



[image: Cover Image]





INVISIBLE BARRIERS


ROBERT SILVERBERG


[image: image]


www.sfgateway.com




      

      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.


      




CHAPTER I


The scene in the main studio of Transcontinental Televideo, five minutes before rehearsal time, was, as usual, chaotic.


Technicians scurried back and forth, waving their cuesheets wildly in the air and shouting cryptic instructions to each other; dollied cameras rolled swoopingly in for the dry run. The actors, a tense and worried group, congregated in the center of the sound stage, muttering their lines fitfully and wondering if their psyche-projection would be sufficiently convincing.


Only one man was calm. John Amory stood quietly at the extreme left of the stage, leaning against a camera boom, a copy of the shooting script dangling from one big hand. Near him was the director’s chair, a flimsy wickerwork thing whose red cloth backstrip was lettered neatly in yellow, MR. JOHN AMORY.


Amory ignored the chair; he preferred to remain standing. He was a tall broad-shouldered man of thirty-four, going gray early, with deep-set earnest dark eyes and bold, jutting features. He was the best director in the Transcontinental Televideo stable, and he was watching the chaos about him coldly, impassively, hating it all but concealing his hatred.


It would not do to express his sincere opinion. Not in this business, not in this year.


Amory glanced at his watch. Five minutes to go, he thought; then rehearsal begins, and I’ll spend two hours shaping this show into something insipid enough to be sent out over the coaxials. Then home, rest, forgetfulness. He had lived with the current script—Mist of Desire, it was called—for a full week.


Someone touched his shoulder. He turned slowly and looked down at the small wiry man who stood grinning at him. It was Lee Nourse, the author of tonight’s offering.


“What are you doing here?” Amory asked. “Did you come to see us slaughter your script, Lee?”


“It’s not my script, and you know it,” Lee Nourse said in a quiet voice. “Eight weeks ago I turned in a sheaf of typed-on papers and got a fat check for them. Then Dave Kavanagh and his blessed Scripting Committee went to work on them. There isn’t anything left of my story except my name on the credit sheet, and I’m surprised they bothered to leave that there.”


“Three minutes, Mr. Amory,” boomed someone from the plastite-enclosed monitor booth. Amory nodded his acknowledgment. To Nourse, he said, “It’s one of the best scripts I’ve ever worked on, Lee. At times it almost rises to the level of idiocy. I hope Kavanagh hasn’t pegged it too high for his audience.”


“He knows his job,” Nourse said. “Don’t worry; the Great American Public will love every slushy minute of it. Good cast, great director, first-rate sensory effects …”


“And a top-ranking writer. Before they started revising the script, I mean.”


“Thanks, John.”


“Two minutes, Mr. Amory!”


“The rehearsal’s about ready to start,” Amory said. “Are you really enough of a masochist to be interested in watching it?”


Nourse smiled diffidently. “Not really. I’ve already cashed the check. That’s where my personal interest in this script ends. No. The real reason I came here tonight was to invite you to a film showing.”


Immediately Amory brightened. In a world of fraud and incompetence, these showings of honest attempts at creation were always worth while. “Where? When?”


“Ted Beckett’s place, at ten o’clock tonight. The film’s an English-made job—they smuggled it in over the Pole through Canada. It’s supposed to be good. Take the usual precautions getting there.”


“One minute, Mr. Amory!”


“Thanks for letting me know about tonight,” Amory said to Nourse. He smiled grimly and added, “I’ll do my best with your script.”


“I know you will,” Nourse said bitterly.


Amory followed Nourse out of the studio with his eyes, then checked his watch and stepped forward, script in hand, to the director’s podium. He didn’t really need the script—part of his directorial technique was to memorize each week’s production from cover to cover. But Amory had found that it reassured the cast if he kept a copy of the text handy.


“Everybody ready,” Amory said, speaking quietly but with such authority that all eyes in the studio focused immediately on him. “This is the final rehearsal for tomorrow’s production of Lee Nourse’s drama, Mist of Desire, as I hope you’re all thoroughly aware. Jimmy, is your outfit set up and ready to go?”


“Absolutely, Mr. Amory,” said the Sensory Effects man. Sensies were pre-recorded at the dress rehearsal, complete with odors, textures, and all. That left a full day for the technicians to work out a sensory track before the actual telecast, and to turn the recorded sense-impressions into electronic impulses. The impulses, beamed out with the visual image and the sound track, were converted back to sense-stimuli by the equipment in the viewer’s home set, if he had a good one.


Amory nodded. “Act One, then.”


He looked at his cast, hiding his unhappiness. His high position in the network had allowed him to hand-cull his actors from among the nation’s best, and yet just one of the batch knew anything at all about the art of acting. She was Donna Martin, the female lead in Mist. The rest of them were nothing but competent memorizers, plodders without the faintest spark of talent.


Well, he thought in quiet resignation, the public can’t tell the difference anyway.


The silence light glowed. Amory said, “Let’s get under way, folks. Now.”


Opening sequence. Camera pan in on Roddie and Harold who enter stage left. Two of Amory’s actors appeared, gravely declaiming lines at each other in loud histrionic voices. Amory let it go on for just half a minute.


“Hold it, will you?” he burst out finally. “Look here, Cal: tomorrow night there’s going to be eight full minutes of noisy, bleating commercial before you speak your first line. Make that line quiet. Sensitive. Do it so the audience is able to tell that there’s been some transition between the client’s poop and the play.”


He had been through this point five times now, but these actors didn’t catch on easily. It took five more runnings before Amory was satisfied; then, he let the play roll on unchecked for nearly ten minutes before cutting in to demonstrate how a line should have been read.


The play was inconsequential frippery, a typical product of Dave Kavanagh’s script mill. Why they bothered to get a talented man like Lee Nourse to do the original story was a continuing mystery to Amory; it seemed to him that anyone at all could churn out this sort of formularized hackwork.


The plays purported to deal with Real People and their Real Problems in the World of Today, but what emerged was small-scale, mindless, so-called “drama”—slush designed only to keep ninety million viewers looking at their sets in the intervals between the sales pitches.


Everything had been carefully tailored to that purpose. The central climax of the hour-long play had been thoughtfully placed some four minutes before the middle break; it was followed by sheer padding of no plot value. That way, ran the general thought of the ad experts, the viewer’s emotions would not still be involved in the play during the time the all-important commercial was being delivered.


Amory watched glumly as Donna Martin, his one genuine actor, delivered a perfectly timed line with some real feeling—only to have that bumbling matinee idol, Mark Dare, squash the effect with a hastily barked response, upstaging Donna to boot.


“Let’s run that over,” Amory broke in. “Donna, take it from ‘My father’s face when he saw.’ Okay?”


They ran it through again. The result still offended his sense of the symphonic interplay of voices that was a well-directed play, but he let it pass. No one else would notice.


That was the damnable part of it: no one would notice. Even froth like this play might be endurable to cultivated tastes if it were well done. But the client cared only about his commercial spots; whatever integrity the playwright might have shown was wiped away by the revisions, and the viewers—bless them—would accept anything and everything uncritically, so long as the colors were clear and sharp and the sensory effects appealing.


A cultural Gresham’s Law had driven out anything good on video some decades ago. Bad money drives out good money, bad art drives out good art. Those few people of taste and discrimination who could tell the difference would never watch commercial video in this year of grace 2021, except for anthropological reasons. The remaining ninety-nine per cent of the potential audience could not distinguish bad from worse, and knew only that they did not want good.


Amory grimaced. How could you know that the public did not want good plays? When had they been exposed to anything above the moron level?


The show reached its midpoint climax and coasted into the mush calculated to yank the viewer out of the plot and prepare him psychologically for the curtain. Amory made no attempt to direct at this point; he deliberately relaxed, letting the actors fumble through the lines any way they pleased. Under no circumstances were these pages of the script to be made vivid and interesting. He’d be due for a severe reprimand, and possibly a salary cut, if the client’s Product-Intensity Rating dropped a few percentage points the next week because of his overdirecting.


The last line of Act One came forth, weak and flat and lifeless. Amory signaled for a cut-out and a ten-minute break.


Stepping down from his perch, he looked around and saw a little clump of onlookers watching from the back of the studio: Dave Kavanagh, the head of the Scripting Committee; Van Graben, the network’s First Vice-President in charge of Dramatic Presentations. There were a couple of others, including a roly-poly little man in a checked shirt and blazing red trousers. Amory recognized him as the Client’s Representative. He walked over to join the group.


“Well, gentlemen?” he said. “Any opinions?”


“Brilliant, John, simply brilliant,” Van Graben said immediately. “I want you to know that thing really moved me. When Lois came out with that line—‘Let’s just be friends … forever, Martin’—I shook, John. I positively shook!”


“Glad you like the show,” Amory said. He had shaken at that line, too—for entirely different reasons. “But we ought to give credit where credit is due. To Dave, here, for his splendid scripting job.”


This kind of talk comes easy to me, Amory thought sourly. I could have been an actor instead of a director.


Still, it did take a particular kind of talent to produce exactly the kind of mediocrity that was wanted here. He looked at Dave Kavanagh, a short, blockily built, intense man with close-cropped, sandy hair, and thought, The worst of it is that he isn’t a hypocrite. He really believes that this is good entertainment.


Kavanagh smiled bleakly. “I won’t take the credit, either,” he said. “I’ll just have to pass the buck back to my committee boys, John. They’re indispensable to me. You’re the only one in this outfit who can take solo credit—or blame. You direct all alone, but half a dozen men are responsible for that script you’re doing.” His voice dropped to a confidential whisper. “I can tell you we worked like dogs over it, too. What a mess that guy Norris turned in!”


“Nourse,” Amory corrected automatically. He felt faintly sick as he stood listening to them. Ten thousand a week, he thought mechanically. That’s all that keeps me here. I may be selling my soul, but at least I’m getting a damned fine price for it.


Graben, the network man, smiled warmly at the rotund little Client’s Representative who held veto powers over the entire contract. “We haven’t heard your opinion, Mr. Jaberson. We all hope you’re enjoying this presentation.”


Jaberson’s fleshy pale face puckered in a weak smile. “I like the show,” he said simply.


I like it. The ultimate accolade from the only critic who counts—the man who controls the bankroll, Amory thought.


“If you’ll excuse me,” he said. “I’ll have to get back up there. It’s time for Act Two now.”




CHAPTER II


Act Two went slowly.


Amory had long ago decided never to slack off, always to do the best job he could, no matter how hollow the script, how undemanding the viewers. That was the only way to retain a shred of dignity; but there was more, he knew. He couldn’t let down if he tried—he had to drive for the best performance he could get.


With the part of his mind that was not engaged in the banalities of Act Two, he wondered what entertainment was like in the other countries of the world, of which nothing was known.


Probably it was much the same, he decided. People in general didn’t differ much, despite the artificial political barriers that kept each power sphere walled off from the others. And video in the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics, or in the Federated Empire of Latin-American Nations, or in the People’s Republic of the Orient was probably on a qualitative par with the American species.


Amory drove his actors relentlessly through the windup of the play, though he had to be satisfied if they understood as much as every tenth direction he gave. Finally it was over. He signaled to the technicians that he had finished, and the actors under the merciless lights relaxed visibly.


“A great job, all of you,” he compelled himself to say. “We’ll triple our ratings. You’re all aces; Stanislavski would have been proud of you.”


He mopped sweat from his forehead, folded the thick shooting script neatly down its center, and dropped it into the red cloth seat of his unused directorial chair. The charwomen could have that script now. He was through with Mist of Desire. Tomorrow night the show would go on, botched and crude as always; the public would love it, the telefax reviewers would hail John Amory as the greatest director of the age, and the client and the ad agency would count their money and rejoice.


And come Thursday there would be a new script, fresh from Kavanagh’s Scripting Committee, full of enthusiastic marginal notes from various vice-presidents who were always afraid that Amory might miss the point of the play.


“John?” a voice said.


He emerged from his reverie. Donna Martin stood at his elbow, still wearing the heavy makeup required by the color cameras, still in her costume. Amory looked at her. Not even the thick grease on her face obscured her beauty; she had a lovely simplicity of bearing that was a joy to contemplate.


“What’s on your mind, Donna?”


“The performance tonight—how was I, John?”


He smiled. “Do I have to tell you?”


“I know I can believe what you say. I was terrible, wasn’t I? That fumbled line on page thirty-three, and getting caught without breath in that big speech near the end …”


“Forget those things,” Amory said. “They don’t count. What counts is that you got up there and became somebody else, for the evening. You acted, Donna, not just read lines. You were good. You’re the best I have, and the best there is. Now get backstage and wipe all that goo off your face before you get your pores clogged up.”


She grinned brightly at him. “Thanks, John.” And then she was gone.


The cameras retreated into their hiding-places; the cast vanished toward the dressing rooms. Amory looked at the time. Nine-five. An hour from now he would be at Ted Beckett’s place, among people. Living, talking, thinking people who shared his distaste for the mass media, even though some of them were capable, as he was, of doublethink. Like Amory, they could take the big video money, despising their work.


He was tempted to take Donna Martin along to Beckett’s, but decided against it. The girl didn’t show any signs of being an intellectual. She might be bored, or openly horrified by the tone of the conversation there. She was a talent, natural-born, but apparently not dissatisfied with the world about her.


Amory looked around. The little group in the back of the studio had left; that was a relief. Someday, he was sure, Van Graben was going to invite him to come out for a beer after a rehearsal, and he was going to blurt out, “No, sorry, Van. I’m going uptown to visit that subversive Ted Beckett, who’s showing some avant-garde films tonight, and we’re going to sit around cursing you and your whole mindless breed.”


And the next day there’d be a stiff little note of dismissal from the Network Head Himself in his mailbox, along with a month’s severance pay.


Amory smiled to himself, wondering whether that would really be a fate worse than death or not. Beckett and others had often urged him to leave video before it was too late, before his taste and the keen edge of his mind succumbed to the all-devouring influences of the mediocrity about him.


“Not just yet,” Amory would say, even though his five years in the industry had left him wealthy. He realized that he was afraid to resign—that this job, loathsome as it was at times, gave him a contact he dared not break.


He could always break it, and live in a drafty cellar like Ted Beckett, never knowing when his neighbors would tire of having an avowed egghead in the neighborhood and come crashing in to destroy his books and tapes and film projector. He could withdraw into a vacuum, but something told him he would be even more discontented there. Perhaps people like Beckett were more realistic, but John Amory knew that he dared not throw away the one thing he clung to—hope. However groundless it might be, he held on to that small hope of improving the standards of performance if nothing else.


There was more, he knew. By keeping his video post, he had status in his community: he was John Amory, the noted video director. People let him alone; no one inquired about his private opinions. And his lofty position in the entertainment industry provided him with a mask for his inner discontent.


He was anxious not to lose that mask.


It wasn’t that he despised his co-workers and the producers and vice-presidents of the network. It was simply that they functioned in entirely different worlds from his. He liked Van Graben, after a fashion; Graben was good-natured and sincere, even if Amory disagreed with him on almost everything. It was Graben who had made possible Amory’s rapid rise to Transvideo success, and Amory had always retained a liking for him.


He respected Kavanagh, too, in a way; the man honestly thought he was serving the best interests of the public by revising scripts to meaninglessness. And though Amory detested the viewpoint, he couldn’t condemn Kavanagh.


There were others around the studio whom Amory found likable enough. Not all of the executives were ulcer-ridden mediocrities, dour and humorless. Some were affable, good companions.


But the real Amory had to stay hidden. He never dared express an opinion not carefully tailored to the expectations of his co-workers. It was the only way to stay on top in a business that, for its own security, refused to tolerate independent thinking.


Amory shouldered his way through the studio, taking advantage of his size and rank to push the thronging dozens of technicians aside. As he passed through the main studio exit into the corridor someone stopped in front of him and muttered, “Great show tonight, John” in his face.


“Thanks,” Amory said bluntly, and kept on going—realizing only later that the man had been some high executive of the network, who probably now was fuming over the director’s haughtiness. Well, the man would forget by morning; these network people had all long ago had their brains addled by their work, in which they believed sincerely. None of them could remember an insult long enough to bear a grudge, it seemed.


He reached the elevators, rode down to ground level, and passed through the majestic lobby into the night. It was a warm April evening, moonless, slightly overcast. The street was virtually empty of pedestrians, though a steady low humming told him that the elevated roadway fifty feet above the street was thronged with cars threading their way through New York City and out into the outlying suburbs; they were late-shift workers heading to their homes in Connecticut and coastal New Jersey and the Long Island slums.


A flickering electronic sign around the gleaming chrome-jacketed tower of the Hanley Building caught Amory’s attention. He waited patiently in the street through four leagues of early-season baseball scores, and finally caught the weather forecast: there was rainfall scheduled for a fifteen-minute drop at two-thirty A.M.


Otherwise, there was nothing much new, as the innocuity of the newsstrip testified. Amory wondered briefly how it had been in the old days, when the newsbands had been full of tales of international tensions, rumors of war, and such things.


Thanks to the barriers between the power blocs of the world, all was tranquil. Russia was so remote that she might as well have been on some other planet; even South America was an alien land. Amory wondered whether the tranquility had been worth the price.


Then he shook his head. Wondering was a bad habit; it led to thoughtfulness, and that was dangerous. He sighed and looked around for a transport depot. He wanted to get to Beckett’s place early.




CHAPTER III


Beckett lived on 255th Street, far to the north in the blotchy, shabby district of crowded tenements that was Riverdale. About the only thing lower than living in a cellar apartment in Riverdale, as Beckett did, was to dwell in the rabbit warrens of Levittown or one of the other jam-packed towns on the Island. Everything blurred together in one endless mass of dreary slum buildings, each still maintaining its ancient municipal identity nonetheless.
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