommy was aware of their awareness and he did… whatever it was he did behind his soft voice. They relaxed, watching her with casual curiosity, only the monkeys squawking and dancing to attract attention.


Beside me, Lonny was saying, “At one time, everybody had a dog or a cat. Or a mouse.”


“At one time they could spare food for them,” I told him. I didn’t mean to choke him off; I was just speaking from the top of my head while my mind fiddled with the peculiar idea of a human being making a friend of an animal; the old novels implied that they often did, or tried to.


Lonny, a little miffed, said, “Our excess of miracles has leached some humanity out of us. Simple pleasures have been eliminated.”


Nonsense didn’t deserve an answer. Janice was speaking with Tommy and at fifty yards I could see his face light up with sudden life. The liveliness faded in the moment of its appearance. That happened with Non-Legals, particularly the more intelligent ones, as if they withdrew their feelings for private caressing.


Janice moved among the animals, patting and stroking. They waited calmly for her, children who had been told to behave. Most of my attention, however, was on Tommy, who wore a new expression he didn’t attempt to hide, probably because he didn’t know it was there — an inturned, wondering thoughtfulness — as his eyes followed her from beast to beast.


Not until later did I find out what she had said to him, and it was this: “How would you like a dog of your own? Just yours only?”


If it sounds cranky, it sounds harmless, too. Doesn’t it?


2. EXPERIMENTAL SUBJECT


Back at Paraphysics we compared notes, and the one thing we agreed on was that Tommy was phenomenal. “But,” Reichmann insisted, “is it a two-way talent or one? We haven’t worked with animals before. Nobody has.”


That was Marian’s chance; carry the fight to the OB, was her habit. “Why should inferior animal brains have an ability vanishingly rare in human brains?”


“Because their behaviour patterns are simple and unchanging; their brains are in less ferment because their associations are limited to essentials; the ‘noise’ shield is less powerful. So receptivity becomes an attribute of the primitive rather than the developed brain. As the intellect evolves, synaptic complexity creates the shield.”


“Do you believe that?”


Reichmann shrugged. “You asked a question and I suggested a line of thought.”


“I’m asking, not objecting. I noticed that the monkeys, with the best brains, were the least amenable. He had to bully, call two or three times. Rudimentary shields evolving, do you think?”


“I think nothing yet. I am casting for a point of entry to the investigation.”


I said, “Tommy’s the point of entry. See what he can do with our best sensitives, or they with him.”


Marian made one of her sweeping putting-down gestures. “They’ll do nothing. Sensitives aren’t animals.”


Reichmann agreed with me. “It is a possibility and it will serve to introduce Tommy to laboratory conditions here.”


At that moment somebody knocked on the conference room door. Nobody in Paraphysics would have dared interrupt a meeting; we looked to Reichmann for decision and he nodded.


Marian, the nearest, opened the door and said, “Oh, it’s you!” and, not nicely, “We’re in conference.”


Janice’s voice asked, “About Tommy?”


“If it concerns you, yes. And what the hell’s that?”


“It concerns me and it concerns Tommy, and as you can see that is a dog.”


“So?”


There could have been bloodshed if Reichmann hadn’t called, “Come in, Miss French.”


Janice entered the mildly resentful circle and smiled around at our watchful puzzlement. In her arms she cradled a large brindle puppy, all head and flop-ears and huge brown eyes looking out on a world not yet discovered as hostile.


On an instinct that still confounds me, I put out a finger and tickled the beast under the chin, and it protruded an indecent length of tongue to lick my hand. I had never actually touched an animal before.


Janice smiled at me. “He’s only ten days old.”


“He’s big for ten days.”


“The Great Dane is a very large breed. Fully grown, Will, he’ll be heavier than you.”


I weigh a hundred and fifty; I was impressed. I had never seen a dog larger than a collie, or imagined one existed.


Reichmann prompted, “Miss French?”


“Pardon my interrupting, Doctor, but I promised Tommy a dog. One just for himself.”


Stouter hearts than Janice’s might have quailed before so much incredulity in one room but she said gamely, “It would be company for him. Even Non-Legals need company.”


That could have been the first time that any of us realized in a positive fashion that Tommy was the only Non-Legal in our block and that he had no local acquaintance of his own or any kind, save our casually patronizing selves.


In the little lull wherein I like to think we looked inward to ourselves, Marian said, “Unhygienic!”


That was our Marian — damnation in one word.


Young Arthur backed her up. “Dogs carry fleas.”


He was new to the group or he would have known that Marian fights only lone encounters against impossible odds. She snapped. “Antiparasite sprays exist! Shit’s the problem; shit in our building! It stinks,” she threatened, “and you step in it.”


Arthur, incensed by the brush-off, changed sides. “Animals can be trained to use a sandbox or a special corner.” Under Marian’s glare of contempt, he jutted a rebellious jaw. “I read it somewhere.”


“And would Tommy train him or just go scatterbrained with love? It comes down to supervision, and who wants to supervise a dog?”


Janice said, “Tommy does. You should have seen his face when I told him.” It occurred to me that, unknowing, I had seen it, and she was right. “Once he knows what’s required, he’ll see to it.”


Two things were plain: we were beginning to accept that decision would go in the dog’s favour, and it held all our eyes as it yawned and blinked with the charm of the unspoiled and helpless.


Marian would not concede without a parting blow or two. “As a nuisance, the thing could always be destroyed.”


Janice nodded eagerly. “You could torture it to death.”


Marian had the grace to go pale with rage and the sense to shut up.


Reichmann took charge as one who has endured enough of brats. “The problem is neither fleas nor excrement; it is meat.” He looked me over with genial interest. “A Will-sized carnivore would eat five or six pounds of meat a day, about twenty times the ration for a heavy-duty labourer.”


Janice corrected him. “About one pound, mainly for his coat and mental health — and bones for his teeth. The rest can be made up of synthetic protein. For the present, though, he’ll want a lot of milk.”


“Logistics on call! But how do we obtain these on a Paraphysics requisition? We have no animal ration strength.”


“That’s looked after. I got him from Genetics; he’s one of six and they don’t need the whole litter. He’ll stay on Genetics’ ration strength but live here, and he won’t be registered for project work. They’re agreeable.”


The OB sighed. “You flutter your eyelashes, Miss French, and people do as they are told. It’s the sort of talent we should be investigating. Put the beast down; let us look at it.”


With malice afterthought, Janice put it down gently at Marian’s feet. The puppy promptly fell flat on its belly, legs collapsing to the four winds. It whined astonishment, then gathered itself together on groggy feet.


Marian sat back on her heels, staring at the little monster, and I’ll swear to the hint of a smile on her lips. The puppy took three gallant paces towards her and fell over, this time rolling on its back and squeaking. Despite herself, I think, she poked a finger at its neck fur and was at once slobbered on by the incredible tongue. She recoiled and stood up, fumbling for a handkerchief.


Reichmann reached behind him to the intercom controls and said over his shoulder, “Tommy, come to the conference room.”


He came within the minute, whipping along on his greased and silent bearings, his body motionless above the footplates, and glided to a stop like a trick stage mechanism. If he saw the dog, he gave no sign, but halted before Reichmann, his mismatched face raised mutely for instructions.


Reichmann placed a hand on his shoulder and turned him gently around. “Miss French has brought your dog.”


The boy’s whole body shook for a single instant, and was still. Non-Legals learn self-control as a survival trait.


“He’s yours,” Reichmann said. “Take him.”


Slowly Tommy rolled across to the pup, but did not touch it. It whimpered. He watched for a long while, then looked around at all our faces. He was afraid, I’m not sure of what. Of being tempted and denied?
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